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Parenting practices, teenage lifestyles, and academic
achievement among African American children

least as “social class” is commonly understood). Com-
paring black and white twelfth graders across multiple
years in the Nation’s Report Card, there were test score
disparities at every level of parental education, with the
largest gaps appearing between black and white children
of college-educated parents.3

A preponderance of new evidence suggests that racial
achievement gaps are largely attributable to life experi-
ences, not immutable facts of nature. There is new evi-
dence that the black-white gap in IQ scores shrunk by
about a quarter between 1972 and 2002.4 Although less
precise than is the case for older children, current data
from the Birth Cohort of the Early Childhood Longitudi-
nal Study show almost no racial or social-class differ-
ences just prior to the first birthday (though by kinder-
garten, racial and social class differences in skill levels
are firmly established).5 For older children and teenag-
ers, the Long-Term Trend Assessment of the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is the only
consistent, nationally representative test score series we
have for tracking progress. NAEP began tracking scores
by racial group in the early 1970s. The reading-score gap
between black and white 17-year-olds narrowed by over
60 percentage points between 1971 and 1988. Progress
for teenagers stopped around 1990 (for reasons that are
still debated), but my point here is that evidence abounds
that great progress is possible.

The challenge now is to provide all children with sup-
ports, incentives, and experiences that propel them to
thrive intellectually. There will always be individual-
level differences within racial groups, but over time, the
differences between groups should become small to non-
existent. Again, our national experience over the past
half century shows that progress in narrowing gaps be-
tween groups is possible. This article identifies some
issues to address in order for progress to continue and
accelerate.

My focus below is on racial differences in lifestyle and
not only among the poor. My purpose is to highlight
some levers that parents and communities can use in
efforts to raise achievement and reduce disparities. Every
person, family, organization and society has a lifestyle,
including norms and routines of time use, consumption,
and interpersonal relations that affect intellectual
growth.

Before proceeding, let me emphasize that there are other
major pieces to the racial inequality puzzle, aside from
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I was asked to comment on why African Americans are
where they are in the income distribution, and why pov-
erty is so much higher among African Americans than
among whites. A fully adequate response would recount
a turbulent history of slavery, white supremacy, preju-
dice, and discrimination in the United States and a long
list of policies past and present. It would critique our
national culture and, within it, the roles that race, materi-
alism, and social class continue to play as they interact
across multiple spheres of our collective experience. My
approach here is much more limited and is based on my
own recent work. Specifically, I have been focusing on
causes and consequences of achievement gaps, in search
of strategies for raising achievement levels for all stu-
dents while reducing racial disparities. The emphasis in
this short article is on racial disparities in home-learning
conditions and some aspects of youth culture, including
for the nonpoor.

As a backdrop, the evidence is clear that academic
achievement gaps are among the causes and the conse-
quences of income inequality. Here, I address them only
as a cause. Beginning during the 1970s, shifts in technol-
ogy and intensification of competitive pressures in-
creased the market value of academic skills.1 Wage in-
equality between people with different skill levels grew.
Over the next two decades, the purchasing power of non-
college-educated workers actually fell for young men
and was relatively stagnant (at a very low level) for
young women. At the same time, real incomes rose for
college-educated workers. The consequences for racial
disparity became clearer around 1990, when researchers
began discovering that reading and math test scores mea-
sured during the teen years predicted about half of the
hourly wage gap between black and white young adults
by the time they reached their middle twenties.2 This led
an increasing number of economists to focus more on
child and youth development and on education. I was
among them.

Further, there was a political implication. Strategically in
the struggle for racial equality, we needed not to resist
testing, but instead, to intensify efforts to raise perfor-
mance. With regard to race in particular, the challenge
was broad based—more than an issue of “social class” (at
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lifestyle. For example, new research by George Borjas
indicates that competition from immigrants has reduced
employment and increased incarceration for blacks in the
United States.6 Further, recent audit studies of racial em-
ployment discrimination show that employers prefer
whites to Hispanics, and Hispanics to blacks, even when
they have the same resumes and employment histories.7

Research using “implicit-bias” testing shows that people
of all races harbor racial biases.8 I am not dismissing any
of these or other important structural features of our
economy and national culture. Still, lifestyle matters in
determining how effectively we cope with life stresses
and respond to opportunities and how successfully we
reach our individual and collective potentials.

Most of the data I discuss below come from a school
intervention project that I founded in 2001 to address
achievement gaps. Surveys of students and teachers in-
form the work in schools. In 2005, we began including a
dozen items on the elementary school survey to measure
home-learning conditions. Some of those items are ad-
dressed below.

For the purposes of this discussion, I am defining
“advantaged” families as those with two parents and at
least one computer, and “disadvantaged” families as
those with either a single parent or no computer. Of the
almost 7,000 first through fifth graders in this sample, 11
percent of whites, 13 percent of Asians, 34 percent of
Hispanics, and 41 percent of blacks qualify as disadvan-
taged.9 As context, it is worth noting that nationwide,
household structure has been changing more rapidly for
blacks than for whites. In 1960, 93 percent of white
children and 68 percent of black children were in two-
parent households. This dropped to 79 percent for whites
(14 percentage points lower than 1960) and 33 percent
for blacks (35 percentage points lower than 1960!) by the
year 2000.10

Parenting

Parents have a profound influence on whether a home
provides intellectual stimulation, physical and psycho-
logical safety, an appropriate degree of structure, and
supportive relationships. How homes measure up on
these dimensions is often correlated with race and with
socioeconomic status. In particular, within racial groups,
parents with higher socioeconomic status provide chil-
dren with more opportunities at home to build academic
skills and tend to be better at integrating family, school,
and community efforts.11

Can parenting practices be influenced? Evaluations have
been carried out on a number of parenting interventions,
including having parents listen to their children reading
school books at home, having seventh graders participate
in reading groups that included parents, and teaching
parents tutoring skills in reading and mathematics.12 Al-

though such programs have not been universally success-
ful, some have produced moderately large achievement
gains, even in rigorously conducted experimental trials.13

As long as interventions are carried out with sensitivity
and respect for families, improving the design and imple-
mentation of parenting interventions should remain
among the methods we consider as ways of helping them
raise achievement levels and narrow racial gaps.

Resources

Social- and material-resource disparities help to explain
why parenting practices and opportunities for effective
parenting differ among socioeconomic and racial or eth-
nic groups. Nonwhites and poor whites, on average, have
lower incomes than typical white parents. They have
fewer years of schooling and fewer academic skills for
any given amount of schooling.14 They work fewer weeks
per year, at lower average wages, and have accumulated
less wealth.15 They are more stigmatized by assumptions
of inferiority, and have fewer social networks tying them
to people and institutions that control information or
have the capacity to provide other forms of assistance.16

Resource disparities predict achievement gaps, and poli-
cies and programs that increase income for very poor
households have been found to boost achievement
among young children.17 Many mechanisms have been
suggested (though causation is not always proven) for
why income and other socioeconomic resources are such
strong predictors of student achievement. For example,
parents with more resources may have access to safer
neighborhoods with better schools and more studious
peers. Teachers may be more likely to welcome input
from those parents, and treat them respectfully. Parents
with more resources can afford more learning tools and
materials in the home, and may be less stressed by sur-
vival pressures and thus have more patience in helping
their children. They may also have better and more reli-
able health services. To help address these inequities,
policies and programs have included efforts intended to
improve school quality in poor areas, increase access to
better neighborhoods, improve parent-teacher communi-
cation, supplement home-learning resources, help par-
ents to manage stress, and provide access to health care
services. All of these things are expected to complement
or substitute for parental resources.

Learning-at-home disparities

Other researchers have argued that “learning at home” is
associated with gains in achievement.18 Learning-at-
home gaps appear at all levels of parental education and
for students at all grade levels, although most attention
has focused on low-income and poorly educated parents.
For example, in the nationally representative Early
Childhood Longitudinal Survey, Kindergarten Cohort,
college-graduate African American mothers reported
fewer children’s books in the home than did college-
educated white mothers (Figure 1). The number of books
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in the home matters, partly because the parent-child con-
versation when reading a new book is different from the
conversation around a book that they have read many
times already. One study found that books in the home
predicted a significant share of the achievement gaps
between young black and white children with similar
socioeconomic backgrounds. When researchers took into
account the number of children’s books in the house,
otherwise unexplained gaps between black and white
children’s scores were reduced by an amount equivalent
to one fifth of the disparity in arithmetic scores and one
third of the disparity in reading scores.19 Certainly, this
finding does not imply that buying more books per se
will raise achievement. Nonetheless, it reminds us that
the variety of reading materials and literary practices
likely to be correlated with numbers of books, such as the
ways that books are read and discussed, may often be
associated with achievement.

The results of our own survey illustrate some interesting
differences in learning-at-home environments.20 Figure 2
suggests that Asians and whites may have the net advan-
tage when it comes to home learning. Asian children
were most likely to agree that “I read almost every day at
home,” and advantaged Asians were the only group more
likely to have a computer than a television in their bed-
rooms. In other results not shown in the figure, Asian
children, whether advantaged or disadvantaged, reported
that they spent less time watching television (and far less
time watching music videos) than did black and Hispanic
children. Fewer Asian children reported becoming sleepy

at school, and fewer agreed that “sometimes my teacher
says I don’t pay attention like I should.”

Continued progress in raising achievement and closing
gaps would likely accelerate if home lifestyle changes
were to include things like requiring daily leisure read-
ing, asking children to explain homework answers to
parents, and substituting high-yield learning activities
for high levels of television watching. Of course, we
should not expect that children and youth (of any group)
will accept such changes easily.

Youth culture

Our survey for secondary school students is focused on
students’ school engagement and their teachers’ instruc-
tional practices. However, we also explore aspects of
“youth culture,” broadly defined to include self-esteem,
the importance of particular music styles, and conditions
under which teenagers think their peers perceive them as
“acting white.”

Humans gravitate toward activities that generate self-
esteem. Teenagers’ self-esteem is strongly related to
their participation in popular youth lifestyles. For ex-
ample, self-esteem among black teenagers is strongly
and positively correlated with the importance of rap or
hip-hop music in their lives (Figure 3). In contrast, there
is a u-shaped relationship for black teenagers between
self-esteem and how important rock music is in their

Figure 1. Within-race median parental responses in 1998 to: How many children’s books does your [kindergarten] child have in your home
now, including library books? By mother’s years of schooling.

Source: Author’s calculations from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study.
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Figure 2. Home-learning opportunities.

Source: Author’s calculations using Tripod Project student surveys for 1st to 6th graders from Spring 2005. Answered “yes” rather than “maybe”
or “no.” “Advantaged” students have at least one computer in the home and are not in single parent families; others are labeled “disadvantaged.”
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lives: blacks for whom rock music is “never” and “al-
ways” important tend to have higher self-esteem than
those to whom the same music is “sometimes” important.
If rock music is never important, black students fit well
socially with other black students. Black teens for whom
it is always important probably fit well with whites.

Those for whom it is “sometimes” important may be
socially stranded, hence their low self-esteem. With more
than four thousand black students in the data, these rela-
tionships are statistically significant. For the other racial
groups, music is less strongly related to self-esteem; for
whites, Hispanics and Asians, there are no strong rela-

Figure 3. Self-esteem for teenagers, by whether hip-hop/rap or rock music is “an important part of my life.”

Source: Author’s calculations using Tripod Project student surveys for 6th to 12th graders from spring 2005.
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tionships between self-esteem and the importance of ei-
ther rock or hip-hop music.21

For black students, average self-esteem is usually higher
for those with higher grades. Further, black students to
whom hip-hop music is important have higher self-es-
teem at each grade range than those for whom the music
is not important (Figure 4). The exception is that average
self-esteem is lower for black males who get A-range
grades than for those who get B-range grades, if hip-hop
music is not important to them. Since there may be other
social correlates related to both grades and music prefer-
ences, the reasons that self-esteem is lower for males
who get A’s (than B’s), if hip-hop music is not important
to them, remain to be explored in more detail.

We were also interested in understanding why some
black students get accused of “acting white” and what
impact the accusation might have on academic engage-
ment. Black high school students with A-range grades
were modestly more likely than those with C-range
grades to agree with the statement, “At this school, stu-
dents like me get accused of acting white.” But in gen-
eral, grade-point average was not an important predictor
of the “acting white” accusation, especially once other
variables were controlled for (Figure 5).22 Instead, sur-
vey-based predictors of the “acting white” accusation for
black youth are related to personal style: for example,
whether the student speaks proper English in informal

settings with friends, likes leisure reading, is interested
in rock music, and has a trusting attitude toward peers
who are strangers. Speaking proper English in informal
settings and doing leisure reading correlate positively
with grades, so youth who get accused of acting white
may sometimes think it is because they seem too serious
about their school work.

One consequence of the ambiguity is that those who
experience (or fear) being accused of “acting white”
report in our surveys that they sometimes hold back from
doing their best, because of what others might say or
think. Holding back is greatest among youth with the
highest and the lowest grades. More than 40 percent of
black high school males and females in these data who
get D-range grades and think they might be accused of
acting white agree that they at least sometimes hold back
from doing their best because of what others might say or
think. Among those who earn A-range grades and think
they might be accused of acting white, almost half of
black males but only 15 percent of black females report
holding back from doing their best because of what oth-
ers might say or think.23 These are important patterns to
understand. They warrant more attention from research-
ers, educators, parents, and youth workers.

Progress in narrowing achievement gaps between black
and white teenagers stopped at the end of the 1980s. In
1988, black 13- and 17-year-olds in the National Assess-

Figure 4. Self-esteem, by GPA and whether hip-hop music is “an important part of my life,” for black teenagers.
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ment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Long Term Trend
Assessment had the highest reading test scores that black
youth ever had, but the scores dropped by 1992. In Fig-
ure 6, the vertical lines are for cohorts of black children
born around the same time, while the trend lines show
scores for students of a given age in different calendar
years. So, for black children born around 1975, we see
that their scores in 1988 at age 13 were higher than scores
for all prior cohorts of black 13-year-olds, but in 1992
the same cohort at age 17 scored considerably lower than
black 17-year-olds tested four years earlier. Reading
gains were meager during the teenage years for black
youth who were 13 in 1988. Scores for black teens have
been basically flat since the early 1990s. There is no
consensus on the reasons. Possible explanations for why
progress stopped are the subject of a forthcoming volume
from Russell Sage Press, edited by Jane Waldfogel and
Katherine Magnuson. In the last chapter of the
Waldfogel-Magnuson volume I review the other chapters
and suggest some possibilities related to a shift in youth
culture.

Conclusions

Some aspects of the material above are unflattering. Fur-
ther, some readers may cite these findings to rationalize
neglectful public policies. For example, my friend and
colleague Glenn Loury warns that a focus on ways that

we as African Americans contribute to our own problems
may diminish the degree to which the rest of society
accepts responsibility for addressing more deeply rooted
causes. He believes that placing black lifestyles near the
center of an explanation for inequality reinforces stigmas
and may help solidify what is already an abdication of
responsibility by national leaders. With a special empha-
sis on high rates of incarceration, he writes:24

“I am suggesting here that tacit association in the
American public’s imagination of “blackness” with
“unworthiness” or with “dangerousness” affects
cognitive processes and promotes essentialist
causal misattributions. . . .[O]bservers will have
difficulty identifying with the plight of a group of
people whom they (mistakenly) think are simply
‘reaping what they have sown.’”

In the same paper, he proposes ways that society at large
has a hand in producing a range of disparate conditions,
including achievement gaps. I agree with Loury that
many of the problems we face, especially but not only the
plight of the poor and incarcerated, are due to racial
stigmas and associated biases in the ways that our society
includes or excludes, empowers or discourages, people
of different racial and ethnic groups. Of this, there is no
doubt.

However, the impact that any particular public discourse
will have on societal support for the black poor or for

Figure 5. Why black students are considered to be acting white.

Note: Black high school students with A-range GPAs agree somewhat more than black students with C-range grades with the statement that, “At
this school, students like me get accused of acting white.” The chart shows percentages of the predicted difference attributable to each listed factor.
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racial equality more generally is quite uncertain. I be-
lieve that notification and mobilization of black parents
and communities to address parenting practices, youth
culture, and other lifestyle issues can foster important
progress, even as the struggle continues for a more just
policy mix and a less racially biased collective con-
sciousness. Indeed, these various efforts may be mutu-
ally reinforcing. There is no necessary contradiction be-
tween addressing the lifestyle issues that I have
addressed here and larger efforts to enlist the nation-at-
large in living out the full implications of the idea that
there should be no “them” in the United States.�
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