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Introduction
Adolescent development is shaped by interactions encountered 

within one’s environment that influence both cognitive and social 
development2,3 Such interactions involve family, peer, and teacher-
adolescent relationships that contribute to his or her progress that 
impact their thinking, perceiving, reacting and relating to the world 
around them.4,5 Cognitively, this is a time period adolescents become 
capable of sophisticated thinking and develop a high-level intellectual 
functioning.6 Socially, adolescent years encompass the development 
of new experiences and relationships with family, peers, teachers, and 
to a larger degree, their community which contributes to their overall 
sense of mental health and well being and also their sense of self-
identity, self-concept, autonomy, and independence.7,4 This time period 
can also be marked by challenges associated with dynamic social 
and personal domains the adolescent experiences which oftentimes 
leads to newly found emotions, both positive and negative.8,9 While 
experiences faced by adolescents are unique to each individual during 
these developmental years, it is this time period that tends to lay the 
foundation for successful transition into adulthood.4

The school environment is one area where adolescents spend 
much of their critical developmental years, which simultaneously 
exposes them to many positive encounters and unique developmental 
challenges.10 School not only provides adolescents with important 
academic related knowledge and skills, it also aids in the socialization 
process by exposing adolescents to a large variety of interactions with 
peers and school staff.9,11,12 However, not all socialization experiences 
in the school setting are positive. The potential exists for adolescents 
to encounter negative situations and interactions at any stage of the 
academic realm. For instance, adolescents can oftentimes be exposed 
to prejudice within the classroom, a negative attitude(s) or idea(s) about 
social groups that are based on faulty and unjustified generalizations, 
and usually manifested in discriminatory acts towards one person or 
an entire group(s).13 While studies have shown that such experiences 
(whether perceived or actual) can create difficulties for adolescents 

including mental health issues such as depression, anxiety,14 
decreased life satisfaction,15,16 substance use,17 violent and aggressive 
behavior18 and poor academic performance19 other research suggests 
these experiences may provide positive adaptive coping styles For 
instance, adolescents engaging in pro-social behavior have been 
found to be the most frequent mechanism used as a positive coping 
response to perceived prejudice in the school environment among 
African American and Mexican American adolescents.20 Similarly,21 
examined the ways in which racial and ethnic minorities cope with 
various stressors (i.e., stereotypes, discrimination and prejudice) and 
found that positive coping styles resulted in positive self esteem.22

Racial/ethnic group differences and similarities in 
perceptions of prejudice

Research has also found significant differences in the ways in 
which adolescents from various racial and ethnic minority groups 
perceive prejudice (i.e., African American and Hispanic Americans), 
with studies revealing differences in the amount and the ways in 
which perceived racial prejudice is interpreted.23‒25 One of the 
major differences has been found in a study by Triandis et al.,26 who 
examined perceived barriers to school adjustment among African 
American, Caucasian and Hispanic students. The authors found 
that African American and His panic adolescents were more likely 
to interpret ambiguous behaviors, such as being ignored by peers as 
being prejudice in nature. Furthermore, Fisher et al.,27 compared the 
types and prevalence of perceived racial prejudice among African 
American, Asian American, Caucasian and Hispanic adolescents 
with results indicating Caucasian adolescents reporting significantly 
less prejudice and discrimination by peers in school than African 
American, Asian American and Hispanic adolescents. Additional 
findings showed that African American and Hispanic adolescents 
reported a greater frequency than Caucasians of perceiving others in 
stereotypical ways such as “not being smart” and being “dangerous” 
because of their race and/or ethnicity. Currently, two studies have 
compared the amount of and responses to perceived peer prejudice 
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Abstract

Research pertaining to perceived prejudice among adolescents has been limited despite the 
growing prevalence and incidence of issues centered around race relations and the impact it 
has on youth development and academic achievement. Given the research gap in this area, 
especially as it relates to the variations among different racial and ethnic groups, this study 
examined the relationships between youths’ perceptions of peer prejudice in the school 
environment to school attendance and academic performance among a cross-sectional 
sample of 68,825 adolescents from Wave 1 of the In-School data set from the1 National 
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health). Multiple regression analyses 
pertaining to perceptions of peer prejudice was predictive of school attendance among 
African American, Caucasian, and Hispanic males and females. Results also revealed that 
perceived peer prejudice was predictive of academic performance among African American 
males and females and Caucasian females, but not predicative of Caucasian males and 
Hispanic males and females. Implications for research, intervention, and prevention as it 
relates to educational achievement among adolescent youth are discussed.
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among African American, Caucasian and Hispanic adolescents and 
found that all three racial/ethnic groups perceived that they were 
excluded from activities with peers based on their race and ethnicity.4,27

The Relationship Between Perceptions of Peer 
Prejudice and School Attendance Among Adolescents

Currently, no studies exist that examine the relationships between 
perceptions of peer prejudice and school attendance. However, 
previous research28,29 has identified perceived peer prejudice in school 
to be a factor related to negative experiences and behaviors in the 
school environment among adolescents including but not limited to 
unexcused absences and/or truancy, violence and aggression, and 
bullying.28‒30

The relationship between perceptions of peer 
prejudice and school academic performance among 
adolescents

Studies31,32 have also shown that adolescents who perceive 
themselves to be a target of prejudice in the school environment 
by peers tend to focus on the qualities that make them different or 
deficient (i.e., race and or ethnicity) as compared with other students, 
ultimately diverting their attention away from academics, which creates 
difficulty to attain achievement and excellence31,33 Consequently, 
adolescents who perceive they are the target of prejudice are often 
rejected by their peers, which can lead to feelings of alienation, and 
poor academic performance, including school dropout, and violence 
and aggression.31,32,34 For example, studies that focus on academic 
performance have shown that African American youth who perceive 
teachers and peers to be prejudice begin to de-value the importance of 
educational attainment,35,36 experience decreased interest and value in 
their own academic success,37,38 and decreased confidence in their own 
academic abilities.39,40

While there is considerably less research regarding Hispanic 
adolescents’ perceptions of peer prejudice and academic performance, 
existing studies regarding general perceptions of prejudice in the 
school environment have found that Hispanics also experience 
such issues. Valenzuela41 examined academic success in relation to 
classroom perceptions among Hispanic adolescents and found poor 
school performance and academic attainment on the part of Hispanic 
adolescents was attributed to negative experiences in the classroom 
(i.e., prejudice), and feeling inconsequential in the eyes of their 
peers. Furthermore, Stone & Han19 examined the school performance 
of Hispanic adolescents and their perception of prejudice by their 
teachers and found adolescents who perceived their teachers to be 
prejudice had poor academic performance as evidenced by lower 
grade point averages.

Even fewer studies examine Caucasian adolescents’ perception of 
peer prejudice in school and academic performance. Existing research 
indicates that Caucasian adolescents have a generally positive 
school experience with factors including teacher and peer support 
contributing to their overall academic success.33,42 Kuperminc et 
al.,43 examined racial/ethnic differences in school adjustment among 
adolescents and found Caucasians had significantly less conflict with 
their peers, compared to African American and Hispanic adolescents. 
Moreover, research has shown that Caucasian adolescents have higher 
grade point averages and greater school adjustment than their African 
American and Hispanic counterparts.43

Given the limited number of studies that exist in this area of 
research, the alarming statistics that African American and Hispanics 

have the highest high school dropout rate nationwide (11%, and 24%, 
respectively) when compared to their overall composition within the 
United States,44,45 poor academic achievement, mental health issues, 
substance abuse, and gang involvement,12,46 the present study attempts 
to further existing research by focusing on differences that may exist 
in the relationships between perceptions of prejudice in school and 
the relationship between attendance and academic performance 
among African American, Caucasian and Hispanic adolescents. 
With the limited research in the field it seems apparent that such 
an examination would be necessary to understand potential risk 
factors among adolescents in hopes to bolster treatment intervention 
and prevention programs that target these populations, ultimately 
improving academic achievement among this population.

Method
Dataset

The present study analyzed data from the National Longitudinal 
Study of Adolescent Health,1 which is a nationwide school based 
longitudinal study of health-related behaviors among adolescents 
throughout the United States. The study provides a very unique 
opportunity to examine the relationship between contextual factors 
and life achievement outcomes.46 The data sampling was based on 
a sample of 80 high schools and 52 middle schools throughout the 
United States, producing a sample intended to be representative of 
schools throughout the United States with respect to region, urban city, 
school type, ethnicity, and school size. This study used the Wave 1 In-
Home and In-School data set of students in grades 7 through 12, who 
were eligible to participate in the study by completing the In-Home 
and In-School surveys. The Wave 1 In-Home survey included such 
topics as peer networks, family composition, educational aspirations 
and expectations, and self-report of behaviors. The Wave 1 In-School 
survey included such topic questions as risk behaviors, friendships, 
self-esteem, and expectations of the future. The main purpose of the 
Wave 1 data survey was to understand the factors associated with 
adolescents including their health and risk behaviors.47,48

Sample

Of the eligible participants (those who completed both survey 
questions and items as it related to the current study), the final number used 
for analysis in this study was 68,825 adolescents (32,942 males, 35,883 
females). The ages ranged from 10 to 17 African Americans (M males 
=14.98, SD males=1.745, M females=14.83, SD females=1.716), 
Caucasians (M males=15.08, SD males=1.689, M 
females=14.90, SD females=1.681) and Hispanic

(M males =15.31,  
SD males=1.767, M females=15.21, SD females=1.741). The racial 
composition was 21.3% African Americans, 64.1% Caucasians, and 
16.5%% Hispanics.

Definitions and measures

Perception of Peer Prejudice.Perceived peer prejudice is based 
upon a 5-point Likert type scale (strongly agree, agree, neither agree 
or disagree, disagree, and strongly disagree). Participants scores 
ranged from 1 to 5 with higher scores indicating a greater likelihood 
of an adolescent perception of peer prejudice, African Americans 
(M males =3.05, SD males=1.23, M females=2.94, SD females=1.15), 
Caucasians

(M males =3.34,  
SD males=1.14, M females=3.32, SD females=1.08) and Hispanics

https://doi.org/10.15406/jpcpy.2015.03.00167


Exploring the relationships between perceptions of peer prejudice, school attendance, and academic 
performance among adolescent youth

3
Copyright:

©2015 Caldwell-Gunes et al.

Citation: Caldwell-Gunes RM, Silver NC. Exploring the relationships between perceptions of peer prejudice, school attendance, and academic performance 
among adolescent youth. J Psychol Clin Psychiatry. 2015;3(5):11‒12. DOI: 10.15406/jpcpy.2015.03.00167

(M males =3.14,  
SD males=1.15, M females=3.10, SD females=1.02). This measure 
or question item has also been used in previous studies to assess 
perceived peer prejudice.46,49

School attendance

School Attendance was composed of a self-report question that 
assessed the number of days the student was absent from school 
without a valid excuse (i.e., truancy). This measure was based on 
a 6-point scale with 0 indicative of “never” skipping school and 6 
indicative of skipping school “nearly every day.” Participants scores 
ranged from 0 to 6 for African Americans (Mmales= .63, SDmales= 
1.35, Mfemales= .51, SDfemales=1.14), Caucasians (Mmales=.68, SDmales 
=1.30, Mfemales= .54, SD= 1.08), and Hispanics (Mmales= 1.05, SDmales= 
1.65, Mfemales= .87, SD=1.41).

Academic performance

Academic Performance assessed participants’ most recent 
grade point average in English, history, science and math. These 
questions were added together to create a scale from 5 to 20, with 5 
indicative of an “A” average and a 20 indicative of an “F” average. 
Participant’s scores ranged from 4 to 20: African Americans 
(Mmales =13.92, SDmales= 7.403, Mfemales= 12.83, SDfemales= 7.09), 
Caucasians (Mmales=11.50, SDmales= 6.70, Mfemales= 10.64, SDfemales= 
6.31) and 4 to 33 for Hispanics (Mmales= 14.03, SDmales= 7.34, Mfemales= 
13.44, SDfemales= 7.25).

Results
Relationships between perceptions of peer prejudice 
and school attendance

Statistically significant relationships were found among African 
American males (r=.055, p<.01), African American females (r=.041, 
p<.01), Caucasian males (r=.119, p<.01), Caucasian females (r=.123, 
p<.01), Hispanic males (r=.062, p<.01), and Hispanic females (r=.083, 
p<.01). The omnibus test of independent correlations revealed that 
among males there was a significant difference among the three racial/
ethnic groups, H =26.82, p<.001, as well as females, H =41.29, p<.001.

Relationships between perceptions of peer prejudice 
and academic performance

Pearson Product-Moment Correlations were computed to 
examine the relationships between perceptions of peer prejudice and 
academic performance. The Bonferroni-Holm procedure was used 
for each group to control for Type I error. Statistically significant 
relationships were found among African American males (r=-.053, 
p<.01), African American females (r=-.039, p<.01), and Caucasian 
females (r=.023, p<.01). No significant relationships were found 
among Caucasian males, Hispanic males or females (p>.05).
The omnibus test of independent correlations50 was used to assess 
significant differences between independent correlations. Results 
showed a significant difference among the three racial/ethnic groups 
for males, H =14.57, p<.001and females, H= 21.60, p<.001.

Test of dependent correlations

In order to determine if there were differences between the 
correlations of perceptions of peer prejudice and academic 
achievement, and perceptions of peer prejudice and school attendance 
for all six groups individually, the Dunn and Clark z test for dependent 
correlations with one element in common was performed.51 This test 

not only maintains reasonable control of Type I error but also exhibits 
good power.52 Perceptions of peer prejudice and attendance was 
significantly higher than perceptions of peer prejudice and academic 
achievement among, African American males (Z = 5.68, p<.001) and 
females (Z = 4.94, p<.001), Caucasian males (Z = 12.50, p<.001) and 
females (Z = 11.09, p<.001), Hispanic males (Z= 2.955, p<.01) and 
females (Z= 3.24, p<.01).

Predicting academic achievement from perceptions of 
peer prejudice

A multiple regression analysis indicated that academic achievement 
was significantly predicted from perceptions of peer prejudice 
among African American males, R2=.003, F(1, 5523)= 15.4, p<.001, 
African American females, R2= .002, F(1, 7300)= 11.03, p<.001, and 
Caucasian females, R2= .001, F(1, 24326)= 12.552, p<.001.

Predicting school attendance from perceptions of 
peer prejudice

School attendance was also significantly predicted from 
perceptions of peer prejudice among African American males, R2= 
.003, F(1,5920)= 18.10, p<.001, and females, R2= .002, F(1,7628)= 
12.68, p<.001, Caucasian males, R2=.014, F(1,24028)=345.03, 
p<.001, and females, R2=.015, F(1,24691)=378.62, p<.001, and 
Hispanic males, R2=.004, F(1,4002)=15.29, p<.001 and females, 
R2=.007, F(1,3923)=27.52, p<.001.

Discussion
The current study aimed to explore the relationships between 

perceptions of peer prejudice in school and academic attendance 
and performance among a national representative sample of high 
school adolescents comprised of African American, Caucasian and 
Hispanic males and females. Given the scarcity of research examining 
these relationships and the increasing rates of educational under 
achievement, particularly among African American and Hispanic 
American adolescents, this study is of particular significance. The 
findings add to existing literature since none to date have explored 
such relationships and focused on racial, ethnic and gender differences 
among this age group.

The current study revealed significant relationships between 
perceptions of peer prejudice and academic achievement for African 
American males and females, and Caucasian females. African 
American males and females reported the lowest levels of perceived 
peer prejudice of any group in the study, a finding that provides support 
for two previous studies.53,54 In regard to the relationship to peer 
prejudice, African American adolescents’ academic performance was 
negatively related to perceptions of peer prejudice in the school setting. 
Thus, the more perceived prejudice by peers that African American 
adolescents reported, the higher the overall grades. Although previous 
studies have focused on the negative impact of perceived prejudice 
and racism in school on academic achievement among youth,33,36,38,40 
the present study found that despite perceptions of peer prejudice, 
positive academic achievement was attained, a finding that has not 
been previously found. Moreover, when comparing between-group 
differences, results from the current study revealed a significantly 
higher negative correlation for African American males than for 
Caucasian and Hispanic males. Similarly, African American females 
had a significantly higher negative correlation than for Caucasian 
and Hispanic females. This finding suggests that perceptions of peer 
prejudice within the school environment by African American youth 
may bolster a sense of resilience and a tendency to positively cope 
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with negative situations such as these, rather than allowing such 
experiences to diminish one’s self-esteem, self-confidence, academic 
achievement and attainment.22

In regards to the relationship between perceptions of peer prejudice 
and academic achievement, although not strong, this finding suggests 
that perceived peer prejudice may be related to academic achievement 
but other factors may play a role in accounting for consistent 
academic underachievement and underperformance by African 
American youth. For example, Matthew55 described differences in 
academic performance and achievement between African American 
and Caucasian adolescents based upon different expectations about 
associated life opportunities and outcomes. While youth in the study 
by Matthew55 did not differ in terms of how relevant they viewed 
education in their futures, African Americans reported less current and 
future opportunities at a higher rate than their Caucasian counterparts. 
Future certainty may play a role in beliefs and ideas about academic 
achievement more so than perceptions of peer prejudice among African 
American youth, which are related to societal factor sand previously 
found in research.56 Understanding these potential relationships may 
have important educational policy and practice implications.

Findings related to the Caucasian students revealed this group to 
have the highest academic performance with females reporting the 
best performance. Somewhat surprisingly, Caucasian youth reported 
the highest levels of perceived peer prejudice as compared to Hispanic 
and African Americans, respectively. This is a noteworthy finding 
given that previous studies have consistently shown Caucasian youth 
to have a positive experience among school peers and academic 
performance.33,42,43 On the other hand, this finding lends support to 
a recent study where Caucasian students reported higher levels of 
perceived peer prejudice at school than racial and ethnic minority 
youth,52 a finding that suggests that prejudice may be defined 
differently among Caucasians compared to racial and ethnic minority 
adolescents.

Finally, a significant relationship between prejudice and 
performance for Hispanic males and females was not found in 
the current study, a notable finding that is contrary to previous 
literature research.19,41 Perhaps even greater differences would be 
found if subgroups of the Hispanic population were examined 
which seems to be of relevance given the growing number of 
diverse Hispanic adolescents throughout the United States. 
Regarding the relationship between perceived prejudice and school 
attendance, a positive trend was found among all groups, with the 
more perceived peer prejudice the more days of school reportedly 
missed. The findings of our study suggest that perceptions of peer 
prejudice may be related to increased risk of truancy among youth. 
Future research would need to examine the predictive validity of 
such a relationship. However, this finding is of importance because it 
presents new information regarding the relationship between academic 
performance and school attendance, which until the present study, 
has not specifically been examined. Future studies regarding this 
relationship are of great importance for understanding the connection 
between racial relationships among adolescents and the impact on 
school attendance. Such exploration would have a significant impact 
on school policy making on a local, state, and national level given the 
high numbers of truancy among youth nationwide.

While the present study has produced important findings, results 
of the current study should be contextualized given a few limitations. 
This study analyzed data from a national longitudinal dataset, which 
had limited representation of African Americans from a variety of 
socioeconomic backgrounds. African American youth in the current 

study were from high socio-economic backgrounds with the majority 
consisting of parents holding higher education degrees. Differences 
may be found in future studies where the socio-economic background 
was more diverse and including youth from varying economic strata. 
Another limitation of the study was the limited number of within racial 
groups of the Hispanic adolescents (i.e., limited number of Mexican 
Americans). Given the diversity of the Hispanic population, future 
studies could examine within group differences to determine the 
way in which perceptions of prejudice and experiences of the school 
environment are related to youths’ overall academic achievement.

This study represents an important contribution to the literature 
pertaining to perceptions of peer prejudice and academic performance 
among the adolescent population. Future research examining such 
variables from a longitudinal standpoint would be an advantageous 
approach to discover the causal direction of the relationships found 
in the current study. Additionally future studies should explore 
dimensions and dynamics of perceived prejudice in an effort to 
obtain a better understanding of this phenomena experienced among 
youth and the impact on their development especially as it pertains 
to academic achievement and future success especially as youth 
transition into adulthood.

Implications
Education is an essential element among adolescents when 

considering prevention and interventions efforts and programs aimed 
to address negative school experiences such as perceptions of peer 
prejudice and enhance positive ones. Programs aimed at school 
disengagement such as truancy and academic underachievement 
might prevent future related and potentially more deleterious 
delinquent related behaviors. Additionally, an interdisciplinary 
approach in this process must include an understanding in the way 
in which important people and figures such as school teachers and 
staff, along with parents, play in an adolescents’ life. Additionally, 
continued education and training regarding ways in which to elicit 
positive coping skills in an academic environment among youth is 
essential in terms of curtailing the impact of perceived prejudice and 
a negative school environment on subsequent behavior. Interventions 
should also focus on providing positive coping skill mechanisms to 
adolescents in an effort to improve the outcome of perceptions or 
reality of prejudice. The current study furthers the field by providing 
information regarding racial, ethnic, and gender differences related 
to adolescents’ experience of the school environment, an area with 
limited research. At a time when there is concern for understanding 
adolescents’ academic successes and failures, difficult race relations, 
and increased risk of spiraling down a negative pathway of behavior, 
teachers along with school administration and the community could 
benefit from increased awareness and intervention in this area.
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