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ABSTRACT 

The current report examines the components and implications of the existing 

research utilizing the theory of academic disidentification. The theory of academic 

disidentification proposes a process that accounts for the academic disparity between the 

academic achievement levels of White and ethnic minority students. The premise 

hypothesizes that academic achievement only results from an individual’s adaptive 

integration of their performance in the academic domain with their identity. For ethnic 

minority students the academic domain presents frequent exposure to stereotype threat 

whether it occurs on exams or in class participation. Over time, the accumulation of these 

experiences promote a maladaptive process by which ethnic minority students separate 

their overall identity from the academic domain, thus undermining the importance of 

academic achievement. In addition to the analysis of the research, this paper propose a 
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process of academic disidentification and present implications for counselors working 

with ethnic minority students. 
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Reframing the Academic Trends of African American College Students: 

Introduction 

Statement of the Problem 
 A critical issue in education is the persistence of the academic achievement gap 

between White and African American college students. On one hand, more students of 

color are reaching high levels of academic achievement (Hellig, Reddick, Hamilton & 

Dietz, 2011) as shown through the National Center for Education Statistics, revealing that 

from 1976 to 2010 the percentage of Black college students increased from 9 to 14 

percent. Simultaneously, the percentage of White students decreased from 83 to 61 

percent (NCES, 2012) (see Figure 1).  

   
 
 
 
 
On the other hand, academic disparities present throughout the educational pipeline have 

not been effectively addressed. Beginning in kindergarten, African American children are 

 Figure 1. Increase in student percentage rates in years 1976 and 2010 
 

               (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of     
               Education. (2012). The Condition of Education 2012. Retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/           
               programs/digest/d10/index.asp) 
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equipped with fewer reading skills than their White counterparts, despite their parents 

having equal levels of education (Ferguson, 2003). In high school, African Americans 

drop out of high school at a rate of 8 percent compared to 5.1 percent for White students. 

Results from the SAT, in the 2010-2011 school year, reveal that, on average, African 

Americans score the lowest on the critical reading, mathematics, and writing sections 

among White, Mexican American, Asian/Pacific Islander, American Indian/Alaska 

Native students (e.g., on the critical reading section, on average, African Americans 

scored a 428 compared to 528 for White students). This trend endures into higher 

education where in the fall 2004 semester, 62 percent of White students graduated from 

college, while 39 percent of Black students graduated. Additionally, in 2010, African 

Americans earned only 10.3 percent of all Bachelor’s degrees compared to 72.9 percent 

earned by White students (NCES, 2012) (see Figure  2). More research is needed that 

examines the antecedents to Black college underachievement and incompletion. 

Consequently, these academic disparities can result in a range of adverse outcomes, 

including high unemployment rates. In 2012, the unemployment rate for African 

Americans was 15 percent compared to 7.4 percent for Caucasians (U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2013). Furthermore, unemployment rates vary within the African American 

population according to education level: 22 percent unemployment rate without a high 

school credential; 11 percent unemployment rate with a high school credential; and, 4 

percent unemployment rate with at least a bachelor’s degree (Aud, Fox, & Kewal-

Ramani, 2010). 
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Arguably, the consequences of academic underachievement have had their 

greatest impact on African American men. Research has found that in post-secondary 

education, African American women outperform African American men in enrollment, 

grades, graduation rates, and degree attainment (Cokley & Moore, 2007). For example, 

African American women hold 65.9% of all bachelor’s degrees earned by the total 

population of African American college students (NCES, 2012) (see Figure 2).   

Among the implications that can be drawn from these statistics, lower success in 

academics has been found to be a primary obstacle toward social mobility in the United 

States (Finn and Rock, 1997; in Irving & Hudley, 2008). Alarmingly, an investigation 

conducted by the American Human Development Report documented a staggering 

difference in mortality rates corresponding to ethnicity and gender. In 2001, 

approximately 21 years separated the mortality rate between African American males, the 

lowest life expectancy rate, and Asian females, the highest life expectancy rate (Smith, 

72.9	  

16.9	  

3.5	  

6.8	  
10.3	  

Percentage of Bachelor's Degrees Conferred (2009-2010) 

White	  

Other	  (e.g.,	  Hispanic,	  
Asian,	  Native	  American)	  

Black	  -‐	  male	  

Black	  -‐	  female	  

Figure 2: Percentage distribution of bachelor’s degrees by ethnicity 
	  	  
(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education. (2012). 
The Condition of Education 2012. Retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/index.asp) 
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Hung, & Franklin, 2011). One reason behind this is that higher socioeconomic status 

grants increased access to health insurance, regular health exams, and better 

environmental conditions. This highlights the correlation between poor academic 

achievement, a component of socioeconomic status, and lower levels of well-being (e.g., 

Finn & Rock, 1997; Jordan & Sanders, 2000). This paper will address these challenges 

facing African American males through a review of theories accounting for the academic 

achievement gap, including a proposed process of academic disidentification, and an 

appraisal of current manifestations of racial oppression.  

Overarching Themes in Literature 

 The current academic achievement literature has yielded several theories 

accounting for academic underachievement in African American men. The first one 

emphasizes a nature perspective that places biological factors, specifically genetics, at 

fault (e.g., Herrnstein & Murray, 1994). The second adopts the nurture perspective 

targeting the environment (e.g., low socioeconomic status, single-parent families, and 

racism) (e.g., Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992; Jacoby & Glauberman, 1995). The 

third assumes a cultural view, suggesting that African American students are at fault due 

to misaligned priorities and values that do not promote educational goals (e.g., Major, 

1998). Additionally, this argument claims that affirmative action has perpetuated 

academic underachievement by allowing under-prepared students to enter into 

competitive academic environments (Cokley, 2002). The previously mentioned 

perspectives have been critiqued because they do not account for the academic 

underachievement of African American students from middle and upper socioeconomic 
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statuses (Morgan & Mehta, 2004). This phenomenon has been captured by another 

theory, however, called Academic Disidentification (Steele, 1992).  

Academic Disidentification 

Academic disidentification is a dynamic process that leads to the separation of a 

student’s global self-esteem from their academic self-esteem, thus decreasing the 

contingency of a student’s self-worth on their academic performance (Osborne, 1997; 

Woodcock, Hernandez, Estrada, & Schultz, 2012). A student who is disidentified 

academically under-performs and appears to be indifferent toward poor and/or average 

academic evaluations (Cokley, 2002). This status stands in contrast to an academically 

identified student, who has a self-worth contingent on achievement, earns high academic 

evaluations, shows great interest in their academic progress, and perceives the academic 

domain as a source of opportunity. Theoretically, a student’s global self-esteem is 

contingent upon one’s academic self-esteem (i.e., self-evaluation of academic 

performance) (Osborne, 1997; Steele, 1997). Future research needs to clearly distinguish 

the relationships between academic identification, disidentification, and their 

corresponding identities in order to facilitate effective school and counseling 

interventions (Woodcock et al., 2012; Major & Schmader, 1998; Steele, 1997; Steele, et 

al., 2002).  
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The current literature on academic disidentification has referred to it as a process, 

however it has not thoroughly outlined nor studied the specific stages a student 

progresses through (Woodcock, Hernandez, Estrada, & Schultz, 2012). A key part of this 

paper will be to propose a process of academic disidentification based on the preliminary 

findings of Woodcock and colleagues (2012; see Figure 3). Woodcock and her colleagues 

(2012) conceptualize the process of academic disidentification as beginning with an 

academically identified student. Gradually, they become aware of racial oppression 

within their school and in society, including the negative stereotypes associated with their 

ethnic group. Subsequently, the student begins to experience distress in academic 

situations (e.g., exams and school assignments) due to the potential to confirm those 

negative stereotypes by receiving unsatisfactory evaluations (Steele & Aronson, 1995; 

Cokley, 2002). Eventually, these students undergo the process of psychological 

disengagement composed of devaluing (i.e., minimize significance) and/or discounting 

(i.e., attribution to social injustice) academic evaluations (Major & Schmader, 1998). The 

final stage occurs when the student abandons the academic domain, or detaches their self-

esteem from their academic performance (Steele et al., 2002). Additionally, Woodcock et 

5. Academic 
Disidentification 

4. Academic 
Disengagement 

3. Stereotype Threat 2. Awareness of 
Racial Oppression 

1. Academic 
Identification 

Figure 3: Proposed process of Academic Disidentificaion 
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al. (2012) views this process as recursive in which chronic exposure to stereotype 

threatening situations perpetuates the student toward an academic disidentified identity.  

It is critical to understand the factors that contribute to the achievement gap in 

order to effectively address it. This paper will examine one of these factors, the process 

of academic disidentifiction, by analyzing each of its components in the following 

sections. Specifically, this report will first trace historical and current systemic and legal 

obstacles that prevent equal levels of academic achievement for African American 

students. Next, the report will review empirical studies of stereotype threat, which is the 

first step toward academic disidentification. Then, the intermediary stage of academic 

disengagement will be examined. Following, the status of academic disidentification will 

be discussed. After that, the proposed process of disidentification will be summarized. 

Finally, implications for K-12 and higher education counselors, based on conclusions 

drawn from the literature, will be explored.   

 
  



 

 8 

Chapter One: 
African American Access to Quality Education 

 
 The disparities in academic achievement experienced by African Americans 

reflect an ongoing fight toward equality. In 1947, barriers to higher education began to 

crumble with the publication of the report, Higher Education for American Democracy, 

drafted by President Harry Truman’s Commission on Higher Education. This document 

argued in favor of ending racial discrimination in higher education (Hutcheson et al., 

2011). This was followed by two U.S. Supreme Court cases, Sweatt v. Painter (1950) and 

Brown v. Board of Education (1954), which repudiated the legality of the “separate but 

equal” doctrine (Hellig et al., 2011). Another boost occurred in 1965 when legislation 

provided federal scholarships to students in need of financial assistance (Hutcheson et al., 

2011). However, oppression persistently manifests itself through various processes within 

society, remains ubiquitous despite historical legal progress.  

Non-Academic Variables. Educational inequality, a form of oppression, is 

manifested through non-academic variables including inefficient utilization of time, 

discipline, attendance, extracurricular participation, and facilities and program quality 

(Johnson & Avelar La Salle, 2010). Johnson and her colleagues (2010) found that the 

quality of the school’s facilities impact the quality of the school’s programs. They 

attributed this relationship to space shortages, which caused teachers to experience 

stability and to spend valuable class time setting up, organizing, and managing their 

classrooms instead of teaching (Johnson et al., 2010). Low quality school facilities are 
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more likely to be located in lower income neighborhoods, which ethnic minorities 

disproportionately occupy (Orfield, 1999).  

One of the ways oppression manifests itself is through the largely unrecognized 

practice of residential segregation based on racial discrimination. Massey (1994) 

discovered that both individual and systemic actions are responsible for residential 

segregation. These actions include real estate agents intentionally avoiding established 

white neighborhoods, discriminatory practices by lending institutions (Massey & Fong, 

1990), resistance and hostility by white residents, and neighborhood resegregation 

through increasing avoidance by white home-buyers (Hirsch, 1983; Cass, 1986; Bauman, 

1987; Massey & Mullan, 1984; as cited in Massey & Fong, 1990). Consequently, 

opportunities for social mobility and well-being are affected by unequal resource 

distribution (e.g., education, employment, safety, insurance rates, services, and assets in 

terms home equity) (Massey & Fong, 1990). In terms of education, Orfield (1999) found 

that residential segregation leads to segregated schools in which White students are more 

likely to attend schools with middle class students, while ethnic minority students are 

more likely to attend schools with concentrated poverty. Furthermore, these schools are 

typically characterized by several variables correlated with academic underperformance 

including unqualified teachers, lack of advanced courses, high dropout rate, and low rates 

of college admittance (Johnson et al., 2010).  

Teacher Expectations & Beliefs. Another critical variable that promotes 

educational inequality are teacher’s expectations and beliefs about their students that in 

turn affects disciplinary actions. Whether through unconscious or conscious processes, 
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teacher’s expectations and perceptions influence multiple factors that determine the 

degree of academic success students of color experience. These factors include the degree 

of support teachers offer, the quality of the teacher-student relationships (Meehan, 

Hughes, & Cavell, 2003; as cited in Thomas & Stevenson, 2009), grades (Thomas et al., 

2009), and frequency of behavioral referrals (Neal et al., 2003; as cited by Thomas et al., 

2009; Roderick, 2003; as cited by Thomas, Coard, Stevenson, Bentley, & Zamel, 2009). 

The racial biases transmitted in the classroom reflect those operating in general society. 

Typically, African American females are seen as loud and brash (Fordham, 1993); while 

African American males are perceived as lazy, focused on athletic pursuits, aggressive 

and violent (Hall, 2003; Wood et al., 2007; as cited in Thomas et al., 2009). A study 

conducted by McKown and Weinstein (2008; as cited in Thomas et al., 2009) in an 

elementary school showed that there was a correlation between students’ reports of 

differential teacher treatment and the teachers’ self-reports of their expectations for 

successful academic performance. In classrooms where students indicated a high degree 

differential treatment, teachers’ expectations were significantly higher of white and Asian 

American students than the expectations of African American and Latino students despite 

similar achievement records (Mckown & Weinstein, 2008). Teachers’ expectations not 

only impact the academic achievement gap but also the related discipline gap that exists 

between African American and white students.  

Disciplinary Disparities. While there is no question that disciplinary action is 

necessary to maintain order and protect students, data from the last 30 years has shown 

that ethnic minority students, on a consistent basis, are disproportionately suspended 
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(Arcia, 2006; as cited by Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010) and face expulsion 

(KewelRamani, Gilbertson, Fox, & Provasnik, 2007; as cited by Gregory et al., 2010). 

Research has found that although African American students only 17% of the public 

school population, they compose 33% of out-of-school suspensions. In contrast, white 

student compose 63% of the public school population and only 50% of suspensions (The 

Civil Rights Project, 2010; as cited by Johnson et al., 2010). The Civil Rights Project 

(2010; as cited by Johnson et al., 2010) found that students of color are more likely to be 

suspended because of disobedience, disruption, and disrespect of school authorities. 

Despite the absence of realistic threats to safety, teachers are more likely to perceive 

African American cultural behavioral and verbal expressions as aggressive thus 

accounting for the higher number of behavioral referrals and punishment (Moore, 2002; 

Neal et al., 2003; as cited in Thomas, 2009). In spite the evidence of racially 

discriminatory patterns of punishment and possible links to the achievement gap due to 

time spent out of class, it appears that once individual students or groups are negatively 

perceived as problems, the degree or frequency of punishment they receive is not 

questioned (Johnson et al., 2010).  

These non-academic factors create an environment where students of color are 

consistently challenged by racial prejudice and discrimination. As the students’ 

awareness of oppression develops, these sets of circumstances controlling the school 

environment set the foundation for academic underperformance, beginning with the 

experience of stereotype threat.  
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Chapter Two: 
Stereotype Threat 

 
 Despite decades of struggle toward equal educational opportunity, troubling 

evidence reveals African Americans students’ underperformance including school 

engagement, grade point averages, and graduation rates compared to equally qualified 

White students (Owens & Massey, 2011). These negative outcomes are the product of 

underperformance in specific evaluative situations ranging from exams, class 

participation, and homework assignments. Specific instances of low performance during 

evaluative situations are captured by the phenomenon of “stereotype threat,” in which a 

student of a socially stigmatized group (e.g., ethnic minorities, women, and individuals 

with disabilities) (Steele, 1997; Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2002), fears confirming 

negative racial stereotypes through their academic performance (Steele, 1997). In 

particular, African American students, from all socioeconomic categories, consistently 

experience situations encapsulated by stereotype threat due to a pervasive cultural 

stigmatization of intellectual inferiority (Aronson et al., 2002). Within schools this stigma 

is communicated through academic (e.g., standardized testing, grades) and nonacademic 

means (e.g., teacher-student relationships, resource availability, classroom sizes, campus 

appearance/condition).  

 An individual experiences stereotype threat within a situation where a negative 

stereotype could be potentially confirmed through the evaluation of their performance. 

Interestingly, the individual does not have to believe that the negative stereotype is 

applicable to them, but simply has to be aware of the existence of a stereotype. This 
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circumstance imposes unnecessary cognitive and emotional burden onto the individual, 

manifesting into a “performance-disruptive apprehension” (Aronson et al., 2002). This 

apprehension can indirectly undermine performance quality through different pathways 

including an increase in arousal limiting the amount of cues available to serve as aides on 

a task; division in attention to task-irrelevant worries; a disrupting sense of self-

consciousness; and/or excessive caution during a task (Steele & Aronson, 1995).    

  The disrupted functioning mechanisms involved in this disrupted functioning can 

be illustrated utilizing a testing scenario. Instead of the student solely concentrating on 

performing well on the exam, they unconsciously allocate a portion of their attention 

toward investigating the potential consequences of their performance. Potentially feared 

consequences include confirmation of negative stereotypes, including intellectual 

inferiority. Subsequently, the student will actually devote critical time to completing 

fewer items, more inaccurately, than students who do not experience stereotype threat 

(Morgan & Mehta, 2004).    

 One condition preceding the experience of stereotype threat requires that an 

individual be identified with the specific domain implicated by the negative stereotype. 

Specifically, identifying with academics is the degree to which an individual’s global 

self-esteem is affected by their quality of academic self-esteem. Academic self-esteem is 

comprised of an individual’s self-evaluation of the goals they aspire to and their 

performance outcomes in the academic domain (Osborne, 1997). Research by Luo and 

colleagues (2009) reveal that most elementary school students begin their academic 

career being highly identified with the academic domain. This is represented through 
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three dimensions of academic engagement: behavioral (e.g., task persistence, following 

classroom rules), affective (e.g., favorable of school, sense of belonging to the academic 

domain), and cognitive (e.g., belief in academic capabilities) (Luo, Hughes, Liew, & 

Kwok, 2009). Thus the more an individual identifies with the academic domain and 

experiences stereotype threat, the more likely their academic and, consequently, global 

self-esteem would be adversely affected. This provides insight into the apparent 

contradiction where adequately prepared African American students do not succeed at 

levels comparable to European American students.   

Principle Research Study 

 Steele and Aronson (1995) conducted the principle study investigating the 

influence of   on the academic performance of African American students. Together these 

studies described the influence that stereotype threat can have on the performance levels 

of African American students. In the conditions where race becomes salient, performance 

levels suffer as a consequence of the students’ increased sensitivity to the stereotype of 

intellectual inferiority.  

 With a sample of African American and white undergraduate students at Stanford, 

four separate experiments were conducted. The first two elicited stereotype threat by 

manipulating whether a test was presented as diagnostic of intellectual ability or non-

diagnostic. The results showed that African American students in the ability diagnostic 

condition underperformed students from all ethnicities in the other three conditions.   

To support the proposal that the previous result was related to stereotype threat, 

the third study included measures of stereotype activation and avoidance in addition to 
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varying conditions of diagnostic evaluation. Findings revealed that African American 

students showed an increase in racial stereotype activation and self-doubts that led them 

to avoid stereotypical African American preferences (i.e., hip-hop music and basketball). 

Additionally, only twenty-five percent of students in the ability diagnostic condition 

voluntarily indicated their race whereas the majority of students in the other conditions 

indicated their race (Steele & Aronson, 1995). Other studies investigating the effect of 

stereotype threat on the academic underachievement of African Americans have provided 

similar results (Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2002; McKay, Doverspike, Bowen-Hilton, & 

Martin, 2002; Osborne, 2001).   

Empirical Support  

 In addition to the validity of stereotype threat within specific situations in 

laboratory settings, this effect has also been found to occur in real-life settings. Fischer 

(2010) conducted a study investigating the impact of stereotype threat and campus racial 

climate on academic outcomes. The variable of campus racial climate indicated the 

overall salience of racial discrimination present on campus. This consisted of hearing 

derogatory remarks from fellow students, professors, and/or staff; perceiving unfairness 

in grading; or being explicitly discouraged from a particular class or educational track.   

 Results showed those students who reported higher rates of stereotype threat and 

perceived a racial discriminatory climate, spent less time studying and earned lower 

grades. One profound finding was that negative perceptions of campus racial climate 

accounted for delayed graduation (Fischer, 2010).  
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 Additionally, negative beliefs about affirmative action programs compound the 

effects of stereotype threat on grade point averages. Van Laar, Levin, and Sinclair (2009) 

found that freshman ethnic minority students who expressed experiencing stereotype 

threat and believed that they were admitted through affirmative action, had lower grade 

point averages than those who did not indicate experiencing stereotype threat (Van Laar 

et al., 2009).  

 Studies have also found differential effects of stereotype threat based on gender 

(Fleming, 1984; Hare & Hare, 1991; McJamerson, 1991). For example, Chavous, Harris, 

Rivas, Helaire, and Green (2004) tested this effect with samples of African American 

undergraduate students from a predominantly white institution (PWI) in the Midwest and 

a historically black colleges and universities (HBCU) in the South. The findings revealed 

that racial stereotypes functioned differently for African American men and women 

depending on the type of institutional context. Although students at both types of 

institutions reported the existence of racially biased evaluations, there were fewer 

incidents at the HBCU. No differences emerged in the degree to which men and women 

expected to face stereotype threatening situations. However, heightened expectations of 

racial stigmatization correlated with lower academic success at the PWI for men and at 

the HBI for women (Chavous et al., 2004).  

 These results highlight the impact that negative racial climates can have on the 

academic success of African American students. Additionally, the extent of the 

association’s repercussions can be determined by the multicultural representation within 

the context. For instance, black males are less represented in PWI’s than black women, 
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possibly accounting for their poorer academic performance. On the other hand, on HBI 

campuses black women are underrepresented and thus may perceive their gender as more 

of a target than their ethnicity (Chavous et al., 2004).  
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Chapter Three: 
Academic Disengagement 

 
Definition 
 
 Academic disengagement is the intermediary stage between the chronic 

experience of stereotype threat and the status of academic disidentification (see Figure 3). 

The process of academic disengagement can be conceptualized as a type of reactive 

coping method that eventually leads to the emergent identity of being academically 

disidentified, within the framework of the “Phenomenological Variant of Ecological 

Theorty (PVEST)” developed by Spencer, Dupree, and Hartman (1997). Coping through 

disengaging from the academic domain is triggered when an academically identified 

student faces the choice between continuing or separating their sense of self-esteem from 

the academic domain after they have experienced stereotype threat (Spencer et al., 1997).  

Academically disengaging as a type of coping method involves a self-regulatory 

mechanism that maintains self-esteem through building a contingency between self-

esteem on domains in which the individual performs well in (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001; as 

cited in Zeigler-Hill, 2007). The outcomes of low performance and a heightened 

awareness that results from stereotype threatening situations triggers the self-defensive 

process of detaching the contingency between one’s self-esteem and the academic 

domain (Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003). This may be accomplished through two 

psychometrically distinct components of the process of academic disengagement – 

“devaluing” and “discounting” performance outcomes earned in the academic domain. 

Both processes are grounded in an individual’s awareness level of racial prejudice and 
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social stigma surrounding black intellectual inferiority (Forbes, Schmader, & Allen, 

2008).  

 A student may devalue the academic domain by diminishing the importance and 

relevance of their performance outcomes to their identity. Discounting academic 

evaluations involves discrediting the validity of the evaluations as an accurate measure of 

their ability but rather as more of an indication of racial discrimination. Both processes 

begin as a self-protective strategy that allows ethnic minority students to maintain their 

self-worth in the face of racial oppression (Forbes, Schmaer, & Allen, 2008).  

Empirical Support 

 A number of studies have examined these processes including one conducted by 

Strambler and Weinstein (2010), utilizing 111 elementary school students (first through 

fifth grade) in a high poverty urban elementary school, 49 percent of which were African 

American, evaluated the concept of devaluing the academic domain. The findings 

revealed that devaluing and valuing were constructed as two independent constructs. The 

students, on average, indicated a high level of academic valuing (e.g., “I care about how 

well I do in school”) and a moderate degree of academic devaluing (e.g., “Learning is not 

important to me”). This supported the idea that disengagement occurs over time through 

grade levels, with most students beginning school as academically engaged. The 

researchers pinpointed the students’ perceptions of their learning environment, including 

the amount of negative feedback and lack of attention from teachers, as contributing to 

the degree of academic devaluing (Strambler & Weinstein, 2010). These findings are 

supported by other research conducted by older populations.  
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Schmader, Major, and Gramzow (2001) whom investigated the validity of the 

processes of academic disengagement with a sample of 676 undergraduates. Findings 

showed that African American students who reported directly experiencing stereotype 

threat or held a stronger belief in systemic racial discrimination, also tended to score high 

in measures of discounting and devaluing the academic domain. Students did not 

experience these processes as a result of their personal academic progress but because of 

their belief in racial discrimination (Schmader et al., 2001).  

 Another study (Major & Schmader, 1998) investigating academic disengagement, 

found that African American students showed higher levels of discounting than European 

American students. On the other hand, African American and European American 

students did not show different levels in devaluing academics. Interestingly, this result 

supports one of the assertions of academic disidentification theory. Although African 

American students separate their self-esteem levels from their academic performance 

evaluations, they do not stop valuing the importance of education (Major et al., 1998). 

Education as a priority is a strongly held cultural value on account of its potential to 

improve the quality of well-being for individuals and their communities (Major & 

Schmader, 1998; Major et al., 1998; as cited in Nussbaum & Steele, 2007).  

 Cokley and Moore (2007) provided evidence that the degree of academic 

disengagement correlates with a student’s degree of ethnic identification, an implication 

previously drawn. African American male college students who reported a high level of 

ethnic identity experienced lower grade point averages. Contradicting the previous study, 

these students also reported a high degree of devaluing academic success. In contrast, 
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males and females with a low level of ethnic identity did not experience any change in 

GPA or devaluing academic success (Cokley & Moore, 2007). A concept called race-

based rejection sensitivity (citation), discussed later in this document, might account for 

the differences between individuals who are and are not affected by stereotype threat.  

 Forbes et al., (2008) conducted a neurophysiological experiment that measured 

EEG activity while ethnic minority participants completed a response conflict task. 

Findings confirmed the validity of the distinct processes of discounting and devaluing, 

which employed two separate motivational processes and differentially affected the 

individual’s performance monitoring processes in stereotype threatening environments.  

 Participants did not display significant levels of devaluing despite experiencing 

stereotype threat. It was believed that if the participants had devalued the domain then 

they would be less likely to detect their errors on a stereotype threatening task.  Instead, 

they indicated significant levels of valuing academics, which unconsciously facilitated 

their motivation to detect and correct errors when the test was framed as diagnostic of 

intellectual ability. Participants who self-reported higher levels of discounting, perceived 

the ability diagnostic intelligence test as more difficult and indicated more beliefs of self-

doubt (Forbes et al., 2008). Although the supporting research on academic disengagement 

is limited, this concept links the experience of stereotype threat to the subsequent 

experience of academic disidentification.  
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Chapter Four: 
Academic Disidentification 

 
Definition 
 
 The theory of academic disidentification proposes that in the beginning of their 

educational journey, most students identify with the academic domain (Strambler et al., 

2010), meaning that an aspect of their self-esteem is based on their performance of their 

academic performance. Unfortunately, African American students will be exposed to 

numerous situations in which they encounter stereotype threat along their journey. This 

chronic experience of stereotype threat can result in a status of academic 

disidentification. This has been suggested to develop through a process (see Figure 3) 

whereby African American students protect their global self-esteem from the threatening 

environment by separating it from their academic self-esteem. In this way the students 

avoid a decrease in their overall self-esteem levels. Studies investigating this 

phenomenon uncovered two significant findings: first, for both white and black students, 

self-esteem and academic achievement are correlated; second, black students possessed 

equal or higher levels of self-esteem than their white counterparts despite lower academic 

success (Demo and Parker, 1987; Porter and Washington, 1979, 1993; Rosenberg, 1979 

as cited in Morgan & Mehta, 2004).  

These findings presented a paradox accounted for by the principle of “selective 

valuation” proposed by Willliam James (1890). The principle states that individuals “not 

only seek to excel in those areas on which we have staked ourselves but we tend to stake 

ourselves on those areas in which we excel (Morgan et al., 2004).” Utilizing this 
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reasoning, a positive self-image would be challenged if the individual performed poorly 

in a domain they identified with and valued (Osborne & Walker, 2006). To resolve this 

conflict, African American students may unconsciously maintain adequate levels of self-

esteem in the face of lower academic achievement levels because the academic domain is 

no longer valued through the process of academic disidentification (Morgan et al., 2004). 

Despite the theoretical plausibility and innovative perspective on this issue, there has 

been limited research conducted utilizing the theory of academic disidentification. The 

available literature covers five components of the theory: the role of ethnic identity, the 

ramifications of a racial environment, the impact on motivation, the influence of 

feedback, and the potential positive consequences (i.e., persistence).  

Empirical Support 

Ethnic identity. The main variable involved in academic disidentification is the 

student’s ethnic identity as an African American. To investigate this relationship, 

Osborne and Walker (2006) tracked a sample of incoming high school freshmen students 

over a two year period. Findings revealed that ethnically diverse students who indicated 

higher levels of academic identification, reported higher grade point averages, less 

absenteeism, and fewer behavioral referrals than those students who indicated higher 

levels of disidentification. However, identifying with the academic domain differentially 

affected the students’ withdrawal rates. For white students, those who were not identified 

with school withdrew at higher rates than those who were identified. On the other hand, 

African American students who were academically identified withdrew from school at 

higher rates than those who were not identified (Osborne et al., 2004).   
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As can be seen, solely being African American entails a high degree of 

susceptibility to disidentification. However, there is also substantial variability within this 

factor correlating with how an individual relates to their ethnic identity: the positive 

perception of belongingness to an ethnic group (Phinney, Cantu, & Kurtz, 1997; Roberts 

et al., 1999; as cited in Mendoza-Denton, 2008). For under-represented students, strong 

ethnic identification has been shown to have a positive influence on indicators 

corresponding to identification with the academic domain, including perseverance, self-

efficacy, and academic achievement (Cokley, 2003; Cross, Strauss, & Fhagen-Smith, 

1999; Davis, Aronson, & Salinas, 2006; Phinney, 1992; Roberts et al., 1999; Shelton et 

al., 2006; Spencer, Noll, Stoltzfus, & Harpalini, 2001; as cited in Mendoza-Denton, 

Pietrzak, & Downey, 2008). One theory suggests that a strong ethnic identification acts as 

a buffer attributed to a sense of belonging and possession of a historical perspective 

(Shelton et al., 2006; Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003; as cited in Mendoza-Denton et 

al., 2008). In contrast, other research has discovered negative consequences of strong 

ethnic identity involving the processes of discounting and devaluing academic outcomes 

(Major, Spencer, Schmader, Wolfe, & Crocker, 1998; Steele et al., 2002; as cited in 

Mendoza-Denton et al., 2008). The inconsistency of these results emphasizes the need for 

further research that to clarifies the effects of ethnic identity on the process of academic 

disidentification and academic disengagement. Additionally, research needs to examine 

whether academic identification and disidentification are independent constructs, such as 

the process of academic engagement and disengagement (Strambler et al., 2010), or 

constructed on a continuum. 
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 What may determine the emergence of either positive or negative consequences 

may be the degree of race-based rejection sensitivity (RS-race) acquired by the student. 

RS-race is defined as the “process whereby direct or vicarious experiences of race-based 

mistreatment, devaluation, and discrimination lead people to develop anxious  

expectations that they might be victims of similar ill treatment in future relevant 

situations (Mendoza-Denton et al., 2002 as cited in Mendoza-Denton et al., 2008).” The 

two constructs, ethnic identification and race-based rejection sensitivity, become linked 

together when the student’s ethnicity grows salient, subsequently heightening their self-

awareness. This awareness establishes the conditions to trigger the experience stereotype 

threat and the process of academic disidentification.  

Mendoza-Denton et al. (2008), utilizing a sample of African American 

undergraduates, found a relationship between strong ethnic identification, high race-

based rejection sensitivity, and a lack of academic identification with African American 

college students. Specifically, an increased degree of RS-race prevented the student from 

positively reconciling a strong sense of ethnic identification with a potentially racially 

oppressive academic environment (Mendoza-Denton et al., 2008).  

 Cokley (2002) further clarified the complexities of academic disidentification 

with a sample of African American and white college students from a variety of 

institutional contexts. A correlation between global self-esteem and GPA for African 

American and European American males did not exist. Specifically for African 

Americans, it was hypothesized that this may have been due to the fact that they were 

already experiencing disidentification. Additionally, Cokley (2002) found a positive 
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correlation between academic self-esteem and GPA for both African American and 

European American freshmen and sophomores. However, for African American male 

juniors and seniors, there was a sharp decrease in the correlation between academic self-

esteem and GPA, but not for African American females or white males. The implications 

of this study provide evidence that academic disidentification mainly affects African 

American males (Cokley, 2002). Furthermore, the process of academic disidentification 

not only depends on the individual’s ethnicity but also the type of academic institution 

they are in.  

Racial environment. Chang, Eagan, Lin, & Hurtado (2011) utilized a 

longitudinal research design with freshmen college students. They investigated why 

under-represented students (i.e., African Americans, Latin Americans, and American 

Indigenous) switch their majors from biomedical and behavioral sciences (BBS) at higher 

rates than White and Asian American students. The total sample was highly identified 

with the BBS field as indicated through research-oriented achievements (e.g., 

contributing to and gaining expert knowledge, proposing theoretical knowledge, and 

contributing in progress toward a cure to a health problem).  

Findings indicated that the frequency of negative racial experiences moderated 

whether students with BBS majors persisted with the major beyond their freshman year. 

In particular, students who were highly identified and reported experiencing higher 

frequencies of negative racial experiences, were less likely to remain with a BBS major 

compared to highly identified students who reported minimal negative racial experiences. 
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Furthermore, 80% of the under-represented students who switched from a BBS major at 

the end of their first year, successfully graduated in their alternative chosen field of study.  

Although the previously described negative racial experiences were not solely 

characterized by stereotype threat or explicit racial threats, the findings emphasize how 

disidentification occurs as a result of systemic racial oppression within higher education. 

The consequences were that students withdrew from their selected major and stereotype 

threat “affects only a subportion of the stereotyped group, and in the area of schooling, 

probably affects confident students more than unconfident ones” (Steele, 1997, p. 617; as 

cited in Chang et al., 2011).     

 Motivation. One consequence of academic disidentification is an apparent lack of 

motivation to succeed in school. It is possible that the model of contingent self-esteem 

(Crocker et al., 2003) accounts for this phenomenon. In order to protect themselves from 

the threats of racial discrimination, academically disidentified students no longer base 

their self-esteem upon their academic performance. Without this contingency, these 

students are not motivated academically because they do not perceive a purpose for 

spending time studying or completing assignments (Kernis, in press; Kernix & Waschull, 

1995; as cited in Crocker et al., 2003). This process is supported by Cokley’s (2003) 

research, which showed that the intrinsic motivation to learn does not simply disappear 

from low-performing students, but rather separates from the formal educational context. 

Yet, intrinsic motivation remains incorporated within an individual’s global self-esteem. 

This means that, contrary to some theories, African American students do not possess an 

aversion to learning but this goal becomes detached from the formal educational context 
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of school. Therefore the source of the lack of intrinsic motivation does not reside within 

the individual or within African American culture, but in the racial oppression of our 

culture (Cokley, 2003).  

The absence of motivation produces consequences that not only effect students’ 

attitudes but also their cognitive processing (Walker, Greene, & Mansell, 2006). One 

method by which a high degree of motivation increases academic achievement is by 

enhancing cognitive engagement. Cognitive engagement encapsulates the amount and 

type of strategies that students employ to learn. There are two types of cognitive 

engagement: meaningful and shallow cognitive processing. Meaningful processing 

involves establishing complex knowledge structures built through relating new 

information with existing knowledge, and self-regulatory strategies (e.g., planning and 

checking completed work). Shallow strategies involve rote memorization and basic 

rehearsal of material, which do not produce complex knowledge structures due to the 

absence of elaboration on new information. Interestingly, academically disidentified 

students are more likely to utilize shallow rather than meaningful cognitive processes. 

These concepts are important in predicting a student’s degree of identification with the 

academic domain determined by self-perceptions regarding their abilities and efficacy in 

academics, thus potentially producing positive academic outcomes (Walker et al., 2006).  

Walker, Greene, & Mansell (2006) confirmed the positive correlations between 

intrinsic motivation, self-efficacy, and meaningful cognitive processing. Additionally, 

these same concepts (i.e., meaningful processing, intrinsic motivation, and self-efficacy) 

were negatively correlated with a lack of motivation. Finally, academic identification 
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influenced levels of meaningful cognitive engagement beyond the effects produced by 

self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation. These findings offer support for the theory of 

academic disidentification because they will not utilize meaningful processes to ensure 

comprehension and enhance performance on evaluative tasks, negatively affecting 

academic achievement levels (Walker et al., 2006). 

 Feedback receptivity. A second consequence of academic disidentification is an 

individual’s lack of receptiveness to feedback regarding their academic performance. 

Specifically, Major et al. (1998) developed two different experiments in which, following 

the administration of a pseudo-intelligence test, neither positive nor negative feedback 

had a significant effect on African American college students’ self-esteem compared to 

white students. This was acutely true for those students who reported substantial levels of 

chronic disengagement from academic feedback (Forbes, Schmader, & Allen, 2008). This 

phenomenon can be potentially attributed to the self-protective mechanism inherent 

within the status of being academically disidentified that buffers an individual’s self-

esteem from a threatening environment. 

 There are a few reasons why feedback could function as a stereotype threat to 

African American students. One major reason is the potential for the evaluation and/or 

the evaluator to be racially biased. Because this suspicion cannot be confirmed, a 

circumstance called “attributional ambiguity,” ethnic minority students are more likely to 

discount any feedback received. Over time, if this protective mechanism is employed 

routinely then students may disidentify with the academic domain entirely (Denton, 

Flythe, Pietrzak, Downey, & Aceves, 2010).   
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The unconscious decision to discount feedback has been postulated to be 

moderated by how valued an individual feels within a particular group (e.g., the 

university) (Denton et al., 2010). Research has shown that feeling devalued within the 

academic domain contributes to the process of first, experiencing stereotype threat which 

then leads to academic disengagement beginning in elementary school (Strambler et al., 

2010). This sense of being appreciated is conveyed through relational variables such as 

respect, fair treatment, acceptance, and the teacher’s style of providing feedback in 

addition to the student’s perception of how racially prejudiced the environment is. The 

presence of these positive relational factors could reduce the likelihood of perceiving 

racial bias within feedback (Denton et al., 2010; Strambler et al., 2010).  

The relationship between receptivity to feedback and perception of racial bias was 

investigated in a study with African American students at a predominantly White 

university. Researchers found that the students could be separated into high and low 

likelihood to perceive prejudice in the environment, which in turn influenced the effect 

feedback had on their global self-esteem (Denton, et al., 2010). These associations were 

significant only when the students were asked to disclose their race. Findings revealed 

that students, in the low category of bias perception and felt like a valued member of the 

university, were receptive only to positive feedback and experienced an increase in self-

esteem. Students with opposite responses, high perceptions of racial prejudice and low 

sense of value, discounted the positive feedback yielding no effect on their self-esteem. 

When given negative feedback, there were no differences between the two categories of 

students in terms of the lack of effect on their self-esteem. One of the intriguing 
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implications of this study is the importance of the subjective reality of individual 

perspectives. Any efforts to stem the adverse effects of racial oppression within a specific 

setting, will have to address not only explicit racism but also implicit racial consciousness 

(Denton, et al., 2010).    

  Positive Consequences While the consequences of academic disidentification 

are predominantly detrimental, (e.g., low motivation, low cognitive engagement and 

inadequate reactivity to feedback) there are also some advantageous outcomes. These 

include a formidable sense of self-esteem and a characteristic of persistence on tasks 

despite negative evaluations.  

Nussbaum and Steele (2007) define persistence as a student’s “willingness to 

continue with a task on which one has received negative feedback as opposed to 

switching to another task.” Their study illustrated that within a stereotype threatening 

situation, an intelligence diagnostic task, African American students who self-identified 

as disengaged, chose to continue to complete tasks in which they had received negative 

feedback instead of switching to another task.  

A different way of looking at this outcome contends that because the student’s 

self-esteem was no longer contingent on feedback, they were able to persist through 

challenging tasks despite the result. In the short-term, this unconscious strategy allows 

disengaged students the chance to improve their performance over time. While the study 

was not able to determine long-term consequences, they speculated that the need to 

completely disidentify from the academic domain might be disabled. This defensive 

mechanism would allow the student to remain identified with the academic domain while 
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concurrently being psychologically disengaged from stereotype threatening situations 

(Nussbaum & Steele, 2007).  

 While valid contributions to the literature, these studies do have a number of 

notable limitations. One example is that they did not measure the participant’s level of 

academic self-esteem after performing the task. Instead they chose to measure their level 

of global self-esteem which the theory of academic disidentification proposes would not 

be affected. Without looking at the level of change in academic self-esteem, it is not 

possible to predict whether these students in the long-term would eventually withdraw 

(Nussbaum et al., 2007). Although the literature on academic disidentification suggests 

an organized process that ethnic minority students can experience, this process has not 

been sequentially outlined or longitudinally studied. Therefore a process of academic 

disidentification is proposed in order to coherently connect findings from studies on each 

stage of disidentification (Woodcock, Hernandez, Estrada, & Schultz, 2012). 
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One limit to the current research on academic disidentification is the absence of 

empirical support for a process of how a student reaches that status (Woodcock, 

Hernandez, Estrada, & Schultz, 2012). In order to effectively apply this theory toward 

developing prevention and intervention strategies, it would be beneficial to envision 

disidentification as a process. It can be viewed as a series of stages, each prospective 

targets for intervention. In this chapter, I will outline one potential process (see Figure 3).  

The process would begin with the need for all individuals to have a sense of 

positive self-regard, which is an individual’s self-perception of “adaptive and moral 

adequacy” (Steele, 1988; as cited in Steele, 1997). The foundation of a positive self-

regard is composed of an individual’s exploration and adoption of different domains to 

incorporate into their identities. The domains that are eventually consciously and 

unconsciously chosen depend on a series of questions that serve to predict the positive 

prospects available. These prospects can involve an evaluation of the domain’s 

Figure 3: Proposed process of academic disidentification 
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importance, possible rewards, receptiveness, and personal efficacy. In other words, an 

individual usually chooses to identify with domains in which they succeed and they strive 

to succeed in domains that they identify with, a concept adopted from William James 

(1890;1950). In the case of academics, once an ethnic minority student identifies with the 

academic domain they will strive to do well academically (Schmader, Major, & 

Gramzow, 2001). 

An increase in sensitivity surrounding one’s racial identity upon an encounter 

with prejudice characterizes the second stage in the process. Consequently, the student 

would experience stereotype threat within specific evaluative situations (e.g., exams, 

class participation, and interactions with peers and teachers) (Chang, Eagan, Lin, & 

Hurtado, 2011). In the third stage the student embarks on a two-step journey of 

disengagement from the academic domain owing to its imminent threat to their self-

esteem as a coping strategy. The first step of psychologically disengaging involves the 

devaluation of the academic domain. This means the student, in order to cope with the 

stereotype threatening situation, no longer believes that their academic outcomes are 

relevant or important to their self-esteem. The second part of disengagement involves 

discounting the validity of the evaluations received, in which the student might attribute 

their failure to racial bias instead of an accurate measure of their ability. The final stage 

of the overall academic disidentification process is the adoption of an academically 

disidentified identity. This means that the student has separated their global self-esteem 

from their academic self-esteem as a reactive coping method to chronically experiencing 

stereotype threat, a manifestation of racial oppression in the academic domain (Schmader 
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et al., 2001).  In order to validate this process, longitudinal research needs to be 

conducted so that effective interventions can be developed. However, there are several 

counseling implications that can be drawn from the existing literature.   
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Chapter Six: 
Counseling Implications 

 
 The theory of academic disidentification accounts for the academic achievement 

gap by directly connecting systemic manifestations of racial oppression (i.e., stereotype 

threat) to the experiences and outcomes of students of color. This effect materializes itself 

on intrapersonal, interpersonal (i.e., between peers), interpersonal (i.e., between teacher 

and student), and systemic levels. Consciousness-raising efforts and effective 

interventions need to be developed to address academic disidentification on each level, 

which counselors can play a key role in facilitating.  

Intrapersonal Level Implications  
 
 The process of academic disidentification begins when an academically identified 

student becomes aware of the extent to which racial oppression exists. This oppression is 

perceptible through images portraying African American’s in an inferior position in 

society (Torres & Charles, 2004). These negative images are intentionally and 

unconsciously communicated through various channels including the media, school 

curriculum, policies/legislation, and language. It is not uncommon for the media to 

emphasize negative stereotypical beliefs about African Americans (e.g., criminal activity, 

solely athletic ambitions, and materialism) (Palmer & Maramba, 2011). Simply utilizing 

the term “ethnic minority,” as has been implemented in this paper, perpetuates the 

stereotype of inferiority. A more accurate and beneficial term to apply would be 

“minoritize,” the action of systemically socially constructing a minority status of 

underrepresentation in specific situations and environments, such as universities (Harper, 
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2012). The challenge facing students of color is to not internalize these images of 

inferiority and continue to pursue their academic goals despite living in a prejudiced 

culture (Torres et al., 2004).  

 This task can be aided through interventions implemented by educators and 

counselors directed toward invalidating these intolerable messages of oppression. Smith 

and Huang (2008; as cited in Thomas & Stevenson, 2009) propose six strategies that can 

alleviate the pressures of stereotype threat: reduce the importance of the stereotype 

threatening tasks/situations, reduce the salience of the tasks, discuss several potential 

causes of underachievement, describe the task as being invulnerable to stereotype, 

explain ability as flexible rather than fixed, and involve successful role models of color 

into the class. Furthermore, counselors and educators should directly discuss issues 

pertaining to racial dynamics in society and in the school in order to promote healthy 

ethnic identity. This might include emotionally preparing students for situations in which 

they might experience stereotype threat, such as standardized tests and class exams 

(Thomas et al., 2009).   

 
Interpersonal (Between Peers) Level Implications   
 Metastereotypes 
 
 A significant component sustaining racial oppression within academic institutions 

is the interactions between students. Obstructive aspects of these interactions consist of 

harmful language and behavior, negative expectations based on racial identity, and 

“token” status of African American students. Types of harmful language and behavior 

employed by some White students encompass inappropriate staring, discriminatory 
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remarks, denial of privilege, behavioral overcompensation, adoption of a colorblind 

ideology, and feelings of intergroup anxiety (Steele & Aronson, 1995).  

Additionally, inaccurate beliefs about and depictions of affirmative action 

programs inevitably bring into question the legitimacy of ethnic minority students’ merit. 

Any uncertainty regarding the ability of students of color to succeed in the academic 

domain elicit educators’ negative expectations for their students and contribute to 

stereotype threat (Pinel, Warner, & Chua, 2005). On the other hand, perceiving a student 

as “exceptional” imbues them with “token” status which can also make them susceptible 

to “spotlight anxiety” and stereotype threat (Pinel et al., 2005). Unfortunately, the 

accuracy of the stereotypes elicited through stereotype threatening situations are 

alarmingly representative of the actual stereotypes white students hold, which 

characterizes the concept of metastereotypes. Torres and Charles (2004) found that the 

most popular metastereotypes in a sample of Black and White undergraduate students 

refer to social pathology (e.g., violence-prone, welfare-dependent, dangerous, criminality, 

etc.) and inferiority (e.g., natural athletes, intellectually inferior, lazy, and undeserving of 

additional assistance) of students of color (Torres et al., 2004). While disheartening, this 

phenomenon presents an opportunity for counselors and educators to straightforwardly 

address these unhealthy perceptions with their students.  

  Some of the primary ways to intervene on an interpersonal level between peers is 

to initiate discussions concerning race and academic disidentification, in addition to 

increasing the amount of contact White students have with students of color. By 

discussing the concepts of stereotype threat and disidentification with students, faculty, 
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staff, and administrators of the academic institution would promote understanding and 

organize efforts toward reducing oppression on campuses. Black students might also 

increase their degree of persistence in the face of occasional poor performance if they 

have insight into their experiences. Instead attributing academic setbacks to the lack of 

ability, they will accurately ascertain racial hierarchies and systems (Pinel et al., 2005). 

Furthermore, according to Allport’s contact hypothesis (1954; as cited in Torres et al., 

2004) the salience and endorsement of racial stereotypes would decrease if White 

students increase the degree they meaningfully engage with students of color. This would 

contribute to overall positive racial climate of academic institutions and improve 

relationships between students (Torres et al., 2004). In conjunction with enhanced efforts 

to build positive relationships between students, counselors should begin to facilitate 

healthy relationships between students of color and their teachers.  

Interpersonal (Between Educators and Students) Level Implications 
 

The relationships between educators and students are critical determinants of the 

academic success students of color achieve. Unproductive relationships between 

educators and students are typically characterized by teacher’s negative expectations and 

beliefs about their students based on stereotypical portrayals (Thomas et al., 2009). For 

example, it has been found that educators tend to perceive the rebellious and challenging 

behaviors of African American students out of their developmental context. This process 

of “adultification” can lead to African American students receiving more severe 

punishments and left out of intimate connections to their teachers (Bentley, Thomas, & 

Stevenson, 2013). Counselors should implement professional development 
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workshops/seminars that address the role of racial oppression within academic 

institutions and different counteractive measures that can be taken. Educators should also 

be encouraged to utilize methods that emphasize high expectations and high challenges 

for all students, in addition to consistent praise for good performance. Moreover, students 

exhibiting misconduct should be consistently reminded that their teachers care about their 

progress and will offer continuous support (Ferguson, 2003). These interventions are 

important because optimistic relationships between professors and students encourage 

ethnic minority students to feel accepted in the academic domain and relieve any doubts 

regarding their academic abilities (Steele, 1997). In addition to interventions 

implemented on individual levels are critically important, progress cannot be made 

without challenging racial oppressions on systemic levels.  

Systemic Level Implications 
 
 The systemic level is perhaps the most challenging to address in the academic 

achievement due to the seemingly invisible pervasiveness of racial oppression. The 

manifestations of academic disidentification on the systemic level include the absence of 

diverse student/faculty population in the academic institution, lack of multicultural 

awareness in curriculum, and competitive environment. The combination of the lack of 

diversity and absence of multicultural issues within curricula, creates a sense of exclusion 

and alienation for students of color (Hughes, 2012; Tuitt, 2008). Additionally, the priority 

of competitiveness in academic institutions increases the pressure on students to perform 

well instead of a healthy balance with a desire to learn, which magnifies the ramifications 

of stereotype threat (Steele et al., 1995). 
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 There are several interventions that can be implemented on a systemic level that 

address the preceding concerns. Academic institutions should intentionally recruit a 

diverse faculty in order to increase the availability of positive role models for students of 

color. On top of that, multicultural awareness and perspectives should be incorporated 

into curricula that focus on critical reflections and discussions of multicultural issues and 

successful school adjustment to campus life and learning (Harper, Harris, & Institute for 

Higher Education, 2012). A component of this multicultural emphasis should focus on 

increasing the meaningfulness of each educational topic by contextualizing them within 

broader social, political, and economic processes in society (Lynn, 2006). Another 

systemic intervention consists of increasing campus engagement by designing campus 

initiatives, such as social events, mentoring, and academic support as a means for 

students to build connections, and share knowledge and resources (Harper et al., 2012). 

Bridge programs should be created to be implemented at critical stages in school 

including those directed at graduate school, and modifying college admission policies. It 

is suggested that universities work with primary and secondary schools to create bridge 

programs that enhance successful transitions along their education journey, which also 

inform students of what constitutes “college material.” Additionally, integrating other 

elements, such as creativity, in college admission policies could capture, in a holistic 

manner, the college readiness levels of ethnic minority students (Masse, Perez, & Posselt, 

2010). Finally, databases should be created to enable information sharing between 

institutions concentrating on effective empirically based interventions shown to improve 

academic achievement levels of students of color. These data sources are also critically 
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important tools that can be utilized by policymakers to create and defend race-conscious 

initiatives (Harper et al., 2012). By confronting the multi-dimensionality of racial 

oppression manifested in academic institutions, considerable progress can be made in 

effectively addressing the academic gap.  
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Chapter Seven: 
Limitations and Suggestions for Research 

 
 The current research on academic disidentification is very critical for 

understanding the achievement gap. However, there are some limitations within the 

literature including the minimal amount of research available on the theory of academic 

disidentification (Woodcock et al., 2012). The research has also not clarified whether the 

status of being academic disidentified constitutes a psychometrically distinct concept 

apart from the status of being academically identified. Additionally, although the research 

seems to refer to stages of an academic disidentification process, the literature has not 

specifically outlined or studied a longitudinal process, except from Woodcock’s and 

colleagues study (2012).  

Future directions for this area should take in consideration recruiting samples of 

ethnically diverse students from a variety of regions in order to examine whether there 

are distinct differences based on location. Inquiries should also employ a longitudinal 

design in order to track the development of disidentification within students in order to 

formulate and support a process of disidentification. Ideally, longitudinal studies tracing 

the development of identification with the academic domain beginning in the freshmen 

year of high school until college graduation, or the individual’s highest grade completed, 

would add significant support for the theory. Additionally, research should analyze the 

effectiveness of the interventions implemented on both the individual and systemic 

levels. Finally, research utilizing neuroimaging technology should examine neurological 

activity during a stereotype threatening situation to substantiate support for the theory.   
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 The goals of this paper were to review the history of racial oppression that has 

contributed to the current academic underachievement of African American students, 

examine the current state of the academic achievement gap, explore the components of 

academic disidentification, and propose a unifying process of academic disidentification. 

It is evident that stereotype threat, one of the components of academic disidentification, 

effectively accounts for the negative results received by socially stigmatized groups 

during evaluative situations. Research also supports the experience of academic 

disengagement, the intermediary stage consisting of discounting and devaluing academic 

evaluations and outcomes. On the other hand, the research investigating the final stage of 

academic disidentification seems to be inconclusive in its support. This is partly due to 

the limited amount of research utilizing this theory and the lack of longitudinal designs 

that would accurately capture the impact of disidentification.  

 Despite these limitations, academic disidentification provides a valuable 

perspective from which to view the consistent underachievement levels of African 

American males. The theory acknowledges a system of oppression that is manifested 

through the social stigmatization of black intellectual inferiority, which indirectly and 

directly affects African American students. It is critical for counselors to understand this 

theory as a framework for innovative intervention programs. It provides a number of 

factors that could be targeted to increase the academic achievement levels of students. 

These include the racial environment of higher education campuses, interpersonal 

interactions on campus, and multicultural awareness in order to prepare ethnic minority 

students psychologically; empowering them to recognize, understand and communicate 
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their experiences. Unfortunately, while the academic achievement gap may seem like a 

perplexing phenomenon, some researchers claim that it would be more surprising if 

students of color experienced academic success at equal levels to White students due to 

the pervasive history and current practices of racial oppression within our culture. They 

believe that this phenomenon is simply another example of the disparities experienced by 

individuals from different racial groups. It is nearly impossible to expect that children 

who themselves and their families experience disproportionately high incarceration rates, 

severe school punishment, enrollment in special education programs, residential 

segregation, school segregation, and low life expectancy rates, would also experience 

high rates of academic success (Nogura & Akom, 2000; Noguera, 2003). Although this 

set of circumstances presents a disheartening picture, change is possible in higher 

education but only through concerted efforts of all stakeholders within the academic 

community. Through better understanding provided by insightful theoretical proposals, 

we can make significant progress. We cannot delay any longer; progress is needed now.  
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