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Abstract 
 

The present study examines social 
support among African American university 
students attending a PWI (Primarily White 
Institution) in transition from a PWI to an 
MSI (Minority Serving Institution). While 
college students are vulnerable to 
psychological distress (PD), African 
American students face increased risk of PD 
due to their marginalized status. Evidence 
suggests that ethnic identity can serve as 
both a protective and risk factor for PD, 
potentially increasing resolve in the face of 
adversity, or conversely leading to 
hypervigilance. The present study examines 
PSS (Multidimensional Scale of Perceived 
Social Support) on Academic Performance. 
Participants (N = 225) include African 
American university students recruited as 
part of a larger study of identity and health 
behaviors. Initial results indicated that PSS 
negatively relates to PD, while EI was not 
significantly related. Implications of results 
for a University experiencing an increase in 
ethnic diversity are discussed.    
 
 

Bitensky (1991) describes education 
as an essential element of freedom and the 
preserver of democracy. He elaborates that 
without proper education of the people, the 
nation would suffer economically and 
politically. However, what if educational 

opportunities are disproportionately 
allocated to certain groups? For African 
Americans, the harmful impacts of 
withholding educational opportunities still 
persist (Pitre, 2014). The disparity in 
academic achievement can be seen in 
graduation rates, grade point average (GPA), 
and scores on standardized test. The 
National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP) reported 
underperformance from African American 
students as early as the 4th grade (Vanneman 
et al., 2009).  

During some eras of United States 
history, education facilitated and increased 
educational disparities, especially by serving 
as a tool to force marginalized cultures to 
assimilate into the “dominant” white culture 
(Blau, 2004). For example, the Carlisle 
Indian Industrial School was developed to 
teach the indigenous population to 
assimilate and be productive in white 
society, while discounting the indigenous 
culture as backward and savage (Loring, 
2009). Discussing her own schooling, 
Loring observed that her teachers often 
perceived progress as assimilation into the 
socially dominant culture.  Students of 
Color, like Loring, were, for the most part, 
ignored. Loring infers that the omission of 
Native American culture has contributed to 
the sense of low self-esteem, lack of peer 
respect, lower high school graduation rates, 
and lower college retention rates among the 



Indigenous population. Even in schools 
where the Native American populations 
were the majority, students who possess this 
marginalized identity still demonstrated 
increased psychological distress and feelings 
of exclusion (Loring, 2009).   

 Similar to the Native American 
experience, African Americans have faced 
prejudice, discrimination, and racism in the 
education system. The pervasiveness of 
racism has severely reduced African 
American students’ academic opportunities 
and outcomes. For instance, until the late 
20th century, individuals with African 
ancestry were blocked from equal access to 
education through state and federal laws 
(Jordan, 2014; Kluger, 2011). Plessy v 
Ferguson (1896) ensured that schools could 
maintain separate educational institutions for 
White people and People of Color (POC). 
Afterward, Brown v. Board of Education 
(1954), which overturned the “separate but 
equal” precedent set by Plessy v. Ferguson 
(1896), would be considered a landmark 
case for equality in education (Tushnet, 
1994). Guinier (2004) describes the Brown 
court ruling as a golden standard, such that 
discrimination based upon race was deemed 
unconstitutional. However, with the passage 
of time, new Supreme Court justices, and 
the adoption of colorblind rhetoric, the once-
powerful call for social equality was 
mitigated into an alibi not to act (Guinier, 
2004). 

Despite the laws in place to counter 
systematic prejudice and discrimination, 
educational opportunities remain unequal 
(Pitre, 2014). Perhaps the Brown case could 
not account for the implicit biases held by 
educators and educational institutions.  
These biases manifest in the classroom, 
affect disparities, and sponsor differential 
treatment among marginalized ethnic groups 
(Ferguson, 2003). Thus, African American 
students are often overrepresented in 
remedial and vocation courses (Boykin & 

Noguera, 2011). Conversely, these students 
are underrepresented in honors courses and 
college-prep courses (Darling Hammond, 
2010). 

Ferguson (2003) finds that even with 
equivalent educational backgrounds, Black 
children typically demonstrate decreased 
performance and a significant test-gap 
difference to their white counterparts. 
Environmental factors such as teachers’ 
perceptions and expectations of students, 
which can be biased by racial 
generalizations, have a significant role in in 
the score disparities (American 
Psychological Association [APA], 2012). 
The APA (2012) defines educational 
disparities as unjust and unfair differences in 
education.  For White and Black students 
this disparity exists across language, 
reading, and math. Similarly, Weinstein, 
Gregory, & Strambler (2004) found that 
biased teacher expectations can harm a 
student’s academic performance, 
particularly for students with a marginalized 
identity.  

DeCuir & Dixson (2004) used 
anecdotal evidence and critical race theory 
(CRT) to analyze the experiences of two 
African American students --Barbra and 
Malcolm -- attending a primarily white high 
school.  DeCuir & Dixson (2004) describe 
the school, Wells Academy, as an affluent 
educational setting that celebrates diversity. 
Students attending this school often come 
from money, but there are students from less 
affluent areas that attend the school. Barbra 
and Malcom come from upper middle class 
and middle-class families, respectively. 
Despite the presence of a diversity 
coordinator and attempts to celebrate 
diversity, the students still felt culturally 
isolated, physically isolated, and 
“uncelebrated.” Malcolm, who is on the 
discipline committee, was overruled by his 
principal when Malcolm’s committee 
decided to expel a student for threats and 



hate speech. Instead, the student received a 
month suspension and was welcomed back 
to school.  DeCuir & Dixson (2004) use a 
critical race perspective to question what 
climate would allow an individual to feel 
comfortable with making racially charged 
comments. DeCuir & Dixson argue that race 
is salient in the classroom and that racism 
has become normalized and even expected 
within the cultural climate of Wells 
Academy. The racism Barbra and Malcolm 
continuously battled was not overt or rare.  
Rather it was common and covert in both 
practices and policies.  

Microaggressions—defined  by 
Pierce et al. (1977) and Sue (2010) as 
backhanded comments, often disguised as 
compliments,  that refer to a person’s 
marginalized status—are  a “newer” form of 
racism that can negatively affect a students’ 
educational outcomes, social standing, 
emotional experiences, and career 
preparation (Hollingsworth, Patton, Allen, & 
Johnson, 2018). These microaggressions 
represent a type of racism common to 
everyday experiences of African American 
students (Sue, 2010).  

 
Alternative Educational Institutions 
 

African Americans have 
continuously fought for equity in academia 
(Albritton, 2012). In fact, historically Black 
colleges and universities (HBCUs) were 
formed in the interest of making educational 
equivalence for Africans Americans 
(Albritton, 2012). Although HBCUs 
continue to provide justice, equality, and 
social mobility for African Americans 
pursuing education (Albritton, 2012), the 
longstanding inequality in education 
continues to be reflected in performance 
gaps between ethnic groups. For instance, 
historically marginalized group members 
within education systems (excluding some 
Asian American populations) who attend 

Predominately White Institutions (PWIs) 
are: less likely to graduate college in five 
years; have lower grade point averages; 
higher dropout rates; and lower entrance 
rates into graduate programs compared to 
White students (Aud et al., 2010; Hollins, 
King & Hayman, 1994; Jencks & Phillips, 
1998; King, 2005; National Assessment of 
Educational Progress [NAEP], 2011; 
National Center for Educational Statistics 
[NCES], 2010).  

African American students attending 
HBCUs often demonstrate superior 
academic outcomes compared to their 
counterparts in PWIs (Smedley, Myers, & 
Harrell, 1993). This finding is consistent 
with research conducted by Flowers (2002) 
and Outcalt & Skewes-Cox (2002), which 
demonstrated that HBCUs have a significant 
contribution to successful academic 
outcomes for African American students. 
Although in the present study we are not 
directly comparing PWIs to HBCUs, it is 
important to consider the historical legacy of 
the institutions and the implications for 
everyday experiences of their students. As 
campuses increase in racial diversity, the 
need for inclusivity of Students of Color 
becomes increasingly important. PWIs and 
HBCUs represent opposite ends of the 
spectrum with the former being historically 
exclusive towards African American 
students and the latter being historically 
inclusive of African American students. 

Harper and Hurtado (2007) found 
that African American students often feel 
excluded at PWIs.  Other work indicates that 
perceived social support, which is defined as 
a perceived resource of the individual 
applied by confiding in associates, social 
domains, and the community (Lin, Dean, & 
Ensel ,1986 ; Jay & D'Augelli, 1991), plays 
an important role in academic achievement 
(Baldwin, Chambliss, & Towler, 2003; 
Skowron, Wester, & Azen, 2004).  



In general, students’ educational 
experiences can be moderated by feelings of 
inclusivity, environmental factors, and 
affirmation towards the institution (Brandon, 
2014). Additionally, high expectations on 
students from instructors can have a positive 
impact on the college experience 
(Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Education 
Commission of the States, 1995; Kuh, 2001; 
Kuh, Schuh, Whitt & Associates, 1991; 
Pascarella, 2001; Pascarella & Terenzini, 
1991). However, African American students 
who routinely perceive racism (PR) at their 
institution are more likely to correlate PR 
with feelings of social isolation, stress, and 
dissatisfaction (Gloria et al, 1999; Feagin, 
Vera, & Imani, 1996; Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 1991). Moreover, students 
attending PWIs experience increased levels 
of racism on campus when compared to 
their HBCU counterparts (Feagin, Vera, & 
Imani, 1996; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). 
It is important to note that Wilson (2007) 
found that HBCUs have contributed 
significantly the development of African 
American professionals, despite their limited 
resources.  

 
Role of Ethnic Identity: Risk or 
Protective Factor  
 

Before discussing the role of ethnic 
identity as a protective or risk factor for 
students, it is important to acknowledge that 
the function of racial identity and ethnic 
identity is inconsistent in the literature 
(Cokley, 2007). For instance, Sellers & 
Shelton (2003) hypothesized that certain 
aspects of racial identity/ethnic 
identity/socialization have different 
functions and that their role in moderating 
psychological distress can vary. They found 
that individuals with high ethnic/racial 
identity as one of their core attributes 
perceived more ethnic/racial discrimination.  
However, racial ideology and public regard 

were able to mitigate distress. Their study 
highlights the multidimensionality of 
ethnic/racial identity, especially in regard to 
its relationship with racial discrimination 
and psychological distress.  

A major contributor to the 
inconsistencies in the literature is partly due 
to how researchers interchange race and 
ethnic identity (Cokley, 2007; Trimble 
2007). For the present study, racial identity 
is defined as people who are socially 
recognized as belonging to a particular 
group (Helms, 1993). The definition of 
ethnic identity will refer to more cultural 
association towards belief and value 
(Phinney, 1996). Additionally, ethnicity 
refers to the combination of both physical 
and cultural characteristics (Mio, Barker-
Hackett, & Tumambing, 2006). 

Higher ethnic identity has been 
associated with lower levels of depression 
and as a protective factor or buffer against 
perceived discrimination (Mossakowski, 
2003). Yet, Pascoe & Richman (2009) also 
found that individuals who are strongly 
associated with their groups are more likely 
to perceive discriminatory events, whereas 
individuals with lower affiliation to their 
respective groups may not ascribe specific 
actions to racism or racial discrimination. 
On the other hand, Noh, Beiser, Kaspar, 
Hou, & Rummens (1999) found that higher 
levels of ethnic identity and depression 
increased the relationship between perceived 
discrimination and depression. Thus, a 
higher level of a stigmatized identity can 
lead to hypervigilance. Additionally, 
Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey (1999) 
found that continuous discrimination would 
increase the level of association with other 
members of the same racial group. Thus, 
increased racial discrimination may connect 
to a stronger ethnic identity.  
            Brondolo, Halen, Pencille, Beatty, & 
Contrada (2009) theorize that ethnic and 
racial identity serve to increase cultural 



pride and commitment to one's group. 
Strong ethnic identity also can help persons 
develop tactics for dealing with 
discrimination. Yet, strong identity can only 
be protective in a certain context. Brondolo 
et al. (2009) found that strong identity alone 
is not enough to diminish the effects of 
racism on the development of depressive 
symptoms. In some circumstances, strong 
identity may increase the awareness of threat 
and harm. Thus, other contextual factors 
moderate the function of racial/ethnic 
identity; such that, outcomes could be 
impacted by how white individuals choose 
to interact with African Americans, 
especially for African Americans with a 
higher ethnic/racial identity. 
 
General College Stressors     
 
              Stallman (2010) found that 
psychological distress (e.g., elevated 
anxiety, worry, depression) was reported 
more for college students than for the 
general population (eighty-four percent vs. 
twenty-nine percent). Across all 
ethnic/racial groups, college students face 
similar stressors. General stressors that 
college students experience include the rigor 
of studies, relationship history with family, 
peers, and significant others, and financial 
status (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994), which 
may affect academic outcomes.  For 
instance, Keogh, Bond, & Flaxman (2006) 
found that increased anxiety and worry 
interfere with the working memory and can 
lead to lower testing performance. However, 
being a member of a racial/ ethnic 
underrepresented group creates the 
opportunity for additional stressors, which 
can lead to “minority stress” and create 
pathways to maladjustment (Smedley, 
Myers, & Harrell 1993). 
             Current literature has not fully 
examined the role that ethnic identity plays 
in a college student’s life, especially for 

Students of Color in Predominantly White 
Institutions (PWIs). Racial stressors are in 
the everyday lives of ethnic minority 
students and should be taken into 
consideration whenever one tests for 
psychological distress in college studies 
(Greer, 2008).  
 
Minority Stress and Psychological 
Distress 
 
            Minority stress, defined as regularly 
occurring stress as a result of prejudice and 
discrimination of a marginalized status 
(Smeadly, Meyers, & Harrell, 1993), makes 
a substantial contribution to the correlation 
between stress and psychological distress 
(Smeadly, Meyers, & Harrell, 1993). 
Minority stress can create academic 
vulnerability and takes a toll on students’ 
coping resources (Smeadly, Meyers, & 
Harrell, 1993).  These stressors are not new 
to African Americans, who, as a group have 
had to cope and process racial 
microaggressions for a significant extent of 
time (Kaiser & Miller 2001). The damages 
of these racial slights extend beyond the 
comment made.  In fact, time and energy are 
depleted via the process of determining if 
there was, indeed, a microaggression, if the 
comment had racist intent, and how to 
respond to the comment  (Sue, 2010). 
Additionally, increased racial discrimination 
has been correlated with lower perceived 
social support and greater depressive 
symptoms (Prelow, Mosher, & Bowman, 
2006).  Potential long-term effects of 
minority stress should be taken into 
consideration, especially for African 
American men. Huang, & Franklin, (2011) 
have found that the higher the education of 
African American men, the more likely they 
are to encounter and perceive stressful 
environments. A contributing factor to this 
trend could be that strong social support was 
found to be less available for members of 



stigmatized groups (Cole et al., 2007). 
Further, while underrepresented students 
expressed similar optimistic expectations 
regarding academic success, they are at 
increased risk for more deficient academic 
performance, in comparison to white peers 
(Cole, Matheson, & Anisman, 2007).  
 
Hypervigilance and Racial Battle Fatigue 
 

African American students face 
constant racial stressors including racial 
slights, recurrent indignities,  irritations, 
unfair treatment, stigmatization, hyper-
surveillance, and contentious classrooms to 
personal threats or attacks on one's 
wellbeing (Smith, Allen, & Danley, 2007). 
Increased hypervigilance to racism and 
discrimination can lead to a perceived 
stressful environment, exhaustion, loss of 
self-control, ambiguity, strain, frustration, 
and injustice (Smith, Yosso, & Solórzano, 
2011). Chronic racial tension can be 
described as Racial Battle Fatigue (RBF). 
RBF is the strain of stressors on 
marginalized groups of people and the 
energy they must use to cope and "battle" 
against discrimination (Smith et al., 2007). 

RBF has been linked to combat 
stress syndrome (Smith, Hung, & Franklin, 
2011). Individuals living with these 
syndromes are living and working in 
environments of heightened distress. For 
both phenomena, there is a constant sense of 
alert or danger because of the perception 
that one’s life, personal dignity, or character 
is being threatened (Pierce, 1974, 1975a, 
1975b, 1995; Shay, 2002; Shay & Munroe, 
1999; U.S. Department of the Army, 1994). 
Likewise, African Americans with RBF 
must live with constant environmental 
stressors in the hostile/unsupportive 
environment (Smith, Hung, & Franklin, 
2011). 

 
Present Study 

 
The current study aims to examine 

the role of social support and ethnic identity 
against the effect of psychological 
distresses.  

The location for the present study, a 
large southwestern university, which will be 
referred to in this paper as University X, has 
experienced an increase in racial diversity. 
Forty-five percent of students reported 
underrepresented racial identities, as 
recorded by University X Division of Equity 
and Diversity 2017 (excluding students that 
identified as Non-Resident Alien and 
Unknown). Once a single racial minority 
group reaches twenty-five percent of the 
student body, the institution is eligible to 
apply for MSI (Minority Serving Institution) 
status and funding, according to the 
Department of Education.  

What does classification as an MSI 
mean for African American students? Does 
the mere number of Students of Color make 
a university more inclusive? Might student 
diversity be reflected in faculty diversity?  
According to the University X Division of 
Equity and Diversity (2017), White students 
make forty-eight percent of the student 
population, while African Americans make 
up fourteen percent of the population. In 
terms of faculty positions, less than five 
percent of faculty member identified as 
African American, while approximately 70 
percent of faculty members identified as 
White.  

As a national comparison, the NCES 
(2015) reported that on average, fifty eight 
percent of college students identified as 
white, while fourteen percent of college 
students identified as African American. 
From 1976 to 2015 the percentage of Black 
students attending a university has increased 
by four percent, which is the lowest among 
other comparable ethnic minorities, e.g, 
Latinx (NCES, 2015).  

 



Primary Hypotheses 
 

The present study examined the 
effects of social support, psychological 
distress, and ethnic identity among African 
American college students at a PWI that is 
experiencing an increase in racial diversity. 
Specifically, the hypothesizes of the present 
study are:  

H1: The relationship between ethnic 
identity and academic performance is 
mediated by psychological distress.  

H2: The relationship between ethnic 
identity and psychological distress is 
moderated by perceived social support. 
 
Method  
 
Participants  
 

Most of the participants indicated 
their gender as female (77.1%), cisgender 
(99.6%), and were in their late teens or early 
twenties (Mage = 20.56, SD = 2.10). For 
sexual identity, participants self-identified as 
heterosexual (83.6%), bisexual (7.5%), 
gay/lesbian/homosexual (4.4%), pansexual 
(2.6%), asexual (1.1%), and two percent of 
participants were questioning or unsure of 
their sexual identity. With respect to race, 
we used only participants that identified as  
Black/African American/African, which was 
a N of 222 ( roughly 16.46% of participants 
in the primary study).  

 
Measures 
 

Ethnic Identity. Multi-group Ethnic 
Identity Measure-Revised (Phinney, 1992), 
has been measured over various ethnic 
population and age groups and has 
demonstrated consistent reliability with 
alphas above .80. The MEIM-R is a12 
question measure that assess ethnic identity 
search and commitment, using a four-point 

Likert scale that ranges from strongly agree 
to strongly disagree.   

Psychological Distress. The Center 
for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale 
is a self-report scale that measures 
depressive symptoms and has been used to 
validate longer scales. The measure has 
demonstrated high internal consistency. 
Across various demographic groups the 
CES-D has demonstrated consistent 
reliability, validity, and factor structure. 
Radloff (1977) reported alphas of .80 or 
above for all demographic groups. The self-
report scale that records the frequency of 
feelings and behaviors to assess depressive 
symptomologye ranges from Rarely to Most 
of the time.  

The Inventory of Depression and 
Anxiety Symptoms is a self-report measure 
that assesses symptomology that correlates 
with major depression and anxiety, across 
college, psychiatric, and community adult 
populations. In comparison with other 
depression and anxiety measures, the IDAS 
demonstrates strong convergent and 
discriminant validity. Watson et al. (2007) 
reported moderate reliability with coefficient 
alphas at or above .80. The IDAS has 
several scales that measure numerous 
symptoms and two broader scales, 
specifically, the General Depression Scale 
utilized by this study.  The scale rates, from 
Not at all to Extremely, the frequency of 
certain feelings and experiences over the 
course of two weeks.  

Social Support. Multidimensional 
Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) 
is a self-report measure that addresses three 
dimensions of support from family, friends, 
and significant other. In various studies, the 
MSPSS demonstrated strong internal and 
test-retest reliability. According to Hopkins 
Symptom Checklist, higher levels of 
perceived social support are correlated with 
lower levels of depression symptomology, 
although difference between genders has 



been noted. The MSPSS utilizes a 12 
question scale that ranges from Very 
Strongly Disagree to Very Strongly Agree. 

Academic Performance. Self-
Reported Grade Point Average, especially 
first semester GPA, has been correlated with 
college graduation for underrepresented 
students. Numerous studies have 
demonstrated that a cumulative GPA can 
serve as a reliable predictor of retention and 
graduation (Attewell, Heil, & Reisel, 2011; 
Mettler, 2011; Reason, 2003).  

 
Procedure 
 

Participant data was taken from an 
existing dataset that focused on sexual 
identity and social anxiety within college 
students (Akibar, Niemann, Blumenthal, & 
Vosvick, 2019). Institutional Review Board 
approval was acquired prior to recruiting 
participants and data collection. Recruitment 
was exclusively through the university 
SONA system. Students were recruited from 
psychology, marketing, management, 
journalism, health, education, development 
and family studies students, and non -majors 
taking courses within the listed departments. 
Courses related to the LGBT Studies minor 
were specifically targeted, as to increase the 
probability of recruiting participants with 
underrepresented sexual identities. The 
Qualtrics Survey software served as our 
online method of gathering informed 
consent and collecting data. Online survey 
preferences were set to check with 
participants that any incomplete responses 
were made purposely, rather than 
accidentally, as to reduce the amount of data 
cleaning and careless responses. 

 
Results 
 

This study utilized Hayes (2013) 
PROCESS macro to analyze the relationship 
between ethnic identity and social support, 

and the relationship between psychological 
distress and academic performance. 
Psychological distress (IDAS & CES-D) and 
academic performances were assigned as the 
Outcome Variables, while ethnic identity 
was the Independent variable. Additionally, 
social support was the assigned moderator. 

As indicated on Table 1, there was a 
significant relationship between ethnic 
identity and psychological distress (CES-D) 
(p = .03). More specifically, increased levels 
of psychological distress were positively 
correlated with ethnic identity exploration 
and commitment. Also, there was no 
significant association between PD and 
social support (p = .34), meaning that the 
level of social support perceived by students 
did not impact the level of psychological 
distress reported.  

As indicated on Table 1, there was 
no significant relationship between 
psychological distress and academic 
performance (p = .62).  Thus, the amount of 
distress students reported did not predict 
academic performance. Similarly, there was 
no significant relationship between ethnic 
identity and academic performance (p = 
.84). Levels of exploration and 
commitments to one’s ethnic identity did not 
predict students’ academic performance.  

As indicated in Table 2, there was no 
significant association between ethnic 
identity and psychological distress (IDAS) 
(p = .48). Nor was there any significance 
between social support and psychological 
distress (IDAS) (p = .91). Neither the level 
of exploration and commitments to one’s 
ethnic identity and the amount of social 
support perceived by students had 
significant relationships with psychological 
distress, when using the IDAS.  

 
Discussion 
 

African American students have 
lower grade point averages, higher dropout 



rates, and lower entrance rates into graduate 
programs compared to White students at 
PWIs. Reasons for this state are varied.  For 
instance, Harder and Hurtado (2007) found 
that previous exclusionary practices can 
influence the current climate of an 
institution. For African Americans, PWI’s 
have served as tools to marginalize and 
exclude (Harper, 2013). Even when allowed 
to attend historically white universities, 
African American students face increased 
stressors due to their marginalized status 
(Lambert, 2010). Using a critical race 
perspective, the present study supports 
Harper and Hurtado’s (2007) finding that 
African American Students often feel 
excluded at PWIs. 

Again, our hypothesis predicted that 
the relationship between ethnic identity and 
academic performance is mediated by 
psychological distress. Additionally, we 
predicted that the relationship between 
ethnic identity and psychological distress is 
moderated by perceived social support. 
Results indicated that African American 
students did not benefit from finding strong 
sources of support. Increased levels of 
support from friends, family, and significant 
others did not mitigate the extraneous 
stressors faced by African American 
students’ marginalized status. These results 
partially support Juang et al.’s (2016) 
finding that social support, from peers and 
family, was able to buffer somatization of 
college students, but not depressive 
symptoms such as loneliness.  

Ethnic identity was correlated with 
PD when using the CES-D as our outcome 
variable, meaning that the level of 
exploration and commitments to one’s 
ethnic identity might explain why, on 
average, our sample scores indicated that 
they are at risk for clinical depression. 
However, when using the IDAS as our PD 
measure, there was no significant 
relationship.  Additionally, there was no 

relationship between students’ academic 
performance and PD. These results could be 
explained by previous research conducted 
by Watson et al. (2007). Their findings state 
that the CES-D is a more generalizable 
measurement scale for depression, versus 
the IDAS, which encompasses multiple 
subscales. Also, increased levels of 
exploration and commitment to one’s ethnic 
identity were positively correlated with 
psychological distress. 

In the U.S. the number of African 
American students has increased in the past 
decades (Klarman, 2006). However, have 
college environments changed in sync? At 
University X, the increased diversity at the 
undergraduate level is not reflected at the 
faculty or graduate levels. Could this have 
any implications for experiences, especially 
for students with a strong sense of ethnic 
identity?  

  
Research Applications:  Results of 

this study suggest that examining how the 
historical legacy of the University impacts 
the current climate could identify potential 
stressors experienced by African American 
students. Additionally, resources should be 
allocated towards empowering the ethnic 
identity of African American college 
students, via funding/creating of 
organizations on campus that support these 
students—for instance, funding workshops 
that train students and faculty about 
prejudice and stereotypes. Another 
suggestion might be for universities to use 
focus groups to gauge African American 
socialization on campus, while identifying 
harmful stressors experienced by these 
students. As universities become more 
ethnically diverse it is important that 
universities ensure these students are 
supported. PWIs might also consider 
allocating more resources towards creating a 
more inclusive campus environment for 
African American students. 



Future Research: Future research 
should investigate other factors, outside of 
social support, that may help buffer 
psychological distress experienced by 
African American college students. Future 
research might also consider directly testing 
for racial stressors, in order to gauge with 
accuracy the experiences of African 
American college students, while controlling 
for variables like perceived discrimination, 
frequency of microaggressions, colorblind 
attitudes, etc. Additionally, moving away 
from self-report measures might allow 
researchers to capture the experiences of 
marginalized individuals more accurately. It 
is important to note that we did not control 
for individuals with multiple marginalized 
identities. Individuals tend to hold a 
collection of identities that interact with 
each other; thus, identifying with two or 
more marginalized identities may face 
increased discrimination across multiple 
identities. Therefore, future research should 
examine how identities such as sexuality, 
gender, multiracial identities, etc., impact a 
student’s perception of discrimination on 
campus. Males, gender and sexual 
minorities were underrepresented in the 
sample. Future studies may expand on 
intersectionality of identities within this 
context.  

 
Limitations 
 

Possible errors could stem from the 
choice of model or our measurement of 
psychological distress. Additionally, this 
study was a secondary analysis, and we were 
unable directly to test the extent of racial 
stressors experienced by students. Future 
directions for researchers for researchers 
would be to directly measure the campus 
culture.  
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Table 1 

Summary of PROCESS MACRO Analyses for Variables predicting Psychological Distress (CES-D) and Grade Point 

Average (n = 226) 

Variable 
Psychological Distress  Grade Point Average   

β R2 ΔR2  β R2 ΔR2  

          

Step 1  .05 .053      

Ethnic Identity  .68*        

Social Support  1.21         

Step 2      .00 .001  

 Psychological 

Distress  

    .00    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Table 2 

Summary of PROCESS MACRO Analyses for Variables predicting Psychological Distress (IDAS) and Grade Point Average 

(n = 222) 

Variable 
Psychological Distress  Grade Point Average   

β R2 ΔR2  β R2 ΔR2  

          

Step 1  .13 .128      

Ethnic Identity  -.15        

Social Support  .10         

Step 2      .00 .004  

 Psychological Distress      .00    

 


