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The research literature has explored the relationship between marginalized stu-
dents’ perceptions of social opportunity and mobility and their academic orien-
tation. However, little attention has been paid to the extent to which these stu-
dents simultaneously represent multiple social identities and how they may dif-
ferentially assess life chances in light of their different social locations. This article
examines how low-income African American high school students situate race,
class, and gender in the process of status attainment. In revealing the substantive
variation with which these students account (or not) for social structure in the
mobility process, the author calls into question the claim that perceptions of
opportunity are related to academic engagement in predictable ways. She also
suggests that personal experiences and knowledge of others” experiences are the
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bases for the development of multiple visions of opportunity.

ver the past 30 years, there have
been substantial investigations of
the relationship between margin-
alized students’ perceptions of the oppor-
tunity structure and their achievement ori-
entation (see, for example, Anyon 1983;
Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Dehyle 1995;
Fine 1991; Foley 1991; Gurin and Epps
1975; Gurin, Gurin, Lao, and Beattie 1969;
Gurin, Gurin, and Morrison 1978; Lee,
1996; Macleod 1987; Mickelson 1990;
O’Connor 1996, 1997; Ogbu 1974, 1987;
Willis 1977). Qualitative and theoretical
inquiries have often conveyed the idea that
when individuals who are marginalized by
race or social class are aware that others
like them are disadvantaged in the status
attainment process, they are less willing to
accommodate to the norms and expecta-
tions of schools. These findings have been

supported by a large number of survey-
based inquiries (such as Felice 1981; D.
Ford and Harris 1996; Mickelson 1990;
Richardson and Gerlach 1980; Taylor,
Casten, Flickenger, Roberts, and Fulmore
1994). However, there is also considerable
evidence that perceptions of the opportu-
nity structure are not predictive of acade-
mic performance (see Gurin and Brim
1984; Gurin and Epps 1975; Gurin and
Gurin 1976; see also Graham 1994 for a
review of the literature).

In their analyses, researchers often pre-
sent an uncomplicated picture of how indi-
viduals perceive social opportunity and
mobility. They have not adequately
accounted for the fact that individuals
simultaneously assume multiple positions
in the stratification system and how these
positions, sometimes referred to as social
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identities, may influence their perceptions.
Consequently, sociologists have limited
understanding of the extent to which individ-
uals’'multiple social identities may lead to dif-
ferential assessments of life chances across
these different identities.

For example, there has been only limited
research on how young people assess the rel-
ative salience of different social identities in
the process of upward mobility or how they
are sensitive to the different ways in which
race, class, and gender may intersect to affect
life chances. In the absence of such complex-
ity, researchers may have masked the varia-
tion in perceptions within particular social
groups and thus have oversimplified the rela-
tionship between young people’s perceptions
of opportunity and their achievement orien-
tations.

This article is an initial foray into the varia-
tion with which adolescents who share the
same social positionings and the same social
spaces account (or not) for the structural con-
straints on upward mobility. The analysis pre-
sented here drew on interviews with 46 low-
income African American students who were
attending two public high schools in Chicago
to show variations in their interpretations of
the relative salience of race, class, and gender
in the process of “making it” in America. The
findings prompt a reevaluation of the current
understanding of how perceptions of oppor-
tunity may vary with students’ performance
in school.

| identified three distinctive discourses of
opportunity in my interviews with these
youths: a dominance discourse, in which a par-
ticular social identity is viewed as a dominant
factor in who gets ahead; a minimization dis-
course, in which a particular social identity is
ignored or minimized as a determinant of
who makes it; and a contextualization dis-
course, in which a particular social identity is
described as influential in some contexts
(such as the labor market), but not in others
(like education). These discourses are more
salient for the social identity of race than for
gender and social class. | found a great deal
of variability among the narratives of oppor-
tunity that these youths articulated. | also
found little systematic association between
the youths’ achievement orientations and

their narratives of whether and to what
extent social identities affect who gets ahead
in American society.

RESEARCH ON OPPORTUNITY
AND ACHIEVEMENT

Survey-based Inquiries

Survey-based inquiries of the relationship
between perceptions of the opportunity
structure and achievement orientation are
rooted in early studies of internal-external
locus of control (James 1957; Phares 1957;
Rotter 1954) that gauged the extent to which
persons “perceived contingency relationships
between their action and their outcomes”
(MacDonald 1973:169). In these early stud-
ies, an internal locus of control reflected an
individual’s propensity to explain his or her
performance in terms of skill, ability, or effort
and was positively correlated with motivation
and academic achievement. On the other
hand, an external locus of control expressed
the individual's tendency to explain success
or failure as a consequence of luck, fate, or
chance and was negatively correlated with
motivation and academic achievement
(Bartel 1969; Coleman et al. 1966; McGee
and Crandall 1968; Nowicki and Roundtree
1971, Rotter 1966).

Although it was not the intent of the inves-
tigators, one might argue that these early
measures of external and internal locus con-
trol approximated the extent to which indi-
viduals accepted the tenets of the dominant
ideology of status attainment. The dominant
ideology (which is sometimes called the
achievement ideology) maintains that indi-
vidual effort and hard work (particularly if
applied to educational pursuits) determine
status attainment. Thus, those who have an
internal locus of control presumably have
views that are consistent with the dominant
ideology, whereas those who emphasize that
external factors limit personal efficacy poten-
tially challenge the dominant notion that suc-
cess is necessarily a function of individual
merit and hard work. Because these studies
were generally limited to investigating
whether individuals registered the influence
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of the unpredictable (chance, luck, fate, and
hereditary) on achievement and perfor-
mance, there was no insight into whether
individuals believed that the efficacy of
human action was mediated by structured
opportunity and constraint—forces that have
little to do with chance and account for the
influence of racial, social class, or gender
stratification and inequality.

A number of later studies provided a better
approximation of whether students’ beliefs
about the mediators of success were consis-
tent with the tenets of the achievement ide-
ology. However, they often emphasized how
students situated the role of education in the
process of making it (see Felice 1981; D. Ford
and Harris 1996). When attention was paid to
students’ recognition of systematic barriers to
mobility, the studies most often explored stu-
dents’ cognizance of race-based barriers
(Felice 1981; Richardson and Gerlach 1980;
Taylor et al. 1994). Few studies (such as
Mickelson 1990) included items that specifi-
cally gauged how marginalized individuals
may have interpreted how social class and
gender operated to affect life chances. And
even then, the closed-item form of the ques-
tions did not allow the respondents to elabo-
rate on the complexity with which they might
have interpreted the influence and interaction
of these structures.

Despite the limitations inherent in how sur-
vey-based inquiries captured students’
response to the achievement ideology, there
was mounting evidence that when students
maintained perspectives that challenged the
tenets of the achievement ideology, they were
likely to experience academic failure. Research
revealed that high achievers and those who
persisted in school expressed the greatest
commitment to the achievement ideology (D.
Ford and Harris 1996, M. Ford 1992).
However, low achievers, underachievers, and
high school dropouts were more likely to
believe that a differential reward and opportu-
nity structure limited the social rewards avail-
able to the marginalized groups of which they
were a part (Felice 1981; D. Ford and Harris
1996; Mickelson 1990; Richardson and
Gerlach 1980; Taylor et al. 1994).

In the process of determining these rela-
tionships, researchers had accounted for stu-

dents’ interpretations of how the opportunity
structure functioned in general (Ford and
Harris 1996; Mickeison 1990; Richardson and
Gerlach 1980), how it particularly affected
the larger social categories of which they
were a part (Ford and Harris 1996; Mickelson
1990; Richardson and Gerlach 1980), and
how their significant others may have fared in
the process of status attainment (Felice 1981;
Mickelson 1990; Taylor et al. 1994). Hence,
there was substantive evidence that students’
recognition of institutional barriers to social
upgrading, whether expressed through
abstract, macro-, or micro-level interpreta-
tions of social opportunity and mobility, was
likely to suppress academic achievement and
motivation.

In contrast to these findings, earlier work
by Lao (1970), Jorgenson (1971), and Gurin
and associates (Gurin and Brim 1984; Gurin
and Epps 1975; Gurin and Gurin 1976; Gurin
et al. 1969) had provided evidence that per-
ceptions of the opportunity structure did not
predict students’ performance in school.
However, these studies focused on persons’
perceptions of how the opportunity structure
functioned in general or how it was mediated
by race. By not attending to gender and
social class, they were unable to determine
whether students’ accounts of class- and gen-
der-based constraints also failed to predict
their school performance.

Field Studies

Ethnographic research on working-class,
minority, and female youths’ resistance to
schooling accounted for how students recog-
nized class- and gender-related constraints in
addition to race-related barriers. However, in
contrast to the findings of Lao (1970),
Jorgenson (1971), and Gurin and her associ-
ates, they again conveyed the idea that there
was a consistent relationship between stu-
dents’ perceptions of the opportunities avail-
able to their social groups and their orienta-
tion toward school.! Although these inquiries
may have mirrored the findings and assump-
tions of the majority of the previously dis-
cussed surveys, they captured students’ views
of the constraints on mobility with greater
precision. That is, the qualitative method cre-
ated the space for respondents to articulate in
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their own words their interpretations of insti-
tutional barriers to upward mobility and gave
the researchers the opportunity to capture
nuances, qualifications, and contradictions in
the students’ visions. Despite the method-
ological advantages and the fact that these
works often recognized that students are dif-
ferentially situated along race, class, and gen-
der lines, the researchers often limited the
focus of their investigations to one (and, in
some instances, two) of the multiple positions
assumed by the population under study and
explored how that social identity prevailed
over others in students’ imaginations (see, for
example, Anyon 1983; Ogbu 1974; Willis
1977).

Ogbu (1974, 1986) emphasized the
extent to which race-based constraints figure
prominently in the imaginations and experi-
ences of African American youths, limiting
their optimism toward the future and there-
fore suppressing their academic motivation.
His work was extended by Fordham (1988,
1996), who used the construct of racelessness
to account for why African Americans who
were likely to do well were likely both to dis-
affiliate from the African American communi-
ty and to minimize race-related barriers to
social mobility.

Researchers have attempted to explore
how other social identities affect perceptions
of opportunity, in some cases examining
more than one simultaneously. For example,
Ogbu (1988) and Macleod (1995) consid-
ered social class and race simultaneously, and
Fordham (1996) examined gender in the
African American population. Others, such as
Anyon (1983), Fine and Zane (1989),
Fordham (1993), and McRobbie (1978), have
examined gender identity (some attending to
its intersection with social class) as a context
for the development of orientations toward
schooling and the future.

These inquiries provide limited insights
into how people situate their multiple group
positionings in their understanding of the
process of getting ahead. They also suggest
that there is a bipolarity in thought within
marginalized communities. Subjugated indi-
viduals are portrayed as either recognizing or
failing to recognize (or emphasizing or mini-
mizing) the barriers that constrain the life

chances of the social groups in which they
find themselves. And although intuition
would suggest that such dichotomies are arti-
ficial and individuals are likely to vary in their
assessments of the presence, nature, and
severity of constraints on mobility, this com-
plexity has not been captured empirically.

Such a dichotomy is particularly troubling
because it is then bound to how students do
in school. That is, except for a few studies
(such as Gurin and Epps 1975; Gurin and
Gurin 1976; Gurin et al. 1969; Lee 1996;
O’Connor 1996, 1997), most of the research
suggests that perceptions of the opportunity
structure vary with the achievement orienta-
tion in a predictable way. Thus, when youths
believe that the life chances of their social
group are constrained, they are said to per-
ceive their own life chances as limited and
thus do not strive to do well in school (see, for
example, Ogbu 1987). But when they regard
the system of mobility as meritocratic, they
are said to be optimistic about their own life
chances and hence are motivated to work
hard in school. However, if there is substan-
tive variation in how individuals make sense
of status attainment, it is unlikely that such
sense making would so readily “predict” aca-
demic orientation. Therefore, by reporting on
the varied and complex ways by which stu-
dents interpret the influence of race, class,
and gender on the process of making it, | call
into question the current understanding of
how perceptions of opportunity vary with
academic orientation.

RESEARCH METHODS AND
OBJECTIVES

The data reported here were derived from the
voices and life stories of 46 low-income?
African American students who attended two
nonselective public high schools in Chicago
that | call Burnside and Parker. Burnside High
School has an enrollment of less than 1,000.
Except for one Hispanic youth, the student
body is African American. More than three-
quarters of the students reside in the three
public housing developments near the
school, and over 95 percent qualify for free or
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reduced-price lunches. The school’s average
daily attendance is less than 70 percent, and
almost 20 percent of the students are chroni-
cally truant. More than three-quarters of the
students score below grade level on stan-
dardized achievement tests, and the gradua-
tion rate approaches 30 percent.

Parker High School is nearly 100 percent
African American and over 90 percent fow
income. Compared to Burnside, it has a lower
density of public housing within the sur-
rounding community. Thus, Parker students
are more apt than Burnside students to live in
tenements, rather than public housing.
Parker’s average daily attendance is nearly 70
percent, and less than 15 percent of the stu-
dents are chronically truant. Over 80 percent
of the students score below grade level on
standardized achievement tests, and the
graduation rate barely exceeds 30 percent.

The respondents were all sophomores dur-
ing the 1992-93 school year. They were
almost equally divided between boys and
girls, and each gender subsample was equal-
ly represented by “high” and “low” achiev-
ers.3 | began to select the respondents using
a school-generated roster of the name, rank,
and grade point average (GPA) of each stu-
dent in the sophomore class. | identified stu-
dents who (1) were ranked within the top 5
percent of their sophomore class and had
GPAs of at least 2.5 (prospective “high”
achievers) and (2) had GPAs of less than 1.5
and were ranked within the bottom 25 per-
cent of their class (prospective “low” achiev-
ers). | then visited homerooms to meet the
prospective respondents, explain the nature
of my study, induce them to participate, and
give them permission slips for their parents or
guardians to review and sign. Of the students
I met this way, 93 percent of the prospective
high achievers and 80 percent of the prospec-
tive low achievers returned their permission
slips and were interviewed for the project.

Because the low achievers were often not
in attendance, | attempted to contact a num-
ber of them via letters of introduction fol-
lowed by telephone calls. All 10 of the
prospective respondents with whom | spoke
by phone, “agreed” to participate in the pro-
ject with the verbal permission of their “par-
ents.” In one case, | spoke with the mother

first, and she determined that her son would
participate because she hoped | might “rub
off on him” and show him, through my own
achievements, the importance of school.
Teachers, counselors, and program officers
often provided additional insights into the
academic lives of these students through
informal conversations and interviews.

| relied primarily on structured open-ended
interviews because they afford a phenomeno-
logical inquiry by facilitating the respondents’
“telling” of personal perspective, which
reveals the explicit categories and logic by
which they “make sense” of the world, as well
as the contents and patterns of past experi-
ence that shaped these interpretations
(McCracken 1988; Patton 1990). The inter-
views, which took place in the spring and fall
of 1993, were audiotaped and ranged in
length from 1 hour to 1.9 hours. In most
cases, | interviewed the respondents in a
room or private area off the school library.
The students whom | contacted by phone
were interviewed in their homes. Most of the
settings were private, although during three
interviews, family members were within hear-
ing distance.

My being African American, young (aged 26
at the time), and wearing neat but casual dress
(such as jeans and turtleneck sweaters) helped
reduce the social distance between me and the
respondents and provided some basis for rap-
port. In addition, elements of my history were
often consistent with those of the respondents.
| was born to parents who had achieved limit-
ed levels of education (less than high school),
had lived in low-income neighborhoods that
were racially isolated, and had grown up in a
single-headed household with a mother who
cared for three children with a series of low-
paying jobs. Although these experiences pro-
vided some common points of reference, my
West Indian heritage, New York accent, atten-
dance at elite colleges and universities, and sta-
tus as a doctoral student necessarily made me
an outsider. Thus, | could not presume that
what | had in common with my respondents
“automatically indicated that | was a trustwor-
thy member of the culture” (Nelson
1996:184). Consequently, | attended to
methodological procedures (such as preinter-
view chatter and maintaining a conversational
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tone) that were likely to facilitate the respon-
dents’ comfort with me and hence their will-
ingness to be candid.

To capture the students’ conceptions of
the opportunity structure, the interviews
explored how the students located race, class,
and gender (if at allf) against the role of hard
work, individual effort, and education in
explaining the process of making it. | asked
the students open-ended questions, such as
the following:

e What can prevent students from doing well in
school?

¢ Are there any people that have an advantage
when it comes to doing well in school? If yes,
Who are they, and why do they have an
advantage?

e What is the best way of getting ahead in
American society?

* Are there any people who have a better opportu-
nity to get ahead today than in the past? If
yes, Who? What makes you think so?

¢ Which people have the worst chance of getting
ahead and why?

In addition, | asked questions like these,
which imposed social categories:

¢ Do you think that people of all races have an
equal chance to do well in school? Why? Why
not?

¢ Would you say that black males and black
females are given an equal chance to do well
in school? Why? Why not?

e Would you say that the amount of money in
somebody’s family affects how well they wili
do in school? Why? Why not?

| also asked the respondents to rate and
explain how important factors, such as luck,
effort, hard work, intelligence, race, gender,
education, wealth, residential location, and
personal contacts, are when it comes to get-
ting ahead in the United States.

RESULTS

Did these students accept the dominant nar-
rative of how one makes it in the United

States? The simple answer is yes. When they
were asked to discuss the best way of getting
ahead in American society, without hesitation
they discussed the importance of hard work,
individual effort, and education. They empha-
sized, to various degrees, the importance of
education, persevering through difficult times
and circumstances, being committed to a
goal, or simply working hard. In some cases,
they discussed explicitly the importance of
combining hard work and education. The fol-
lowing are a few examples of the centrality of
hard work, individual effort, and education in
the students’ renderings of how one makes it
in the United States:

Basically anybody that tries [has the best
chance of getting ahead]. Because if you try,
you'll succeed. (High-achieving male student)

You got to have hard work to get where you
want to go. It's the root of everything. (Low-
achieving female student)

Well, if you stay in school and try—and you
get your right grades—good or bad as long as
you get them—but especially if they good and
if you stay in school—you got it made. (Low-
achieving male student)

If you don't have an education, you don’t
have nothing. It opens the doors to jobs.
More education, more jobs will open. (High-
achieving female student)

To provide evidence that hard work, individ-
ual effort, and education were salient in the stu-
dents’ interpretations of the status attainment
process is not to argue that the students had an
unfettered rendering of the dominant narra-
tive. In fact, the students constructed what
might be called conarratives.* That is, they
maintained an ideological commitment to
many of the fundamental elements of the dom-
inant theory of making it, but most of them
modified the character and structure of the
story by incorporating mitigating factors and
circumstances that mediate the efficacy of the
individual and affect his or her probability of
realizing particular social and educational out-
comes. Although they emphasized the function
of individual attributes (hard work, personal
effort, and educational success) in determining
status attainment, their basic narrative was usu-
ally complicated by their interpretation of how
race, class, and gender affect life chances. Thus,
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most of them believed that individual agency
and social structure simultaneously affected the
individual’s chances of making it. However,
there was considerable variation in how the
youths captured (or not) the significance and
functioning of race-, class-, and gender-based
constraints in the mobility process.

TWO CONTRASTING CASES

Two contrasting cases illustrate this varia-
tion—Charise, who was virtually silent on
structural impediments to upward mobility,
and Sharon, who was highly cognizant of the
impact of race, class, and gender. These cases
highlight the benefit of focusing explicitly on
conarratives. These young women had much
in common., They were attending the same
school, living in the same neighborhood, and
growing up in low-income homes. Most of
their immediate family members had limited
education, and those who had gone on to
college had achieved modest social gains at
best. Although they also similarly affirmed
their ideological commitment to the domi-
nant theory of making it, only Sharon offered
conarratives that profoundly disrupted the
dominant assumption that an individual,
even if African American, poor, and female,
operates without substantial social constraint
in trying to make it in life.

Charise

Charise, a lifelong resident of Chicago, had
lived in the same apartment since birth. Her
father died when she was 2 years old. Her
mother, the head of the household, had
dropped out of high school in the 11th grade
but had gone “back to school” three or four
years before to receive her general equivalen-
cy diploma. The mother now “liftfed} and
pack[ed] boxes” for a living, and the family
received both Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC) and food stamps.

The last of six children, Charise had older
siblings who had or were struggling with
social trials that are common in the inner city:
incarceration, teenage pregnancy, involve-
ment in gangs, dependence on public assis-
tance, dropping out of high school, and

unemployment. However, her oldest sister
had graduated from high school and received
an associate’s degree. After the sister received
her associate’s degree, she had “lift[ed] boxes
and stuff” for a living, but later had gotten a
job with the post office “sorting mail.”

Charise had always struggled in school.
She recalled that the work in elementary
school was hard, but because the academic
demands of high school were even greater,
she began cutting school. At first, she stayed
home “like once and twice a week and then
it became more and more.” When | first inter-
viewed her, she had not been to school in
several weeks, and her GPA was 0.52 on a
4.00 scale. Charise explained why she had
stopped going to school: “I was getting mad
when | couldn’t keep up with the work. And
algebra really was too hard for me. I'm not
good in math. That was my big problem.”
She had failed a number of classes during her
first year in high school; nevertheless, she was
promoted because, according to the policy of
Burnside High School, all first-year students,
irrespective of their performance, would be
promoted to prevent less academically com-
mitted students from “contaminating” (in the
words of school personnel) the incoming stu-
dents.

Charise is not the low achiever who is com-
monly captured by the previously discussed
studies. She resists engagement with school,
but not because of any strongly felt critique
of the limits of the dominant ideology. The
following exchange exemplifies her virtual
silence on how race, class, and gender medi-
ate the process of status attainment:

Interviewer: Do you think that people of all
races are given an equal chance to do
well in school?

Charise: They can if they want to; they just
don‘t want to.

Interviewer: Why do you think they just don't
want to?

Charise: They probably just tired of it or just
don’t want to do no more.

Interviewer: When you say “they” who are
you talking about?

Charise: Anybody.
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Interviewer: Would you say that black males
and black females are given an equal
chance to do well in school? [Charise
nodded yes.] Why?

Charise: Cause they probably just tired of it
when they not doing well, so it ain’t got
nothing to do if they male or female.

Interviewer: How about the amount of money
in somebody’s family—do you think that
can make a difference in how someone
does in school?

Charise: Could be drugs. People selling drugs
say they ain’t got no time for school. They
making too much money for school. But
really they just don’t want to go.

Despite this excerpt’s focus on making it in
school, not once in her interview did Charise
suggest that race might make a difference in
the mobility process. Although she had previ-
ously accounted for biological distinctions
between men and women, she never regis-
tered that one’s status as a man or woman
might mediate the treatment one receives or
one’s ability to experience educational suc-
cess or social mobility. When accounting for
how “money in the family” might make a dif-
ference, she said that some might not go to
school because they are likely to reap greater
economic rewards by drug dealing. However,
she quickly denied the legitimacy of such
claims by conveying that such talk is only an
excuse for not going to school. Nevertheless,
she later maintained that economic standing
might mediate mobility, as it might affect the
individual’s ability to pay the bus or train fare
to school. But unlike the other conarratives
featured in this article, Charise’s did not chal-
lenge (at least in any substantive way) the
efficacy with which individuals might pursue
(or not) upward mobility. In fact, she
expressed an almost unqualified commitment
to individual effort or desire when it came to
making it.

| conjecture that the reasons that Charise
severely circumscribed the ways in which race,
class, and gender influence making it in
American society are rooted in her personal
history. Since birth, Charise had lived in the
same apartment in a poor African American
community and attended schools in which all
the students were African American and from

families with low incomes. She had never vis-
ited an integrated or suburban schoof or other
parts of the city in which there were people of
other races or social classes. Her only reported
encounter with difference (other than gender
difference) had been with her white middle-
class teachers. Consequently, she has had lim-
ited opportunity to experience overt racial dis-
crimination personally or even to observe a
difference between the world in which she
lived and the schools she attended and the
world and schools of those who were white
and middle class.

Charise also knew no African Americans
who had experienced substantial educational
or social mobility and therefore either were in
predominantly white settings in which racial
discrimination was more likely or had reason
to question why their own hard work and
success in school had not paid off as was
promised. Thus, Charise also did not have any
vicarious experiences that provided reference
points for interpreting the influence of struc-
tural constraints.

Charise reported that she had not talked to
anyone about what life is or has been like for
African American people in the United States.
She did not recall having experienced any
form of discrimination. She also stated that
she had never been treated differently
because she was female or witnessed women
being treated differently from men. The
absence of talk about and experience with
differential treatment and opportunity pro-
vided few referents for complicating or cir-
cumscribing the dominant narrative of status
attainment. This was not the case for Sharon.

Sharon

Sharon was born in Baton Rouge and raised
in New Orleans and moved to Chicago when
she was “7 or 8 years old.” The third of four
children, she resided with both parents in the
worn but well-kept home owned by her
grandmother. Her mother, who had graduat-
ed from high school, had returned to school
four years before and obtained an associate’s
degree. However, she was “having a hard
time finding work”; she received a small
stipend for providing teacher assistance at the
local elementary school. Sharon’s father, who
did not complete high school, once did main-
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tenance work for a private residential com-
plex, but had been laid off for several months
and had little luck finding new work. Given
the financial constraints on Sharon’s house-
hold, her family relied on food stamps.
Although they were not receiving AFDC,
Sharon explained that her family was getting
by because her grandmother did not charge
them rent.

Sharon, one of the highest achievers in the
study, has always done well in school. She
was the salutatorian of her graduating ele-
mentary school class. With a GPA of 3.33, she
ranked number one in her freshman and
sophomore years at Burnside. She believed
that she had experienced academic success
because she was willing to “study hard,”
“work together” with her friends “to find the
answer,” and “do,” and “turn in all [her]
work.” She added that it was easy to keep her
grades up because her mother made her “do
homework and study for at least two hours
after school and then on Saturday and
Sunday.” Sharon was on the cheerleading
and track teams and was the only sophomore
among juniors and seniors to represent her
school in citywide academic competitions.

Some researchers might interpret Sharon’s
engagement in school as a reflection of her
acceptance of the achievement ideology and
might predict that a high performer like her
would either minimize or fail to account for the
significance of race, class, and gender in the
process of status attainment. But the way she
perceived social opportunities was far more dif-
ferentiated than the literature might suggest.
She constructed a conarrative envisioning a
multiple dynamic of how race, class, and gen-
der made a difference in getting ahead.

Despite her engagement with school,
Sharon stated the following about how race,
class, and gender operate in the United
States:

Racism is everywhere. it's just everywhere.

If you got money [in the family], you set. Like
some people say, the world is yours for the
taking.

[M]ost people think that male is best.

Sharon maintained that it was harder for
African Americans, women, and the poor to

get ahead in this country. African Americans
cannot escape racism because it is every-
where. Women cannot escape sexism
because most people presume that men are
superior. And in the absence of power, influ-
ence, or capital, the poor cannot readily make
the world theirs.

In contrast to Charise, Sharon’s heightened
recognition of structural constraints was associ-
ated with the fact that she had personally
encountered racial discrimination and wit-
nessed structural inequalities. In addition,
extended kin told Sharon of their own discrim-
inatory experiences in white- and male-domi-
nated contexts. Because many of them had
experienced substantive educational mobility,
they were more apt to face racial constraints
and to be alienated from the American dream,
as Hochschild (1995) suggested. Such alien-
ation was conveyed (explicitly and implicitly) to
Sharon. Therefore, both personal and vicarious
experiences afforded Sharon vantage points for
interpreting the salience of structural factors in
the process of making it.

Taken together, Sharon’s and Charise’s
perspectives suggest the importance of
acknowledging that youths may have multi-
ple visions of how race, class, and gender
affect getting ahead in American society. In
the next section, | report on the conarratives
that Sharon constructed that further elucidate
some of this variability and the ways in which
these accounts may be tied to personal and
vicarious experiences.

RACE-BASED CONARRATIVES

Race-Dominance Discourse

Through her race-based conarratives, Sharon
conveyed that race profoundly shapes social
opportunity and mobility in the United
States. In doing so, she developed what may
be called a “race- dominance” discourse in
which she interpreted race as operating over
time and via multiple domains and mecha-
nisms to constrain the life chances of African
Americans. This view is in contrast to two
other discourses | describe later, a race-mini-
mization discourse, which minimizes the
influence of race on social opportunity and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




146

O’Connor

mobility, and a race-contextualization dis-
course, which claims that the effect of race on
opportunity is contingent on the specific
opportunity context. The following exchange
illustrates the race-dominance perspective:

Sharon: [Whites] think they better than every-
body. They stay fit to stay home and can’t
nobody come in they home and take
what's theirs away. They think they sup-
posed to get the education. They sup-
posed to get the job. They think they—
some of them, most of them—think they
the only people that can do something.
Everybody else have to be their secretary,
their chauffeur—anything like that—
that's what they think.

interviewer: How did you get the impression
that most white people think like that?

Sharon: Just like we went to Chuckee Cheese,
they think we was going to spoil their
food. They think we lower than them. Or
like when you see ‘em clutching their
purses when they see you coming. Or like
what happened to my cousin at college.
Or how black people just live in this
country. You don‘t see no white people
up in Emerson Apartments or Merrit
Court [pseudonyms for two neighboring
public housing developments].

This exchange revealed Sharon’s cognizance
of racism. This recognition was not accompa-
nied by an account of why whites may be racist
or a view that some whites are racist and others
are not. Sharon simply stated that whites not
only believe that they are essentially superior to
others (particularly African Americans), but feel
entitled to both social opportunities and
rewards, such as jobs and education, and to a
dominant place in society. Sharon suggested
that whites’ deep-seated belief in their superior-
ity and sense of entitlement (“They think [blacks
are] lower than them” and “think they the only
people that can do something”) has conse-
quences at both the microlevel and the
macrolevel. At the microlevel, one may simply
encounter the disdain of whites through every-
day experiences—as was the case of her family’s
experience at Chuckee Cheese or her encoun-
ters with whites on the street. But Sharon also
referred to her cousin’s experience in college,
which signified the institutional effects of racism.

Earlier in the interview, Sharon had said

that one of her cousins had been attending a
“mixed” college and had a white roommate
who terrorized her. Her cousin would “come
home from school and her bed had been tore
up, her clothes tore up. Her bed had signs
and stuff on it saying, ‘nigger get out of here’
and things like this. . . . They was threatening
her life if she stayed there.” But when her
cousin took the matter to the college,

the college didn’t do nothing about it. They
didn’t believe it. Because the white girl she
was getting good grades, all the teachers
thought she was nice and this and that. So . .
. [my] cousin just picked up and left because
she didn’t want to get herself killed over
somebody stupidity.

From her cousin’s experience, Sharon con-
cluded that institutions, in this case, a college,
sanctioned racist behaviors by denying their
existence (even in the face of overwhelming
evidence) and, in the process, denied African
Americans educational opportunity. The insti-
tutionalization of racial inequality was also
affirmed through the trips she made to sub-
urban schools to participate in academic
activities and athletic competitions. Sharon
registered the sharp contrast between the
facilities and resources available to white stu-
dents in suburban schools and those available
to African American students like herself who
attended segregated inner-city schools. She
complained, “Like the white schools—schools
with mostly all white kids—it seem like they
schools do more for them. They get—they
have—the better books, better teachers, bet-
ter everything. Better schools altogether.”

Sharon also pointed out that race is impor-
tant when it comes to getting ahead in gener-
al because as she said, “[W]hite people think
they should do better than you. And if you
doing better than them, they’ll put you down
through things like calling you names and try
to kill you or try to harm you or not give you a
job.” She cited the overt hostility (including the
vandalism of their home and the murdering of
the family cat) her family had faced in Louisiana
from one of their white neighbors who resent-
ed African Americans moving into what was
once an all-white community. Thus, it was not
due to chance or lack of merit that African
Americans populated the housing projects near
her home. Rather, given the assumption of
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white supremacy, Sharon believed that whites
are willing to use a number of strategies—
ranging from symbolic violence to actual vio-
lence to outright denial of economic opportu-
nity (or, as she pointed out previously, educa-
tional opportunity)—in the effort to maintain
their structural advantage.

In addition, Sharon voiced the extent to
which whites’ structural advantage is derived
from a long history of African American sub-
ordination. For example, having pieced
together two history units in school—one on
the immigration, migratory, and settlement
patterns of whites and another on American
slavery— she explained that “everybody who
came here got a piece a land” except Africans:

Like the Normans came here, they got North
Dakota. The white people came here, they
got mostly everything. The Quakers came
here, they got Philadelphia. Everybody who
came here got a piece of land except us—the
black people. We the only people they didn’t
give a piece of land to. All we got was slavery.
That’s what we came to this world with and
got—slavery. And we still on the bottom.

Despite Sharon’s recognition of how a
legacy of disenfranchisement helps account
for why African Americans are still “on the
bottom,” she believed that since the civil
rights era, affirmative action had created
opportunities for African Americans at the
individual level. First Sharon explained that

most jobs they have to have at least—they
have to have some minority in there. And it's
like if they don’t have enough minority and a
white person and a black person go to the
job, the black person will get it because they
need some kind of minority in their job—in
their work site.

She saw this situation in her own social world:

[My] aunty had went for a job, and it was about
four black people and one white person. And
they needed at least two black people. So two
of the black people got hired, and the white
was left out in the cold.

But immediately after she acknowledged
the increase in opportunities for African
Americans, she conveyed the tentativeness of
these social gains. “You can sue against racial
discrimination,” she said, “though it’s harder
now. | heard like on the news how you got to

show they did it on purpose. But you know
that won’t be easy because white people ain’t
always that obvious.” Because racism is not
always “obvious,” Sharon maintained that
antidiscrimination laws, particularly now that
they require the plaintiffs to prove “intent,”
do not provide sufficient protection against
racial discrimination. Therefore, affirmative
action cannot ensure that African Americans
will maintain their foothold.

Race-Minimization Discourse

Not everyone agreed with Sharon. Ray, a low
achiever, thought that the emphasis on race
was misplaced:

Ray: Cause | don't think race—like some people
always say if you got more education than
a white man, they [white men] still going
to get the job. That ain’t really the case.
Even a white man probably carry himself
better than he did. [A black man] probably
think that because he could raise a case [a
civil lawsuit] or something and he can get
anything by putting that charge.

Interviewer: So do you think [that race] is not
or somewhat [important]?

Ray: | still think it's not because that might
have been a onetime occurrence. It's
like—it’s not that it's equal between
blacks and whites, but it doesn’t happen
a lot—when something hardly happens,

it's as good as not.

Ray recognized the social inequality that exists
between African Americans and whites,> but he
did not attribute the inequality to a differential
opportunity structure, as Sharon did in her
race-dominance discourse. In contrast to
Sharon, Ray believed that African Americans are
exploiting the legal protections they have been
afforded. That is, they are likely to claim sys-
tematic racial discrimination even when they
lose jobs to white persons who were hired on
the basis of demonstrating greater merit or
ability than they did. Ray and the other youths
in the study who minimized the influence of
race did not ignore racism, but believed that
racism poses a potential, not an inevitable, con-
straint on opportunities for African Americans.
The belief that racism poses only a poten-
tial threat was predicated on the interpreta-
tion that racism does not commonly operate
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in an institutionalized form. Rather, Ray and
others saw racism as a function of individual
biases and thus, in contrast to Sharon,
believed that most white people are not
racist. As they put it, only “some people
racist,” “everybody not racial,” “a person
might be prejudiced and block you,” or you
might “run into the wrong prejudiced
person—white person.” Moreover, these stu-
dents interpreted racist dispositions as a func-
tion of ignorance, not as part of a systematic
pattern of white supremacy. Like the high
achievers in Fordham’s (1996) study, Ray and
others who expressed a race-minimization
discourse maintained that individual racists
may be made to realize the error of their
assumptions if they are confronted with the
humanity, intelligence, or ability of African
Americans. For example, one low-achieving
female student explained that although it
may be “kinda harder” to get ahead when
you are African American, whites are likely to
ignore a person’s race when faced with a
powerful demonstration of effort and talent:

You got to know how to get over people with
your color. Because if you black, it kinda hard-
er. But if you really want that job, you got to
show that white person that you want that job.
You got to have intelligence, and you got to let
that person know that you want to do that work
and you want to work hard with it. If you do
that, black won’t be nothing but a color.

Having interpreted racism as a sporadic,
individually based phenomenon, those who
expressed a race-minimization discourse
believed that the effects of racism could be
avoided by seeking out nonracists. Thus, Tia,
a high achiever since the seventh grade,
explained that if “somebody don't give [her]
a job because of [her] race, [she] can keep try-
ing at some other job till somebody hire
[her]—somebody who don't think color is all
that [important].”

Even in the few instances when structured
inequality was referenced via the race-mini-
mization discourse, it was believed to be of
limited consequence. For example, Mookie,
who had visited all-white or integrated
schools to participate in wrestling competi-
tions, believed that African Americans experi-
ence disadvantage in school partly because
“by most white schools being in such nice
neighborhoods and stuff . . . for some rea-

son—I think white people . . . have better fac-
ulty than we do—faculty that care more.”
Although he was not clear about why resi-
dential location may affect the likelihood of
encountering faculty who care more, he
maintained that these school-based inequities
result only in African Americans having “just a
little harder” time when it comes to doing
well in school. “It ain’t like before,” he said.
“Blacks can do a whole lot now. It's just a lot
of us not really trying {to get ahead]—that's
all.” Emphasizing the gains made since slav-
ery and the civil rights era, youths like Mookie
concluded that African Americans’ limited
experience with mobility could be more read-
tly attributed to their own doing than to
white oppression.

Race-Contextualization Discourse

These two discourses captured the views of
many students. Still, in a few cases, there was
a third discourse, claiming that the effect of
race on opportunity depends on the context.
This third discourse is a hybrid of the race-
dominance and race-minimization discourses.
Consistent with the race-minimization dis-
course, students articulating this discourse
de-emphasized the influence of race on edu-
cational achievement, denied race-related
barriers to African Americans’ success in
school, and argued that African Americans
have only themselves to blame for failure in
school. They still thought that race is a critical
factor for getting ahead in the United States,
but believed, much like the students who
propounded a race-dominance discourse,
that structured inequality and white oppres-
sion circumscribe the employment prospects
of African Americans. The following excerpt
captures the sentiment of this discourse:

Interviewer: Do you think that people of all
races are given an equal chance to do
well in school?

Earle: Pretty much, yeah. Like if it was a white
guy or a Mexican guy and we had the
exact same classes, why wouldn’'t he
learn the same thing that | learned and
try to go out in life. It’s just that once you
graduate from out of high school and
college and you go out and try to get a
job inside a white man’s company, you
know, it look like he going to hire that
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white dude before he hire that black guy
or the Mexican guy. So that’s what pret-
ty much it is—it’s really—it’s just the lack
of people trying to get the education.
That's probably it.

CLASS-BASED CONARRATIVES

Variations in discourses about perceptions of
opportunity are not limited to the role of race.
To help fill in the picture, | also report on multi-
ple visions of how social class is implicated in
perceptions of opportunity. The youths in the
study described social class in terms of family
wealth, prestige, and social connections. About
one-quarter of the sample discounted the role
of social class in getting ahead. Here, | focus on
the remainder of the sample who believed that
class makes a difference by providing examples
of a class-dominance discourse, in which the
students maintained that class operates broad-
ly to limit the life chances of the poor, and a
class-contextualization discourse, which empha-
sizes the ways in which family wealth affects
educational opportunity alone. Again, | begin
with Sharon.

Unlike the majority of the students in the
study, Sharon, when accounting for social-class
effects on social opportunity and mobility, did
not restrict her analysis to how money in the
family affects educational opportunity and
therefore upward mobility, but instead offered
a class-dominance discourse. Moreover, in
making her elaborate claims, she registered the
intersection of race and class. Her recognition
of this intersection was foreshadowed earlier
when she commented on the resource-rich
suburban schools and the predominantly
African American public housing projects near
her home. Thus, her race-dominance discourse
was also revealed via her recognition of how
social class operates broadly to affect life
chances. Class makes a tremendous difference
in getting ahead, she thought, but does not do
so independent of race, and African Americans
experience both racial and economic disadvan-
tage. Her cognizance of the articulation of race
and class is not surprising because, as Hall
(1980) argued, race is the modality through
which class is experienced.

In the following exchange, Sharon referred

to the situation of the Chicago public school
system, a predominantly African American
school district, which did not have sufficient
funds to operate in the fall of 1992. The Board
of Financial Advisers, which was charged with
ensuring that the school system operated with
a balanced budget, threatened to close the
schools after the school year had already start-
ed late because of the financial crisis.

Sharon: Because most people who have a lot
of money they can afford for higher edu-
cation and better education when you
have more money. And them people be
mostly white.

Interviewer: What are you referring to when
you say better education?

Sharon: Like look what happened uns yca.
We ain't have no money—I| mean
Chicago. We aint know when schools
was going to open or when they was
going to close. Nobody can learn under
that. Everybody thinking school closing
tomorrow, so they first wasn’t handing
out the books and then when they did,
people thought they classes was going to
get changed anyway so they weren’t
doing the work. It was a mess. Private
schools was open, and they knew they
wasn’t going to close. They were teach-
ing and learning. So they learned more
than we did since what? September.

Sharon’s account of why money matters
reveals the interweaving of race and class. No
matter how hard Chicago Public School stu-
dents might have been willing to work, their
opportunity to learn would be interrupted by
an inadequately funded school system,
whose financial crisis was a function partly of
inequitable funding that required Chicago’s
schools to rely on a shrinking tax base.
Similarly, no matter how great a student’s
academic effort, in the absence of money to
attend college, higher education is an unlike-
ly option. Thus Sharon, like the majority of
the youths in the study, had evidence that
although hard work and effort are elements in
getting ahead, their effect can be severely
diminished by social-class constraints.

Sharon maintained that her chances of
getting ahead were not as good as those of
students whose families had more money
because they can “buy they way into places
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like to—like they want to get to a big firm and
they daddy have a lot of money; they daddy
could buy his daughter way into the firm if he
wanted to [and] if his daughter really want
it.” By indicating how money determines
power and influence and allows for the “pur-
chase,” rather than the earning, of occupa-
tional status, Sharon doubly contradicted the
dominant theory of making it. According to
this conarrative, one need not work hard in
school to acquire desired social and econom-
ic rewards. In spite of these beliefs, Sharon did
work hard in school. She reported (and her
teachers confirmed) a steady pattern of effort.
In this instance, as in others, there was a
decoupling of perceptions of opportunity and
academic effort—a decoupling not predicted
by much previous research.

Other youths, who maintained that social
class affects more than educational opportu-
nity, focused on how the influential social
connections of the upper classes could pro-
vide an entrée to attractive social and eco-
nomic opportunities. Some suggested that
children of the privileged replicate their par-
ents’ economic standing as a consequence
not of individual effort but, rather, of receiv-
ing an “inheritance” or experiencing prefer-
ential treatment because their surnames are
readily recognized. This class-dominance dis-
course was rare. The overwhelming majority
of the youths in the study articulated a class-
contextualization discourse. They focused sin-
gularly on how social class affects the individ-
ual’s ability to meet the costs associated with
attending college. Some also explained that
money in the family enables individuals to
purchase a private education, reside in “nicer
neighborhoods,” and attend suburban
schools—all of which, they thought, is com-
mensurate with a “better” education. Still
others discussed how money in the family
enables individuals to hire academic tutors
and purchase materials (such as encyclope-
dias and computers) that can facilitate
scholastic achievement. Consequently, the
students who offered a class- contextualiza-
tion discourse were less challenging of, and
therefore more wedded to, the dominant the-
ory of making it than were those who
expressed a class-dominance discourse.

GENDER-BASED CONARRATIVES

Approximately two-thirds of the sample provid-
ed gender-based conarratives that referred to
how gender makes a difference in the opportu-
nities available to African American women. In
this section, | consider two kinds of gender-
based conarratives: a gender-dominance dis-
course, which accounts for how women’s life
chances were circumscribed via multiple
domains and mechanisms, and a gender-con-
textualization discourse, which either accounts
only for mobility constraints that arise from the
sex typing of occupations or only for female
subjugation in the home. | also show that a few
students saw a unique intersection of race and
gender for African American men. | begin with
Sharon, who articulated a gender-dominance
discourse. Sharon stated:

It’s harder for a black woman to get a job before
it is for a black man . . . because they . . . think
women can’t work on construction—on things
like that. Men can always get a job in construc-
tion. But women have a harder time. . . . [My]
aunty wanted a job in construction. But she had
went to some company, and they told her there
wasn’t a need or something for her and she
suing now for discrimination. Cause she went,
and my uncle ... got the job. But my aunty had
better education, more experience than my
uncle, but my uncle got the job.

This excerpt conveys Sharon’s recognition
that the sex typing of occupations contradicts
the dominant theory of making it. Sharon’s
“aunty” had not only more experience than
her uncle, but more education. According to
this narrative, Sharon’s uncle reaped econom-
ic rewards not because of traditional notions
of “merit,” but because his male body was
presumed to be better suited to a particular
kind of work.

In other instances, Sharon accounted for
women’s subjugation in the home. Again
drawing on personal and familial experiences,
she explained why she believed that it is more
difficult for women to get ahead:

Sharon: Because most people think it’s a
woman job to stay at home, cook, clean,
and take care of the kids. Most people
still have that attitude.

Interviewer: How did you come to know that
most people still have that attitude?

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Narratives of African American Youths

151

Sharon: Cause that’s what my father thinks,
but it seems that he is the housewife now
since he don’t have a job. And most of
my uncles on my mother’s side. Because
my grandmother had 12 kids, and 7 of
them was men. And it seem like all of
them working and they wives sit at home
cooking and cleaning. But . . . my aunties
work, and they husbands sit at home and
they cook and clean.

Returning to her father, Sharon explained:

All he know how to do is call out orders to
women. That’s why he and | always get into it.
Like | come home, and both sinks piled high
with dishes and he telling me to wash them.
Well | ain't make them, so | ain’t washing
them. Like this how he is: Like he eat on one
plate. Then he go back and eat more of the
same food and get a whole new plate. Then
he expect one of us to clean up after him. Like
that’s our duty or something.

Through her observations of kin, Sharon
concluded that even in contemporary society,
most people retain traditional notions of
womanhood. But her critique of such circum-
scription seemed to derive from contrasting
images. First, her mother and maternal aunts
have inverted, to some degree, the tradition-
al husband-wife relationship. In their house-
holds, it was the men who stayed at home
while the women were the breadwinners. But
she also observed that women can pursue
nontraditional roles as well as actively resist
efforts to circumscribe them in traditional
domains. Sharon noted that one of her aunts
not only pursued employment in a male-
dominated field, but filed a lawsuit when she
believed that she had not been hired solely
because she was a woman.

Sharon also had personally experienced
gender discrimination at school. When | asked
her why she believed that African American
girls do not have as good a chance to do well
in school as African American boys, she stated:

Cause most of the—like one teacher that |
had. Her name was Ms. Walters. . . . | don't
know what made her think that boys could do
better than girls. | don’t know what made that
lady think that . . . cause it seemed like the
boys, | don't care if they did nothing in class,
they always got the As and Bs. And girls got
the Cs and the Ds. One time, on my report
card she put all Cs, and then she put slash As.

... She said something about | could do “A”
work, but she feel I'm a C student.

Sharon went on to explain that “the dumb
boys was getting better grades than me,
Felicia, the really smart girls. . .. And [the
teacher] just wasn’t right. | don’t know what
made that lady think that. She pulling down
herself really because she think all men are
better than her.” Through this incident,
Sharon had reason to believe that schools are
another context in which life chances are cir-
cumscribed, this time on the basis of gender.
She stated three times during the interview
that irrespective of merit, “most people think
that male is best.”

In summary, Sharon suggested that gen-
der operates significantly via multiple
domains and mechanisms to constrain the life
chances of women. This view was expressed
by only one other youth (also a girl) in the
study. The rest of the students articulated a
gender-contextualization discourse. Although
they acknowledged the existence of gender
inequality, these students overwhelmingly
limited their attention to the sex typing of
occupations—indicating that women are like-
ly to be discriminated against in male-domi-
nated professions. They usually explained
that jobs involving heavy machinery, hard
labor, or the outdoors are commonly denied
to women, whereas women receive preferen-
tial treatment when they seek employment in
“pink-collar” professions. A handful of stu-
dents limited their discussions to how tradi-
tional notions of womanhood circumscribe
women in the home. And with the exception
of one student, none of them conveyed the
basis behind this subjugation, as Sharon did
by invoking the prevalence of the presump-
tion of male supremacy.

THE UNIQUE STATUS OF
AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN

Most of the students in the study, including
Sharon, held the African American man
accountable for his status in the United
States. Sharon argued that in choosing gangs
over school and illicit activity over respectable
employment, the African American man had,
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for the most part, created his own crisis. The
only structural constraints she and most oth-
ers considered in relation to this crises were
constraints that were applicable to all African
Americans irrespective of gender. But several
other students, in attending to the intersec-
tion of race and gender, believed that the
African American man experiences unique
constraints—constraints that limit his life
chances in ways that are distinct from those
of African Americans, in general, and African
American women, in particular.

One such student was Tia. Whereas most
of the students believed that young African
American men are free to choose whether or
not to join gangs, Tia questioned the degree
of control they actually have:

Interviewer: To what extent do you think boys
can choose to join or not join gangs?

Tia: That question is kind of hard to answer,
you know. They have control and then
they don’t. Guys could take control and
not get in a gang. But then, like | said,
they get beat up all the time. But if they
can take them beatings, they the ones
that get out. You know, they finish
school, get a decent job, and leave out
the neighborhood. But some of them try
to take control by joining gangs. Then
they got protection. They got less fear.
But then what happens—they usually
end up dead or in jail like my brother. At
that level, | don’t really know what con-
trol is.

Tia went on to explain that young African
American women have greater free will in
determining whether to participate in gangs
and other illicit activities because

when you a girl, people ain’t as rough on you
for not joining gangs or not doing drugs. . . .
It ain’t easy, but it’s easier. . . . Cause you know
[girl] gangs ain’t really recognized or noth-
ing—nobody really take them seriously; they
ain’t like established like the boy gangs.

Milo also articulated the uniqueness of the
experience of African American men. Before
he attended Burnside, Milo (who had been
the valedictorian of his elementary school
graduating class) had attended Emerson, a
magnet high school, and thus one of the few
integrated schools left in the city. At Emerson,

he not only had difficulty keeping up with the
academic demands and found himself dis-
tracted by the "“wrong crowd,” but was
resentful of the differential treatment and
expectations he encountered because he
lived in public housing and was African
American and male. Implicitly referring to his
own experiences, he responded in the follow-
ing way to my query regarding whether
African American boys and girls are given an
equal chance of doing well in school:

Milo: [pause] No, because black females are
helped more. They are helped more
cause black males are usually stereo-
typed. You know, all black males going to
be in jail. And they think, well, since you
going to be in jail, ain’t no use of . . . real-
ly teaching you nothing.

Interviewer: When have you experienced that
or seen that for yourself?

Milo: A lot of times when you will talk out in
class [at Emerson]—and like if a white kid
or a black girl says something to the
teacher like the teacher is saying some-
thing out of pocket or out of hand or
something, and you be like, “Well, | don’t
believe in that.” And the teacher seems
to think that because you raise your
voice, and you be like, “Well, | don’t like
[that],” they think, well, he would hurt
me or something. So they call security.
But then it's different with the white kid
or the black girl. The white kid or the
black girl, they just talk to them. They be
like, “I'm going to call your mother” or
something like that. But if you be that
way, they be like “I'm going to call secu-
rity.”

Milo not only conveyed that African
American boys are stigmatized as being vio-
lent and headed for jail, but that such stigma
affects their educational experiences in ways
that are distinct from that of the “white kid”
or “black girl.” According to him, such a stig-
ma (or stereotype) means that African
American boys are less likely than white
youths or African American girls to receive
needed academic assistance and are more
likely to receive severe sanctions for trans-
gressing school norms.

Other youths recognized that the stigmati-
zation of African American men also limits the
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men’s chances of finding work. For example,
a low-achieving femaie student stated, “A
black female will get a job faster than a black
male cause it seem like . . . a lot of white peo-
ple have like stereotypes that . . . black males
they want to kill them [white people] or they
want to do this or that.”

In sum, the students who recognized the
unique status of African American men articu-
lated the prevalence with which African
American men are “stereotyped instantly” as
“convicts,” “gang bangers,” and “perpetra-
tors” and how this stigma limits their life
chances. Some pointed to the resulting con-
straints on educational opportunity; others, to
the limits on their employment prospects; and
still others, to their restricted movement in pub-
lic space, given laws and police action that rest
on the assumption that they are necessarily “up
to no good.” It is surprising that only three of
the male students in the study described how
external constraints and social stigma may limit
the life chances of young African American men
like them. But even though these three indicat-
ed that the life chances of their sex are unique-
ly constrained, they all believed that the impact
of these constraints may be eased if the indi-
vidual perseveres. According to Milo, “Black
males have a hard way to go, but most of the
time they be making that an excuse for not
doing what they got to do to get on in life.”
Thus, like those who minimzed race, these
young men believed that the unique status of
African American men may matter in the
process of upward mobility, but its relevance is
of limited significance.

DISCUSSION

Although the youths in this study maintained
that individual effort, hard work, and educa-
tion are necessary for getting ahead in
American society, most related conarratives
that articulated how structural constraints
limit the efficacy of individual action and
influence life chances. These conarratives
took three forms: a discourse of identity dom-
inance, in which a particular social identity,
such as race, was seen as an extremely pow-
erful determinant of socioeconomic opportu-
nity; a discourse of identity minimization, in

which individuals minimized or ignored the
ways in which a social identity may constrain
opportunity; and a discourse of identity con-
textualization, in which individuals judged a
social identity to be influential in structuring
opportunity in some contexts, but unimpor-
tant in others.

The story of this article is one of complexi-
ty and variability. Some students, such as
Sharon, invoked a discourse of identity domi-
nance in accounting for the influence of race,
class, and gender. Others, like Charise, articu-
lated a discourse of identity minimization, in
which race, class, and gender were mini-
mized or negated in all opportunity contexts.
But there were also cases in which students
expressed a race-dominance discourse along-
side class- and gender-minimization discours-
es. Some students voiced a race-minimization
discourse, a class-dominance discourse, and a
gender-contextualization  discourse and
accounted for the unique status of African
American men. The permutations were many.

The variability in these accounts points to
the limitations of relying on a single social iden-
tity, such as race, as a way of understanding the
determinants of academic engagement and
performance. There is, indeed, a great deal of
substantive variation in how African Americans
make sense of the American opportunity struc-
ture, and this variation stems from both the
multiple social identities of African Americans
and the variability in their personal experiences.
In view of this complexity, it is not surprising
that the students’ perceptions of the opportu-
nity structure did not vary in any recognizable
way with the students’ academic orientations
or performance in school. Six of the nine stu-
dents who saw the world as Sharon did were
high achievers as she was. In contrast, none of
those who interpreted the opportunity struc-
ture as Charise did were successful in school
(although one was at least still attending school
regularly). The fact that high achievers were
highly attuned to structural barriers to oppor-
tunity is at odds with the predictions of
researchers, such as Ogbu (1974, 1987), who
have hypothesized that the perception of job
ceilings and other structural barriers to the eco-
nomic success of African Americans leads to the
development of oppositional cultures that
devalue academic success.
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These findings suggest directions for future
research. Race, class, and gender are but
three of the many possible social identities
that children and youths in contemporary
society reflect. Other social identities, such as
sexual orientation, immigrant status, institu-
tional affiliation, and peer status, may also be
implicated in narratives of opportunity and
academic engagement. And there is still
much more to be learned about the relative
importance of personal and familial experi-
ence, on the one hand, and collective group
consciousness, on the other, as determinants
of the conarratives that individuals construct
alongside more familiar accounts of the
American dream.

Researchers must also continue to explore
how some individuals, like Sharon, remain
actively engaged in school, despite their
recognition of how the social groups of which
they are a part are profoundly disadvantaged
in the process of social mobility. The work of
Gurin and her associates has long suggested
that one should not be surprised by these
findings, but only a few studies (O’Connor
1996, 1997) have suggested why such rela-
tionships occur.

These findings, along with the many lin-
gering research questions, remind one of the
heterogeneity that is ever present in any
social group. Moreover, they lead to a con-
sideration of how heterogeneity may have
been masked in reports of the life experiences
and subjectivities of those who are black,
brown, and poor. Despite increasing theoret-
ical and empirical attention to the fact that
people who are marginalized by race and
class vary in their social encounters, world-
views, and social identities (even when they
reside in the same social space), researchers’
articulations of this variation often fail to cap-
ture the full degree of dynamism inherent in
these communities. It is not simply an acade-
mic challenge to capture more precisely the
variation in subjectivity, culture, and action
that is present in marginalized populations.
The policy implications are considerable. If
researchers do not understand marginalized
populations in all their complexity, they are
not likely to develop policy initiatives that will
maximize these populations’ life chances.
Under these conditions, prospective educa-

tional and social policies are likely to be unre-
sponsive to the variation in experience,
needs, thoughts, and behavior found within
these historically disadvantaged groups and
thus will prove less effective.

NOTES

1. Lee’s (1996) ethnographic study of Asian
American students who attended an urban
public high school also showed that the
recognition of race-related barriers does not
always suppress perceptions of personal life
chances and lead to disengagement from
school. Although Lee focused on girls’ recog-
nition of gender-based constraints, she limited
her analysis to how some girls interpret their
subordination in relation to men, not within
the mobility structure at large. O’Connor
(1997) also found that the recognition of sys-
tematic barriers does not have to constrain
perceptions of personal life chances, but she
did not elucidate in sufficient detail the varia-
tions in the interpretations of her respondents
and their response to school.

2. Although | did not have data on family
income, | used the parents’ or guardians’
education and occupations and the students’
free-lunch status as proxies. More than one-
third of the respondents had parents’ or
guardians who had not completed high
school, and fewer than one-quarter had par-
ents or guardians who had gone to postsec-
ondary school. In more than half the cases,
the heads of the households were either
unemployed or working at low-skilled and
minimum-wage jobs (such as day laborers or
baby-sitters). Some parents or guardians had
semiskilled, nonunion jobs, and slightly more
than a quarter were skilled or civil service
employees (such as school bus drivers). All
the students were eligible for free- or
reduced-price school lunches.

3. The high achievers at Burnside ranked
within the top 18 of their class of 335 stu-
dents and had GPAs that ranged from 2.5 to
3.33, with a mean of 2.90. The low achievers
ranked between 141 and 314 and had GPAs
that ranged from 0.00 to 1.01, with a mean
of 0.47. The high achievers at Parker ranked
within the top 19 in their class of 441 and had
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GPAs that ranged from 2.61 to 3.77, with a
mean of 2.93. The low achievers ranked
between 190 and 337 and had GPAs that
ranged from 0.38 to 1.14, with a mean of
0.89.

4. Humanist scholars (such as Gates 1995)
have used the term counternarratives to refer
to “subaltern knowledge,” which disputes the
tenets of the dominant culture. | opted to use
the term conarratives, since these students did
not dispute the dominant theory of making it,
but maintained the dominant narrative
alongside other narratives. Thus, they compli-
cated and circumscribed, but did not negate,
the dominant theory of how one gets ahead
in American society.

5. | compare African Americans and whites
in this discussion of race because (1) this arti-
cle is in response to the literature (such as
Fordham, 1993, 1996; Ogbu, 1987, 1991,
1994) that focused on how African Americans
situate whites as a reference group and (2)
when race was raised in the interviews
(whether in answer to a question or volun-
teered by the respondents), the students
rarely mentioned racial categories other than
“black” and “white,” although in a few
instances, some students referred to
Mexicans and Asian Americans and catego-
rized Latinos as white.
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