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Abstract Drawing on frameworks of blocked opportunity, social identity, and immigrant adaptation processes,
we tested competing hypotheses about Latino achievement,
focusing on variation in the ways in which Latino students
at elite colleges perceive and navigate minority status.
Using data from 916 participants in the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen, cluster analyses identify three
profiles of perceived opportunity and social exclusion.
Students in the assimilation profile do not believe minority
status impacts opportunity. Those in the accommodation
profile believe unequal opportunity can be overcome by
individual effort. Finally, students in the resistance profile
are most skeptical about opportunity for minorities, and
these students also report more on-campus ethnic prejudice
than their peers. As freshmen, perceived prejudice
predicted lower grades only for students in the accommodation profile; however, accommodators later report higher
academic achievement than resisters as sophomores. We
discuss the conceptual utility of examining multiple beliefs
about opportunity in concert.
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Introduction
Latinos currently represent the largest ethnic minority group
in the United States (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2001) and the
fastest-growing ethnic minority in the U.S. public school
systems (Driscoll 1999; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco
1995; Vernez and Mizell 2001). By 2010, Latinos will constitute one in five youths of high school age (Vernez and
Mizell 2001). Not surprisingly, much research has focused
on the academic achievement of this rapidly growing
minority group. Findings from this work largely show that
Latinos are being ‘‘left behind’’ in alarming numbers in U.S.
public schools. With a dropout rate of 22.4%, Latino students
are disproportionately less likely than all other ethnic
minority groups (and Whites) to complete high school
(National Center for Education Statistics 2006a). Although
more Latinos and Whites are enrolling in college than before,
the White-Latino gap in completing college is the largest it
has been in the last 30 years and has remained at this plateau
since 1990 (Vernez and Mizell 2001; Tornatsky et al. 2003).
As of 2005, while 85% of White Americans completed high
school and almost 28% obtained Bachelor’s degrees, only
59% and 12% of Latinos had done so, respectively (NCES
2006b).
Despite much concern about Latinos’ lower levels of
academic attainment compared to Whites, we know little
about the mechanisms associated with high achievement
among Latino students, especially those who have reached
the top echelon of American education such as the 28 elite
colleges and universities that participated in the National
Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen (NLSF; see Massey et al.
2003). Using this unique dataset of high-achieving minority students, we test propositions from theories that have
been used to examine minority achievement and underachievement, such as blocked opportunity, social identity
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and vulnerability to prejudice and immigrant adaptation.
Although only a small fraction of Latinos enroll in selective institutions (i.e., 9% as of 2000), and even though
equally qualified Latinos at these kinds of institutions are
more likely to graduate than their counterparts at nonselective institutions, they nevertheless earn lower grades
and remain less likely to graduate than their White peers at
selective institutions (Fry 2004). Therefore, the NLSF
study contains a sample of Latino students who can be
understood as high-achieving relative to their own ethnic
group, yet some of these students still stumble academically relative to Whites.
In the remainder of this article, we first develop competing hypotheses from three frameworks that have been
used to understand racial/ethnic minority achievement: (1)
blocked opportunity, (2) social identity, and (3) immigrant
adaptation processes. Next, by employing a cluster analysis
that classifies students into one of three distinct profiles of
perceptions of (blocked) opportunity and feelings of social
distance from Whites, we identify variation in how Latino
students during their freshmen year at elite colleges perceive minority status. We then examine whether these three
different sets of beliefs about opportunity and social distance from Whites influence how individuals perceive oncampus prejudice and the grades earned during their first
two years in college.
Blocked Opportunity
One challenge faced by researchers who study the manifestations of stratification—such as the White-minority
academic achievement gap—is to develop theories that
account for both structural and subjective conditions
identified by empirical research in fields such as education,
sociology, and psychology. One early attempt to develop a
theory incorporating both subjective and structural conditions is found in status attainment research. With White
male samples, the Wisconsin model of status attainment
(Sewell et al. 1969) demonstrated the importance of
examining relationships between different levels of socioeconomic status, aspirations, and attainment. While
recognizing how socioeconomic position and prior
achievement (i.e., ability) limits educational and occupational attainment, this model sought to identify mediating
factors that could help explain observed variation in the
achievement of people from similar status groups. Sewell
and colleagues (1969) found that the negative impact of
social class on educational and occupational attainment
was most strongly mediated by individuals’ aspirations and
the expectations of significant others (e.g., parents, peers,
and teachers). This line of research highlighted how malleable social psychological variables, such as an
individual’s aspirations and others’ expectations of them
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interact with exogenous indicators of social status to
influence attainment.
However, even students with high aspirations do not
always expect to achieve the goals they set for themselves.
In examining ethnic minority adolescents’ aspirations and
expectations, Hanson (1994) argued that ‘‘although everyone may want to succeed, people in different [social] strata
have different expectations of their chances for success’’
resulting from their perceptions of the opportunities
afforded their respective social groups (p. 60). Hanson’s
observation is supported by social and cultural capital
theory and research that has sought to explain how a lack of
knowledge and information about higher education often
limits individuals’ sense of opportunities available to them
and their capabilities to achieve their goals (e.g., Arellano
and Padilla 1996; Cabrera and Padilla 2004; Carter 2005;
Coleman 1988; McClelland 1990; Perna 2000).
One theory that emphasizes perceptions of blocked
opportunities to explain maladaptive academic outcomes is
Ogbu’s Cultural Ecological Model (CEM), which asserts
that when youths recognize their ethnic group’s subordinate social status, they subsequently lower their levels of
effort and their expectations for achievement (e.g., Ogbu
1992, 1995). Drawing attention to how perceptions of
opportunity influence achievement, this model argues that
members of involuntary minority groups (e.g., African
Americans, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans) that have become
part of American society through slavery and conquest are
more likely than members of voluntary immigrant minority
groups, such as the descendants of immigrants, to believe
that educational attainment will not translate into equal
economic rewards for their group relative to the dominant
group. Because involuntary minorities are aware of their
group’s historically subordinate status, they are more likely
to view school as an inefficient means for economic success (Ogbu 1991, 1993). Voluntary minorities, such as the
majority of participants in the post-1970’s Latin American
and Asian wave of immigration, have deliberately chosen
to become part of U.S. society and, despite experiencing
some discrimination and social exclusion, they often
remain optimistic about opportunities for mobility and
returns to education.
Despite its merits for calling attention to perceptions of
opportunity, critics of the CEM point out how this model
emphasizes school failure rather than success among ethnic
minorities and by extension, the model fails to explain why
some ethnic minorities achieve high levels of education
despite their subordinate position (Bernal et al. 1991;
Conchas 2001; O’Connor 1997). Others have argued that
voluntary/involuntary minority status may not be the most
important factor influencing the school engagement of all
minority and ethnic groups. For example, skin color varies
greatly among Latinos and having darker skin appears to be

Am J Community Psychol (2008) 42:1–16

an important correlate of variation in educational attainment (see Conchas 2004). Furthermore, Ogbu’s model
overlooks important insights from status attainment
research that point to how members of the same ethnic
groups (and youth of similar immigrant generational status)
hold beliefs and attitudes that are malleable and quite likely
influenced by their academic settings. Youth with different
beliefs about opportunities available to their group may
respond differently to prejudice and stereotypes in their
academic environments. Finally, the blocked opportunity
approach does little to explain why minorities who are
successful in high school and enter into the highest tier of
American education nonetheless fare less well academically in those settings.
Social Identity and Vulnerability to Prejudice
One theory that sheds light on why minority students in
college might nonetheless falter argues that awareness of
one’s minority status makes them more vulnerable to the
deleterious impacts of prejudice. According to the stereotype threat model, for example, individuals’ fear of
behaving in a manner consistent with others’ negative
academic stereotypes creates psychological pressure that
leads them to performance poorly in their academic work
(Steele and Aronson 1995). Aronson and Inzlicht (2004)
have also suggested that differences in individuals’ stereotype vulnerability—which they define as ‘‘the tendency
to expect, perceive, and be influenced by negative stereotypes about one’s category’’—pose a barrier to the
development of a stable and accurate academic self-concept (p. 829). With regards to Black students, Aronson and
Inzlicht (2004) suggest that the tendency to interpret events
as race-related prevents students from developing a stable
assessment of their academic abilities presumably because
these interpretations inevitably elicit one’s awareness of
negative stereotypes. Similarly, status-based rejection
sensitivity research suggests that the expectation of rejection based on membership in a marginalized group can
undermine one’s desire to pursue academic goals (Mendoza-Denton et al. 2002).
Although studies of stereotype vulnerability and statusbased rejection sensitivity have primarily focused on
African Americans in selective academic institutions, these
processes are presumed to apply to any group that experiences social exclusion and marginalization (e.g., Brown
and Lee 2005; Steele 1997; Mendoza-Denton et al. 2002).
Thus, with regards to the present sample of Latino students
at elite colleges, we would expect that those Latino students who believe that their minority status confers barriers
to their opportunities would fare less well academically.
But we should also consider an alternative hypothesis
about how perceptions of inequality might influence
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academic performance. Rather than finding that expectations of prejudice negatively influence achievement, Ethier
and Deaux (1994) uncovered that Latinos who went from
primarily integrated backgrounds to highly competitive
colleges felt most threatened when they lacked a weak
in-group identity with which to counter negative perceptions of their group at this level of education. In their
follow-up study, the authors found that, relative to those
Latinos with a weak in-group identity, students with a
stronger Latino identity formed positive connections with
their co-ethnic peers on campus and also enjoyed greater
self-esteem over the course of their first year in college.
The authors argue that students who enter college already
having had greater contact with other Latinos may protect
their positive sense of self in contexts such as selective
four-year colleges (Ethier and Deaux 1990, 1994). In other
words, Latinos who come from largely Latino neighborhoods and high schools and make it into elite settings may
have already had to negotiate explicit stereotypes about
minorities and therefore they may already know how to
respond to prejudice in such a way to protect themselves
from the negative effects of stereotype vulnerability. Those
Latinos who enter college unaware of such stereotypes or
inexperienced in dealing with prejudice may be more likely
to suffer its negative consequences.
Perhaps more importantly, not all members of marginalized groups respond to prejudice in similar ways. To
illustrate, in a classic study of racial identity and achievement motivation among Black college students, Gurin and
Epps (1975) found that students who felt the most academically self-confident and had the greatest sense of
personal self-efficacy nonetheless also expressed the
greatest consciousness of the impact of discrimination and
blamed the system for their group’s social status. As the
authors explain, these students set ‘‘demanding personal
objectives without denying the impact of social inequities’’
for their group as a whole (Gurin and Epps 1975, p. 362).
Their classic study offers evidence that, when combined
with a strong commitment to high personal goals, a greater
awareness of social barriers—such as stereotypes—may
promote rather than hinder positive academic experiences
(see also Carter 2005).
Immigrant Adaptation Strategies
Although many theories derived from the minority experience of African-Americans have been extended to
Latinos, we would expect the two groups to differ significantly in their perceptions of group opportunity. One
important demographic difference between them is that
most Latinos are of recent immigrant origin. In the Current
Population Survey from March 1999, the first year NLSF
respondents were sampled, 66% of all Latinos in the United
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States aged 18–19 were first- or second-generation immigrants. Similarly, in the NLSF sample, more than twothirds of the Latinos were from immigrant families.
With regards to schooling, studies of immigrant adaptation have identified three major patterns of adaptation.
One line of research describes how children of immigrant
families benefit from their parents’ optimism and determination to make a better life for their family that led them
to go to a new country. This immigrant optimism manifests
itself in higher school engagement and performance that
conflicts with neither ethnic nor ‘‘mainstream’’ sensibilities
(e.g., Fuligni 2004; Fuligni and Witkow 2004; Gibson
1988; Kao and Tienda 1993; Padilla 2006; Suárez-Orozco
and Suárez-Orozco 1995). Even when they are aware of
social barriers, immigrant parents and their children
nonetheless frequently feel optimistic that they can overcome those barriers. Although immigrant children often
come into contact with native minorities who may be
pessimistic about their educational opportunities, immigrant families attempt to socialize their children not to
adopt minority status orientations that de-emphasize academic achievement. Such immigrant parents and children
can be said to accommodate to the host society without
fully assimilating; in other words, they selectively acculturate to the expected norms of educational and mainstream
institutions while maintaining a strong ethnic identity that
differentiates them from native minorities (Portes and
Rumbaut 2001). The accommodation strategy, in which
immigrant-origin students neither fully assimilate to the
mainstream nor resist some level of acculturation, has
indeed been associated with better academic outcomes than
either full assimilation or total resistance (e.g., Gibson
1988, 2005; Kao and Tienda 1995). However, Portes and
Rumbaut (2001) qualify their own argument by pointing out
that even those immigrant-origin youth who adopt a selective acculturation or accommodation strategy do not always
succeed because they still encounter an opportunity structure that is highly stratified by race, ethnicity, phenotype,
social class, and gender. Despite being optimistic about
their chances of success, the achievement gap between
Latinos and Whites has not disappeared because Latinos,
who are more likely than Whites to come from lowerincome and lower-status families, often lack access to the
resources that could transform their hopes into reality.
Despite the powerful influence of optimistic immigrant
parents (Kao and Tienda 1995; Suárez-Orozco and SuárezOrozco 1995), some children of immigrants who experience American racial/ethnic stratification nonetheless
adopt a second, resistant, type of disposition toward
schooling. As with African-Americans, these orientations
are sometimes associated with lower achievement other
ethnic minority children (e.g., Gibson et al. 2004; Lee
1996). However, as pointed out by critics of Ogbu’s
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oppositional culture model, ethnic minority youth may
exhibit different motivational responses to perceived
blocked opportunity. Although some discriminated students may disengage from school, others demonstrate a
positive view of their ethnic identity and develop other
motivational buffers to deal with negative psychosocial
pressures known to affect educational outcomes (Bernal
et al. 1991; Cooper 1999).
The third pattern of immigrant adaptation with regards
to schooling is the pattern of linear assimilation, in which
youth largely let go of an ethnic or minority identity in
favor of a mainstream identity. Historically, among
immigrants of European descent, adopting a mainstream
identity was considered a step towards later academic and
occupational success. Some scholars have argued that due
to racial stratification, however, the assimilation experienced by White European immigrants is a less viable
strategy among descendants of post-1965 immigrants of
Latin American, Asian, and African descent (see Zhou
2001). In fact, the linear assimilation theory seems to be
refuted by findings that length of residence in the U.S. is
associated with declines in grades and effort in school
among immigrant children (Portes and Rumbaut 2001).
Although it is possible that many Latinos who have successfully navigated the pre-college academic pipeline into
elite colleges are already somewhat oriented to the mainstream, it remains to be seen whether an assimilation
orientation facilitates academic adjustment once in college,
where they are sure to be a numerical minority and thus
may encounter new ethnic challenges.
Adaptation Profiles and Latino Educational
Achievement
Our present research tests propositions from these three
theoretical frameworks—immigrant adaptation, blocked
opportunity and stereotype vulnerability—to examine how
Latinos may negotiate ethnic stratification in elite college
settings. We first ask: Do Latino college students’ beliefs
about opportunity and their perceived social distance from
the mainstream at the start of college mirror the three
theoretical profiles we identified as accommodation,
resistance, and assimilation? If so, what demographic and
psychological variables predict who accommodates, who
resists, and who assimilates? Finally, do students who enter
college in these three profiles adjust differently to highly
selective academic contexts? The theories we reviewed led
us to hypothesize that students with assimilationist dispositions would initially demonstrate better academic
outcomes, but that they might be less prepared for experiences of overt and covert prejudice and exclusion and
thus demonstrate less positive academic outcomes later on
in college. Consistent with Ethier and Deaux (1990, 1994),
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we expected that students initially classified in a resistance
profile would perceive greater prejudice and demonstrate
initially less favorable academic adjustment, but then they
would develop more favorable outcomes in later semesters
as they potentially begin to form social networks with other
Latinos. Finally, we expected that those students who enter
college in the accommodation profile would perceive a
level of on-campus prejudice higher than students in the
assimilation profile but lower than those in the resistance
profile. At the same time, their balanced perceptions of
inequality with an uncritical orientation toward the
achievement ideology suggested that they might have
already negotiated conflicts in their multiple social worlds
(e.g., Carter 2005; Padilla 2006; Phelan et al. 1998). Thus,
we expected that students in the accommodation profile
would consistently perform well academically.

Method
Sample
This study employs data from the Hispanic/Latino sample
of the Waves 1–3 of the National Longitudinal Survey of
Freshmen (see Massey et al. 2003). All study participants
were either U.S. citizens or legal permanent residents and
first-time college freshmen at the start of the study. Students were sampled at 28 of the most selective colleges and
universities in the United States (see Massey et al. 2003 for
details of the sampling strategy as well as the list of schools
and the demographic characteristics of the overall sample).
Baseline data (Wave 1) were originally collected in faceto-face interviews in the Fall of 1999. Subsequent data
were collected in telephone interviews during the Spring of
2000 and 2001 (Waves 2 and 3, respectively). The response
rate in Wave 1 was 86%. Of the original 3,924 NLSF
respondents (916 of whom were identified as Latino on
their school records), the response rate was 95% in Wave 2
and 89% in Wave 3.
The present study sample includes 916 NLSF participants
(58% female) whose school records indicate that they selfidentified as Hispanic or Latino when entering college. From
baseline data we know that 19% (n = 174) of students were
born outside the U.S. (first-generation immigrants), an
additional 49% (n = 449) were U.S.-born children with at
least one foreign-born parent (second-generation) and 32%
(n = 293) were US-born children of US-born parents (thirdgeneration or higher). Quite unlike Latinos nationally, many
of these students tended to have economically advantaged
backgrounds. Over 50% of participants’ mothers and almost
60% of fathers had a college degree or higher; 41% of both
mothers and fathers were employed in professional or
managerial positions. Perhaps not surprisingly, 42% of
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students reported family incomes that exceeded $75,000 per
year. However, these students did demonstrate some socioeconomic heterogeneity, as 14% of students reported that
they had received public assistance at some point since age
six and 31% reported that neither parent had a college degree.
Measures
Demographic and Institutional Characteristics
Dummy codes were used to indicate student immigrant
status (student is foreign-born), parent immigrant status
(either mother or father is foreign-born), to indicate whether
students had ever received public assistance, and whether
participants’ parents owned their home. In addition, a
dummy code was created to represent those who were firstgeneration college students, a status that is particularly
important in predicting long-term college engagement (Pike
and Kuh 2005). Although all of the colleges and universities
in the sample are highly selective, we nonetheless found
significant differences in students’ self-reported academic
preparation and performance by institution type. Specifically, relative to liberal arts colleges and public research
universities, students attending private research universities
reported perceiving less school disorder in high school,
feeling more academically prepared, taking more AP
coursework, and earning higher GPAs in high school and in
freshman and sophomore years (p \ .05, p \ .01, p \ .001,
p \ .01, p \ .001, and p \ .01, respectively). Students at
private research universities also reported taking more APs
and higher average high school grades (p \ .001 and
p \ .05) than those at liberal arts colleges and public
research universities. Therefore, we controlled for the type
of institution in all multivariate analyses, with private
research institutions as the comparison group. We included
the percentage of Latinos on campus at year of college entry
(1998–1999) as a control for the representation of ingroup
members at each institution. Finally, as a control for prior
intergroup contact and as a measure of segregation we
included a dummy code for whether the student had attended schools with predominantly minority students between
the ages of 6 and 18.
Ethnic Identification
All ethnic identification variables were collected at Time 1.
Participants provided their ethnic self-identification in
response to the question: ‘‘Which term best describes your
racial and ethnic origins?’’ Students were asked to choose
either a particular national origin (Mexican, Puerto Rican,
Cuban, Dominican, Central American, South American)
under the broader headings of ‘‘Hispanic White’’ and
‘‘Hispanic Black’’ or, alternatively, they could choose
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‘‘Mixed Race’’ or ‘‘Other’’ and write in a response. This selfidentified ethnic category question allows us to go beyond
much prior research on Latinos by breaking down the panethnic category into several sub-categories. First, as mentioned earlier, skin color and phenotype likely influences
Latinos’ self-identity and perception of opportunity, so all
respondents who chose any nationality under the broader
heading of ‘‘Hispanic Black’’ were grouped together. To
further create meaningful sub-categories, we separated the
White Latinos into two groups according to the history and
overall socioeconomic status of each national origin group
in the United States. Whereas Mexicans, Puerto Ricans,
Central Americans and Dominicans generally represent
low-skilled migrants who have faced major hurdles to their
integration in the United States, Cubans and South Americans are more likely to come from the educated class of their
home country and are more likely to work as professionals in
the United States (Portes and Rumbaut 2006). Finally, of
those students who wrote in their self identity, the majority
said they had one Latino and one white American parent
whereas the rest identified simply as Hispanic, Spanish or
other. Thus, our analysis includes five sub-groups of Latinos: (1) Mexican, Puerto Rican, Central American, and
Dominican White (n = 299); (2) Cuban and South American White (n = 154); (3) Hispanic Black (all nationalities;
n = 120). For those students who wrote their own ethnic
labels, we recoded their responses into two more groups: (4)
Hispanic and White Biracial (n = 245); and (5) Hispanic
Other (n = 93). Ethnic self-identification information for 5
participants was missing (see Table 1).
In addition to asking about ethnic self-identification,
interviewers rated participants’ skin color from light (0) to
dark (10). Previous research shows that skin color is associated with variation in achievement and life outcomes
among Black Americans (e.g., Keith and Herring 1991) and
more recently there is increasing evidence that this may be
the case for Hispanics/Latinos in the U.S. (e.g., Espino and
Franz 2002). Skin color rating differed significantly across
ethnic self-identification categories, F(4, 906) = 18.78,
p \ .001, g2 = .08); Tukey’s honestly significant difference
(HSD) values in posthoc analyses revealed that students selfidentified as Hispanic Black received a significantly darker
average skin color rating from their interviewers than those
in all other categories (ps \ .01 for all comparisons).
Finally, the baseline survey (Time 1) contained eleven items
that tapped into Hispanic ingroup ideology. Using a 5-point
Likert scale, participants were asked to indicate their
agreement with sentiments such as, Hispanics ‘‘should vote
for Hispanics,’’ ‘‘should give children Hispanic names,’’ and
‘‘should have Hispanic friends.’’ These were coded so that
higher scores indicate stronger agreement. On average,
participants endorsed these beliefs favorably and reliably
(M = 3.89, SD = .64; Cronbach’s alpha = .89; n = 904).
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Table 1 Summary of ethnic self-identification
Label

n

Hispanic White
Mexican
Puerto Rican

188
68

Central American

30

Dominican

13

Cuban
South American

35
119

Hispanic Black
Mexican

48

Puerto Rican

21

Central American
Dominican

12
14

Cuban
South American

6
19

Mixed/Multiracial
Hispanic and White
Hispanic and/or Other
Don’t Know
Total

245
93
5
916

Beliefs about Opportunity
In the baseline survey (Time 1), fifteen items assessed
students’ beliefs about racial/ethnic inequality in opportunity (Massey et al. 2003). These questions were developed
by the principal investigators (Massey et al. 2003) based on
previous research on racial inequality attitudes (e.g.,
Schuman et al. 1985). Respondents were asked to indicate
the extent they agreed on a scale of 0 to 10 with each
statement. A sample statement is, ‘‘When two qualified
people, one Hispanic and one White, are considered for the
same job, the Hispanic won’t get the job no matter how
hard he or she tries.’’ In the present study, these items were
used to construct a scale of perceived opportunity. Principal components analysis with varimax rotation resulted in
four distinct factors that accounted for 77% of the variance
in beliefs about opportunity (see Table 2). The first
dimension, termed Equal Opportunity, reflects a belief that
educated minorities will experience social mobility equitably. The second and third dimensions regard the extent to
which Qualifications and Effort, respectively, are necessary
in order to improve social status among Blacks, Latinos,
and Asians. A fourth dimension consists of perceptions of
the extent to which minorities are subject to Job Discrimination, as illustrated by the sample item above.
Subsequent analyses revealed that these subscales are
reliable, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging from
.86 to .94 (see Table 2).
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Table 2 Factor and reliability analyses for beliefs about opportunity
Item

Equal Opp.

Educated Blacks get ahead

.79

Future is promising for educated Blacks

.78

Educated Hispanic/Latinos get ahead

.83

Future is promising for educated Hispanic/Latinos

.77

Educated Asians get ahead

.81

Future is promising for educated Asians

.75

Effort

Blacks need to try harder

.90

Hispanic/Latinos need to try harder

.93

Asians need to try harder

.91

Qualifications

Blacks have to be more qualified

.90

Hispanic/Latinos have to be more qualified
Asians have to be more qualified

.90
.97

Discrimination

Equally qualified Black loses job

.88

Equally qualified Hispanic/Latino loses job

.90

Equally qualified Asian loses job

.80

Possible sum score range

0–60

0–30

0–30

0–30

Mean

41.74

12.19

12.88

10.59

(SD)

(10.77)

(7.79)

(8.11)

(6.22)

Reliabilitya a =

.89

.91

.94

.86

a

Note: Equal Opportunity n = 896; Qualifications n = 894; Effort n = 901; Discrimination n = 898

At Time 1, a three-item measure of perceived social distance from Whites was employed (Massey et al. 2003).
Specifically, participants were asked to indicate their
closeness to Whites using a scale of 0 to 10; these scores
were reverse coded and summed such that a higher number
reflects greater social distance.

White biracial (using Tukey HSD tests, both ps \ .05 for
freshman year and both ps \ .01 for sophomore year). In
addition, Mexican, Puerto Rican, Central American, and
Dominican White students perceived more prejudice than
Hispanic and White biracials in both years as well (in
Tukey HSD tests, both ps \ .05). Therefore, we explored
potential demographic and psychological covariates of
perceived prejudice in subsequent analyses.

Perceptions of Prejudice

Academic Preparation and Performance

In the spring semester of freshman and sophomore years,
Time 2 and 3, respectively, participants were asked about
their perceptions of prejudicial treatment by others on
campus and in their classrooms. For example, they were
asked to indicate the frequency with which they encountered covert (e.g., feeling uncomfortable in certain places
on campus) and overt discrimination (e.g., hearing derogatory remarks) from 1 (Never) to 5 (Very Often). On
average, students reported they almost never encountered
these forms of prejudice as freshmen (M = 1.29,
SD = .34) and sophomores (M = 1.28, SD = .34). However, as expected, in both freshman and sophomore years
significant mean differences emerged in perceived prejudice by ethnic self-identification. In both years, students
who identified as Hispanic Black reported significantly
greater perceptions of prejudice than those who identified
as Cuban and South American White and Hispanic and

Perceived academic preparation for college (M = 6.02,
SD = 3.04), number of Advanced Placement courses taken
in high school (M = 2.89, SD = 1.94), a variable
describing the quality of the participants’ high school
infrastructure (M = 9.91, SD = 3.23; Massey et al. 2003),
and a composite variable of items measuring school disorder (i.e., having witnessed verbal abuse of teacher,
property theft or vandalism at school, or students use of
drugs or alcohol at school) weighted according to the
Wolfgang-Sellin Severity Index (Massey et al. 2003; possible response range = 7 to 35; a = .90; M = 16.04,
SD = 5.30) served as proxies for academic preparation in
the present study. Self-reported high school, freshman, and
sophomore grade point averages (all on 4-point scales,
where 4 = A) were used as indicators of academic performance. In multivariate analyses, prior GPAs were used
to control for prior achievement in predicting GPA for each

Social Exclusion

123

123

3.08*** (.52)
Standard deviations are provided in parentheses. Shared asterisks denote significant mean differences: * p \ .05; ** p \ .01; *** p \ .001

3.17 (.50)

3.22 (.43)

3.22 (.52)

3.17 (.40)

3.20** (.47)

3.06** (.56)

3.23*** (.46)
b

3.18* (.49)
3.14* (.54)
Sophomore GPA

a

2.96*** (.53)
3.17*** (.48)
2.93*** (.56)
3.12*** (.49)
3.10 (.50)
3.10 (.52)
3.12 (.50)
3.10 (.51)
3.14* (.47)
3.05* (.55)
Freshman GPA

2.75 (1.86)

17.02*** (5.67)
3.70 (.31)
15.57*** (5.04)
3.70 (.48)
16.45 (5.29)
3.66 (.37)
15.99 (5.31)
3.71 (.32)
16.14 (5.40)
3.69 (.32)
15.85 (5.10)
3.72 (.34)
16.30 (4.90)
3.70 (.31)
15.99 (5.39)
3.70 (.33)
16.56* (5.47)
3.69 (.35)
HS Disorder
HS GPA

15.67* (5.14)
3.71 (.31)

6.50*** (2.94)

2.96 (1.98)
2.61 (2.03)

5.45** (3.06)
6.28** (3.02)

2.93 (1.93)
3.00* (1.95)

6.26 (3.04)
5.93 (3.04)

2.66* (1.91)
2.82 (1.90)

6.23 (3.09)
6.13 (3.03)

2.91 (1.95)
2.79 (1.86)

6.22 (3.14)
6.07 (2.89)

3.03 (2.04)

No
Yes
Immigrant
US
US
Women
Men

Parent nativity
Student nativity

AP Courses

Table 3 presents descriptive mean differences in academic
adjustment by demographic background. Men reported
experiencing significantly more disorder in their high
school than women (p \ .05, g2 = .01). Women reported

Academic preparation

Descriptive Analyses

Gender

Results

Measurea,b

Of the initial NLSF sample, 82% had complete data at Time
2 and 73% also had complete data at Time 3. Exploratory
chi-square analyses and t-tests were performed to identify
differences in Time 1 demographic and academic variables
between those with complete and incomplete data at Time 2
and Time 3. There were two significant differences in the
demographic characteristics of participants with complete
and incomplete Time 2 and Time 3 data. First, men were
overrepresented, and women underrepresented, among
those with missing data at Time 3, v2 = 4.40, df = 1,
p \ .05. Second, students whose parents did not own their
own homes were more likely to have incomplete data at
Time 2, v2 = 5.28, df = 1, p \ .05, and at Time 3,
v2 = 4.12, df = 1, p \ .05. With regard to Time 1 academic
variables, a t-test revealed that those with missing data at
Time 3 reported significantly lower high school GPAs than
those with complete data (p \ .05). Otherwise, there were
no significant differences in background between those with
complete and missing data.

Table 3 Means and standard deviations of academic variables by selected demographic background factors

Attrition Analyses

Ever public assistance

We include sum scores of respondents’ self-esteem and
self-efficacy (see Massey et al. 2003) as a control in GPA
analyses. For self-esteem (M = 32.27, SD = 5.63),
respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with
items such as ‘‘I am a person of worth equal to others’’ and
‘‘I am able to do things as well as most people,’’ using a
scale of 0 (Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree). Using
the same response range, for self-efficacy (M = 18.99,
SD = 2.98), respondents were asked to indicate the extent
to which they agreed with statements such as ‘‘I don’t have
control over my life’’ and ‘‘I am certain I can make my
plans work.’’ In previous research with NLSF, these have
been important self-level predictors of academic achievement (see Massey et al. 2003).

Immigrant

Additional Control Variables

No

First-generation college

year. The high school disorder variable was coded such
that higher values indicate greater barriers to learning.
Otherwise, academic variables are coded such that higher
scores indicate greater preparation and performance.

5.40*** (3.13)

Am J Community Psychol (2008) 42:1–16

Yes
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significantly higher freshman and sophomore grade point
averages than men (ps \ .05, both g2 = .01). On average,
students who reported ever receiving public assistance felt
less academically prepared for college and received lower
grades in freshman and sophomore years than those who
did not (all ps \ .01, g2 = .01, .02, and .01, respectively.
First-generation college students reported greater social
problems in their high schools, feeling less academically
prepared for college, and lower freshman and sophomore
grades (all ps \ .001, g2 = .02, .03, .04, and .02,
respectively).
In addition, mean differences in preparation resulted
between the five ethnic self-identification groups in MANOVA, F(4, 748) = 3.79, p \ .01, g2 = .02). Posthoc
univariate analyses revealed that Cuban and South American White students felt more academically prepared for
college than Mexican, Puerto Rican, Dominican, Central
American White and Hispanic Black students (using Tukey
HSD tests, p \ .05 and p \ .01, respectively). In addition,
ethnic self-identification categories differed in mean levels
of high school disorder, F(4, 748) = 3.79, p \ .01,
g2 = .02. Hispanic Black students reported greater disorder
in their high schools than Cuban and South American
White, Mexican, Puerto Rican, Central American, and
Dominican White and Hispanic and White biracial students
(both all ps B .05). Finally, college grades varied by
identification category, F(4, 742) = 4.77, p \ .001,
g2 = .03. In freshman year, students in the Hispanic Other
category reported significantly lower GPAs than Cuban and
South American Whites and Hispanic Whites (both
ps \ .01). By sophomore year, these gaps in grades were
not significant. These analyses demonstrate that Latino
students come from a variety of backgrounds, and those
Latino students who self-identify as black report the lowest
levels of preparation for college, but only students in the
Hispanic Other category reported significantly lower
grades in freshmen year.
Variable-centered Analyses
Before conducting profile analysis, we replicate earlier work
with NLSF by conducting multiple regression analyses (not
shown here; Massey et al. 2003) to examine the linear relationships of institutional and demographic characteristics,
ethnic identification variables, and beliefs about opportunity
to academic performance for the combined sample, adjusting
for clustering effects by college, the primary sampling unit.
In each series of regressions, institutional characteristics and
high school segregation were entered in the first step, followed by individual demographics, self-esteem and selfefficacy controls in step 2, and all ethnic variables (i.e.,
ethnic self-identification, social exclusion, beliefs about
opportunity and perceived prejudice) in step 3. The final
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models for grade point average at Time 2 and Time 3 were
significant, F(29, 699) = 7.47, p \ .001 and F(28,
606) = 12.17, p \ .001, respectively. In the models for
freshman GPA, after accounting for the significant influences of academic preparation and prior achievement,
significant relationships were found for gender (b = .09,
se = .04, p \ .05), public assistance (b = -.11, se = .06,
p \ .05), first-generation college student status (b = -.11,
se = .04, p \ .01), parent home ownership (b = .09,
se = .05, p \ .05), and the Hispanic Other ethnic selfidentification category (b = -.28, se = .07, p \ .001). In
the final sophomore GPA model with the combined sample,
after partialing out the significant impacts of prior academic
preparation and achievement, significant relationships
resulted for gender (b = .08, se = .03, p \ .01), immigrant
student (b = .09, se = .05, p \ .05), self-esteem (b = .008,
se = .004, p \ .05), self-efficacy (b = -.02, se = .01,
p \ .05), and equal opportunity beliefs (b = .003,
se = .002, p B .05). The final models explained approximately 24% and 36% of the variance in GPA at Time 2 and 3,
respectively.
Adaptation Profiles
Next, we examined patterns among students’ perceptions
of opportunity and feelings of mainstream inclusion among
Latino students in the fall of their freshman year. To this
end, we employed k-means iterative cluster analysis to
create profiles that reflected distinct combinations of
beliefs about opportunity (Equal Opportunity, Effort,
Qualifications, and Discrimination) as well as perceived
social distance from Whites at Time 1, using standardized
values for all five variables. Cluster analysis involves
classifying and combining cases based on a matrix of
distances between pairs of cases. Here, cluster analysis is
an appropriate method for because its major functions or
recommended uses are: 1) to build classifications (e.g.,
‘‘profiles’’) and 2) to explore classification schemes (Aldenderfer and Blashfield 1984).
In cluster analysis there are often several cluster solutions, depending on what is of interest. Therefore, our
approach to delineating a solution was to outline a theoretical argument for the number and nature of the clusters
and to use this framework in conjunction with statistical
indicators (Magnusson 1987). We expected at least the
three distinct profiles to emerge based on our review of
previous literature: accommodation, resistance, and
assimilation. Although cluster analysis is sample-specific
or sample-bound, this procedure takes advantage of
NLSF’s sample size and diversity among Latino students.
Therefore, we began by splitting the sample into two random subsamples of approximately equal sizes (Sample A
n = 486, Sample B n = 430). Using Sample A, we
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identified three clusters that corresponded to those theoretical profiles we hypothesized (Breckenridge 2000).
Next, we replicated these three clusters in Sample B using
k-means independently of Sample A, then by using the
cluster centers derived from Sample A. The agreement
between the 3-cluster solution for Sample A and Sample B
replication clusters using cluster centers derived from
Sample A was high (Kappa = .91). Similarly, in Sample
B, an initial 3-cluster k-means solution also reflected the
hypothesized profiles. The agreement between this 3cluster solution for Sample B and the Sample A replication
clusters using cluster centers derived from Sample B was
very good (Kappa = .72).
Upon this cross-validation, we performed k-means
cluster analysis with a 3-cluster solution on the combined
sample, which resulted in the same three profiles. We
examined the reliability of the final cluster solutions, that
is, the level of agreement between each of the subsample
classifications and that of the combined sample. The
agreement between the cluster assignment in the whole
sample and the 3-cluster solutions independently identified
in each subsample were high (Kappa = .82 for Sample A
and Kappa = .83 for Sample B). We then used ANOVA to
confirm significant differences between the clusters on all
cluster variables in the entire sample. Tukey’s HSD posthoc comparisons indicate that all clusters differed
significantly from each other on mean scores for Equal
Opportunity, Effort, Qualifications, Discrimination, and
social distance from Whites (see Table 4). The final solution, then, resulted in clusters that best fit the conceptual
importance of inter-cluster variation based on prior theory
and research, that have been identified then replicated

Equal
Opportunity

Effort

Qualifications

Discrimination

Social Distance
from Whites

1.5

1

0.5

0

-0.5

-1

-1.5

Assimilation

Accommodation

Resistance

Fig. 1 Profiles of adaptation to ethnic stratification

reliably in two distinct random subsamples of our data, and
that retained statistically sound inter- and intra-cluster
variability.
Profiles, discussed in turn, are presented in Fig. 1. The
assimilation cluster (n = 228) is characterized by having
the significantly lowest levels of Effort, Qualifications, and
Discrimination beliefs as well as comparatively average
Equal Opportunity beliefs and engagement with Whites.
Students in this group believed that lack of effort was not an
obstacle to the social mobility of ethnic minorities, and that
ethnic minorities do not face a stratified occupational climate in which they would need to be overqualified or
overcome discrimination. Students in the second cluster,
accommodation (n = 282), reported the least social distance
from Whites and the strongest Equal Opportunity beliefs.

Table 4 Summary of cluster variables, perceived prejudice, and GPA by profile
Measurea,b,c,d

Profile
Assimilation

Accommodation

Resistance

41.36 (11.64)
6.52 (6.08)

49.58 (7.22)
17.96 (7.08)

36.77 (8.18)
11.27 (6.02)

Qualifications***

4.65 (5.43)

17.21 (7.56)

14.78 (6.02)

Discrimination***

4.92 (4.78)

9.90 (5.81)

14.59 (3.99)

Equal opportunity***
Effort***

Social distance from Whites***

9.62 (5.38)

7.54 (4.69)

14.15 (5.10)

Time 2 Prejudice**

1.22 (.30)

1.28 (.32)

1.33 (.34)

Time 3 Prejudice***

1.21 (.24)

1.25 (.29)

1.34 (.39)

Freshman GPA

3.13 (.52)

3.10 (.51)

3.08 (.50)

Sophomore GPA

3.24 (.50)

3.21 (.45)

3.13 (.50)

a

Standard deviations are provided in parentheses

b

All profiles’ mean differences in equal opportunity, effort, qualifications, discrmination, social distance from Whites are significantly different
from each other in Tukey’s honestly significant difference posthoc comparisons

c

Time 2 Prejudice significant differences: Resistance [ accommodation and assmilation; Accommod [ assimilation

d

Time 3 Prejudice significant differences: Resistance [ accommodation and assmilation

* P \.05, ** P \.01, *** P \.001
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They simultaneously believed the most strongly that individual effort and qualifications are needed to secure social
mobility among ethnic minorities. Finally, the third cluster
reflects a resistance-type of orientation toward ethnic stratification (n = 380). These students perceived the greatest
level of occupational discrimination and social distance
from Whites, while also expressing skepticism about equal
opportunity for educated ethnic minorities in the U.S.
In order to examine factors associated with cluster
membership, as outlined in our initial research questions,
we conducted chi-square analyses of various demographic
variables. There were no significant differences between
clusters in demographic composition by gender, student and
parent nativity, or public assistance. However, first-generation college students were overrepresented in the
resistance profile and underrepresented in the assimilation
profile, v2 = 6.26, df = 2, p \ .05. Chi-square analyses
further revealed that the distribution across clusters
according to ethnic self-identification was not random,
v2 = 28.53, df = 8, p \ .001. Self-identified Hispanic
Black students were underrepresented, and Cuban and
South American Whites overrepresented, in the assimilation
cluster. Self-identified Hispanic Black students were
underrepresented in the accommodation cluster, while
Mexican, Puerto Rican, Central American, and Dominican
White students were overrepresented. Finally, Hispanic
Blacks were disproportionately represented in the resistance
cluster. Although some members of each self-identified
Latino ethnic group fell into each of the three clusters,
cluster membership largely maps onto these various groups’
experiences of discrimination in the United States.
Similarly, we reasoned that previous experiences with
school segregation and intergroup contact would likely play a
role in Latino students’ beliefs about opportunity and social
distance from Whites as incoming freshmen. Therefore, we
examined differences in the level of prior school segregation
(less than 30% minority, between 30% and 70% minority, and
over 70% minority) across clusters. Chi-square analyses
resulted in a significant association between cluster membership and prior segregation in schools (v2 = 23.07, df = 4,
p \ .001). Students who had attended schools that were more
than 70% White were disproportionately found in the
assimilation cluster and underrepresented in the resistance
cluster. Students who had attended schools that were between
30% to 70% minority and over 70% minority were disproportionately represented in the resistance cluster and
underrepresented in the assimilation cluster.
Perceived Prejudice and Academic Performance
by Profile
As expected, we found differences in perceived prejudice
between clusters. Table 4 shows results of multivariate
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analyses of covariance adjusted for sampling effects with
demographic background factors as covariates. Although
demographic variables may influence cluster membership,
these analyses show that even when controlling for demographic factors, members of the three clusters differ in their
perceptions of prejudice. In other words, profile membership
cannot be reduced to simply a demographic phenomenon,
but must take account of malleable social-psychological
variables such as perceptions of equal opportunity or experiences of discrimination. We found significant differences
between clusters in perceived prejudice at Time 2 and 3, F(2,
735) = 3.34, p \ .05, g2 = .02, and F(2, 650) = 4.73,
p \ .01, g2 = .03. In subsequent univariate analyses, Tukey’s HSD comparisons revealed that, as hypothesized,
students in the resistance profile reported greater perceptions
of prejudice at Time 2 than those in the assimilation profile
(p \ .001), and at Time 3 than those in both the assimilation
and accommodation profiles (p \ .001 and p \ .01,
respectively). Grade point averages and standard deviations
by cluster are also presented in Table 4.
To address our research question regarding differential
academic adjustment by cluster membership, we replicated
the previous regression analyses conducted earlier with the
combined (unclustered) sample but included dummy variables for each profile to examine the relationship of cluster
membership to GPA at each timepoint, after accounting for
background and predictor variables (see Table 5). No significant relationship of cluster membership and freshman
GPA was found. However, by sophomore year, consistent
with our hypothesis, a significant relationship of accommodation cluster membership (b = .07, se = .04, p \ .05)
was found for GPA, accounting for all demographic,
institutional, academic and social psychological variables
in a ordinary least squares regression analysis also adjusted
for college sampling effects.
Based on the logic of our initial hypotheses, we
expected that the relationship of perceived prejudice to
GPA would vary between individuals with different profiles, as they might be differentially prepared to negotiate
these experiences. To test this hypothesis, our final set of
regression analyses replicated the model in Table 4 separately for each cluster (not presented in table form). This
strategy is useful and has been employed previously in
research on racial identity profiles and academic attainment
among African American adolescents (see, e.g., Chavous
et al. 2003). The models predicting GPA were significant
for each profile. Of particular interest is that perceived
prejudice at Time 2 was unrelated to freshman GPA for the
assimilation and resistance clusters, yet was significantly
and negatively associated with grades among those in the
accommodation cluster (b = -.30, se = .11, p \ .01),
after accounting for institutional, demographic, ethnic selfidentification, academic preparation, and self-protective
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Table 5 Summary of OLS models regressing sophomore GPA on study variables and profiles
Step 1

Step 2

Step 3

b

(SE)

b

(SE)

b

(SE)

Intercept

0.98

(0.23)***

0.99

Liberal arts college

0.02

(0.06)

0.02

(0.26)***

1.06

(0.28)***

(0.06)

0.02

Public university

-0.05

(0.04)

(0.06)

-0.06

(0.04)+

-0.07

(0.04)+

% Hispanic 98–99

0.00

Attended segregated schools

0.04

(0.01)

0.00

(0.01)

0.00

(0.01)

(0.04)

0.01

(0.04)

0.02

HS infrastructure

(0.04)

0.00

(0.01)

0.00

(0.01)

0.00

HS disorder
Self-rated academic preparation

(0.01)

-0.01
0.00

(0.00)*
(0.01)

-0.01
0.00

(0.00)*
(0.01)

-0.01
0.00

(0.00)+
(0.01)

AP courses

0.00

(0.01)

0.00

(0.01)

0.00

(0.01)

HS GPA

0.20

(0.06)***

0.20

(0.06)***

0.20

(0.06)***

Freshman GPA

0.50

(0.04)***

0.49

(0.04)***

0.49

(0.04)***

Female

0.09

(0.03)**

0.09

(0.03)**

Immigrant parent

-0.01

(0.04)

-0.02

(0.04)

Immigrant student

0.10

(0.04)*

0.09

(0.05)*

Public assistance

-0.05

(0.05)

-0.03

(0.05)

Family owns home

0.02

(0.04)

0.01

(0.04)

First-generation college

-0.01

(0.04)

-0.02

(0.04)

Self-esteem

0.01

(0.00)*

0.01

(0.00)*

Self-efficacy

-0.02

(0.01)*

-0.02

(0.01)*

Mex/PR/CA/D Whitea

-0.02

(0.05)

Hispanic Black

0.03

(0.06)

Hispanic and White Biracial
Hispanic other

-0.04
0.01

(0.05)
(0.07)

Skin color

-0.01

(0.01)

Hispanic Ingroup Ideology

0.01

(0.03)

Accommodation profile

0.07

(0.04)*

Assimilation profile

0.04

(0.04)

Perceived prejudice

-0.04

(0.05)

Time 3

a
+

R2 = .33

DR2 = .02

DR2 = .01

F(10,624) = 30.74, p \ .001

F(18, 616) = 18.40, p \ .001

F(27, 607) = 12.52, p \ .001

Mexican, Puerto Rican, Central American, or Dominican White
p \.10. *p B .05. **p B .01. ***p B .001

factors. Counter to our predictions, no relationship was
found for perceived prejudice and sophomore GPA across
the profiles.

Discussion
Drawing from the Latino sample of the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen, we show that Latino college
students’ beliefs about opportunity and social distance from
Whites at Wave 1 relate to perceptions of overt and covert
prejudice on campus (at Waves 2 and 3) as well as academic
performance (at Wave 2). Although relatively short-term,
different patterns of relationships emerged between spring

123

of freshman and sophomore years, indicating that, in addition to the attitudes students bring with them to campus,
college socialization may affect perceptions of and
responses to prejudice among Latino students. Importantly,
we were able to explicitly examine several hypotheses
suggested by previous models of underperformance among
ethnic minorities as well as by critiques of such models. For
example, we explored how perceived prejudice related to
academic performance among those with profiles that
reflect different types of adaptation to ethnic stratification.
The socioeconomic background of the sample also allowed
us to understand potentially positive and negative ethnic
processes associated with educational outcomes beyond
those typically conflated with poverty or low SES.

Am J Community Psychol (2008) 42:1–16

Perhaps the greatest contribution of this present work is
that we empirical support and extend theories from the
literature on immigrant adaptation by demonstrating types
of variation in high-achieving Latinos’ observed beliefs
about opportunity and social exclusion. Specifically, the
first profile, assimilation, consists of beliefs that reflect
average-level agreement with the belief that ‘‘educated
minorities get ahead’’ and also the least agreement that
ethnic minorities must be overqualified or overcome discrimination in the workplace. We refer to this group as
assimilators because they exhibit a combination of beliefs
that seems to suggest a lack of perceived inequality; that is,
they believe that educated minorities will get ahead and
they see neither individual nor societal barriers to mobility.
Despite these beliefs in equal opportunity, the students in
this profile also felt they were somewhat distant from
Whites upon entering college. Because we reasoned that
those in the assimilation cluster might be more likely than
those in the accommodation or resistance cluster to abandon ties to their minority status in favor of assimilating, we
expected them to be unprepared to combat prejudice in
college. Contrary to this hypothesis, on-campus experiences of prejudice were not related to achievement for
those in the assimilation profile. One interpretation of this
finding is that, in ways similar to what Aronson and Inzlicht (2004) suggest in their work with African Americans,
those Latino students who adopt a stance in which they fail
to recognize society-wide inequalities are less vulnerable to
negative consequences of minority status. Within the
variety of Latino experiences in America, therefore, linear
assimilation appears to still be one path some Latinos
might choose as they become upwardly mobile.
We call the students in the second cluster accommodators because they gave the strongest endorsement of the
dominant ideology, namely the belief that there is equal
opportunity for social mobility and that it is a matter of
individual effort and preparation (Kluegel and Smith
1981). Unlike members of the assimilation cluster, students
in the accommodation profile believed that ethnic minorities should try harder and need to earn greater
qualifications than Whites others in order to obtain jobs.
Importantly, they also said that if they were well-qualified,
minorities would not experience job discrimination. Thus,
members of the accommodation cluster emphasize individual effort rather than structural barriers and expressed
optimism that their efforts would pay off (Hunt 1996).
Students with this profile also felt least socially distant to
Whites compared to the other profiles, but given the negative effect of perceived prejudice on freshman GPA, these
feelings of inclusion and tempered optimism about
opportunity upon entering college were not affirmed in
their academic and social experiences during their first
year. Yet our results suggest that students with tempered
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optimism appear to be resilient to these initial effects since,
by sophomore year, students from the accommodation
profile had significantly higher GPAs than those in the
resistance profile. Moreover, students in the accommodation profile report less ethnic prejudice as sophomores.
Together, these findings suggest that tempered optimism
may serve in a protective manner. We consider those who
follow the path of tempered optimism and individual effort
‘‘adaptive achievers’’ because, despite having their optimism challenged by perceived prejudice in their freshman
year, they recovered in their sophomore year to eradicate
the negative effect of this prejudice on their grades.
Finally, in the resistance profile, we found individuals
who were more skeptical than the rest of the sample about
the ‘‘promising futures’’ and equality of opportunity for
educated minorities. They asserted that individual effort and
qualifications were somewhat important but strongly
believed that ethnic minorities must contend with discrimination in the workforce as well (Hunt 1996). Despite
already having overcome barriers to enter into the top tier of
American higher education, compared to students with other
profiles, resisters were most clearly distinguished by their
skepticism about equal opportunity, perceptions of job discrimination and perceived social distance from Whites. By
looking only at point estimates across the clusters on GPA
and perceived prejudice, we might have concluded that
these students are most susceptible to perceived prejudice on
campus. However, although resisters and accommodators
perceived similar levels of prejudice as freshmen, contrary
to our expectations, there was no negative association
between perceived prejudice and GPA among resisters. One
conclusion is that having a skeptical-but-aware view of
potentially blocked opportunities at the outset of college
may have protected these individuals from internalizing
prejudice when they did encounter it in their first two years
in college. Although these students reported the lowest
GPAs of all three groups during the first two years of college, it is apparently not in response to perceived prejudice.
By their second year of college, students in the assimilation and accommodation profiles reported lower
perceived prejudice, on average, than those in the resistance profile. Although these differences were very small,
students in the resistance profile are personally experiencing more discomfort, harassment, or unfair treatment on
campus because of their race or ethnicity. It is possible that
those in the assimilation and accommodation profiles are
less aware of or deny personal discrimination when they
encounter it (e.g., Crosby 1984). An important issue to
follow up is the extent to which differences in perceived
prejudice among the profiles persist chronically through
later years, and if so, what psychological and academic
costs they may incur over time. Such analyses would further contribute to our understanding of not only the impacts
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of prejudice on the achievement of Latinos but also what
types of responses and conditions might produce adaptive
achievers—those who encounter prejudice but achieve
nonetheless. Such an approach would remedy a weakness
of much of the literature on Latinos and education that
seeks to explain failure rather than success.
Limitations and Future Directions
We sought to examine this Latino-White achievement gap
in the top tier of American education by testing both
sociological and psychological factors that have been theorized to influence educational motivations, aspirations and
achievement. The cluster analysis presents empirical evidence that, as theorized in the literature on immigrant
adaptation, Latino students perceive differing levels of
inequality and blocked opportunity in American society.
Although cluster analytic methods such as those employed
here are sample-specific, the findings and interpretations
can be considered plausible in other samples and this type
of analysis could be replicated on nationally representative
samples. The selectivity of the colleges included in the
present study limit the generalizability of the results to
Latinos at other, particularly non-selective colleges. The
Pew Hispanic Center, for example, recently reported that
Latino students with similar levels of academic preparation
are more likely to complete their degrees at selective rather
than non-selective institutions (Fry 2004). Despite the
limited generalizability of the present study, we have
shown that cluster analysis thus represents a promising
technique to look for distinct patters in how Latinos’
experiences and negotiate their minority status in college.
By looking at how psychological profiles at the start of
college later influence on-campus experiences, our present
work also emphasizes the importance of further research
into how academic contexts influence students’ responses
to ethnic stratification. Understanding Latino students’
perceptions of inequality not just when they begin their
college but also as they progress through their college years
could inform our understanding of the kinds of interpersonal, occupational, institutional, and political choices
made by members of the United States’ fastest growing
minority group. There may be single critical events as well
as chronically-occurring events (e.g., personal discrimination), for example, in which the meanings of blocked
opportunity and social inclusion are embedded. For some
Latinos, experiencing prejudice at college may reinforce
earlier experiences of inequality, but for others, college
may provide them with greater optimism about the future
of minorities in the United States.
In sum, given the multidimensional nature of individuals’ beliefs about opportunity and social exclusion, we
employed a cluster analysis to identify three profiles of
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adaptation to ethnic stratification, which we call assimilation, accommodation, and resistance, and then examined
differential experiences and achievements at college
among the profiles. Much remains to be done to understand
more about Latino students who capably, albeit within
certain constraints, exert agency in navigating pathways to
and through higher education such as those members of our
present sample (Gándara 1994, 1995). We have shown how
students’ beliefs around the self and opportunity may be
informative for understanding differences in how they
negotiate economic, social, and cultural barriers in higher
education. In future studies, we hope to contribute further
knowledge about the stable and dynamic factors that
facilitate how Latinos more effectually participate, rather
than get left behind, in pipelines to educational and occupational mobility.
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