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 Character (Racism) on The Genesis of  

Racial Attitudes and Identity Formation:  Schooling Implications 

 

 

I. Introduction  

Normative Developmental Processes and Context 

 There is an interesting cognitive phenomenon which begins at birth.   It is 

the infant’s gradual ability to infer the perspective of others.  Ultimately these 

inferences will include concepts including attitudes and preferences concerning 

race, ethnicity and cultural.  In the first year of life, this conceptual progression 

represents the basic ability to differentiate self from non-self.  This gradual non-

self differentiating process includes both people and objects and represents the 

major cognitive achievement of the first year of life.  This achieved “skill” over the 

next few years also includes the progressively complex attainment of 

differentiating the other’s feelings and perspective (i.e., both perceptual and 

conceptual inferences including the other’s thoughts).   

 Following the first year of life, experiences and evolving cognitive 

development during the next several years afford general social cognitive 

achievements.  They grow steadily and permit gradual socialization 

accomplishments such as language learning, social relationship development, 

and self exploration.  However, overall the first six years of life are characterized 

by a general level of self-centeredness since the social cognitive achievements 

noted are developed quite gradually and thus leaves the young child at various 

(normative) levels of  cognitive egocentrism. To illustrate the various types of 
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egocentrism,  a 2 ½ year old might know her mommy but be confused when 

mommy’s sibling refers to mommy as “sister.”  Similarly, a 3 ½ year old may 

understand the “benefits” or enjoyment of playing with others but has difficulty 

with the concept of sharing.  That is, the toddler continues to view  “play objects” 

as extensions of “the self” and thus has difficulty giving them up or sharing. 

Similarly, the 4 year old still confuses his own perspective with the viewpoints of 

others or the five year old “suffers” with her dream-life.  These exemplars are 

illustrations of “normative egocentrism”  associated with the developmental 

period and character of underlying cognitive structures and social experience. 

 Overcoming the various types of manifested egocentric thinking is a very 

gradual process.  Context matters and its several representations provide a quite 

salient part of the condition.  Thus, throughout the process, it is evident that  

“only child status” children reared mainly by adults and few children have 

different social experiences than children with multiple siblings and peers.  

Siblings and similar age peers provide unique contexts “to practice” the learning 

of multiple perspectives and ideas.  Adults, in general, provide less harsh 

feedback for  “interpersonal errors” than peers who often impose immediate and 

harsh feedback concerning the “consequences of interpersonal errors.” The 

acquisition of color differentiation appears early and, with practice, becomes 

associated with corresponding affect.   

 “Facts” about early color preferences have been extensively used by 

marketing experts.  For example, they know that pediatric medicine (e.g., cough 

syrups; fever suppressants) when assigned a particular color (e.g., red)  is 

perceived as “attractive” or more palatable by children than are other colors.  

Thus, pediatric medicines are colored and marketed accordingly! Similarly,  
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perception studies demonstrate that the organization of the human face (i.e., 

placement of eyes, nose and mouth) is positively responded to by the human 

infant quite early as opposed to a more random organization of facial features. 

 The context is infused with people, images and objects which convey 

significant meaning beginning at birth and continues across the life course: 

literally occurring in an on-going manner from the “cradle to the coffin.”  The 

human organism differs in its ability to process and understand the character and 

messages of the environment as life unfolds. However, the initial developmental 

task of the infant appears to be “to take in” whatever it is exposed to and “to 

absorb” (e.g., language, attitudes, feelings)  whatever is provided. Accordingly, 

as reviewed extensively, it is evident that young children may learn “accepted 

attitudes” prior to a cognitive understanding of the object or phenomenon itself.  

Thus, given the character of the context relative to the presentation and level of 

exposure to attitudes, beliefs, preferences and values concerning skin color, 

children learn by 2 ½ years a society’s “principles” concerning the value ascribed 

to particular groups and individuals.  They become part of the “cognitive 

acquisitions” which represent the social experiences of young children.  They 

denote the “learning context” which is seldom questioned by youngsters, reputed 

by parents and significant others, and “qualified” when virulent messages of 

implicit bias and explicit racism are informally and formally communicated.   

 Racial group linked attitudes, beliefs, values and preferences are 

“efficiently learned” by young children.  Of importance, however, is that because 

of the “normative egocentrism” of early childhood thought processes previously 

noted, young children do not associate “ self beliefs (e.g., self esteem and self 

concept) with “information” accrued in the social context concerning particular 
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groups (i.e., racist attitudes, values, beliefs and preferences ).  Although the early 

independence between minority children’s racial attitudes, beliefs and 

preferences and self processes have been empirically documented (see 

Alejandro-Wright, 1985 Semaj, 1985; Spencer 1982, 1983, 1985; Spencer & 

Marstrom-Adams, 1990; Spencer & Dornbusch, 1990), it is assumed that 

majority group (i.e., White) children’s early learning of racial bias (i.e., White-

valuing sentiment) is similarly, unrelated to self processes.  The pattern of 

findings for minorities is important given the pervasiveness of “out group” biases 

communicated by the media and generally unchallenged by schooling 

experiences and parental socialization efforts.  Contextual bias emanating from 

in-group versus out-group tensions has been suggested to be associated with 

“normative ethnocentrism;” it is present across  the globe and continues to be 

under-examined by North Americans living in the United States unless forced. 

Background: The Role of Ethnocentrism 

 As noted by the 1964 UNESCO proposal and signed by leading scientists 

throughout the world:  “All humans living today belong to a single species, Homo 

sapiens, and are derived from a common stock” (Nanda, 1980,p.12).  The 

remaining scientific questions have to do with how and when different groups 

diverged from this common stock. However, this common understanding does 

not aid or correct the effects of an extreme sense of ethnocentrism which 

continues to plague American life.  Anthropological reports have made it quite 

evident that ethnocentrism, the tendency to view the world through the narrow 

lens of one’s own culture or social position, is universal. People tend to see 

things from their own culturally patterned point of view; to value what they have 

been taught to value; to see the meaning of life in their own culturally defined 
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purposes. To illustrate and described by Nanda (1980), the American tourist who, 

when presented with a handful of Italian lira asks, “How much is this in real 

money? … is ethnocentric.  On the other hand, members of the Diribi society in 

New Guinea may have great difficulty understanding what kind of  “work” an 

anthropologist is doing since the writing down of “stories” about other peoples’ 

lives appears quite foreign to his notion of “work.” The critical point here is that 

ethnocentrism is much more than just the biases of perception and knowledge 

(i.e., racial and ethnic attitudes and stereotypes).  It is also the practice of judging 

other cultures by the standards of one’s own (Nanda, 1980, p. 11).   

 Although all peoples are thought to be ethnocentric, the ethnocentricity of 

Western societies has had decisive consequences.  Specifically, the impact has 

been  significantly greater than that of smaller, less technologically advanced, 

and geographically isolated peoples. The historical circumstances that led to the 

spread of Western civilization have provided a very strong belief in its rightness 

and superiority (Nanda, 1980, 11).  It is this unquestioned, unacknowledged, and 

unexamined implicit superiority which provides the groundwork early on for many 

EuroAmerican’s sense of privilege:  particularly white males.  As described in the 

recent and burgeoning “whiteness studies” literature, the group also experiences 

an exaggerated opinion of self given global gender themes concerning the more 

valued male role (e.g., Fine et al 1997; Helms 1990; Ignatiev1995; Lott 1995; 

Roediger 1991, 1994). It has been possible to impose strong western beliefs on 

others given the various western technological advancements and abundance of 

consumer goods which others have quickly learned to desire.  Importantly, 

others’ acceptance of our vast products have led Americans to believe that, in 

fact, our values and other social institutions are also superior (Nanda, 1980).  
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 However, since America is quite diverse, the nation’s race and color-

based biases hold sway both “at home” and abroad: They strongly influence 

intergroup relations and the “normative context” in which concepts are learned, 

practiced and lives lived.  The critical paradox associated with ethnocentrism 

illustrates the issue’s complexity.  That is,  “... although ethnocentrism gets in the 

way of understanding, some ethnocentrism seems necessary as a kind of glue to 

hold a society together. When a people’s culture loses value for them, they may 

experience great emotional stress and even lose interest in living.  To the extent 

that ethnocentrism prevents building bridges between cultures, in fact, it 

becomes maladaptive and frequently racist.  Where one culture is motivated by 

ethnocentrism to trespass on another, the harm done can be enormous.  Of 

importance here is that this kind of ethnocentrism to racism  transition is but a 

short step; it has been made in both popular and scientific thought in the West” 

(Nanda, 1980, p.12).  It is important to understand how young children and youth 

are effected by and inadvertently participate in that transition (i.e., ...from healthy 

ethnocentrism to racism) given normative social cognitive development and the 

role of social and political institutions in the process. 

 In fact, W. E. B. DuBois (1902), the first African American Harvard 

graduated social scientist, at the start of the current century, pronounced that the 

heavy burden of the 20th century for America would be the issue of the color line.  

The UNESCO’s  1964 pronouncement concerning man’s shared racial history 

continues “to enjoy” minimal impact both on the quality of life for this country’s 

minority members and the quality of intergroup relationships between members 

of diverse groups.  Along these same lines, although retired from the federal 

bench, A. Leon Higginbotham, Jr., in a recent interview suggests critical and 

parallel societal tasks which parallel the challenge identified 100 years ago by W. 
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E. B. DuBois.  Higginbotham asserts that “…the problem with the 21st century is 

not recognizing the consequences of racism. The real test of the 21st century is 

our being able to move from equality in the abstract to equality in significant 

results.” Higginbotham’s (Maida Odom, 1998, Inquirer, E-1) pronouncement is 

important since it forces us to consider the complexity of racial issues.  His 

perspective foreshadows the continuing and difficult period ahead and the need 

to approach extreme ethnocentrism and its expression and consequences as 

racial attitudes, bias, symbolic racism (Bobo, 1983) and racial identity from a 

coordinated multi-disciplinary perspective.  Given the recent Littleton, Colorado 

massacre, White adolescent males’ alleged targeting of “person’s of color,” 

“Wiggers” (i.e., minority group “comfortable” whites), and athletes, the 

heinousness of the situation and people’s inability to understand its occurrence 

from White youths in suburbia suggests a “heads up” response.  The situation 

and the nation’s response together forces one to more aggressively consider 

ethnocentrism’s exacerbating influence on normative adolescent challenges such 

as youths’ feelings of alienation and peer group relations: normatively formidable 

developmental challenges. 

 A critical aspect of this perspective on ethnocentrism and process from an 

interventionist and programming perspective is to understand its developmental 

character from “the cradle to the coffin.” There are particular scientific findings 

and analyses that  should remain part of the discourse as we consider the 

developmental issues surrounding youths’ racial attitudes and racial identity 

processes. II.  Knowns:  Highlights, Cautions and Recommendations  

Racial Attitudes and Young (Aged 0-6 years) Children  

          What we know .  Racial awareness begins as early as 3 years of age. 

Racial group identity begins developing between 5-7 years of age.  
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??  Preschool children of all ethnicities often express racial biases 

which favor the majority White group and are negative toward minority 

groups, even their own; the exceptions are those youngsters who grow 

up in families where active, responsive, conscious cultural socialization 

is part of the family’s parental strategy.  Otherwise, children obtain a 

significant amount of information from informal encounters and other 

sources often hidden under a guise of entertainment. 

?? African American preschool children frequently express 

Eurocentric attitudes yet nonetheless maintain positive self-regard. 

This counter-to-expected empirical relationship observed for African 

American children during the preschool years represents a linkage 

between developmentally appropriate egocentric cognitive processes 

and concurrent exposure to Eurocentric (White favoring) biases.  The 

lack of a relationship between self regard and learned Eurocentric 

racial bias for Black youngsters demonstrates  the developmentally 

sensitive association between youths’ affective and cognitive 

processes… particularly as preschoolers progressively experience 

diverse social contexts along with the “un-buffered” exposure to and 

learning of ethnocentrism and racial bias from a variety of media based 

sources and “informally communicated” bias by adults and family 

members. 

?? Around the age of 6 years, the racial attitudes of African 

American children begin to have more relevance for their self-concept. 

Given the active racial socialization child-rearing strategies instituted 

early on by some parents— although generally by only a small 

percentage-- some children already express own-group membership 
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preference and values.  Of course, others are in a state of cognition-

linked transition from Eurocentered beliefs to more Afrocentered 

attitudes, preferences and values.   

??  The normative cognition-linked “shift” is not without consequences 

for African American youngsters. Frequently, the strain required 

siphons off psychic energy better used for academic pursuits and more 

general skill acquisition.  

??   Importantly, cognitive egocentrism no longer protects the psyche 

from discomfort experienced as a consequence of having polar 

opposite self and reference group values. That is, the possession of  

positive and “self valuing concepts” along with concomitant Eurocentric 

attitudes, beliefs and preferences do not make for an easy 

“psychosocial fit.” .  The co-occurrence generates dissonance or stress 

which requires reactive coping.  More specifically, one’s cognitively-

based awareness of self processes and the “outside world” requires 

new formulations which include greater congruence between espoused 

racial concepts about one’s reference group and self evaluative 

processes.  

??  Given the normative egocentrism associated with sensorimotor and 

pre-operational thought processes, psychological dissonance is not 

experienced until youngsters begin the normative cognitive transition.  

There is a gradual movement from developmentally appropriate 

egocentric thought, instead, to the more decentered thought processes 

generally associated with the concrete operations of middle childhood 

thought.  Stated differently, for African American youngsters, normative 

levels of early cognitive egocentrism virtually “protects” their emotional 
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life from the consequences of having polar opposite views concerning 

group status (i.e., having learned to devalue “all things dark”) and the 

positive family transmitted values of relevance for children’s 

manifested self esteem and self concept. 

?? As they leave the preschool years, American children of European 

descent often begin exhibiting less extreme bias although remaining 

Eurocentric  by the age of 6 years. 
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??  Most important, of course, is that there is no need to “shift” 

perspectives.  EuroAmerican children may become less extreme in 

their manifested Eurocentric beliefs.  However, there is no “shifting” of  

perspectives.  There is only a downward shift in the level or degree of 

Eurocentrism.  

      

Middle Childhood (6 through 12 years) Experiences: Schooling and Achievement 

Implications 

?? Of importance is that we do not know from solid empirical work  the 

impact of sustained “White superiority” values for later adolescent 

adjustment.  This may be particularly true for marginalized White youth 

who develop in adolescent contexts where minority groups generally 

devalued (e.g., Blacks)  are “held up as models (e.g., athletes)” or 

whose cultural style has influenced adolescents more generally.  This 

scenario may be possibly inferred as one explanation  from the recent 

Littleton, Colorado massacre. 

?? Importantly, however, what is gained by EuroAmerican children in the 

early primary grades of middle childhood is reduced stress and the 

maintenance of psychic energy which becomes available for use in the 

pursuit of academic goals and foundational knowledge. These 

foundational skills are critical in preparing for the greater intellectual 

requirements and academic demands associated with the special 

quality of 4th grade skills sets needed .   

?? Even the materials for learning skill sets play a role. Too frequently, the 
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primer materials which serve as the basis for training are persistent 

(informal and unacknowledged) reminders that one is valued and 

“deserving” (i.e., unacknowledged privilege).  That is, children can look 

forward to and enjoy the self-affirming school context and learning 

process if they are not bombarded with unacknowledged, unexamined 

and unanalyzed stimuli concerning reference group membership. 

Accordingly, EuroAmerican children may have their “humanity and 

visibility” reinforced on a daily basis since the support materials for 

learning are consistent with their daily experience.  Stated differently, 

for EuroAmerican students, there is a lack of psychologically intrusive 

dissonance concerning group membership, inherent value, and social 

status.  

?? On the other hand, for African American and other minority group 

youngsters, too frequently presented are exemplars of the reference 

group’s devalued status and/or perceived invisibility.  Visible minorities 

may be overlooked or are the “subject of discussion” during Black 

History Month or when slavery is the focus.  Many youngsters of color 

experience significant discomfort, but appropriately, lack the requisite 

maturity to analyze and articulate appropriate affective and globally 

instructive responses.  Too frequently they “turn inward.” 

??  Specifically, lacking an interpreter for their experiences and model of 

alternative affective responses, minority students often use 

“psychological withdrawal” or a “reactively/over-exaggerated” racial 

identity as a coping method. That is, inadequacies of the context (e.g., 

inadequately trained teachers, insensitivity, and naivete) become 

burdens for the student.  
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?? A frequent outcome is further stereotypic assumptions about youths’ 

achievement potential given apparent school disengagement  although 

research consistently demonstrates a significant high value placed on 

education both by minority youth and their parents.  

?? Young adolescents’  “exaggerated Afrocentricity” deployed as a 

reactive coping method when coupled with a lack of achievement, 

unfortunately,  spawns stereotypic assumptions concerning youths’ 

equating of achievement behavior with “acting white” (e.g., see 

Fordham & Ogbu, 1986).  Minority youths’ inability to capitalize on the 

school as a learning opportunity would appear to have a more complex 

etiology.   

?? Reactive coping by some minority students is demonstrated by an 

externalization of the discomfort experienced by aggressing outward. 

Of course, the response further alienates already stereotypically 

thinking teachers, Whites, and even many upper status minorities 

themselves; the latter, often characterize  youths’ responsive (coping 

strategy) achievement behavior as “acting ghetto.”  Still others minority 

youth react by psychologically distancing themselves from schooling 

because of its dissonance producing character— often manifesting 

infrequently diagnosed depression. The scenario obfuscates the actual 

process and results in further misleading assumptions (e.g., Fordham 

& Ogbu, 1986) and inadequately trained teachers see Lisa Delpit, 

1995).  

?? Several studies have reported that vis-a-vis family socialization efforts,  

African American families do not generally discuss the emotionally 

charged and uncomfortable issues of race and racism within families 
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unless children voice a concern (e.g., see Spencer, 1983, 1990).  

Clearly, for many families, issues of race and racism are topics as 

uncomfortable as discussions having to do with sexuality and 

procreation. However, the (unconscious and informal) decision by 

minority parents to decline serving as “cultural interpreters” for their 

children leaves youngsters the responsibility of reactively coping on 

their own.  
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?? Culture has generally not been associated with the EuroAmerican 

experience. Similar to Black parents, the decision by EuroAmerican 

parents to abstain from cultural socialization efforts also has negative 

consequences for children although qualitatively different. The 

oversight by White parents further obfuscates race relations since it 

ignores the fact of omnipresent racism.  Relatedly, on the other hand, 

we know little about the “manifest resiliency” of young white males who 

manage to grow into fair-minded people without assumptions about a 

status of privilege 

?? White children may develop with unexamined racist beliefs and enjoy 

the benefits of unacknowledged privilege.   However, the downside or 

disadvantage of privilege may be youths’ lack of opportunity to hone 

coping skills since structural racism provides them an absence of 

“contextual discontinuity” or problematic “individual-environmental fit” 

which too frequently characterizes the experiences of Blacks and has 

been described as normative developmental under hostile conditions 

(e.g., see Chestang, 1972). The situation provides the foundation and 

(implicit) expectation for unacknowledged life course advantages and 

unearned opportunity for EuroAmerican youth. It is certainly linked with 

distorted perceptions of self which are always vulnerable to invalidation 

particularly during normatively difficult periods such as adolescence.  

One can only speculate about the possible relevance of this hypothesis 

in the case of the “trench coat mafia” and the recent Littleton, Colorado 

high school student massacre. 

??   Particularly for White males, unearned advantage denies youthful 

opportunities for the practice and honing of healthy coping skills in 
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response to normative and episodic environmental stress.  Of course, 

the consistently high suicide rate for White males suggests the 

absence of supportive and adaptive coping skills for many of this 

population. Except for conjectures made in the recent and burgeoning 

“white identity/whiteness studies” literature, these remain unexplored 

issues. 

Implications And Cautions   

      Early exposure to positive messages about racial group membership enables 

African American youths to cope in an environment permeated by racial 

stereotypes and biases.  The noted “shift” from early Eurocentric attitudes to 

own-group accepting Afrocentric preferences would be unnecessary a) if youths 

were exposed to early and consistent racial socialization and culturally pluralistic 

messages concerning group membership, and b) if the environments of 

socialization were less infused with unacknowledged and unexamined bias. 

Culturally pluralistic values are cultural values which denote positive racial 

attitudes about one’s own group while also taking a “cultural celebratory” posture 

concerning other groups.   

     Particularly for EuroAmerican children, such values would have to be 

introduced early and consistently reinforced during the early preschool years 

when youth are in the early stages of race awareness.  This is a very 

manageable activity since the activities of  young children are based upon 

“having fun around a task.”  Biases about the characteristics of the “other,” that is 

one’s playmate, are learned from home, the media and “loose speech, customs 

and attitudes.”  Accordingly, it is not enough to expose children to cultural 

pluralism.  There should be simultaneous support which aids parents in new 
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ways of thinking about race and racism.  The two pronged strategy should 

ultimately help children improve their intergroup relations. 

     Particularly for African American children and other visible minorities, the 

need to have a reasonable level of race /ethnicity self-accepting cultural values 

during the early preschool years is critical.  The early acquisition of own-group 

accepting racial attitudes, preferences and values diminishes the need to 

“reactively” incorporate cultural values at precisely the time during the middle 

childhood years (i.e., between 6-11 years) when foundational academic skills are 

the major focus.  

 It is difficult for youngsters to focus attention and finite psychic energy on 

reading, math, spelling, and writing skills when they are also struggling with 

reactively acquiring “new learnings” concerning group membership and self-

accepting values. The misuse of psychic energy on emotional well-being efforts 

(i.e., “unlearning negative group images and attitudes) diminishes the availability 

of  psychological resources for the acquisition of academic skills.  

          Accordingly, it is not surprising that data trends consistently illustrate a 

pattern of  “4th grade academic slump” particularly for African American’s boys.  

However, in fact, it begins two years earlier in the 2nd grade and is “in place” and 

stable by grade 4 (see Spencer, 1986).  Thus, it is important to examine sex 

differences since little Black boys share with all boys the anticipation of greater 

physical restlessness and general penchant for more high activity play than 

females.  However, what burdens minority boys more is the extra negative racial 

stereotyping of their behavior.  To illustrate, although objective child raters might 

characterize Black youths’  free play as high in rough and tumble activity, teacher 

evaluations of the same boys, instead, rate them as engaging in significantly 

higher rates of aggressive behavior.  It is not surprising that along with normative 
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shifts in cognitive awareness by the early period of  middle childhood, little Black 

boys have already  learned teachers’ behavioral expectations for them. 

     To summarize, the shifts in cognitive development from sensorimotor to pre-

operational, and from pre-operational to concrete operational thinking at middle-

childhood and into adolescence, respectively,  have important implications for 

youngsters’ understandings about racial and gender-associated values.  

     Coming  “to grips” with significant “new data about self” does not leave ample 

psychological energy and resources available for academic achievement and 

school adjustment.  It certainly does not lay the foundation for children’s beliefs 

concerning school as a “trustworthy” environment.  The issue is salient since 

learning is a “risk taking” enterprise.  One cannot open up to new opportunities if 

invalidation and perceived situational risk more closely resembles youths’ school-

based contextual experiences. Unavoidable cognitive awareness makes minority 

children quite aware that school may not be a setting deserving of trust.   

        Accordingly, the issue is not the association of African American children’s  

learning style with “acting white.” Children’s unavoidable cognitive development 

provides early and chronic exposure to “data” which suggests that (1) schooling 

is an experience and context which undermines the acquisition of a healthy and 

own-group accepting racial identity; and (2) unequal treatment and stereotyping 

(i.e., structural racism) result in perceptions of an untrustworthy environment.  

Learning as risk taking does not happen readily in such environments. 

       The previous notes the importance of not just focusing  attention on 

children’s acquisition of biases, attitudes and preferences but also assessing the 

various aspects of the child’s contexts and the relevant significant others and 

associated racial images and messages which abound in young children’s 
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worldsRacial Attitudes and Youth: The Special Experiences of Adolescents and 

the Important and Exacerbating Influences of Multiple Settings  

          What we know. Beginning in pre-adolescence, youth become even more 

capable of perceiving and understanding stereotypes and prejudices based on 

race, gender, assumed capabilities, maturational rate, socioeconomic status etc. 

This more sophisticated cognitive ability is heightened during adolescence and 

exacerbates the period’s hypersensitivity. The unique quality of adolescent 

thought results in an unavoidable preoccupation with and hyper-awareness of 

“self” and thought processes. It contributes to normative adolescent period 

psychological vulnerability albeit observed even under the best of conditions: It is 

a normative aspect of the developmental period. 

     ?  These “new understandings” are linked to adolescent stage changes in 

cognitive development, rapid physiological upheavals and maturation, and 

youths’ broader social boundaries.  That is, the quality of the context plays 

a different role for adolescents’ experiences versus the preschool aged 

child and even the middle-childhood youngster.  The latter groups’ (i.e., 

certainly preschool and somewhat middle childhood) movement are more 

closely determined by parental decisions and oversight.  On the other 

hand, the former group,  adolescent youths’ movements and social 

exposures are associated with the broadening youthful pursuits of middle 

childhood and adolescent developmental tasks (e.g., autonomy and 

identity issues). 

       ?  During adolescence, particularly for minority youth, there is a heightened 

consciousness about race and a cognition-dependent awareness of 

biases, inequalities and preferences.  Importantly, this race-associated 

exacerbated self-consciousness is in addition to the normative level of 
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hyper-awareness and self-consciousness referred to and generally 

associated with the adolescent developmental period which occurs 

irrespective of race, ethnicity, socio-economic status and gender. 

       ?  Adolescents’ primary psychological task is the formation of an identity. For 

minority adolescents, given unavoidable issues of  “identifiability 

associated with minority status,”  the major adolescent developmental task 

also includes an exploration of  racial (reference group) identity.  Since 

apprenticeship issues are important and many neighborhoods do not 

provide “work opportunities,” the situation  makes the identity-searching 

process much more tenuous and the possibility of early identity 

foreclosure more probable. Importantly, much of this process occurs 

between peers and without significant parental input, neighborhood 

resources, and more general societal support.  These frustrations are in 

addition to the common problem faced by most youth: The experience of 

adolescence as a period of  “societally mandated”  marginalization.   

       ?  Finally, the exploration of racial identity can make minority adolescents 

particularly vulnerable.  The vulnerability can either impede or facilitate 

academic achievement depending on the social supports provided,  

coping mechanisms modeled, and coping strategies cumulatively 

developed.  Importantly, positive racial socialization strategies deployed 

by parents and sensitive pedagogy utilized by teachers can make a 

difference. 

   Implications and Cautions   

?? In general, adult guidance, support and protection matter as 

much during the middle-childhood and adolescent years as the level 
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needed during the preschool and infancy periods.   

?? Particularly during the middle childhood and adolescent periods, 

even if appearing quite resilient, in fact, youth are often quite fragile 

and require substantive support.  

?? The fragility is associated with several developmentally linked 

normative changes.  For example, it includes youths’  (a) greater 

cognitive awareness of social dynamics in their environments, (b) 

increases in their social and physical mobility, (c) experiences in a 

broader social world, (d) significant changes in social expectations for 

maturity, (e) demands for stiff competition and heightened  school-

linked academic challenges, (f) awareness of adult expectations and 

anticipated young adulthood transitions and clear knowledge of what 

they mean for a sense of self-efficacy, and finally (g) evolving more 

complex self-definitions and ego processes which are often associated 

with the stage’s major physiological changes and cognitive shifts.  

?? Without substantive support that could provide an alternative 

interpretive framework, many youths associate insensitive teacher and 

school administration policies, practices and attitudes with the need to 

cope with a hostile environment.   

           As a mental health and reactive short-term response, many young      

people psychologically and academically distance themselves from such 

climates.  However, most are unaware of the long-term or life course 

implications; however, some of this is consistent with temporal perspective of 

youth. Most are locked into “presentness” or thinking which does not consider the 
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future.  The general view is that adolescents do not acquire a “time concept” until 

middle adolescence. 

              Accordingly, the reactive “academically distancing” strategy 

inadvertently undermines the high achievement expectations and values that 

both adolescents and their parents consistently espouse (see Spencer 1983, 

1990). As noted, our analysis runs “counter” to the one espoused by Fordham 

and Ogbu (1986) who posit that youth equate academic achievement with “acting 

white.”   

         Quite the contrary, youths’ unavoidable cognitive maturation and 

awareness and broadened social experiences accurately assess the Eurocentric 

nature and practices of many educational settings in this nation.  The majority of 

minority youngsters occupy classrooms in schools where teachers and 

administrators know very little about normative developmental processes for 

diverse students.  These context-linked and differentiating developmental 

processes have been frequently ignored and not included with any depth and 

developmentally linked cohesiveness in  teacher- and administrator-training 

texts.  Our analysis goes beyond the simple, linear, non-developmental and 

general static treatment of the issue. 

III. Conclusions    

      The very fact of ethnocentrism presents a conceptual conundrum when one, 

of necessity, considers the normative processes of human development as it 

unfolds across multiple contexts and is experienced across the life course     

However, the paradox associated with ethnocentrism reinforces the issue’s 

complexity.  It is critical to be remindful that right up until the 20th century, the 

notion that cultural variation, and specifically cultural superiority, resulted from 
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genetic or “racial” variation seemed to make sense to most scientists.  The 

resulting “scientific racism” was used as a justification for building social, political, 

and economic structures that favored the interests of the “superior” race.  Many 

of these social structures remain in place and have certainly influenced what has 

been accepted into mainline journals and synthesized in text books used by the 

majority of institutions invested in teacher training.  

         In articulating the continued salience of race in America’s daily commerce, it 

is critical to acknowledge the complex and diverse ways in which it presents life 

course challenges for some and unquestioned privilege for others. This dualism 

is linked with the probability of different evoked coping responses and the 

experience of exacerbated life course challenge as opposed to the enjoyment of 

unacknowledged privilege.    

 Unacknowledged privilege provides a seamless individual-context fit for 

EuroAmerican youth.  Under quiescent conditions, it preserves psychic energy 

given the diminished level of stress experienced. It allows for the perception of 

educational contexts as “safe, trustworthy environments” for exploiting learning 

opportunities.  This is not the case for youth who remain chronically burdened 

with frequently unaddressed  hostile contexts  that are infused with negative 

racial stereotypes and practices of inequality.  Most salient is that youths’ 

unavoidable cognitive maturation makes their awareness of  the subtle but 

chronically negative imagery and unequal practices a consistent  “in your face” 

reality.  The situation undermines the development of trust and influences racial 

identity formation which are central aspects of broader ego identity processes.   

     In sum, normative developmental challenges are exacerbated by the diverse 

expressions of a society’s extreme ethnocentrism and bias against its minority 

group members.  Accordingly, it is not enough to demonstrate racial attitudes and 
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racial identity processes for a particular developmental period.  It is also critically 

important to establish and document its intrusiveness for other domains of 

functioning such as academic achievement, the establishment of trust, and the 

construction of healthy, stable intimate relationships.  

       On the other hand, studies of racial identity and extreme ethnocentrism should be 

concerned with understanding the impact of unacknowledged privilege for 

EuroAmericans and its relationship for some to the use of reactive coping 

mechanisms (e.g., suicide/murder rampages).  Assumptions concerning privilege 

communicate that a group’s progress and position is based totally on merit.  The 

viewpoint reinforces notions that other groups’ accomplishments are inferior and 

due to their own lack of effort and/or capacity.        Distorted social assumptions, 

reactive coping strategies, and deceptive self-processes undergird White 

privilege and deserve careful examination. 

       From a developmental perspective, all three contribute to life course consequences at 

both the cognitive and personal-social levels for the individual although they have 

significant societal level consequences for all.  

        These observations suggest that at the national policy level, for example, it is not 

enough to dedicate resources to the hiring of thousands of teachers.  Of critical 

importance is to insure that teachers and administrators share or can learn to 

appreciate the values of the families, communities and youths themselves.  Their 

training should represent the required understandings that insure that all youths’ 

educational experiences and implicit opportunities are the same… irrespective of 

race, social class, color, ethnicity, immigrant status, religion, and country of 

origin. Given the unique American experiences of diverse groups, what might, in 

fact, be different are the corrective strategies required for reducing the fragility of 

each group.  The good news, of course, is that new racial attitudes which 
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undergird racial identity processes can be learned.  Relatedly,  teaching practices 

and more general adult socialization supports can be improved if the incentives, 

rewards and consequences are adequate and enforced. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

 

 DuBois, W. E. B. (1902).  The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study  
Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

 Fine, M., Weiss, L., Powell, L. C., & Wong, L. M. (Eds.)  (1997).  Off  white: 
Readings on race, power, and society.  New York: Routledge. 

 

 Fordham, S., & Ogbu, J. U. (1986).  Black students' school success:  Coping 
with the "burden of `acting White'".  Urban Review, 18(3), 176-206. 

 



 27
 Helms, J. (Ed.)  (1990).  Black and White racial identity: Theory, research, 
and practice.  New York: Greenwood Press. 

 

 Ignataiew, (1995) 

 

 Lott, E.  (1995).  Love and theft: Blackface minstrelsy and the American 
working class.  New York: Oxford University Press. 

 

 Nada, (1995) 

 

 Roediger, (1991) 

 

 Roediger, (1994) 

 

 Spencer, M.B. (1982).  Preschool children’s social cognition and cultural 
cognition.  A cognitive developmental interpretation of race dissonance findings.  
Journal of Psychology, 113, 275-286. 

 

 Spencer, M.B. (1982).  Personal and group identity of black children: An 
alternative synthesis.  Genetic Psychology Monographs, 106, 59-84. 

 

 Spencer, M.B. (1983).  Children’s cultural values and parental child rearing 
strategies.  Developmental Review, 3, 351-370. 

 

 Spencer, M.B. (1984).  Black children’s race awareness, racial attitudes, and 
self-concept: A reinterpretation.  Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 25, 
433-441 



 28
   

 Spencer, M.B. (1985).  Racial variation in achievement prediction: The school 
as a conduit for macrostructural cultural tension.  In H. McAdoo & J. McAdoo 
(Eds.), Black children (pp. 85-111).  Beverly Hills: Sage. 

 

 Spencer, M.B. (1995).  Old issues and new theorizing about African American 
youth: A phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory.  In R.L. Taylor 
(ED.), Black Youth: Perspectives on their status in the United States (pp. 37-69).  
Westport, CT: Praeger. 

  

 Spencer, M. B., & Dornbusch, S. (1990).  Challenges in studying minority 
youth.  In S. Feldman & G. Elliot (Eds.), At the threshold: The developing 
adolescent (pp. 123-146). Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press.  

 

  Spencer, M.B. & Markstrom-Adams, C. (1990).  Identity processes among 
racial and ethnic minority children in America.  Child Development, 61, 290-310. 

 

 


