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ABSTRACT
This three-year research study which measured and interpreted African American student achievement in a predominantly White suburban Chicago high school offers promising results for the realization of academic success by students who have internalized a strong bi-cultural identity and have negotiated the triple quandary.  Developed by A. Wade Boykin in 1986, the theory of the triple quandary holds that Black students face three experiences to negotiate both within and outside their own culture and social climate:  the mainstream [White] experience; the minority experience; the Black cultural experience.  Its findings suggest first that Black students achieve in important ways other than those labeled as “acting White” and also that a strong bi-cultural identity enhances the cognitive and affective capacities of Black students.  Measurements and analyses of quantitative and qualitative data on achievement of Black and White students included correlations between weighted GPA’s, college-entrance examinations, state assessments of reading standards and school disciplinary data.  Additional critical data included the results of videotaped interviews, of the Ed-Excel Assessment of Secondary School Culture and of the Black Racial Identity Scale (BRIAS) from student participants in the study. 

REVISITING AND DISPUTING A PREVAILING THEORY
No one disputes the disparity between the academic performances of African American students and their White student counterparts in schools throughout the United States. According to Johnston and Viadero (2000), this disparity, referred to as the “achievement gap,” is not only one of the most pressing issues in education today but is sadly worsening as minority populations in schools increase at rapid rates during the 21st century.  Many people refute the authenticity of the gap by attributing it chiefly to Black intellectual inferiority and thus discounting any assertion that the gap is related to the continuance of White supremacist thinking in a racialized society (Bonilla-Silva, 2001). Even though this achievement gap began to decrease in the 1970s, progress halted abruptly by the end of the 1980s.  As many researchers, educators and organizations attempted to explain this reversal in closing the gap (Fordham and Ogbu, 1986; Hale-Benson, 1986; Ferguson, 2001; Sampson, 2002; Ogbu, 2003), the general literature on the African American achievement gap suggested the following as reasons for its persistence:

· Doing well in school is often considered “acting White” by African American students (Fordham and Ogbu, 1986).
· Kids care more about the reactions of their peers than they do about the reactions of their parents or teachers (Fordham and Ogbu, 1986).
· White parents interact with their children in ways that better support school success than do African American parents (Sampson, 2002).
· African American parents tend not to encourage their children as much as their students grow older.  African American parent involvement is at low levels when compared to those of White parents (Ogbu, 2003).
     One of the most challenging reasons offered to explain and to interpret the African American achievement gap was put forth by Signithia Fordham and John Ogbu (1986) in their article entitled “Black Students’ School Success:  Coping with the Burden of ‘Acting White.’”  Their basic premise held that Black students experience a disproportionate amount of school failure because they are disillusioned about the value of school and because they distrust both school systems and the intentions of educators.  Furthermore, Fordham and Ogbu maintained that as White Americans refuse to acknowledge that African Americans are capable of intellectual achievement, Black students begin to question their own intellectual abilities:  they define academic success as the prerogative of White students.  So, Black students begin to discourage their peers from emulating White students’ academic achievement.

Fordham and Ogbu further explained that Black students respond to the “White” environment of schools by developing an oppositional collective (social) identity where there is a “sense of people hood in opposition to the social identity of White Americans because of the way most White Americans treat them in economic, political, social and psychological domains, including White exclusion of these groups from true assimilation” (p. 183).  In response to this oppression, these authors theorized that Black students create an oppositional cultural frame of reference to protect their Black identity and to maintain “boundaries between them and White students” (p.183).  Thus, Black students who overcome such barriers to success are theorized to “act White” because they must yield their Black identity in order to be academically accomplished in predominantly White schools.

Based on strong and significant evidence, this article builds on scholarly work that challenges the burden of ‘acting White’ (Cook and Ludwig 1998; Carter, 2005; Tyson, Darity, and Castellino, 2005).  It asserts that African American students are indeed capable of succeeding academically in predominantly White schools without having to “act White” or to compromise their Black identity even though some of the conditions stipulated by Fordham and Ogbu to explain the achievement gap continue to exist in school systems today.  This article re-interprets the trauma of “acting White” by employing the concept of the “triple quandary” (Boykin, 1986) to dissect, through analyses of qualitative and quantitative data, the manifold processes of how Black students negotiate their achievement. These processes revealed that African American student achievement was not associated with “acting White.”  Instead, it emanated from how African American students internalized their own identities while they simultaneously accepted and appreciated all diverse identities and cultures in a predominantly White high school. Students can internalize a strong bi-cultural identity that enhances their cognitive and affective capacities to achieve academically in advanced courses (Cook and Ludwig, 1998; Diamond, 2006).  In fact, successful students who participated in the research study described in this article have developed a set of significant skills to negotiate the triple quandary, skills that enabled them to compete successfully in advanced and regular college-preparatory courses at their predominantly White high school which rightfully boasts a long-standing tradition of student achievement in the Chicagoland area and across the nation.  
DEFINING THE TRIPLE QUANDARY AND ITS APPLICATION
A. Wade Boykin (1986) recognized a set of distinct orders, patterns and meanings ascribed to a complexity of behaviors that under-girded the bi-cultural status of African American students in most school settings in his article, “The Triple Quandary and the Schooling of African American Children”.  Because of their unique social position in the United States, African American students are bi-cultural:  “One ever feels his two-ness – an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two un-reconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder” 

(DuBois, 1903).  Boykin hypothesized that in order to be successful within and outside their own culture and social climate, African American students confront a triple quandary within which they must negotiate three experiences:

a) The Mainstream [White] Experience involves the conventional
assumption of assimilation into the dominant culture.  The end result
is a melting pot in which cultural difference and diversity are integrated

into a homogeneous environment with shared rules, goals and values.  

African Americans and members of other groups of color may perceive 

the melting pot as a forced conformity to a set of rules applied unevenly and

typically to hold them in inferior positions.

b) The Minority Experience involves exposure to a set of culturally,
politically, socially and economically oppressive conditions that 

have reduced African American life chances. These conditions – 

such as African enslavement, anti-miscegenation laws, segregation,

restrictive covenants, redlining, lynching, political disenfranchisement,

racial profiling and racial balancing, residential segregation – place 

African Americans in an out-group position in community, society and 

schools.  This status evolves into a vicious cycle:  African Americans are 

labeled inferior and are victimized by discrimination; the label of inferiority

and discriminatory treatment are subsequently used to blame African 

Americans for not trying hard enough; their failure is ultimately attributed 

to their inferiority. 

c) The Black Cultural Experience involves the complex ways in which African 

Americans develop particular coping strategies to negotiate the multiple contexts and situations they encounter in their everyday lived mainstream 
[White] experiences in the United States, where their culture’s centrality 

is either marginal or invisible.  Some of these coping and negotiating 

strategies resemble efforts to “cross over” and negotiate the mainstream [White] experience by internalizing only those rules and cultural values that lead to success.  As Boykin stated, “some passive strategies that derive from mental colonization are connected to the mainstream, e.g., ‘a piece of the action’, and some active strategies are related to Black culture, e.g., identification with Black Nationalist movement.” (p. 74). 


Some coping strategies which are used by African American high school students and may appear to be conforming or passive are usually perceived and understood as acceptable by mainstream [White] experiences.  Other strategies, such as identification with Black cultural experience, are usually labeled radical or militant in the context of the mainstream [White] experience because, on appearance, these are defined as abrasive, are often interpreted harshly, and are frequently addressed through disciplinary action or expulsion.  If African American students come from a bi-cultural experience within which they are hypothesized to negotiate a triple quandary, their academic achievement must be investigated from this broader social context.  However, Black culture was too broad of an experience to undertake in the research study described in this article.  Because of the importance of Black culture and its relationship to academic achievement, racial identity – albeit, a very narrowed and watered-down version of the Black cultural experience – was designated as one way to understand students’ achievement experiences in the context of  a predominantly White high school. Therefore, the research study applied Boykin’s theory of the triple quandary to the hypothesis that the academic achievement of Black students is enhanced for those students who successfully negotiate its three constructs.  

DESIGN AND METHODS

This article summarizes an intensive and extensive three-year research study conducted at Oak Park and River Forest High School (OPRFHS), a public high school in a suburb that borders the city of Chicago. The school serves a diverse student body in which a majority is White (60.6%) while the remainder is African American (29.0%), Hispanic (3.9%), Native American (.1%) and other or those who identify themselves as multi-racial, bi-racial or foreign-born nationals (3.7%).  The study was launched as a collaborative effort which required two local academic researchers and five school practitioners to investigate the actual and perceived barriers to African American achievement for two important reasons:  to realize school district goals related to achievement and school climate; to understand standards to measure educational equity, availability and use of educational resources and access to equal education.  
Sampling Frame
Five population parameters controlled the selection of a stratified random sample of OPRFHS African American students who were sophomores, juniors and seniors during the 2000-2001 academic year: weighted grade point average which included BELOW as measured by 2.0 and under, MIDDLE as measured by the interval between 2.0 and 3.5, and HIGH as measured by 3.5 and above; attendance irregularities – the sum of absences and late arrivals across class periods for a given school year; disciplinary records which included no disciplinary record, warning, detention, single in-school suspension (ISS), after-school suspension (ASP), multiple ISS and/or ASP, and out-of-school suspension (OSS) or multiple OSS; family structure which included mother and father, mother only, father only, or other; and sender school student information which included Oak Park and River Forest public and private schools as well as non-Oak Park and River Forest public and private schools.


Each student in the sample population was introduced to the research study through a formal letter which was individually addressed to his/her parents, which explained the study and requested student participation, and which was signed by the President of the Board of Education and the Superintendent.  So that parents and students could understand not only the study’s purpose and their role in it but also time and task expectations for them, the letter contained detailed summaries of each component of the study.  Parents were also requested to guide their students in the completion of a demographic survey and the BRIAS; they were also asked to complete and sign a participation form which requested their contact information.  Finally, the letter offered parents assurances of strict individual confidentiality regarding each student’s personal and school data as well as information acquired through the videotaped interview.   Besides statements in the letter itself, parent cooperation was encouraged by providing stamped and self-addressed return envelopes for their three completed documents.  Shortly before the due date for parent response and completed documents, a school representative telephoned each parent with a scripted message that served both as a due-date reminder and a gesture of appreciation for considering participation in the study.

Although a total of fifty-three African American sophomores, juniors and seniors received parental approval to participate in the study, a total of forty-one students actually completed the interview component of the study.  This sample was representative of the total population of African American students at OPRFHS and was proportionately distributed by grade level, gender and mean weighted GPA.   Also proportionately distributed throughout the sample were the following: type of sender school with the majority of students in both the sample and the overall population coming from local sender districts; family structure with over half of the African American students at OPRFHS coming from mother-only families; encounters with the discipline system; and attendance irregularities.  Because the sample was representative of the total population of African American students at OPRFHS, findings from the study can be generalized to the total population of African American students at this school.
Quantitative Analysis of Academic Achievement 

Grade distributions for Black and White students enrolled in the Classes of 2000, 2001 and 2002 at OPRFHS showed that the White student GPA and grade distributions were statistically significantly different from those of their Black student counterparts.  Not only were White students in regular education and special education courses more likely to receive grades of A or B than were their Black student counterparts, but these differences were also statistically significant.


Overall, the data collected and analyzed revealed a one-point gap in the academic achievement of Black and White students.  On average, Black students’ mean cumulative weighted GPAs (2.27) placed them at academic risk while those of White students (3.26) placed at academic promise.  Furthermore, because the weighted GPA is a strong predictor of college admissions – especially in competitive colleges and universities where Black students are typically under-represented, this one-point difference in weighted GPA is extremely important and very significant for the future career options and life opportunities of African American students.  Also noteworthy as a statistically significant difference was the mean cumulative weighted GPA of White special education students (2.38) when compared to Black special education students (2.05).  

Equally important as statistically significant differences were the modal grades in all grade-granting courses, i.e., basic, regular, and honors courses, for White students and for Black students at OPRFHS.  White students were more than twice as likely to receive a grade of A (39.5%) than were Black students who received a grade of A (16.8%).   Grades of B also showed discrepancies:  White students received 36.4% and Black students received 29.5%.  Conversely, Black students were over four times more likely to receive a grade of F (7.7%) when compared to White students (1.7%).   These data suggest that issues of being placed at academic promise or at academic risk may be embedded in students’ races at this school. 

  Students in the sample with high attendance irregularities and multiple disciplinary infractions were more likely to have low GPA’s. Most of these students were African American males and, when compared to their White male counterparts on similar types of disciplinary infractions, they were more likely to receive harsher penalties, i.e., either in-school or out-of -school suspensions.   

The Black Racial Identity Attitude Scale (BRIAS) was used as a surrogate measure of the three experiences – mainstream [White], minority and Black cultural – articulated in the triple quandary.  Even though this study presented the first opportunity for the BRIAS to be used to investigate the effect of racial identity on high school student achievement, the BRIAS has been widely used in the social sciences to understand racial identity. 
  This tool requires respondents to assign to each of its twenty-nine items a ranking drawn from five-scaled options beginning with strongly agree (#1) and ending with strongly disagree (#5).   Originally created in 1971 by William E. Cross, Jr. and further developed in 1990 by Janet E. Helms, the Helms BRIAS has been associated with a range of behavioral, affective, cognitive and cultural variables. Parham and Helms found that racial identity has a direct influence on self-esteem (1985).  Past usage of the BRIAS has shown that one or more of its four statuses are related to preference for counselors’ race (Parham and Helms, 1981), to affective state (Parham and Helms, 1985), to cultural values (Carter and Helms, 1987), and to cognitive styles (Helms, 1986).

Alpha coefficients were run on the items for each subscale to determine support for content, construct and criterion validity (Carter and Helms, 1987).  Alpha coefficients have been reported by Carter and Helms (1987) as the following:  .69 for Pre-Encounter; .50 for Encounter; .67 for Immersion; and .79 for Internalization.  For this study’s sample, alpha coefficients for the subscales were .49 for Pre-Encounter; .49 for Encounter; .41 for Immersion; and .66 for Internalization.  Although the alphas for the sample were low, this circumstance was attributed to the ages and to the lower maturation which the sample had with some BRIAS items.  The caveat maintained in interpreting the results are that these alphas reflect a high school sample which may not score in comparable ways with more mature college student samples used by Carter and Helms (1990).
 
Because this study held that racial identity is a very important attribute of the African American academic achievement gap at OPRFHS, the BRIAS was carefully and deliberately selected as a critical tool in the research study.  Each status which the BRIAS measures reflects experiences of being in a mainstream [White] experience or a minority experience or a Black cultural experience.  In this study, the BRIAS was used as a surrogate measure for the four triple quandary proposed themes related to Black student achievement:
1. Pre-Encounter (Mainstream [White] Experience)
This status is characterized by dependency on White cultural norms for self-definition and approval as well as by attitudes that are White-identified and

Black-rejective.

2. Encounter (Minority Experience)
This status is marked by feelings of racial identity confusion and by an increasing desire to cultivate a Black identity.  Attitudes at this status are often based on an experience that challenges preconceived notions of self, e.g., “Don’t you know you’re Black!”
3. Immersion-Emersion (Black Cultural Experience) 
This status is characterized by absorption in the Black experience and sweeping rejection of the White cultural world.  Attitudes at this status are Black-identified and White-rejective.
4. Internalization

In this status, one sees strengths and weaknesses in both races while viewing one’s Black identity as a positive and a valued aspect of self.  Attitudes in this status are Black-identified but are not White-rejective.
The study hypothesized that students in the sample who endorsed a Black identity that was not White-rejective (the status of internalization) were more likely to negotiate the triple quandary.  Mindful that the BRIAS is a narrow and limited measure of the triple quandary and of African American student identity,  this study nevertheless endorsed the belief that the use of the BRIAS strengthened the understanding of African American students and their academic achievement at OPRFHS. 

RESULTS 

The results of the study show that the BRIAS status of internalization is more likely to be endorsed by academically successful students in the sample.  Table 1 shows the mean status scores of students in the sample for each of the four statuses measured by the BRIAS:  the lower the mean, the greater the endorsement of that status (see Table 1).  
Table 1.—Sample Mean Status Scores for Black Racial Identity Attitude Scale (BRIAS) (p<.05)
	Status
	Mean
	Standard Deviation
	Standard Error 

of the Mean

	 Pre-encounter
	4.04245
	.561133
	.077077

	 Encounter
	3.10692
	.715439
	.098273

	 Immersion
	3.73855
	.511054
	.070199

	 Internalization
	2.32933
	.401532
	.055155



These results were revealing.  The sample clearly rejected pre-encounter (Mainstream White) as a status and leaned considerably toward disagreeing with the immersion status (Black Cultural Experience).  This may suggest that some of the items used to measure this scale created some degree of uncertainty for students.  A simple correlation revealed that the internalization score was negatively correlated with student weighted GPA:  thus, the lower the internalization score, the higher the weighted GPA.

These findings suggested that African American students who endorsed internalization were more likely to have higher weighted GPAs than those who did not endorse internationalization (see Table 2).
Table 2.—Correlation of Black Racial Identity Attitude Scale (BRIAS) and Weighted GPA
	Correlation

Matrix
	Weighted GPA
	Pre-encounter
	Encounter
	Immersion
	Internalization

	Weighted GPA
	1.00


	
	
	
	

	Pre-encounter
	.100
	1.00
	
	
	

	Encounter
	-.029
	 -.041
	1.00
	
	

	Immersion
	.038
	 .250
	      .439**
	1.00
	

	Internalization
	-.313*
	   -.362**
	 .131
	   .086
	1.00


*   Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).


Overall, the study’s findings suggested that academically achieving African American students in the sample were less likely to express an attitude and/or identity that valorized either a White or a Black cultural identity.  They did not reject White cultural norms; instead, they negotiated mainstream [White], minority and Black cultural experiences within the social ecology and everyday construction of the school environment and culture.  More importantly, this suggests that African American student achievement is associated with internalization and that students succeed not by acting White but by positively identifying with who they are in relationship to all other students in the school.  A statistically significant correlation between encounter and immersion (.439) suggests that students who did not endorse encounter also did not endorse immersion:  the higher the score, the less the endorsement.  Neither a need to find and over-identify with a Black self nor a need to reject White culture was endorsed by the sample.  Moreover, the significant negative correlation between internalization and pre-encounter straightforwardly suggests that students in the sample who endorsed internationalization (a score of 2 or less) were more likely to reject the pre-encounter status of the BRIAS.  Thus, the effect of being labeled as “acting White” by others in the school to achieve academically was not endorsed by the sample (Fordham and Ogbu, 1986).
   The more academically successful students in the sample endorsed internalization on the BRIAS, the more they tended to be able to negotiate mainstream [White], minority and Black cultural experiences in the school without compromising or diminishing either their own identity or the identity of other groups in the school.  However, although endorsement of internalization was correlated with higher GPA outcomes, it did not eliminate the academic achievement gap between African American and White students at OPRFHS.


A cluster of eleven items on the BRIAS that measured internalization was interrogated to provide deeper understanding of the gap for those students who endorsed internalization.  This investigation revealed that although a quarter of the students endorsed internalization, they responded differently from others in the sample on items that related to:  “I feel comfortable wherever I am;”  “I feel good about being Black but don’t limit myself to Black activities;” and “I involve myself in social action and political groups even if there are no other Blacks involved.”   When students in the sample were sorted by their disagreement or their strong disagreement with these three BRIAS items that measured internalization, the findings revealed a segment of students who clearly endorsed a stronger Black identity.

Internalized Negotiated vs. Internalized Non-negotiated Success Streams

Analysis of qualitative face-to-face interview data led to the discovery of two distinct groups within the internalization status of those students who endorsed this status.  Those African American students who endorsed internalization by agreeing with the previous three BRIAS items were labeled the “internalized negotiated success stream” because they satisfied all four conditions of the study’s triple quandary hypothesis.  However, further analysis of the interview data revealed that a quarter of the students who endorsed internalization also endorsed a Black identity where they were less inclined to negotiate their identity in the school environment.  This group of students who endorsed internalization while maintaining and promoting a Black identity were labeled the “internalized non-negotiated success stream” because they did not agree with the previous three BRIAS internalization statement; furthermore, their interview data also revealed their reluctance to develop heterogeneous peer groups and to participate in heterogeneous extracurricular activities.  However, three of these students who were relatively academically successful with weighted GPAs that ranged from 2.5 to 3.0 attempted to perform academically without feeling the need to negotiate the several experiences of the triple quandary to succeed.  The remaining nine students in the internalized non-negotiated stream who did not experience academic success had discipline records and low mean weighted GPAs. 
Results of Qualitative Face-to-Face Videotaped Interviews

The forty-one students in the sample who participated in the interview component of the study were challenged to speak candidly about their weighted GPAs as well as about factors which explained these.  Most blamed themselves for what they perceived as not working up to their academic potential.  However, when probed for details, students volunteered clarifications about the nuances of their practices and their everyday lived experiences which became important explanations of their weighted GPAs. Students with very low GPAs were often surprisingly articulate about reasons for their poor academic performances.  Such candor and clarity enabled the cogent discerning of the multidimensional, complicated and complex factors that explained each student’s weighted GPA. 

Face-to-face interviews also provided insight on other critical aspects of each student’s schooling experience.  One related to school climate.  School climate refers to how students feel and how they express their feelings in both classroom and non-classroom situations. The interviewer probed each student’s experiences with and consequent perceptions of school climate by requesting descriptions of situations which involved encouragement for academic achievement from teachers and dean-counselors as well as from daily school occurrences and special events.  Representative situations typically involved discrete aspects of teacher encouragement for student participation in activities such as class discussions; students were also interrogated about the levels of comfort and support they experienced during individual meetings with dean-counselors.  Students who believe that they can share their feelings and intellects openly and honestly with faculty and staff are more likely to experience the school as a safe and reinforcing environment.  Conversely, students who feel that they are not able to express openly and to share candidly their feelings and intellects are more likely to perceive and to experience the school as uncomfortable.  The following quotation from the interview transcripts reflects feelings of alienation and separation from school climate which many other students in the sample expressed:

“And then when I get here [OPRFHS], it’s like a wall and I ain’t got no arms to 


climb it.  I ain’t trying to disappoint my family.  I want to be able to achieve in 


school and get good grades and stuff, but there is a part of me that is saying


the hell with it if I have to do all this work and still get nowhere.  It’s like having



a dead-end job, not going anywhere, and having to do so much and getting 


nothin’ out of it.”


Qualitative interviews revealed a sample of students who recognized ways to manage, cope and negotiate the triple quandary and who were academically successful.  They were conscious of the images and the subtle messages of their group; they developed strategies acquired from their family and community to successfully negotiate mainstream [White] and minority experiences at the school.  When the triple quandary was unsuccessfully negotiated, the academic achievement of African American students could be limited by these experiences—as reflected in the student quote above.  Representative remarks of those students who successfully negotiated the triple quandary showed that they were more likely to 
1. Develop peer relationship across racial, ethnic, class and gender boundaries
“But, you know, I grew up around – from the time, as long as I can 

remember until eighth grade – I was the only African American student

in my class.  So that makes – it makes it a lot easier because a lot of the 

programs are predominantly White and a lot of Black people are scared

to step out of their racial boundaries and, you know, explore other people,

other cultures, you know, things that they’re afraid of or whatever.  So 

the fact that I have been raised around different races made it a lot easier.”

2. Participate in homogeneous and heterogeneous extracurricular activities
“Tennis is just a passion.  I always loved sports and both volleyball and 

basketball, but I’m very short.  So since my parents had me take tennis

lessons when I was younger and they enjoyed it, that was kind of a 

natural decision.  And one of the things I appreciate about that is it’s 

a way for me to meet different people because BOSS, of course, is all

African American students and then tennis is predominantly White, and 

so a lot of my White friends came from here.”

3. Develop coping strategies to overcome inconsistencies with mainstream
[White} values and their home and community values
“It’s funny, because as the acceptances started coming in, you know, I
didn’t tell people because of the, well, you know, if I got in and other

people didn’t, I don’t want them to be awkward about it.  I just – if it 

comes up, we’ll talk about it, but I’m not going to bring it up.  So every

morning, she’d [mother] asked me, ‘Did you get any college news?’

And I’m like, ‘Okay, well, I got into Harvard.’  And she physically hit

me.  She’d be like, ‘Are you kidding me?  Why aren’t you more
excited?’  And she would be ten times more excited than I was and

just that kind of support really helped.”

4. Internalize only those mainstream [White] values which they define as 
necessary for their academic achievement
“I’m not saying all higher learning is all bad, I mean, some things are 

like it’s mandatory for life but it’s like right now. . . now is to be six or 

seven-page essay about somebody else’s life.  I don’t have no ideas what

it’s about.  I mean I heard about Edgar Allan Poe, but I’m not so into his

life that I just want to write about him.  I mean give me something else

that will help me out later on in life and not just put me in a classroom 

where I just sit down and listen to somebody.”


While most of the Black students in the sample who endorsed internalization (twenty-four) and thus a way to negotiate their academic achievement through the triple quandary, there was still a one-point GPA gap in comparison to their White student counterparts. The continuance of a one-point GPA gap raised a number of additional suggestions for future research such as teacher expectations for African American students, teacher racial bias and prejudice.  Future research might also turn to White privilege in the honors program where the study found that the modal grade for White students was A, and finally to institutional forms of racist practices that go undetected when the primary focus is on the victim (the African American student) rather than the teacher and school structures that may valorize one culture over another.  

DISCUSSION


The triple quandary hypotheses effectively guided the research study in probing the lived experiences of African American students at OPRFHS.  The use of the BRIAS with secondary students was affirmed because it revealed a bi-modal population of African American students at the school – the internalized negotiated success stream and the internalized non-negotiated success stream.  The former realized academic success while the latter did not.  The discovery of an internalized negotiated success stream in the sample challenged the “acting White” theory of why Black students do not succeed in predominantly White schools; this finding replaces “acting White” with the ability of Black students to negotiate mainstream [White], minority and Black cultural experiences in predominantly White schools.  Although there is some evidence to support an underlying “oppositional cultural frame of reference” that may be present in the internalized non-negotiated stream, it is not the prevalent norm for Black students in the sample and at OPRFHS.

Rich in text were interviewed students’ statements related to the study’s effort to understand how students negotiate the triple quandary.  Especially significant was the emergence of a fourth status which extended the triple quandary.  One group of students in the sample revealed that they were conscious of their own identities as well as of the identities of others: these students were the internalized negotiated success stream.  Furthermore, these students showed that they had acquired skills to negotiate each status of the triple quandary – mainstream [White], minority and Black cultural experiences – but that no status validated their own experience.  Thus, a fourth status or stream that was bi-modal became evident:  the internalized negotiated success stream and the internalized non-negotiated stream.  Students in the former showed that they had successfully 

· Developed peer relationships across racial, ethnic, class and gender boundaries;
· Participated in homogeneous and heterogeneous extracurricular activities;

· Developed coping strategies to overcome inconsistencies with mainstream [White] values and their home and community values;

· Internalized only those mainstream [White] values which they defined as necessary for their academic achievement.

The identification of a fourth academic success stream is a critical finding.  It suggests the need to develop further opportunities in predominantly White schools that embrace and encourage African American students to take advantage of a full range of 

curricular and extracurricular programs without compromising either their own identity or the identities of others.  The programs must allow for the full expression of multiple student identities without valorizing one identity, i.e., mainstream [White], over all others in those situations where African Americans excel – the fourth success stream.


The identification of an internalized non-negotiated success stream, students that were less inclined to negotiate their identity in the school environment, requires future examination. While a few of these students were successful, the vast majority was not; they tended to violate the school’s “code of conduct.” The important finding is those who were successful while they simultaneously maintained a strong outward Black identity. These students were less comfortable in heterogeneous groups (White and Black), yet they managed to achieve. These students (internalized non-negotiated success stream) had outside support from their parents and community institutions, e.g., churches, that leveraged their discomfort at the school. Thus, they relied more on parent and community support to navigate their success whereas the internalized negotiated success stream was able to create a balance between negotiating the triple quandary while simultaneously valuing parental and community support. In almost every qualitative interview, African American students in the internalized negotiated success stream mentioned parent and community support as important components in explaining their academic achievement and school involvement.
CONCLUSION



Using the concept of the triple quandary, this research study demonstrates that Black student achievement is statistically significant with Black student grade point average and the status of internalization in the BRIAS (Helms, 1990).  Black students in the study’s sample were more likely to endorse internalization, i.e., accepting their own Black culture while appreciating all other cultures at the school) while rejecting encounter – the mainstream [White] experience of “acting White.”


Black students who had low internalization scores on the BRIAS, i.e., responses close to agree and strongly agree, had higher grade point averages than those who endorsed other statuses, e.g., encounter, immersion and emersion..  Thus, Black student success in this study’s findings is not tied to “coping with the burden of ‘acting White’”; instead, it is linked to a positive identification of their own culture while showing an openness and willingness to treat all other cultures with the same respect and dignity. 


These findings suggest that Black student achievement in a predominantly White school with a history of academic success is more likely tied to students’ ability to acquire the skills and values that allow them to negotiate their Black identity in several school settings and situations, e.g., classroom and extracurricular activities.  This means that Black student success is tied to a fourth success stream which is related to their ability to adopt and to acquire skills to negotiate mainstream [White] culture by internalizing only those norms and values within that culture that they find critical to their successful performance in academic and extracurricular activities.  The study’s findings suggest that predominantly White schools throughout the United States with concern about the achievement gap between Black and White students adopt an enriching approach that involves
· Assessing Black student success through the lens of the triple quandary;

· Identifying those Black students with these skills as role models;

· Helping other Black students acquire and adopt those skills that will enable them to negotiate the triple quandary without having to over-identify with mainstream [White] cultural norms and values to be academically successful in their school’s learning environment.
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� In a telephone conversation, Janet Helms noted that the BRIAS had never been used with high school students.
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