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Abstract

Education scholarship on race using quantitative data analysis consists largely of studies on the 

black-white dichotomy, and more recently, on the experiences of student within conventional 

racial/ethnic categories (white, Hispanic/Latina/o, Asian, black). Despite substantial shifts in the 

racial and ethnic composition of American children, studies continue to overlook the diverse 

racialized experiences for students of Asian and Latina/o descent, the racialization of immigration 

status, and the educational experiences of Native American students. This study provides one 

possible strategy for developing multidimensional measures of race using large-scale datasets and 

demonstrates the utility of multidimensional measures for examining educational inequality, using 

teacher perceptions of student behavior as a case in point. With data from the first grade wave of 

the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Cohort of 1998–1999, I examine 

differences in teacher ratings of Externalizing Problem Behaviors and Approaches to Learning 

across fourteen racialized subgroups at the intersections of race, ethnicity, and immigrant status. 

Results show substantial subgroup variation in teacher perceptions of problem and learning 

behaviors, while also highlighting key points of divergence and convergence within conventional 

racial/ethnic categories.
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Scholars interested in educational inequality often focus on racial/ethnic differences in 

schooling experiences and outcomes. While quantitative scholars have historically centered 

on black-white differences, many now rely on conventional racial/ethnic categories (e.g., 

white, black, Asian, Hispanic/Latina/o), as outlined by the Office of Management and 

Budget (OMB) (Snipp 2003). Largely absent from this literature are discussions around the 

complexities of race and racialization, generally considered within the purview of qualitative 

scholarship. Consequently, many quantitative studies lack conceptual and operational 

definitions for the measures of race they employ. Moreover, there continue to be huge gaps, 

especially concerning heterogeneity within the Asian and Latina/o panethnicities, the 

racialization of nativity, and the experiences of Native American students (Baker, Keller-
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Wolff, and Wolf-Wendel 2000; Demmert, Grissmer, and Towner 2006; Ladson-Billings and 

Tate 1995; Lee 2003; Pollock 2004).

Using teacher perceptions as a case in point, this article demonstrates how multidimensional 

measures of race further our understanding of how race shapes students’ schooling 

experiences. The multidimensional measure of race I utilize includes fourteen racialized 

subgroups: white American, white immigrant, Native American, East Asian American, East 

Asian immigrant, South Asian, Southeast Asian and Pacific Islander American, Southeast 

Asian and Pacific Islander immigrant, white Latina/o American, white Latina/o immigrant, 

nonwhite Latina/o American, nonwhite Latina/o immigrant, black American, and black 

immigrant. Here, multidimensionality vis-à-vis race refers to the complex nature of race and 

racialization (the process of categorizing and assigning racial meaning or value to physical, 

cultural, and social status markers) (Barot and Bird 2001; Omi and Winant 2015) and the 

between- and within-category distinctions that inform racial classification and category-

based racial bias (Maddox and Gray 2002; Maddox 2006).1 As such, I do not consider this 

measure as representative of three distinct social constructs—race as a social hierarchy or 

classification system based on phenotype and perceived heritage, ethnicity as an identity that 

emerges out of cultural identification, and immigrant/generational status as an indicator of 

whether a person or a person’s parent(s) were foreign born (Bashi and McDaniel 1997; 

Bonilla-Silva 1997; Moya and Marcus 2010; U.S. Census Bureau 2013). Rather, I regard it 

as indicative of a more complex racialized classification system that accounts for the ways 

that various panethnic, ethnic, and immigrant status markers are incorporated into the 

process of racial categorization and ascription (Brown and Jones 2015; Grosfoguel 2004; 

Saenz and Douglas 2015; Omi and Winant 2015).

The outcomes addressed include teachers’ assessments of positive learning behaviors 

(Approaches to Learning) and negative acting out behaviors (Externalizing Problem 

Behaviors) using a nationally representative sample of first grade students. The central goals 

are to identify racialized subgroup differences in teacher perceptions and to examine the role 

of student and teacher/classroom level factors for understanding these differences. The 

secondary goals are to identify some of the challenges associated with measuring race using 

quantitative education data and to describe one possible strategy for constructing more 

accurate and valid racial categories. Multidimensional measures of race offer a number of 

advantages for quantitative scholars interested in educational disparities, including the 

ability to map patterns of within conventional group variation in students’ schooling 

experiences and in the reasons for these experiences, to examine how various racial markers 

mitigate or exacerbate racial gaps, evaluate how racial subgroups are differentially impacted 

by stereotype content, and identify subgroups that are most likely to be associated with and 

impacted by racially-motivated stereotypes and biases.

I begin by providing an overview of the literature on race and teacher perceptions, followed 

by a brief discussion highlighting several limitations related to the way race is currently 

1The concept of multidimensionality has been used by scholars to represent the different ways of measuring race (racial identity, self-
classifications, external appraisals) (e.g., Lopez 2013; Vargas 2015), the various components or factors encompassed in racial/ethnic 
identity (e.g., Phinney and Ong 2007), and variation in the influence of race on the pathway to an outcome (e.g., Saporito and Lareau 
1999).
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measured in education research. Next, I describe the data and methods. Here I provide a 

detailed strategy for constructing a multidimensional measure of race using data on racial, 

ethnic, and immigration status characteristics of students and their biological parents, as well 

as a rationale for each category. In subsequent sections, I examine racialized subgroup 

differences in teacher perceptions. Results address three questions:

1. Do teacher perceptions of learning and problem behaviors vary across racialized 

subgroups? If so, in what ways and to what extent?

2. How much of this variation is a function of teacher/classroom level factors and 

student background/ academic skills?

3. To what extent do racialized subgroup variation in teacher perceptions and the 

explanatory factors for this variation reflect within conventional racial/ethnic group 

heterogeneity?

BACKGROUND

Race and Teacher Perceptions

Scholars have identified schools as important places to study race relations because they 

exist within a broader social context that both actively and passively supports racial 

inequality (Bonilla-Silva 2001; Forman 2004; Lewis 2006). Although some identify schools 

as equalizers, because of the ways they assist in closing educational gaps between students 

from various sociodemographic backgrounds (Downey, Hippel, and Broh 2004), many 

scholars have documented how schools and their agents also reproduce racial hierarchies, 

often to the detriment of minority students (Condron 2007; Farkas 2003; Ford 1998; Morris 

2005; Pianta, Steinberg, and Rollins 1995).

One area where these hierarchies manifest is in teacher perceptions of students, which are 

associated with a number of important schooling experiences and outcomes, including the 

quality of teacher-student interaction (Brophy and Good 1970; Davis 2003; Hallinan 2008; 

Rist 1970; Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968), academic placement and performance (Alvidrez 

and Weinstein 1999; Faulkner et al. 2014; Hamre and Pianta 2001; McCall, Evahn, and 

Kratzer 1992) and socioemotional development (Birch and Ladd 1997; Hughes, Cavell, and 

Wilson 2001; Ladd, Birch, and Buhs 1999; Pianta et al. 1995). While most quantitative 

studies of race and teacher perceptions have focused on the black-white divide, a number of 

recent studies have extended this discourse to Asian and Latina/o students (Bates and Glick 

2013; Jennings and DiPrete 2010; McGrady and Reynolds 2011; McKown and Weinstein 

2008; Ready and Wright 2011). However, the racial comparisons emanating from these 

studies tend to treat Asian and Latina/o students as homogenous racial/ethnic groups2.

Studies show that black students tend to receive more negative evaluations from teachers 

than their white counterparts, including for academic ability (McKown and Weinstein 2008; 

Ready and Wright 2011), as well as for more subjective social behaviors, such as being 

2Bates and Glick (2013) make an effort to account for within pan-ethnic differences in their measures, namely by including black 
Latinas/os in a collective black category and creating a “Hispanic white” category for the remaining Latina/o students. It is not clear, 
however, whether Latina/o students are categorized as “Hispanic white” because they identify as white or because they do not identify 
as black.

Irizarry Page 3

Sociol Race Ethn (Thousand Oaks). Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 October 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



attentive, impulsive, or disruptive (Downey and Pribesh 2004; McGrady and Reynolds 

2013). In contrast, Asian students are regarded as less disruptive and more academically 

engaged (Bates and Glick 2013; McGrady and Reynolds 2013; Wong 1980). Findings for 

Latina/o students, however, are mixed. For example, Ready and Wright (2011) find that 

Latina/o students are rated more poorly than white students, while in other studies, white-

Latina/o differences are negligible (Bates and Gick 2013; McGrady and Reynolds 2013).

For perceptions of academic ability, ratings gaps are often attributed to differences in 

academic performance, with scholars suggesting that much of the racial/ethnic variation in 

teacher ratings is likely a function of actual differences between racial/ethnic groups 

(Ferguson 2003; Jussim and Harbor 2005). There are, however, instances when racial/ethnic 

gaps in teacher ratings are not entirely a product of differences in academic performance. In 

these cases, scholars also focus on how teachers’ race/ethnicity and the sociodemographic 

make-up of the classroom context influence racial/ethnic gaps (McKown and Weinstein 

2008; Oates 2003; Ready and Wright 2011).

Identifying and understanding racial/ethnic variation in teacher perceptions of social 

behaviors has proved much more difficult for two reasons: (1) ideas regarding what actions 

constitute good or bad behavior are often subjective and (2) sociodemographic 

characteristics of the beholden can influence how individuals perceive otherwise similar 

actions. This subjectivity was evident in Tyson’s (2003) ethnographic account of one 

afternoon in a fourth grade classroom, where the teacher, Ms. Clifton, described her 

students’ behavior with a guest teacher as “embarrassing” even though neither the guest 

teacher nor Tyson (according to her field notes) noticed anything wrong. Furthermore, 

Morris (2005) documents how race/ethnicity shape teachers’ responses to students, with the 

title of his article, “Tuck In That Shirt!” deriving from teachers’ efforts to police certain 

forms of dress and behavior among black and Latina/o students but not white and Asian 

students.

One way education scholars have dealt with this subjectivity in quantitative analysis is 

through race matching, which is when scholars identify potential bias by comparing the 

extent of racial/ethnic variation in teacher perceptions either between white and nonwhite 

teachers or between students with same race teachers and those with different race teachers. 

For example, both Downey and Pribesh (2004) and Bates and Glick (2013) find that the 

black-white gap in teacher assessments is larger when the teacher is white than when the 

teacher is nonwhite. Although McGrady and Reynolds (2013) also find some evidence of 

race matching effects, these effects did not extend to blacks, who faced similarly negative 

perceptions regardless of their teacher’s race. That Ms. Clifton, who Tyson’s describes as 

embarrassed by her students’ behavior, was black, but the guest teacher, who saw no issue 

with their behavior, was white further highlights this point.

To summarize, research points to black students as the recipients of more negative 

perceptions, and Asian students as the beneficiaries of more positive perceptions, with 

mixed results for Latina/o students. For academic skill ratings in particular, these differences 

generally, though not entirely, correspond with actual differences in student performance; 

however, it is much more difficult to tell the extent to which differences in teacher 
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perceptions reflect actual differences in student behavior. To address this limitation, many 

scholars have applied race matching techniques, pointing to magnified racial gaps among 

white teachers relative to their nonwhite counterparts as evidence of racial bias. Although 

this technique is especially effective at identifying white teacher bias (in relative terms), 

positioning the perceptions of nonwhite teachers as a reference point could lead researchers 

to overlook possible bias among nonwhite teachers. This is especially important in cases 

where white and nonwhite teachers do not differ significantly, because a claim of no bias 

assumes that the perceptions of nonwhite teachers are immune to racial ideology and 

stereotypes. Rather than focus on white teacher bias, this study highlights variation in 

teacher perceptions for students in similar classroom contexts who have similar backgrounds 

and academic skills.

Measuring Race in Education Research

One of the biggest challenges for scholars interested in educational inequality is the 

increasing complexity of race and the racial hierarchy (Bonilla-Silva 2004; Lee and Bean 

2007). Besides ongoing debates about how to measure race and ethnicity (e.g., Hitlin, 

Brown, and Elder 2007; Khanna 2010; Lee and Bean 2007; Yancey 2003), scholars are also 

contending with how to quantitatively account for the increasing racial, ethnic and 

generational status diversity of nonwhite racial and panethnic groups (Bashi and McDaniel 

1997; Hoeffel et al. 2012; Kent 2007; Prewitt 2013; Rong and Preissle 2009; Suarez-Orozco, 

Suarez-Orozco, and Todorova 2008; U.S. Census Bureau 2007). One example is the most 

recent in a series of debates over how to measure race on the U.S. Census (Hirschman, Alba, 

and Farley 2000; Rodriguez 2000; Snipp 2003), where some scholars are applauding the 

possible inclusion of Hispanic/Latina/o as a racial category on the 2020 Census, while others 

continue to express grave concerns (Ayala 2013; Ayala and Huet 2013; Gratereaux 2013; 

Nasser 2013).3

Despite calls for more complex examinations of race in education research, few quantitative 

scholars have taken on this challenge. As a result, what little we know about the schooling 

experiences of Latina/o and Asian students are generally presented as singular ethno-racial 

trends, which overlook important within conventional group heterogenity at the intersections 

of race, ethnicity, and generational status (Frank, Akresh, and Lu. 2010; Goyette and Xie 

1999; Harris, Jamison, and Trujillo 2008; Kao 1995; Lee 1994; Reardon and Galindo 2009; 

Umana-Taylor and Fine 2001). These issues also relate to research focusing on black 

students, which by and large, does not differentiate between the experiences of black 

immigrants and African Americans (O’Connor, Lewis, and Mueller 2007). Moreover, 

Native American students are generally absent in education research, especially in 

quantitative studies that employ comparative analysis of various minority groups (Demmert, 

Grissmer, and Towner 2006).

3The Alternative Questionnaire Experiment (AQE) report details some of the changes to the race question being proposed for the 
2020 Census (Compton, Bentley, Ennis, and Rastogi 2013). A memorandum submitted to the U.S. Census Bureau on July 19, 2013, 
by the Sociology Working Group on Race and Hispanic Origin Question Revisions for Census 2020 describes some of the difficulties 
scholars of race and ethnicity faced that made it impossible to come to a consensus regarding the types of race question(s) the Census 
should use (see http://healthpolicy.unm.edu/sites/default/files/SociologyRace2020CensusWorkingGroup
%207%2019%2013%2012pmEST.pdf).
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The association between race and teacher perceptions is not merely a matter of whether 

different groups possess varying levels of skill or exhibit varying social behaviors. Given 

that Americans tend to view the world, both consciously and unconsciously, through a racial 

lens, students’ racialized classifications and the stereotypes and ideologies associated with 

these classifications also matter for how teachers understand various social behaviors and 

the extent to which they interpret these behaviors as positive or problematic. Although 

recent studies have made efforts to include Latina/o and Asian students in this discourse, 

their use of conventional racial/ethnic categories reflects a broader trend in quantitative 

education research of treating Asians and Latinas/os as ethno-racially homogenous groups. I 

expand on previous research by utilizing a multidimensional measure of race to examine 

racialized subgroup variation in teacher perceptions.

DATA AND METHOD

Data are drawn from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study- Kindergarten Cohort of 

1998–99 (ECLS-K), a nationally representative longitudinal study conducted by the 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). The ECLS-K is ideal for exploring racial 

variation in teachers’ ratings of students because it includes surveys from school 

administrators, teachers, and parents, as well as direct assessments of the child, providing 

multiple layers of information on children’s educational experiences and academic 

knowledge. I focus on teacher ratings obtained during the spring of first grade (wave 4). 

Analyses are limited to first grade students who fall into one of the fourteen racialized 

subgroups and whose teachers provided ratings for the social behaviors examined, resulting 

in an analytical sample of approximately 12,850 students.4 Missing data for other 

independent variables were replaced using multivariate imputations with chained equations 

(Royston 2005).

Multidimensional Measure of Race

Like most large-scale education datasets, the selection of race-related measures in the 

ECLS-K are limited. As a results, scholars lack key information on a number of important 

racialized markers, including skin tone (e.g., Maddox and Gray 2002), external appraisals of 

race (e.g., Vargas Forthcoming), migration history and citizenship status (Aranda and 

Vaquera 2015; Ladson-Billings 2004), and religion and religious expression, especially 

markers related to Islam, Hinduism, or Sikhism post 9/11 (Joshi 2006; Selod and Embrick 

2013). These limitations notwithstanding, scholars can still develop more comprehensive 

and representative measures of race by leveraging variables more commonly found in 

quantitative education data, such as conventional racial and ethnic labels, ethnic group 

affiliation, country of origin, and generational status indicators, which in many cases, are 

available for students and their parents.

I construct a multidimensional measure of race that includes fourteen racialized subgroups: 

white Americans, white immigrants, Native Americans, East Asian Americans, East Asian 

Immigrants, South Asians, Southeast Asian and Pacific Islander Americans (from here on 

4Due to NCES regulations for restricted-use data, all sample sizes are rounded to the nearest tenth.
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referred to as Southeast Asian Americans), Southeast Asian and Pacific Islander immigrants 

(from here on referred to as Southeast Asian Immigrants), white Latina/o Americans, white 

Latina/o immigrants, nonwhite Latina/o Americans, nonwhite Latina/o immigrants, black 

Americans, and black immigrants. Decisions were informed by race-related scholarship, as 

well as by the methodological opportunities and challenges presented in the ECLS-K. As 

such, the subgroups presented here are not meant to reflect the ideal or universal 

multidimensional measure of race, but instead represent one possible alternative for 

capturing the intracategorical complexity of race (McCall 2005).

Recent discourse on America’s shifting racial hierarchy has identified the increasing number 

of color lines and the role of nativity as two of the biggest issues (Bonilla-Silva 2004; Frank, 

Akresh and Lu 2010; Golash-Boza and Darity 2008; Lee and Bean 2004; Lippard and 

Gallagher 2011; Prewitt 2013). For example, scholars note substantial racial heterogeneity 

within the Latina/o panethnicity. Bonilla-Silva (2002) posits that while some Latinas/os 

have become honorary whites, Latinas/os with substantial African heritage are generally 

perceived as part of a black collective. Other scholars have questioned studies treating 

Latinas/os as a monolithic racial/ethnic group for masking racial disparities (Reardon and 

Galindo 2008; Umana-Taylor and Fine 2001). Studies show that Latinas/os with substantial 

African heritage face greater residential segregation (Denton and Massey 1989), higher 

infant mortality rates (Williams and Collins 1995), greater wage discrimination (Darity, 

Hamilton and Dietrich 2002; Frank, Akresh and Lu 2010), and lower levels of education 

(Gomez 2000) compared to their lighter skin counterparts. Unfortunately, few education 

datasets include measures of skin color or ascribed race. These limitations are further 

compounded the large proportion of Latinas/os who opt out of selecting a racial category 

(Compton et al. 2013; Rodriguez 2000), which is the case for nearly half of the student 

identified as Latina/o in the ECLS-K.

Furthermore, the measurement of Latinas/os in quantitative research has largely been guided 

by OMB and Census questions on Hispanic/Latina/o ancestry, which include groups 

traditionally perceived as Hispanic/Latina/o (e.g., Mexican, Puerto Rican, South American), 

as well as those from other Spanish cultures or origins who choose to self-identify as 

Hispanic/Latina/o (Passel and Taylor 2009), but may not be racialized at Latina/o. Most 

Latina/o students in the ECLS-K had origins in Latin American or the Spanish Caribbean; 

however, I also noted some with origins through Spain or the Philippines. Although Ocampo 

(2013) finds that many Filipinos view themselves as more culturally similar to Latinas/os 

than to other Asian groups, these cultural similarities did not disqualify Filipino students 

from experiencing the benefits (e.g., receiving preferential treatment from school officials) 

and the perils (e.g., feeling pressured to excel academically) of the Model Minority 

stereotype that come with being racialized as Asian.

Because I focus on racialized, as opposed to cultural, ethnicities, from here on, the term 

Latina/o is used to describe students with Latin American or Spanish Caribbean ancestry, as 

they are most likely to be perceived as Latina/o by others. Thus, Hispanic/Latina/o students 

who traced their ancestry through Spain or the Philippines (based on ethnic identity and 

nativity), were not included in the Latina/o categories. Additionally, because of the 

difficulties distinguishing among various nonwhite Latina/o subgroups, I focus instead on 
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the white-nonwhite divide. Latina/o students needed to meet two main criteria to be 

identified as white: (1) they must have been identified as white; and (2) neither they nor 

their biological parents could have a nonwhite racial/ethnic identity. Remaining Latina/o 

students were placed in one of the two nonwhite categories.

Scholars have also identified several important divisions within the Asian panethnicity, 

particularly between Asian Americans and recent waves of immigrants, and between East 

Asians, Southeast Asians, and Pacific Islanders (Byun and Park 2012; Goyette and Xie 

1999; Lee 1994; Kao 1995). The regional divisions noted above capture not only ethnic 

differences, but also important phenotype variation in skin pigmentation and facial features 

that may aid in racial classification (Jablonski and Chaplin 2000). To capture some of this 

heterogeneity, I divide Asian students into three distinct categories based on parents’ report 

of their child’s ethnic ancestry: East Asia (e.g., China, Japan, Korea), South Asia (e.g., 

India, Nepal, Pakistan), and Southeast Asia, including the Pacific Islands (e.g., Philippines, 

Thailand, Fiji, Indonesia). In the few cases where ethnic subgroup data were not provided, 

students’ ethnic origin was identified based on the country of origin reported for students 

and their biological mother (and father when available), and on the primary language spoken 

at home.

Although the white, Native American/ American Indian and black/African American 

categories have a much longer history in U.S. race measurement (Prewitt 2013), these 

categories also present some difficulties that deserve attention. As with Latinas/os, I also 

excluded students with nonwhite racial identities or ancestry from the white, non-Latina/o 

categories, with one notable exception: white-Native American multiracial students. This 

decision to group students identified as both white and Native American with other non-

Latina/o whites is motivated in part by research suggesting that whites tend to treat Native 

American identity is a symbolic or optional ethnicity. For example, using Add-Health data, 

Doyle and Kao (2007) find that the majority of students who identified as white-Native 

American had white or very light skin tone (compared to the more diverse skin tones of 

monoracial Native Americans) and shifted to monoracial white identities in later waves. 

Native American identification among individuals with little or no heritage has also been 

noted among nonwhites, with some suggesting that many cases are a result of confusion 

about who is American Indian (Liebler 2004; Snipp 2003). To avoid issues related to 

symbolic identity and misinterpretation, the Native American category is restricted to 

students whose only racial/ethnic identity is Native American.

In contrast, the black racial category is operationalized as a collective category that includes 

any non-Latina/o student with black heritage. This decision acknowledges the staying power 

of notions such as the one-drop rule—the assumption that anyone with black ancestry or 

black “blood” is black—which not only shapes how individuals with black ancestry are 

identified by others, but also influences how they tend to identify themselves (Campbell 

2007; Doyle and Kao 2007; Khanna 2010; Qian 2004; Snipp 2010). Thus any non-Latina/o 

student identified as black or who had at least one biological parent identified as black was 

placed in a black subgroup.

Irizarry Page 8

Sociol Race Ethn (Thousand Oaks). Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 October 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Lastly, in recognition of the growing import of nativity, I use data on country of birth to 

identify students either who were born abroad and arrived to the U.S. as children (1.5 

generation) or who have at least one parent who was born abroad (second generation).5 

Because of the young age of 1.5 generation students, and the fact that both 1.5 and second 

generation students come from immigrant households, I combine these students into 

immigrant subgroups, and place students who are third generation and beyond into 

American subgroups for each racialized subgroup with two exceptions: (1) Native 

American, which is an exclusively American category and (2) South Asian, because a large 

majority were 1.5 or second generation.

Teacher Perceptions of Social Behaviors

This study focuses on two measures of teacher perceptions, Externalizing Problem 

Behaviors and Approaches to Learning, which are based on social rating scales adapted for 

the ECLS-K. Externalizing Problem Behaviors are negative behaviors that students direct 

toward their outside environment. This subscale consists of five questions that measure the 

frequency with which the student argued, fought, got angry, acted impulsively, and 

disturbed ongoing activities. In contrast, Approaches to Learning are positive behaviors 

related to how students approach and engage knowledge and skill acquisition. This subscale 

includes six questions that measure student attentiveness, task persistence, eagerness to 

learn, learning independence, flexibility, and organization. Both measures range from 1 

(low) to 4 (high).6

Student Characteristics

To account for other student background factors, I include indicators for students’ gender, 

socioeconomic status (constructed by ECLS-K using information on parental education, 

income, and occupation), and age (measured in months). Since my focus is not on white 

teacher bias and because of the sheer number, complexity, and sample sizes of subgroups 

being compared, I do not employ race-matching methods. Instead, I include two measures of 

students’ academic ability, which are based on teachers’ assessments of various literacy and 

math skills. The Math and Literacy ARS scores, which were constructed using Rasch Rating 

Scale models, range from 1 (low) to 5 (high) and have high levels of reliability. The goal of 

including these ARS ratings is to ensure that subgroup comparisons are made for students 

with similar backgrounds and academic skill sets (as perceived by the teacher).

Analytic Strategy

I begin by estimating bivariate regression models to examine subgroup differences in 

teacher ratings. Next, I estimate two-level models with fixed effects at the student-level and 

random intercepts at the teacher-level. The first set are bivariate multilevel models used to 

examine the extent to which classroom level characteristics explain these gaps. In the second 

set of models, I include student-level characteristics. Post-estimation t-tests are used to 

5The term “1.5 generation” describes individuals who were born abroad but arrived to the U.S. as children (usually before age 14) 
(Rumbaut and Ima 1988).
6Although scholars often use teachers’ ratings of Externalizing Problem Behaviors and Approaches to Learning as proxies of 
students’ actual behavior, these measures may also reflect some level of racialized sense-making in teachers’ observations and 
judgments of students’ behaviors.
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examine significant differences between subgroup pairs, allowing me to focus on within 

conventional group variation and within subgroup nativity differences in teacher 

perceptions. To account for the complex survey structure of ECLS-K data, regression 

models include survey weights and Huber-White robust standard errors based on clustering 

at the school-level.7

RESULTS

Externalizing Problem Behaviors

Table 2 present coefficients from single and multilevel regression models of Externalizing 

Problem Behaviors. Bivariate results from Model 1 show that Native American and black 

American students are viewed more negatively than white American students (b = −.21, p 

< .001 and b = −.26, p < .001, respectively), indicating that teachers perceive both Native 

American and black American students as expressing more problem behaviors on average. 

Conversely, ratings for East and South Asian students are significantly more positive than 

white Americans, indicating that on average, teachers perceive East and South Asian 

students as having less problem behaviors. Although average ratings for Southeast Asian 

immigrants are also more positive than ratings for white Americans (albeit to a lesser extent 

than East and South Asian students), for Southeast Asian American students the reverse is 

true, making Southeast Asian Americans the only Asian subgroup to be rated more poorly 

than white American students on Externalizing Problem Behaviors.

Among white Latina/o students, subgroup differences compared to white Americans follow 

a similar pattern to that of Southeast Asian students, with white Latina/o immigrant students 

receiving more positive ratings (less problem behaviors) on average than white American 

students, while white Latina/o American students are rated more negatively (more problem 

behaviors). However, I find no significant difference between nonwhite Latina/o students 

and white American students. For black students, coefficients for both American and 

immigrant subgroups suggest more negative ratings by teachers relative to white American 

students. Unlike for black Americans, however, the gap between black immigrant and white 

American students is statistically insignificant. Post-estimation t-test also show that the 

average rating for black American students is significantly more negative (more problem 

behaviors) than for black immigrant students (p < .05).

Next, I examine the extent to which classroom and select student-level factors influence 

racialized subgroup variation in teacher perceptions, focusing on Model 2, which includes a 

random intercept to account for variation at the classroom/teacher level, and Model 3, which 

adds select student level controls. Results reveal variation in the extent to which classroom 

and student-level factors explain racialized subgroup differences in teacher perceptions of 

problem behaviors, both generally and within conventional racial/ethnic groups. For 

example, accounting for classroom/teacher level sorting essentially closes the gap between 

Native American and white American students, but also opens a significant gap between 

7This study focuses on overall patterns of subgroup differences in teacher perceptions. Although additional analyses show that these 
gaps hold when teacher and school characteristics are included as model controls, because these findings are based on average 
differences at the national level, it is possible that these racial gaps could be stronger or weaker depending on the region, whether it is 
an urban, suburban, or rural setting, or the racial composition of the school.
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black immigrant and white American students, thus placing teacher perceptions of black 

immigrants more in line with that of black Americans.

Among Asian students, accounting for classroom/teacher level sorting results in a small 

increase for South Asian students and a small decrease in average ratings of Externalizing 

Problem Behaviors for East Asian students relative to white Americans. For Southeast 

Asians, however, I find a much larger change. Thus accounting for classroom/teacher level 

sorting in Model 2 not only closes the gap between Southeast Asian Americans and white 

Americans, but also places average perceptions of Southeast Asian immigrant students in 

line with those of East and South Asian subgroups. In contrast, only two Asian subgroups 

demonstrate substantive changes relative to white Americans when student characteristics 

are accounted for, with the East Asian immigrant-white American gap closing by 40%, and 

the South Asian-white American gap by 25%.

Across all three models, I find no significant differences in teacher perceptions of 

Externalizing Problem Behaviors for Latina/o American students relative to white 

Americans, but do find evidence of suppression effects for both Latina/o immigrant 

subgroups. For example, results demonstrate a decrease in perceptions of problem behaviors 

for white Latina/o immigrants once classroom/teacher sorting effects are accounted for, as 

well as a decrease for nonwhite Latina/o immigrants and additional decrease for white 

Latina/o immigrants when student-level characteristics are accounted for. Lastly, results 

across all three models reveal no significant differences in teachers’ ratings of white 

immigrant students compared to their white American peers.

Approaches to Learning

Table 3 presents regression coefficients from analyses of teacher ratings of Approaches to 

Learning. Based on the bivariate results in Model 1, Native American and black American 

students are once again the most negatively perceived subgroups. Likewise, East Asian and 

South Asian students once again receive the highest average ratings from teachers. Unlike 

with perceptions of Externalizing Problem Behaviors, I find no significant differences in the 

average ratings of Southeast Asian students or white Latina/o students relative to white 

American students. I do, however, note significant differences in teacher ratings for 

nonwhite Latina/o students compared to white Americans students, with both nonwhite 

Latina/o American students and, to lesser extent, nonwhite Latina/o immigrant students 

being rated more negatively for Approaches to Learning. Results also show that both black 

immigrant and black American students receive significantly lower ratings for Approaches 

to Learning relative to white Americans. Once again, I find no significant differences in 

teachers’ ratings of white immigrant students compared to their white American 

counterparts.

In Table 3, Models 2 and 3,1 turn again to possible explanations for racialized subgroup 

variation in teacher perceptions of Approaches to Learning. In this case, accounting for 

classroom/teacher level factors in Model 2 explains only a small portion of the gaps for 

Native American and black American students relative to white Americans. Among black 

immigrants, however, I find a suppression effect that widens the gap between black 

immigrants and white Americans and closes the gap between black immigrants and black 
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Americans. Although classroom/teacher level sorting also renders the gap between nonwhite 

Latina/o immigrants and white Americans insignificant, teachers’ more negative perceptions 

of nonwhite Latina/o American students persists. Accounting for classroom/teacher 

variation also results in a dramatic increase in teacher perceptions of Southeast Asian 

immigrant students, placing them on par with East Asian immigrant students.

Model 3 results show that student level characteristics explain a little over 40% of the gap 

for Native American students, and around two-thirds of the gaps for black American and 

immigrant students relative to white Americans. But coefficients also suggest that teachers 

rate some students from these subgroups more poorly than white Americans students, even 

when they have similar backgrounds and academic abilities. Furthermore, Native American 

students received the poorest ratings on average, with gaps that remained nearly twice as 

large as black students. Among Latina/o students, accounting for student level 

characteristics closes the gaps for nonwhite Latina/o American and white Latina/o 

Americans relative to white Americans, but also open huge gaps for both Latina/o 

immigrant subgroups, placing white and nonwhite Latina/o immigrants among the most 

highly rated subgroups. Additionally, accounting for student characteristics explained the 

entire gap for East Asian immigrant students, but had much smaller effects on the gaps for 

other Asian subgroups8.

Before discussing within conventional group variation in teacher perceptions, I review the 

statistical fit of my multidimensional measure of race based on the analysis presented above. 

Table 4 presents model fit statistics for models regressing teacher perceptions of 

Externalizing Problem Behaviors and Approaches to Learning on conventional racial/ethnic 

categories (e.g., white, Native American, Asian, Latina/o, black) and on multidimensional 

racialized subgroups. In almost every case, model fit statistics point to my multidimensional 

measure of race as providing a better model fit than when the conventional measure of race 

is used.9

Within Conventional Group Variation

Lastly, I examine within conventional group variation and differential effects of generational 

status, net student background and academic skills and teacher/classroom characteristics. 

Based on Model 3 results and post estimation t-tests (see Appendix A and B), several within 

racial/ethnic group hierarchies emerge. For teacher perceptions of Externalizing Problem 

Behaviors, Southeast Asian students are the most highly rated Asian subgroup, followed by 

East Asian American students, and then South Asian students. Although East Asian 

immigrants have a slightly higher average rating than Southeast Asian Americans, the 

difference is not statistically significant. Southeast Asian immigrant students are the only 

Asian subgroup with significantly higher ratings for Approaches to Learning compared to 

other Asian subgroups. I also find no significant differences between the two Latina/o 

American subgroups for either Externalizing Problem Behaviors or Approaches to Learning; 

8Fit statistics were estimated for models estimated using unimputed data (N = 12,600).
9Lower AIC and BIC suggest improved model fit. For the bivariate models (Models 1), the BIC points to the models with the 
conventional measures of race as providing a better model fit. This is likely because the BIC tends to prefer models with fewer 
covariates, whereas the AIC favors models with more covariates. Once I shift to multilevel models, both the AIC and BIC suggest that 
the multidimensional measure of race improves model fit.
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however, Latina/o American students are rated more negatively by teachers than Latina/o 

immigrants, with white Latina/o immigrants receiving the highest ratings.

Figure 1 presents significant generational status differences (at p < . 10) for both 

Externalizing Problem Behaviors and Approaches to Learning. The largest generational 

status differences in teacher perceptions occurred within the white Latina/o and Southeast 

Asian subgroups, with 1.5 and second generation students receiving significantly more 

positive ratings than their non-immigrant peers. Although I also found fairly large 

generational status differences in teacher perceptions of nonwhite Latina/o students, these 

differences were between 33 and 50% smaller than the differences for white Latina/o 

students. In contrast, I find no significant differences in teacher perceptions of white 

American and white immigrant students. Additionally, although I do find some significant 

generational status differences among black and East Asian students, these differences were 

fairly small, substantively speaking, when compared to differences for Southeast Asian and 

Latina/o students and were in the reverse direction such that non-immigrant students 

received more positive ratings.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

There is a dearth of quantitative research that incorporates the complexities of race and 

racialization into examinations of educational inequality. While recent studies on teacher 

perceptions have expanded beyond the white-black divide, most primarily depend on 

conventional measures of race, which cast Asians and Latinas/os as racial monoliths. Absent 

from this discourse are considerations of racial and ethnic heterogeneity within the Asian 

and Latina/o panethnicities, the racialization of nativity, and the experiences of Native 

American students. The aim of this research was twofold: (1) to present a possible strategy 

for constructing multidimensional measures of race using quantitative education data and (2) 

to use this multidimensional measure of race to examine racialized subgroup variation in 

teacher perceptions. By utilizing a multidimensional measure of race that accounts for the 

racialization of ethnicity and generational status and includes Native American students, this 

study offers a more detailed and inclusive picture of the relationship between race and 

teacher perceptions. In addition, I uncover within conventional groups heterogeneity in how 

teachers rate student behavior and in the factors that explain these differences.

Results from this study advance our understanding race and teacher perceptions in several 

ways. First, I find that not all Asian students are equal beneficiaries of teachers’ positive 

perceptions. Specifically, East and South Asian students received significantly higher ratings 

for Externalizing Problem Behaviors and Approaches to Learning relative to white 

American students, whereas Southeast Asian students were rated substantially lower. Just as 

interesting is the huge improvement in teacher ratings I find for Southeast Asian immigrants, 

but not their American counterparts, once I adjust for classroom/teacher level factors, which 

results in Southeast Asian immigrant students being more positively perceived than similarly 

situated peers from other Asian subgroups.

Second, results show that within group differences in teacher ratings of Latina/o students are 

defined by both generational status and the white-nonwhite divide, although patterns varied 
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depending on the behavior examined. Teachers rated white Latina/o immigrants, but no 

other Latina/o subgroup, significantly higher than white Americans for Externalizing 

Problem Behaviors. In contrast, for Approaches to Learning, nonwhite Latina/o students 

received significantly more negative ratings, with the lowest average ratings directed at 

students third generation and beyond. Subsequent models, however, identify nativity as the 

primary point of division among Latina/o students. Specifically, white Latina/o immigrants, 

and less so nonwhite Latina/o immigrants, are rated more positively than similarly 

positioned white and Latina/o American students. Among Latina/o immigrants, however, 

race also served as a dividing line, with white Latina/o immigrants garnering significantly 

more positive perceptions than their nonwhite Latina/o immigrant peers.

Third, in contrast to students from Asian and Latina/o subgroups, I found no evidence of an 

immigrant status boost among black students. In particular, results demonstrated how 

classroom/teacher level placements not only promoted more positive perceptions of black 

immigrants relative to black Americans, but also gave the appearance that black immigrants 

received ratings that were statistically indistinguishable from white American students. After 

accounting for classroom level variation, however, the patterns for black immigrant and 

black American students became nearly indistinguishable, such that both groups were now 

rated more poorly than their white American peers. I also found no significant nativity 

differences among white students. Considering the degree of immigrant status variation in 

teacher perceptions for Asian and Latina/o students, these results were especially striking.

My last key findings relate to teacher perceptions of Native American students. In bivariate 

models, teachers’ average ratings of Native Americans mirrored ratings for black 

Americans. While negative ratings of Externalizing Problem Behaviors for Native 

Americans relative to white Americans are primarily a function of classroom/teacher level 

factors, the same is not true for ratings received by Native American students for 

Approaches to Learning. Notably, Native American students end up with the lowest average 

ratings for Approaches to Learning once I account for student background and academic 

skills.

Despite its many benefits, this study is not without limitations. The first limitation is related 

to the difficulties of constructing valid multidimensional measures of race using large-scale 

datasets. The lack of data on phenotype (e.g., skin color) and ascribed racial classification 

(e.g., respondent’s race as perceived by others) in large-scale education datasets limit the 

extent to which scholars can construct racialized subgroups that accurately reflect racial 

categorization in everyday interaction. Because Latinas/os are more likely to select racial 

identities that conflict with external appraisals, to report Hispanic/Latina/o, their ethnicity 

(e.g., Mexican, Puerto Rican, Peruvian), or other as their race, and to opt out of the race 

question altogether, having other measures of race is especially important for identifying 

heterogeneity among Latina/o youth. These concerns also extend to other racialized cultural 

markers. For example, despite the considerable upsurge in the racialization of religion post 

9/11, especially of Islam and other religions perceived as synonymous with Islam (e.g., 

Hinduism, Sikhism), the lack of detailed measures of religion and religious expression limit 

the extent to which quantitative education scholars can examine these issues. Moreover, 
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concerns about subgroup sample sizes also limit the number, scope, and complexity of 

racialized subgroups.

Another limitation is related to the difficulties accounting for students’ actual behavior. 

Studies on perceptions of academic ability often include academic assessment measures, 

such as test scores, to examine differences in teacher ratings across students with similar 

skill sets. Because perceptions of social behaviors lack equivalent proxies, it is difficult to 

flesh out the extent to which differences in teacher perceptions are rooted in teacher bias, as 

opposed to actual differences in student behavior. One consequence of this limitation is that 

I cannot say with certainty that remaining subgroup differences are a result of inaccurate or 

biased assessments.

Despite its limitations, this study clearly shows the value of using a multidimensional 

measure of race that incorporates markers of race, ethnicity, and immigrant status to 

examine the role of race and racialization in students’ schooling experiences. By focusing on 

racialized subgroup comparisons, I was able to identify important points of divergence both 

within and between conventional racial/ethnic groups. I was also able to document the 

persistence of certain racialized subgroup gaps, and the emergence of others when 

comparing students with similar backgrounds and academic skill sets. These patterns are 

largely consistent with the qualitative studies on race and teacher perceptions, including 

accounts of how teachers’ perceptions of and reactions to seemingly similar situations and 

behaviors vary depending on the race of the student (see for example, Lee 1995; Morris 

2005; Yates and Marcelo 2014). Moreover, results for teacher perceptions of Approaches to 

Learning extends Nunn’s (2014) research on how social context shapes teachers’ 

perceptions of what matters for academic success by demonstrating how teachers’ 

assessments of how students with similar math and literacy skills approach learning also 

vary across complex combinations of race, ethnicity, and immigrant status. These findings 

offer one example of how multidimensional measures of race can help to further untangle 

the various ways that race and racialization influence how educators make sense of student 

behavior and performance.

As a reminder, these differences are for students in the first grade. Yet, even at this early 

age, racial differences in teacher perceptions appear to reinforce dominant racial ideology, 

which may in turn fuel disparities in access to educational resources, academic placement 

decisions, and student discipline. Because teacher perceptions are more consequential for the 

educational experiences and outcomes of blacks (Faulkner et al. 2014; Oates 2003), more 

negative perceptions directed toward black students (relative to white American students 

with similar social circumstances and academic skills sets) are likely to exacerbate black-

white achievement gaps (McKnown and Weinstein 2008). These findings may also help 

scholars understand ethnic subgroup differences in attitudes toward schooling, academic 

performance, and persistence among Asian students (Goyette and Xie 1999; Kao 1995; Kao 

and Thompson 2003; Ngo and Lee 2007; Lee 2012; Lee 1994) and generational status 

differences in academic growth among Latinas/os (Reardon and Galindo 2009).

This study also reveals some of the limitations scholars face when using broader racial/

ethnic categories. The recent growth of immigrant and minority populations has increased 
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the diversity among American children (Kent 2007; Rong and Preissle 2009; U.S. Census 

Bureau 2007). These demographic shifts have altered American race relations, particularly 

in relation to how Americans view race and the racial hierarchy (Bonilla-Silva 2004). 

Certainly, there are times when data limitations constrain the level of racial complexity 

scholars can achieve. There are also instances when the black-white dichotomy and broader 

racial/ethnic groups are adequate for understanding inequality. However, this should not 

preclude scholars from employing the same theoretical and methodological rigor for 

measures of race that they do for other measures commonly used in education research. In 

this case, employing a multidimensional measure to capture variation in teachers’ 

perceptions not only demonstrates the persistence of racial inequality in American schools 

but also reveals within racial/ethnic group variation in teachers’ perceptions. Incorporating 

multidimensional measure of race into examinations on educational inequality is one way 

scholars can improve the validity and generalizability of their research findings in the 

context of a multiethnic, multiracial, multigenerational 21st century America.
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Figure 1. 
Generational Status Differences in Teacher Perceptions (ECLS-K: Spring First Grade, 

N=12,850)

Note: Bars represent difference between 1.5 and second generation students (immigrant 

subgroup) and students third generation and beyond (American subgroup), with American 

students serving as the baseline in each subgroup comparison. Differences in average ratings 

stem from multilevel models with a random component at the classroom/teacher level and 

controls for gender, socioeconomic status, age, and teacher ratings of students’ literacy and 

math skills (Table 2, Model 3 and Table 3, Model 3). All differences are significant at p < .

10 (two tailed).

Irizarry Page 22

Sociol Race Ethn (Thousand Oaks). Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 October 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Irizarry Page 23

Table 1

Distribution of Subgroups from Multidimensional Measure of Race (ECLS-K 1998–99: First Grade, 

1×1=12,850)

Conventional Racial/Ethnic Group
Racialized Subgroup Percent

White

    White American 57.7

    White Immigrant 2.2

Native American 1.7

Asian

    East Asian American 1.0

    East Asian Immigrant 1.4

    South Asian .9

    Southeast Asian/ Pacific Islander American 1.3

    Southeast Asian/ Pacific Islander Immigrant 2.6

Hispanic/Latina/o

    White Latina/o American 4.4

    White Latina/o Immigrant 3.4

    Nonwhite Latina/o American 4.1

    Nonwhite Latina/o Immigrant 4.7

Black

    Black American 13.5

    Black Immigrant 1.1

Note: Immigrant subgroups restricted to 1.5 and second generation students. American subgroups restricted to students third generation and 
beyond.
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