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Abstract
Low-income children perform better in school when school-focused future identities are a salient
aspect of their possible self for the coming year and these school-focused future identities are
linked to behavioral strategies (Oyserman et al., 2006). Hierarchical linear modeling of data from
a four-state low-income neighborhood sample of eighth-graders suggests two central
consequences of family and neighborhood socioeconomic deprivation on children’s school-
focused possible identities and strategies. First, higher neighborhood disadvantage is associated
with greater salience of school in children’s possible self for the coming year. Second,
disadvantage clouds the path to school-success; controlling for salience of school-focused possible
identities, children living in lower socioeconomic status families and boys living in more
economically disadvantaged neighborhoods were less likely to have strategies to attain their
school-focused possible identities. The influence of family socioeconomic status was seen
particularly with regard to strategies to attain academic success and teacher engagement aspects of
school-focused identities.

In the United States there is a clear disjuncture between the expectations and outcomes of
low-income and minority children. Almost half of low-income and minority students do not
graduate from high school (Orfield, 2004, 2006). Risk of school failure is higher in
neighborhoods (Aronson, 1997;Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993;Corcoran, Gordon, Laren, &
Solon, 1992;Dornbusch, Ritter, Steinberg, 1991;Duncan, 1994;Entwisle et al.,
1994;Halpern-Felsher et al., 1997) and families (DeGarmo et al., 1999;Mercy & Steelman,
1982;Scarr & Weinberg, 1978) with fewer socioeconomic resources. Yet, when asked, low-
income children expect to do well in school. Most low-income and minority eighth graders
in nationally representative U.S. samples report that they expect to attend college (Mello,
2009), whether or not they are currently at grade-level in their schoolwork or planning to
take a college preparation track in high school (Mello, 2009;Trusty, 2000).

We interpret this contrast between children’s outcomes and aspirations as meaning that low
income and minority children do see school success as an important destination, but that for
these children, the path to school success may not be clear. That is, children from
socioeconomically disadvantaged contexts may be less aware that attaining the college-
bound aspect of their distal (but possible) self requires sustained current school-focused
effort, and because the path is not clear, they may fail to devote sufficient school-focused
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effort toward achieving academic success (for related conceptualizations, see Cook et al.,
1996; Mickelson, 1990). If so, children from socioeconomically disadvantaged contexts may
be less in need of intervention to raise their long-term expectations for school-success than
in need of intervention to link these expectations to more proximal goals (e.g., doing well in
school this year) and current behavioral strategies (e.g., studying every night). To better
understand how children from socioeconomically disadvantaged contexts articulate school-
focused possible identities and strategies to attain them within their proximal possible self,
research is needed that focuses explicitly on these children and the factors associated with
their school-focused possible identities and strategies. Therefore, in the current study, we
focus on the expected possible self of children from socioeconomically disadvantaged
contexts and examine an aspect of this possible self – children’s school-focused possible
identities and strategies.

An expected possible self is the generally positive image children have of who they would
like to be in the future (Oyserman & Markus, 1990a, 1990b). Possible selves differ from
general expectations or aspirations in that they are vivid images of the self attaining a future
state, rather than simply thoughts, wishes, or desires about the future (Markus & Nurius,
1986; Seignor, 2009). Possible selves are composed of various specific possible identities
(e.g. “good student”) which can be linked to behavioral strategies or steps one is currently
taking to make progress toward a particular possible identity (Oyserman & James, in press).
Strategies are assessed by simply asking children if they are doing anything to work toward
a particular possible identity (Oyserman & Saltz, 1993). Prior research demonstrates that the
identities that make up children’s expected possible selves focus on their everyday contexts,
including school, and that expected possible selves can focus on the near or far future
(Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). Like other expectations and aspirations, a possible self does
not always affect behavior. Evidence that school-focused possible identities positively
influence current behavior -- doing homework and paying attention in class, comes
specifically from research on possible selves that are about the near future (e.g., next year)
and contain school-focused possible identities linked to behavioral strategies (Oyserman et
al., 2004; Oyserman, Bybee, Terry, 2006).

Indeed, an intervention focused on triggering school-focused possible identities and linking
these possible identities to behavioral strategies has proven effective (Oyserman, et al.,
2006; Oyserman, Terry, Bybee, 2002). Specifically, African American, Latino and White
children from socioeconomically deprived contexts were randomly assigned either to an
intervention or school-as-usual control. Those in the intervention group attended a brief
class in which they participated in activities designed to make school-focused possible
identities and strategies to attain them feel more salient. Indeed, children randomly assigned
to the intervention group later reported more school-focused identities and strategies to
attain them and this mediated the influence of the intervention on school performance
outcomes including grades and attendance over a two-year follow-up (Oyserman, et al.,
2006).

These results underscore the importance of having school-focused possible identities linked
with behavioral strategies for the academic outcomes of children from socioeconomically
disadvantaged contexts. However, they do not address the question of context effects. 1 One
possibility is that relative socioeconomic deprivation (operationalized at either the
neighborhood or family level) influences both how salient school-success identities are
within a possible self and whether these school-focused future identities are linked to
behavioral strategies (for theoretical arguments see Oyserman, Gant, & Ager,
1995;Oyserman & Saltz, 1993). Unfortunately, prior research on aspirations and
expectations often merge goal and strategy questions by asking about educational or
occupational expectations or aspirations (Massey et al., 2008). In these studies, participants
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are asked closed- or open-ended questions about how far they expect to go in school or the
occupation they aspire to (e.g. Cook et al., 1996).

A strength of these studies is that they demonstrate an association between
socioeconomically disadvantaged contexts and lower youth aspirations and expectations
(e.g. for a review, Massey, Gebhardt & Garnefski, 2008; see also, Mello, 2009; Mello &
Swanson, 2007; Sampson, 1997; Wilson, 1987). However, these studies also have a number
of limitations. First, they do not distinguish between future expected outcomes (what we
term the “destination”) and behavioral strategies (what we term the “path”), even though this
distinction is clearly relevant given the gap between expectations and outcomes. Second, by
focusing explicitly on adult education and occupation, these studies do not provide insight
into the centrality of school-focused possible identities and the availability of strategies for
attaining success in school in children’s proximal possible selves. Moreover, although
family and neighborhood socioeconomic deprivation are likely to have differing effects on
aspirations, expectations, and behavioral strategies, studies often confound neighborhood-
level and family-level factors and race-ethnicity (e.g. Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993).

For example, in one of the few studies distinguishing between youth aspirations and
expectations, Cook and colleagues (Cook et al., 1996) ask open- and close-ended questions
about occupational aspirations and expectations but do not ask boys if they are doing
anything to attain these expectations or aspirations. They contrast African American boys
attending school in a low-income Census tract with White boys attending school in a higher
income Census tract, finding both a larger gap between aspirations and expectations among
boys from the low- than from the higher-income Census tract school and a greater between-
group difference for expectations than for aspirations. Perhaps the high aspirations of boys
from the low income Census tract were not as easily translated into high expectations
because their neighborhood or family contexts do not foster knowledge of strategies and
consequently, their desires were not translated into expectations. 2 However, because only
boys were assessed and only two tracts compared, it is possible that between-group effects
are due to neighborhood factors or to other factors – such as parental socioeconomic
differences attributed to neighborhood economic factors or gender by neighborhood
interaction effects.

In the current study, we aim to pinpoint these effects by examining the next year possible
selves of middle school boys and girls living in relatively low-income neighborhoods and
differing in family socioeconomic status. Specifically, we will examine the salience of
school-focused possible identities and the extent that these identities are linked to behavioral
strategies. For the reasons outlined below, we expect that family and neighborhood relative
socioeconomic deprivation will be more strongly associated with strategies than school-
focused possible identities per se. First, school may be central to all youth, in developed

1We focus on socioeconomic context rather than racial-ethnic identity context. Racial and ethnic heritage are often highly correlated
with both family and neighborhood socioeconomic context variables, making separate estimation of effects effectively impossible.
Moreover, there is some evidence that family and neighborhood contexts are the more important factors in predicting adolescent goal-
setting (Massey et al, 2008). For example, longitudinal analyses of national data of children aged 14–26 (Mello, 2009, using the 1988
National Educational Longitudinal Study - NELS) shows effects for family SES on occupational and educational expectations
controlling for race-ethnicity and few effects of race-ethnicity controlling for SES. Using a separate sample of adolescents from five
ethnic groups, Phinney and colleagues (2001) found that after controlling for SES, there was no association between ethnicity and
reported long-term goals and expected outcomes.
2That this study focused only on boys and conflated race and SES is important for a number of reasons. In some studies, stronger
neighborhood effects are found for boys than for girls when neighborhood SES is high (Connell & Halpern-Felsher, 1997; Duncan
1994; Ensminger et al., 1996; Ludwig, Duncan, & Hirschfield, 2001). Some studies also find effects by race-ethnicity, with stronger
neighborhood effects on outcomes of European American compared to African American youth (Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993; Duncan,
1994; Halpern-Felscher et al., 1997). Taken together, these studies imply that the Cook (Cook et al., 1996) findings were more due to
the positive effects of SES on the white middle class boys than to the negative effects of SES on the African American low-income
boys.
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societies, school attendance is mandatory through middle school, making graduating middle
school a universal expectation. Second, school-success is a nearly universal aspiration of
American children across background variables (Mello, 2009). Thus school-focused possible
identities are likely to be part of most youth’s next year possible self whether or not the
youth has a real-life role model of how to attain academic success. However, desiring
school-success as a possible identity (destination) does not clarify how to do well in school
(the path). We hypothesize that youth in more disadvantaged contexts will be less likely to
have strategies to attain their school-focused possible identities.

The Current Study
We examine the association between relative economic disadvantage and the nature of
children’s school-focused possible selves and linked behavioral strategies, assessing relative
economic deprivation at both the neighborhood-level (poverty, unemployment) and the
family-level (parental education, occupational prestige) so that unique effects at each level
can be described, partialing out effects of the other level (e.g. Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993). We
expect effects at both family and neighborhood levels. At the parent-level, higher
socioeconomic status parents may be able to suggest or model strategies to attain school-
focused possible identities even if the family resides in a high-poverty neighborhood. At the
neighborhood-level, lower poverty and higher employment neighborhoods may expose
youth to more successful strategies to attain school-focused possible identities or highlight
the need to have school-focused possible identities, even if parents do not. We included
prior grade point average (GPA) in all analyses as a control variable as prior research points
to an association between educational expectations and prior academic achievement (e.g.,
Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). Controlling for prior GPA enabled us to compare expectations
among children with similar prior academic achievement.

We hypothesize that children living in more socioeconomically disadvantaged contexts will
have fewer behavioral strategies to attain their school-focused possible identities. Given
prior evidence of high expectations (Mello, 2009; Trusty, 2000), we expect stronger context
effects on behavioral strategies than on school-focused possible identities. While no gender
difference in aspiration is reported (Trusty, 200), boys are more at risk of school failure than
girls (Orfield, 2006) and may be more sensitive to neighborhood conditions than girls
(Crowder & South, 2003; Entwisle et al, 1994; Halpern-Felsher et al, 1997; Mello &
Swanson, 2007), resulting in two gender-based hypotheses: first that gender will be
negatively associated with strategies to attain school-focused possible identities, and second
that gender will moderate the effect of context. Specifically, we predict stronger
neighborhood effects for boys. Prior research has not argued for a stronger effect of family
socioeconomic status on boys, so none was hypothesized, though this possibility was
explored. Because our sample is drawn from lower income neighborhoods, we will be able
to examine whether effects can be found in relatively small gradations at the lower end of
the socio-economic spectrum.

We operationalized our hypotheses about the effect of gender and socioeconomic context on
strategies in two ways. First, we examined effects of gender and socioeconomic context
controlling for the salience of school-focused possible identities. Second, we asked if
socioeconomic context moderates the relationship between salience of school-focused
possible identities and number of behavioral strategies, such that children in more
disadvantaged contexts are less likely to generate strategies even when they have school-
focused possible identities. As detailed below, we not only counted the number of strategies
to attain school-focused possible identities overall but also by specific content domain
(academic performance, school sports and activities, engagement with teachers and other
school staff).
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Method
Sample and Procedure

We used the normative control group data collected by the Fast Track program (Conduct
Problems Prevention Research Group, 1992). The sample was drawn in four states during
children’s kindergarten year using a multi-stage sampling procedure whereby communities
were selected first, followed by schools, and finally, children within schools. Primarily low-
income communities were sampled and children were selected to be representative of the
full range of kindergarten behavior from non-problematic to problematic. When children
were in the eighth grade, the open-ended possible self and behavioral strategy measure
(Oyserman et al., 1995; Oyserman, et al., 2002) was administered in participants’ homes by
the Fast Track Project staff (Durham, North Carolina n = 75, Nashville, Tennessee n = 69,
Bellefonte, Pennsylvania, n = 83, Seattle, Washington n = 57; African American n = 117,
European American n = 161, Hispanic or Asian American n = 6; n = 138 male, n = 146
female) as part of a larger tracking interview.3 Parental socioeconomic status, neighborhood
Census tract, and school record of grade point average were collected the previous year.

Measures
Possible self and strategies—The open-ended format of the possible self and strategy
measure is user-friendly (“In the lines below, write what you expect you will be like and
what you expect to be doing next year.”). The stem allowed youth to include action-focused,
state-focused, or trait-focused content of their expected possible self. Youth were asked to
describe up to six possible self goals and then indicate whether or not (Yes/No) they were
currently working on each and, if so, to articulate what they were doing (“For each expected
goal that you marked ‘Yes’, use the space to the right to write what you are doing this year
to attain that goal. Use the first space for the first expected goal, the second space for the
second expected goal and so on.”). There was sufficient space for students to write as many
strategies as they wanted for each possible self goal. Raw possible self and strategy data
were provided by the Fast Track project and content coded by University of Michigan
research assistants blind to sample source and study aims. The possible self and strategy
questionnaire is available at
http://www.sitemaker.umich.edu/culture.self/files/possible_selves_measure.doc. Responses
to the possible self stem were coded as possible identities following Oyserman and Markus’s
(1990a) content coding scheme (school-achievement, interpersonal, intrapsychic traits,
physical health, and material-lifestyle). Responses to the strategy stem for each possible
identity were counted following Oyserman, Gant, and Ager (1995). All responses were
double coded and inter-rater reliability was high (94%). Disagreements were discussed to
agreement.

Possible identities—Following the Oyserman and Markus (1990a, 1990b) coding, a
school possible identity coded whenever school was mentioned. These responses were the
focus of our analyses and by far the most common content, with 67% of all expected
possible self content focused on school.4 While most school-focused responses were
explicitly about academic performance (e.g., “a good student, getting all A’s”), other aspects

3Sample attrition was low, with 86% of the initial normative sample participating in the 8th grade possible self and strategy interview.
Likelihood of participation in this interview did not vary as a function of race, gender, geographic location, or baseline measures of
problem behaviors used to screen the children (χ2 = 5.36, df = 7, p = .62) (E.M. Foster, personal communication, February 18, 2006).
Excluded from current analyses were the 34 youth with missing data on the possible self and strategies questions or on family or
neighborhood socioeconomic measures, or grades.
4Other categories were much less common, 17% of responses focused on peer relationships, 8% focused on personality traits, 5%
focused on physical appearance or health, 2% were focused on off-track outcomes such as being involved with drugs, and 1% were
focused on lifestyle or material possessions.
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of school, particularly school sports and activities (e.g., “on the basketball team”,
“participate in school activities”) and social engagement with school (e.g., “close with my
teachers”) were also articulated. We coded each component -- ‘academic’ (39.4% of all
possible self content), ‘school sports’ (23.6% of all possible self content), and ‘teacher-
engagement’ (3.6% of all possible self content). Note that the latter categories require some
academic focus (i.e., participation in extracurricular school activities and sports is contingent
on maintaining a minimum grade point average and teachers are less likely to befriend
marginal and failing students) but differ in the centrality of academic achievement per se.
For clarity, we expressed salience as the percentage of possible identities focused on school
generally or on academics, school sports, or teacher-engagement specifically as a function of
all the possible self content generated by youth (e.g., a youth who generated a total of 4
possible identities, 2 of which were related to school, would receive a school-focused
salience score of 50%).

Strategies—Following Oyserman, Gant and Ager (1995, Study 1), we counted each
response to the strategy stem following a school-focused possible identity (whether about
academics, school-sports or teacher-engagement). The total number of school-focused
strategies (e.g., “do all my homework”, “study harder”, or “pay attention to instructions”)
youth generated ranged from 0 to 6, M = 1.66, SD = 1.20, only 6% of youth wrote 4 or more
strategies. To handle skew, strategy variables were log transformed following the standard
procedure of adding 1 to the raw score prior to computing the log. This resulted in the
following: total number of school-focused strategies range = 0–1.95, M = 0.87, SD = 0.48,
strategies for academic performance range = 0–1.79, M = 0. 58, SD = 0.46, strategies for
school-sports and activities range = 0–1.79, M = 0.33, SD = 0.44, and strategies for teacher-
engagement range = 0–1.61, M = 0.08, SD = 0.26. We examined the specific content of
strategies children wrote for possible sub-group differences in content or detail of strategies,
but did not find evidence for qualitative differences in the kind of strategies children wrote.
Across family and neighborhood contexts, common strategies were “study every night” and
“do all my work”, less common were strategies such as “not talk back to the teacher” and
“pay attention to what my teacher says”.

Family socioeconomic status (SES)—Using Hollingshead (1975), the Fast Track
Project operationalized family SES as the weighted mean of parent-reported education
(weighted by 3) and parent-reported occupation (weighted by 5), with equal weight to both
parents if both worked. Parents provided information the year prior to administration of the
possible self and strategy measure. SES clustered in the upper end of the “semiskilled
laborers” category (range = 3–66, M = 28.9, SD = 13.6) and was below the national average
of 43.76 (Rieppi et al., 2002).

Neighborhood disadvantage index (NDI)—Neighborhood-level data -- poverty,
unemployment, public assistance, female-headed households, and racial concentration
(operationalized as percentage African American), were obtained by geocoding participants’
seventh grade addresses and linking Census tract numbers to data from the 2000 Census.
Preliminary analyses indicated that all variables were highly correlated; unemployment was
correlated with poverty (r = .88, p < .01), public assistance (r = .83, p < .01), and female-
headed households (r = .81, p < .01). A mean of these four variables formed our
Neighborhood Disadvantage Index (NDI). NDI scores were then log transformed to reduce
skew (M = 2.5, SD = 0.6). We did not include the racial concentration variable in our
Neighborhood Disadvantage Index because it was highly correlated with child race (r = .78,
p < .01), which was already included as a control variable.
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Prior grade point average—Prior grade point average (GPA) from school records
obtained the year before possible self and strategy data collection was included in analyses
as a control variable. Grades in math, language arts, social studies, and science were coded
on a 13-point scale by the Fast Track Project (1= an “F” grade, 13 = an A+ grade, M = 8.0,
SD = 3.2, approximately a B-). We computed an average GPA.

Analytic Strategy
Data were analyzed using hierarchical linear modeling (HLM 6.03, Raudenbush, Bryk, &
Congdon, 2005) to accommodate the multilevel structure of the data and to examine the
extent to which child-level (including parental SES) and neighborhood-level variables
predict differences in salience of school-focused possible identities and linked behavioral
strategies. HLM allows for explicit modeling of effects at both the individual and
neighborhood levels while appropriately adjusting for dependencies among observations for
children nested within the same Census tract. In our sample, 4 in 10 (37%) children were
nested in Census tracts that contained 5 or more children and 72% of children were nested in
Census tracts that contained at least two children. Although there are relatively few children
in each of the remaining tracts, HLM is the appropriate statistical framework for the
analyses as the large number of tracts (n = 134) provides sufficient statistical power at level
2 (Snijders & Bosker, 1999).

Salience scores were modeled separately as a function of child gender, race, family SES,
NDI, and NDI by gender interaction, with prior GPA as a control. Strategy scores were
modeled twice, first with an additional control for the salience of the relevant possible
identity (e.g., for overall school-focused strategies, we controlled for overall school-focused
possible identities while for academic strategies, we controlled for academic possible
identities) and second by including two interaction effects, possible identity by family SES
and possible identity by NDI.5

Preliminary analyses explored the possibility of a gender by family SES interaction. No
effects were found; for parsimony these null effects are not presented in the results section.
To facilitate comparison across variables we used standardized coefficients. These were
obtained by standardizing all continuous variables prior to entering them into the HLM
analysis. Bivariate relationships are detailed in Table 1, Table 2 presents the HLM models
predicting salience of possible identities and Table 3 presents the first set of HLM models
predicting strategies. Tables 2 and 3 present the size and significance of each predictor
variable, controlling for the presence of the other predictor variables. Because Tables 1–3
provide full information we restrict discussion of results to presentation of significant
findings. For parsimony, we present the significant interaction effects from the second set of
HLM models predicting strategies in the text only and do not provide an additional table.

Results
Bivariate Associations

Correlations among dependent (possible identity salience, strategy) and predictor variables
are presented in Table 1. We inspected the relevant bivariate associations, finding modest
associations that did not preclude simultaneous inclusion of all the predictor and control
variables in the model. Specifically family SES correlated modestly with neighborhood
deprivation index (NDI, r = −.36, p < .01), prior year GPA (r = −.33, p < .01) and child race
(dummy coded as white vs. other) (r = .29, p < .01). Neighborhood deprivation (NDI) also

5We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this additional control, which allows us to examine the effect of socioeconomic
context on strategies separate from the dependence of strategies on having a possible identity in the domain of school.
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correlated modestly with prior year GPA (r = .32, p < .01) and race (r = −.49, p < .01). Prior
year GPA correlated modestly with gender (dummy coded as male vs. other) (r = −.21, p < .
01) and race (r = .35, p < .01).

Predictors of Possible Identity Salience
We first examined the hypothesized main and interaction effects of family SES and
neighborhood disadvantage (NDI) on the salience of school-focused possible identities
overall and then by specific content category (academics, school-sports, teacher-engaged).
Results are detailed in Table 2, with the total school-focused salience variable presented at
the left, followed by the salience of specific contents of school-focused possible identity
variables. We found one main effect, neighborhood disadvantage (NDI β = 0.26, SE = 0.09,
p < .01) predicted salience of school-focused possible identities. Youth living in
neighborhoods with greater economic disadvantage were more likely to have school-focused
possible identities. Looking at the effect of NDI on salience of each of the specific school-
focused possible identity content domains, we found an interaction effect of gender and NDI
for possible identities focused on teacher engagement, which was significant at trend-level,
(β= −0.28, SE = 0.15, p = .06). The salience of school-focused possible identities describing
teacher-engagement was lower (at trend-level) among boys from more economically
disadvantaged neighborhoods.

Predictors of Strategies
Next, we examined the hypothesized main and interaction effects of gender and
socioeconomic deprivation on the number of strategies youth generated for attaining their
school-focused possible identities overall and by specific content domain. First, we
examined these effects controlling for the salience of school-focused possible identities, as
detailed in Table 3. The first column on the left presents results for the total school-focused
possible identity strategy count variable and in the next columns are results for strategies to
attain each of the three specific school-focused possible identity components. As can be
seen, gender and family SES predicted students’ number of school-focused strategies. Boys
were less likely to generate strategies than girls (β = −0.24, SE = 0.11, p < .05) and this
effect was also found for strategies to attain possible identities specifically focused on
academic performance (β = −0.27, SE = 0.11, p < .05) and teacher-engagement (β = −0.18,
SE = 0.09, p < .05). Moreover, even in this relatively low SES sample in which average SES
corresponded to semiskilled labor, higher SES children were more likely to have school-
focused strategies overall (β = 0.16, SE = 0.06, p < .01). This effect was also found for
strategies to attain possible identities specifically focused on academic performance (β =
0.12, SE = 0.05, p < .05) and teacher-engagement (β = 0.09, SE = 0.03, p < .05).

A significant neighborhood deprivation by gender effect was also found for the overall
number of school-focused strategies generated (β = −0.21, SE = 0.10, p = .05). We examine
this interaction graphically in Figure 1. As can be seen, boys living in more economically
disadvantaged neighborhoods have fewer strategies to attain their school-focused possible
identities. Neighborhood disadvantage has no such negative effect on girls. To clarify this
pattern, we separately estimated regression models for boys and girls, finding that
neighborhood disadvantage was not significantly associated with girls’ school-focused
strategies (β = 0.06, SE = 0.09, p = .49), but was significantly and negatively associated with
boys’ school-focused strategies (β = −0.26, SE = 0.09, p < .01). Thus, findings suggest that
neighborhood disadvantage has more of an undermining effect on boys’ ability to generate
strategies to attain their school-focused possible identities than it does on girls’ ability to
generate such strategies.
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Next, we considered whether either neighborhood socioeconomic deprivation or family SES
moderates the relationship between school-focused possible identities and strategies. One
statistically significant interaction effect was found at the neighborhood level, neighborhood
disadvantage moderates the relationship between possible identities and strategies for
engaging in school-sports and extracurricular activities (β = −0.11, SE = 0.05, p < .05). Two
statistically significant interaction effects were found at the family level, family
socioeconomic status moderates the relationship between possible identities and strategies
for engaging in school-sports and extracurricular activities (β = 0.18, SE = 0.04, p < .01) and
the relationship between possible identities and strategies focused on engaging teachers and
principals (β = 0.21, SE = 0.03, p < .01). In each case, socioeconomic disadvantage
undermines the relationship between the salience of a possible identity and the number of
strategies youth generate to work toward the identity.

Discussion
Prior literature has conceptualized possible selves in general and school-focused possible
identities and strategies in particular as independent variables that predict youth outcomes
(for a review, Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). Across a variety of methods (cross-sectional
correlational, longitudinal, experimental and intervention research) positive effects of
school-focused possible identities on academic outcomes have been demonstrated even in
low-income neighborhoods when these identities are linked with behavioral strategies or in
other ways made to feel proximal (for a review, Oyserman & Destin, in press). The current
study takes a different perspective, treating possible identities and behavioral strategies as
dependent variables, and examining the extent to which family SES and neighborhood
economic disadvantage predict differences in school-focused possible identities and
behavioral strategies. While research on the effects of disadvantage on children’s outcomes
has examined either family or neighborhood effects (and therefore is vulnerable to the
possibility of confounding one with the other), we include both in our model, allowing us to
distinguish between unique effects of family and neighborhood context in a relatively
disadvantaged sample. Because prior research suggests that all children have high
educational aspirations, we were particularly interested in the undermining effect of
socioeconomic deprivation at the neighborhood-level as well as at the family-level on the
strategies children had to attain their school-focused possible identities.

We found that children in more disadvantaged neighborhoods were more likely to have
school-focused possible identities than children in less disadvantaged neighborhoods,
implying that educational attainment was at least as salient as an important destination for
these children compared to others in the sample. However, we also found that both family
and neighborhood socioeconomic disadvantage predicted having fewer strategies to attain
school-focused possible identities, implying that socioeconomic disadvantage undermines
children’s ability to clearly see the path toward their school-focused aspirations. In our
sample, average parental occupation and education was equivalent to that of a semi-skilled
laborer, yet even in this sample, higher family SES predicted more strategies to attain
school-focused possible identities both overall and for possible identities focused on
academic attainment and teacher-engagement in particular. Moreover, when the interaction
between family SES and possible identities was added to the equation, we found that family
SES moderated the relationship between strategies and possible identities, such that only
children from relatively higher SES families had strategies to attain salient school sports and
activities and teacher-engagement focused possible identities.

We also found two separate effects of neighborhood socioeconomic disadvantage on
strategies. First, congruent with our hypothesis that boys may be more vulnerable to the
undermining effect of neighborhood socioeconomic disadvantage on strategies to attain
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elements of one’s possible self, boys in our sample who lived in more disadvantaged
neighborhoods generated fewer strategies to attain their school-focused possible identities.
Second, neighborhood socioeconomic disadvantage undermined the relationship between
content of possible self and strategies such that children from more economically
disadvantaged neighborhoods had fewer strategies to attain their school-activities focused
possible identities even if these aspects of their possible self were quite central and salient to
them.

The current study takes a first step in demonstrating that family SES and neighborhood
economic disadvantage affect youth academic outcomes by influencing whether school-
focused possible identities are linked with behavioral strategies. Clearly, future longitudinal
research is needed to show the full mediated pathway and the size of the effect over time.
For example, neighborhood disadvantage may matter more as children move from
elementary school to middle and then to high school and require more sophisticated
behavioral strategies to attain their school-focused possible identities. Moreover, linking
neighborhood economic disadvantage to peer networks would allow for analyses of the
pathways through which gender differences occur.

Our dataset did not allow for demonstration of the full meditational pathway from
neighborhood and family to academic outcomes via possible identities and strategies.
However, because our analyses separately examined the effects of disadvantage on possible
identities and on behavioral strategies, we are able to specify how family-level and
neighborhood-level disadvantage separately affect children’s possible identities and
strategies. Our results demonstrate that even among children living in low-income
neighborhoods, both the family-level and the neighborhood-level disadvantage matters.
Each separately undermines the likelihood that children will have behavioral strategies to
attain their school-focused possible identities. While we also find neighborhood effects, our
results demonstrate that family SES is particularly important when considering strategies to
attain school-focused possible identities. Children growing up with parents with more
education and occupational prestige are more likely to have strategies to attain their
academic-achievement focused and their teacher-engagement focused possible identities.
These are the strategies most likely to lead to academic achievement. Note that our sample
was of lower socio-economic status than the U.S. national average, with the average being
semi-skilled labor. Even at this lower end of the spectrum, as parental education and
occupational status increase, parents may be more able to model specific strategies – for
example continued effort and getting along with teachers and others at school, which can
support students’ academic efforts. These results imply that efforts to involve parents in
school are especially likely to help by modeling strategies to achieve academic success in
school.

Children living in disadvantaged neighborhoods expressed at least as many school-focused
possible identities as did other children. They were more, not less, likely to have some form
of school-focused possible identity. These results are congruent with the high aspirations
noted in national samples (Mello, 2009; Trusty, 2000) and suggest that even as disadvantage
increases, doing well in school is still a salient component of children’s possible self.
Economically disadvantaged children care about school, but are less likely than more
advantaged children to have salient behavioral strategies to make their school-focused
possible identities come to fruition. Behavioral strategies are important because they cue
immediate action to attain the possible identity, without them, a school-focused possible
identity may feel farther in the future and less likely to require immediate action.

Children living in disadvantaged neighborhoods are also less likely to benefit from
neighborhood-level focus on strategies (e.g. set homework times or enforcement of limits to
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television time) that benefit all children when they are collective norms (for general
discussions see Sampson, 1997; Wilson, 1987). A number of studies suggest that children of
low-education and low-income parents are especially likely to turn to alternative models
such as television sports and entertainment models (King & Multon, 1996). These models
may inspire lofty goals, but they do not articulate a path to school success. Indeed,
experimental evidence demonstrates that children in low-income neighborhoods assume that
the path to college is closed unless primed to think of it as open (Destin & Oyserman, 2009).
In two studies, Destin and Oyserman (2009) demonstrate that low income children as young
as twelve years of age plan to work more on their homework when primed to think of the
path to college as open due to financial aid compared to a control condition or a condition in
which the cost of college is made salient. Family and/or neighborhood role models can
“open” the path to college by modeling how to get needed grades and funding. A follow-up
experiment replicates this effect when low income children are primed to think of their
future as education-dependent (contingent on how well they do in school now) rather than
education independent (Destin & Oyserman, 2010). Here too, children plan to work harder
and spend more time on homework when school-work provides a path to success.

We found that the effect of neighborhood disadvantage on strategies was moderated by
gender. In more economically disadvantaged neighborhoods, boys reported fewer strategies
to achieve their school-focused possible identities than did girls. These results suggest that
prior findings of lower goal-setting in males, especially low-income males (Massey,
Gebhardt & Garnefski, 2008; Mello & Swanson, 2007), may actually be due to a lack of
behavioral strategies, rather than a lack of future self-images focused on school. Our results
suggest some reasons that boys may fail. First, boys regardless of neighborhood and family
disadvantage had fewer behavioral strategies to attain school-focused possible identities.
Second, boys from more disadvantaged neighborhoods were less likely to have behavioral
strategies to attain their school-focused possible identities. These gender differences are
compounded by the fact that both boys and girls in socioeconomically economically
disadvantaged neighborhoods tended to have more school-sports and activities focused
possible identities. While generally focused on school, sports and activities-based possible
identities may be insufficient to focus attention and resources on academics per se.

To understand why boys might be more sensitive to neighborhood context effects, we turned
to research on gender differences in peer relationships (see Rose & Rudolph, 2006 for a
comprehensive review). Early adolescent boys’ peer networks tend to be larger than girls
and relied on for fun, social status and hierarchy ranking (Rose & Rudolph, 2006). Sports
may fulfill status and hierarchy purposes for boys, while other kinds of engagement with
school may fail to do so, especially when adult male role models who would focus boys’
attention on school as a way to attain social status are lacking. Clearly, future research is
needed to expose the processes by which neighborhood and family disadvantage specifically
targets the strategies of boys to attain their school-focused possible identities. One
possibility that we were not able to separately test is that boys in socioeconomically
disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to lack employed same sex role models than
girls, both in their own home and in the homes of their neighbors. As we noted in the
measures section, we could not separately test for the effect of father presence because
neighborhood female-headed household correlated 0.81 with neighborhood unemployment.
However, boys may be especially likely to lack gender-matched role models because
teachers are more likely to be female (Dee, 2007) and households are more likely to be
female-headed (see Zirkel, 2002 for evidence that gender-match of role models may matter).

Taken together our results converge with other reports that children in low-income contexts
do envision possible identities of succeeding in school. Our results provide some insight into
the process by which these high expectations fail to turn into educational success: children
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see the destination but not the path. Not seeing the path is particularly likely for children
living in relatively more disadvantaged neighborhoods and in lower SES families. These
children are less likely to have academic-performance or teacher-engagement focused
strategies. A number of implications flow from our finding that disadvantaged children see
the destination but not the path. First, our findings counter a common assumption is that
low-income students require help in raising their expectations and setting ambitious long-
term goals. Rather, our results suggest these students do see school as a goal, they need help
seeing the path and would be better served by interventions that focus on linking their
salient school-focused possible identities to behavioral strategies to attain these goals.
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Figure 1.
Differential effect of neighborhood disadvantage on strategies for attaining school-focused
possible identities by gender and level of disadvantage: displayed at low (25th percentile)
and high (75th percentile) levels of disadvantage
Notes: Standardized effects are presented. NDI = Neighborhood Disadvantage Index; graph
displays the relationship between child gender and level of neighborhood disadvantage
based on the final HLM analytic results.
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Table 2

Effect of child gender and race, family and neighborhood socioeconomic context on salience of school-
focused possible identities, controlling for prior grade point average (HLM analyses, Beta coefficients with
standard errors)

Salience of School-
Focused Possible
Identities (total of
academic, sports and
activities and teacher
engagement)
β (SE)

Salience of
Academic-
Performance
Focused
Possible
Identities
β (SE)

Salience of
School-Sports
and Activities
Focused
Possible
Identities
β (SE)

Salience of
Teacher-
Engagement
Possible
Identities
β (SE)

Child and Family

  Gender (Male) 0.15 (0.12) 0.20 (0.13) −0.02 (0.12) −0.22 (0.15)

  Race (White) −0.07 (0.14) −0.06 (0.15) −0.02 (0.15) −0.03 (0.14)

  Family SES 0.09 (0.07) 0.08 (0.07) −0.02 (0.07) 0.02 (0.06)

  Prior Year GPA −0.02 (0.07) −0.02 (0.07) −0.00 (0.07) 0.01 (0.89)

Neighborhood

  Disadvantage Index 0.26 (0.09)** 0.04 (0.09) 0.15 (0.09) 0.15 (0.14)

  Disadvantage X Gender −0.06 (0.12) −0.02 (0.12) 0.02 (0.12) −0.28 (0.15)†

Notes: Salience is the percentage of all possible self content that includes the particular possible identity (school overall or each component). For
ease, statistically significant and trend level significant results are bolded.

**
p < .01,

†
p < .10.
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Table 3

Effect of child gender and race, family and neighborhood socioeconomic status on strategies to attain school-
focused possible identities, controlling for possible identity salience and prior grade point average (HLM
analyses, Beta coefficients with standard errors)

Number of
School-
Focused

Strategies
(overall)
β (SE)

Number of
Academic-

Performance
Focused

Strategies
β (SE)

Number of
School-Sports
and Activities

Focused
Strategies
β (SE)

Number of
Teacher-

Engagement
Strategies
β (SE)

Child and Family

  Gender (Male) −0.24 (0.11)* −0.27 (0.11)* 00.07 (0.09) −0.18 (0.09)*

  Race (White) −0.11 (0.13) −0.16 (0.11) 0.09 (0.10) −0.07 (0.08)

  Family SES 0.16 (0.06)** 0.12 (0.05)* 0.05 (0.05) 0.09 (0.03)*

  Prior Year GPA 0.02 (0.06) −0.00 (0.05) 0.03 (0.05) −0.04 (0.04)

  Possible Identity Salience 0.44 (0.05)** 0.64 (0.05)** 0.72 (0.04)** 0.78 (0.04)**

Neighborhood

  Disadvantage Index 0.00 (0.08) 0.02 (0.07) −0.04 (0.07) −0.01 (0.08)

  Disadvantage * Gender −0.21 (0.10)* −0.18 (0.10) −0.06 (0.09) 0.05 (0.09)

Notes: For ease, statistically significant effects are presented in bold,

**
p < .01,

*
p < .05,

†
< .10
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