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ABSTRACT 

Family structure has been examined in depth for its possible impact on adolescent 

outcomes (such as substance use, achievement, sexual risk, etc.). Among the African American 

community, less than one-half of African American children live in two-parent households. 

African American households earn less than Hispanics and Caucasians, and they are less likely 

to be married than both Hispanics and Caucasians (Kreider & Elliot, 2009; NCES, 2003). The 

present study examined the level of association between family contextual factors (i.e., parent’s 

level of income, marital status, parent’s level of education) and adolescent outcomes (i.e., sexual 

activity, substance use, adolescent education) among an African American sample of adolescents 

ages 12 to 17. Using data from The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (also 

known as the Add Health Survey), N = 890, five hypotheses examined how positive family 

contextual factors have either a lower level or a higher level of association with the adolescent 

outcomes of sexual intercourse, sexual risk, substance use, educational aspirations, and 

educational performance. Results showed that two out of the five hypotheses were statistically 

significant.  The study had varied outcomes for females and males. Specifically, the results 

showed that family contextual factors had an impact on the educational aspirations and 

educational performance of African American females. For African American males, parent's 

marital status had a negative association with substance use. Lastly, while 57% reported being 

sexually active, it was surprising to find a large number of adolescents, 37%, who reported not 

using birth control.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 Family structures have undergone major shifts in the United States over the past 30 years. 

Kreider and Elliot (2009) reported that the number of children living with two biological married 

parents has steadily declined, and the number of children living with a single parent is at an all 

time high. There have been numerous studies over the years validating the impact of family 

structure variables and their impact on adolescent outcomes (Blum, Beuhring, Shew, Bearinger, 

Sieving, & Resnick, 2000; Flewelling & Bauman, 1990, Ginther & Pollak, 2004; Hoffman, 

2006; McLoyd, 1998; and Vereen, 2007). Researchers have established that the diverse changes 

in family structure have impacted adolescent behavioral, as well as social, outcomes (Hoffman, 

2002). Specifically, studies have shown that children living with both of their biological parents 

are less likely to be involved in delinquent behaviors, drop out of school, and use drugs 

(Hoffman, 2002; Hoffman, 2006; and Kowaleski-Jones & Dunifon, 2006). 

The objective of this research was to expand on existing literature by using an entirely 

African American sample to explore how multiple family factors (family contextual factors) may 

be related to adolescent outcomes (i.e., sexual intercourse, substance use, and educational 

aspirations). For the purpose of this research, family contextual factors were defined as parent’s 

level of income, marital status (single vs. married) and level of education. These family 

contextual factors are being examined individually to account for the possible individual levels 

of difference that each may have on adolescent outcomes. Although these variables among the 

literature have been combined and defined as socioeconomic status (Williams & Collins, 1995; 

House, Kessler, & Regula, 1990), the present study was designed to assess these factors 

separately in order to gain a clearer picture of each factor’s influence, rather than a combined – 
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and possibly muddled – picture of what was truly going on. In past research, Kantomaa, 

Tammelin, Nayha, and Taanila (2007) examined the relationship between adolescents’ physical 

activity and parents’ income and parents’ education. Their results show that high parental 

education was associated with adolescents being physically active, and high parental income was 

associated with adolescents being an active sports club member. Thus, for the purpose of this 

study, each variable - parents’ level of education, parents’ income and marital status – were 

examined separately.  

The adolescent outcomes that were examined in this study are risky behaviors (i.e., 

sexual activity, substance use) and adolescent education (i.e., educational aspirations, 

educational performance).  

There is much research literature available exploring the relationship between family 

contextual factors and adolescent outcomes. For example, Kreider and Elliot (2009) estimated 

approximately 32% of African American adults were married, as compared to 64% estimated in 

1970. Not only are the marriage rates among African Americans declining, but African 

American adults marry at later ages as well. More African American children live in a single 

parent home than Caucasian children, and they are more likely to live in poverty than Caucasians 

(CDC, 2006). It is estimated that 35-40% of African Americans are middle class, but most 

achieve this through their marriage (Dixon, 2008). These observed differences among African 

American families versus Caucasian families may account for some of the problems African 

American children and adolescent’s experience. Although deviant behaviors often begin in the 

home, there are many societal factors experienced by African Americans, such as increased 

unemployment rates, increased incarceration rates, and lower educational attainment rates that 
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could also result in the observed differences between the African American and Caucasian 

community (McLoyd, 1998).  

 The African American community is faced with a number of challenges, such as poor 

neighborhoods, less access to quality health care, poor school systems, negative effects of 

substance use, gang violence, and an increase in single mother households (McLoyd, 1998; 

Hoffman, 2006; Hoffman, 2002). These factors, along with many others, may contribute to the 

problems African American adolescents experience in their development. Although educational 

attainment in the United States is improving across all racial groups, African American 

adolescents continue to be at a greater disparity in terms of high school dropout rates (12% 

African Americans compared to 6% Caucasians) and are subject to lower graduation rates (84% 

African Americans and 92% Caucasians, respectively; CDC, 2008; Hoffman, Llagas & Snyder, 

2003).  

Belgrave and Allison (2006) report that, although adolescents tend to engage in more 

deviant behaviors than any other age group, overall adolescent deviant behaviors have decreased 

in many areas since the early 1990s. While this may be viewed as a positive outcome, African 

American adolescents continue to be at a greater risk than Caucasian adolescents for engaging in 

deviant behaviors. Continued substance use and sexual activity among African American 

adolescents may not only have negative effects on educational aspirations and attainment, but the 

family structure may also be influencing these outcomes. Further investigation into the 

relationship between adolescent outcomes and family contextual factors is critical to help 

identify the needs in the African American community and the intervention/prevention programs 

which could assist in promoting effective practices.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Family Contextual Factors 

 The fluid nature of the family has been one of the many risk factors studied in the 

sociology literature and continues to be one of the primary predictors of adolescent development 

(Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Carlson, 2006McLanahan, 1985;). Family contextual factors, 

meaning the way in which the family operates within its structure, among all races has changed 

dramatically over the last few decades, and many have linked these changes to adolescent 

outcomes (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Carlson, 2006McLanahan, 1985;). There may have been 

a number of reasons for this change.  

The next section will explore the three variables identified earlier as the family contextual 

factors, which include: 1) parent income, 2) parent education, and 3) marital status (see Figure 

1). Again, these family contextual factors are being examined individually to determine the level 

of influence each one has on adolescent outcomes. Although each of these variables could be 

included in socioeconomic status, the present study examined how these variables independently 

associate with adolescent outcomes. Each factor will be examined using data from an African 

American sample as well as from an exploration regarding how each of these variables may or 

may not be contributing to the development of African American adolescents’ outcomes. 
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Figure 1. Family Contextual Factors 

 

 Parent Income 

 Parents’ material resources appear to be an especially important factor when examining 

the development of adolescents. Whether from a single parent or two parent household, there 

may be certain variables that are more important in order to avoid negative adolescent outcomes. 

Parental income has been identified as one of these important factors. McLanahan and Booth 

(1989) examined single mother households and their relationship to the economic outcomes of 

social well-being and long-term consequences for children. They reported that single mothers 

over the last few decades have continued to emerge as a major family structure (McLanahan & 

Booth, 1989) and that they inevitably earn less than married families. Kreider and Elliot (2009) 

reported that the median income for families was $50,000 and that married couple families had 

the highest income of all families with a median combined income of $57,300. Additionally, 

African American households had the lowest median income at $29,400 and had the highest 

percentage (19.1%) of household incomes below $10,000 (Kreider & Elliot, 2009). Mulkey, 

Crain, & Harrington (1992) reported that if income was the only major factor in adolescent 
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educational outcomes, then more adolescents should be experiencing negative outcomes. Instead, 

the authors point to explanations beyond simple income, such as economic conditions, 

adolescent behaviors, and parent level of education, to address observed educational differences 

among adolescents (Mulkey et al., 1992).  

 Parent Level of Education 

 The impact of parent(s’) level of education on adolescent development may not be as 

clear as previously thought. Researchers have suggested that a parent’s level of education could 

be thought of as a factor that indirectly leads to other factors, such as time spent with the 

adolescent, availability of resources, and access to quality care. These factors may further 

complicate the examination of aversive adolescent outcomes (McLanahan & Booth, 1989; 

Mulkey et al., 1992). The higher the parent(s’) education, the more access they will have to 

securing higher paying employment, which may then lead to more resources for the adolescent. 

Examining 1,258 participants, Haveman, Wolfe, and Spaulding (1991) used behavioral 

observations and surveys to find that parents’ level of education and mothers’ occupation had a 

significant positive impact on children and adolescents’ completion of high school. Other factors, 

such as the number of children in the family, incidence of poverty, and frequent relocation as a 

child, had a significantly negative impact on the children and adolescents’ completion of high 

school (Haveman et al., 1991).  

 Marital Status (Single vs. Married) 

Green, Gesten, Greenwald, and Salcedo (2008) found that parental marital status was not 

only a significant risk factor for the African American female population, but was also a 

significant predictor for males and Caucasian adolescents. Overall, the number of married 

coupled families for both African Americans and Caucasians has declined; however, Caucasian 
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women were still twice as likely as African American women to be married (Belgrave & Allison, 

2006). In 2000, 27.5% of African American women and 34.2% of African American men were 

married with spouses present, compared with 53.2% of Caucasian women and 56.8% of 

Caucasian men (Belgrave & Allison, 2006).  

In an examination of the declining marriage rates among African Americans, James 

(1998) offered three economy-based explanations: 1) the economic status of men contributes to 

the number of married coupled families among African Americans, 2) African American women 

have become more economically independent and do not have economic needs that would 

typically be fulfilled within a marriage, and 3) changes in African American gender ratios have 

contributed to more available women than available men as marriage partners. When economic 

opportunities were good, both men and women married earlier, but the declines in marriage 

among African Americans may have been due to the poor labor market for African American 

men (James, 1998). Over the past few decades, the increasing economic marginality of African 

American men has made them less attractive as potential mates (James, 1998). This explanation 

focuses on the function of marriage in providing financial support for women. James (1998) also 

found additional support which suggests that, as women obtain more economic opportunities, 

marriage levels decline. Thus, African American women are not getting married at the same rates 

that they did in the 1980s, which contributes to the increased number of single parent households 

among the African American population. This decline in marriage rates may be indirectly 

affecting African American adolescent behavioral outcomes by the increased number of single 

parent households.  
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Adolescents Outcomes 

 Many factors influence African American adolescents in regard to sexual activity, 

substance use, and education (Barrett & Turner, 2006; Blum et al., 2000; Flewelling & Bauman, 

1990). Risk factors are characteristics that increase the likelihood of a negative outcome and are 

evident across social-ecological levels, such as environment, number of parents in the household, 

parent’s level of education, number of siblings in the household, and level of family income 

(Hawkins & Catalano, 1992). Conversely, these same characteristics can also be viewed as 

protective factors, which are characteristics that may decrease the likelihood of a negative 

outcome. Both risk and protective factors are very important because they contribute to observed 

African American adolescent outcomes. 

 The number of risk factors per family may also have an influence on adolescent academic 

achievement, as well as a tendency to engage in negative behaviors. Green et al. (2008) 

examined how risk factors can predict delinquency referrals. Delinquent referrals in this study 

were defined as the total number of referrals made to the Florida Department of Juvenile Justice 

(DJJ) for persons under the age of 17. The results indicated that being male, African American 

and poor were associated with an increased number of delinquency referrals. Socio-economic 

status was the strongest predictor of delinquency referrals (Green et al., 2008). These results 

suggest that male African American adolescents who come from lower income households have 

an increased likelihood of receiving a delinquency referral. This further supports the importance 

of exploring the African American family and factors that may be influencing negative outcomes 

among adolescents.     

 African American adolescents, compared to Caucasians and Hispanics, have been at a 

disadvantage with regard to parent’s level of education, the number of biological parents in the 
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household, and level of poverty.  Thus, it is important to examine how these factors may 

influence risky behaviors in this population. Figure 2 highlights the risky behaviors examined in 

the current study. Seven risky behaviors (i.e., sexual intercourse, birth control, cigarettes, 

chewing tobacco, alcohol, marijuana, and cocaine) of African American adolescents were 

examined. Adolescents’ educational outcomes (specifically, educational aspirations and 

educational attainment) were examined. Each variable was assessed for gender differences.  

 

 

Figure 2. Adolescent Outcomes 

 Sexual Intercourse/Risk: Aversive Outcome in Adolescents 

 The rates of sexually transmitted infections and HIV/AIDS among adolescents are 

alarming, but particularly so among the African American population. The CDC (2007) reported 

that 34% of currently sexually active high school students reportedly did not use a condom 

during their last sexual intercourse. African American adolescents report risky behaviors that are 

similar to Caucasians and Hispanics. The CDC (2007) reports that 51% of Hispanics/Latinos, 
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68% of African Americans, and 43% of Caucasian adolescents engaged in sexual intercourse. 

They also report that 46% of females and 48% of males are engaging in sexual intercourse. In 

Kansas, these percentages were only slightly different. The CDC (2007) reports that for Kansas, 

45% of all high school students engaged in sexual intercourse. Unfortunately, there were not 

enough data collected from Kansas for a comparison among the different racial groups, but the 

CDC (2007) was successful in reporting gender differences. They found that 44% of females and 

45% of males were engaged in sexual intercourse in high school. These percentages were only 

slightly lower than the national average (CDC, 2007).  

 Substance Use: Aversive Outcome in Adolescents 

 Hoffman et al. (2003) found that African Americans were less likely than Caucasians and 

Hispanics/Latinos to report using alcohol or tobacco. Hoffman also reported differences in 

marijuana use, with 16% of African Americans using marijuana compared to 19% of Caucasians. 

(Hoffman et al, 2003). There were no differences observed between African Americans and 

Caucasians with regard to illicit drug use (Hoffman et al., 2003). African American adolescents 

engaged in substance use, but they had rates similar to their Caucasian counterparts, with the 

exception of illicit drug use. Even though it was reported that African Americans engaged in 

similar substance use compared to Caucasians, they continue to be more affected by the negative 

outcomes of substance use (e.g., incarceration rates, longer jail sentences, greater community 

impacts; Moore & Elkavich, 2008). There is a dearth in the literature regarding African 

American substance use and the relationship between having a single parent versus having a two 

parent household.  More research is needed in this area.  

 There has been extensive research exploring the relationship between family structure 

and deviant behaviors among adolescents (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Carlson, 
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2006McLanahan, 1985;). Many studies have examined the different structures of families, such 

as single parent, two parents, or step parents, and how these different structures can be linked to 

deviant behaviors in adolescents, such as smoking, drug use, alcohol use, and sexual activity 

(Barrett & Turner, 2006; Browning, Leventhal, & Brooks-Gunn, 2004).  

The origins of the African American family structure have been explored in the literature 

in many different ways, but the literature specifically addresses events in history that may 

influence the African American family struggles. For example, Ruggles (1994) argued that single 

parent households are not new in the African American community and that there is a pattern of 

single parent households that could be traced back to the 1850s. Ruggles (1994) also suggested 

that the pattern of more African American children coming from single parent homes was a 

result of the socioeconomic conditions post-slavery, and that, at the time, social norms about 

marriage were different for Caucasians and African Americans. Ruggles (1994), Littlejohn-Blake 

and Darling (1993), Willie (1993), Moynihan, (1965), and Dickson (1993) all examined the 

origins of the African American family and relate current outcomes experienced today to those in 

the past. Some of these connections begin to address the outcomes for adolescents and how being 

raised in certain conditions can increase negative outcomes in adolescents (Dickson, 

1993Littlejohn-Blake et al., 1993;; Ruggles, 1994).   

 Educational Aspirations: Positive Outcome in Adolescents 

 Although African American adolescents lag behind in educational attainment, their 

educational aspirations are reportedly equal to Caucasians (Cahalan, Ingels, Burns, Planty, & 

Daniel, 2006). Cahalan et al. (2006) found that in 2002, 11% of African Americans reported that 

they expect to earn only a high school diploma. They reported that 13% of African Americans 

stated that they would complete two years or less of college or vocational school, as compared to 
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11% of Caucasians (Cahalan et al., 2006). Forty-one percent of African Americans reported that 

they would earn a college degree, and 69% of African Americans stated that they will enter 

college right after graduation (Cahalan et al., 2006). African American sophomores (41%) 

reported that they would go on to college, which was more than Caucasians (40%) and 

Hispanics/Latinos (40%;Cahalan et al., 2006). There was an observed difference among 

socioeconomic status (SES) for all races. Sixty-six percent of low SES respondents expect to 

obtain a higher degree, whereas 79% of middle SES and 93% of highest SES expect to receive a 

higher degree (Cahalan et al., 2006).  These findings suggest that African Americans do have 

educational aspirations that are equal to Caucasians, but there is a disconnect between what 

African Americans would like to do (educational aspirations) and what they are actually doing 

(educational performance).   

 Educational Performance: Positive Outcome in Adolescents 

 Education is the key to financial, personal, and social success, not only in American 

culture, but across the world (Payne, 2008). African American adolescents lag behind Caucasian 

adolescents regarding academic achievement. However, in the last two decades, that gap has 

been closing (Kreider & Elliot, 2009). More African American adolescents have been 

completing high school, and high school dropout rates have decreased for the past few decades. 

Although African Americans adolescents’ graduation and college enrollment rates have 

increased, African Americans continue to be underrepresented in the areas of high school 

graduation and educational performance at the secondary and postsecondary level.  

Many children may experience a certain level of pressure to excel in school. Adolescents 

who do well in elementary and middle school  are more likely to have better educational 

performance, be more well adjusted, have a more positive outlook on life, and have higher self-
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confidence (Redd, Brooks & McGarvey, 2002). Redd et al. (2002) reported that African 

American and Hispanics/Latinos have lower average levels of achievement and are less likely to 

graduate from high school than Caucasians and Asians. Redd et al. (2002) also suggested that 

families play a strong role in adolescents’ performance in school and report that adolescents who 

have two parents who are involved and come from an affluent background fare better than 

adolescents who don’t have this background (Redd et al., 2002). The authors report that the most 

important factor for adolescents’ success is parental involvement, which may imply the number 

of parents in the household, marital status, and socioeconomic status are not solely responsible 

for the success rates of adolescents. These findings suggest that further investigation into factors 

contributing to both successful and unsuccessful outcomes among African American adolescents 

are needed to help create more effective prevention/intervention programs that promote success 

among this population. 

Relationship between Family Contextual Factors and Adolescent Outcomes 

 This section explores several articles that have examined either African American 

adolescent and/or analyzed any of the above-mentioned adolescent outcomes. Each study offered 

either confirmation of the ideas presented previously and/or added a new perspective. However, 

the majority of the research conducted in this area did not include large samples of African 

American adolescents. In addition, the literature usually focused on one adolescent outcome such 

as juvenile delinquency; however. other outcomes, such as sexual activity or educational 

aspirations, were not examined. This section highlights the need for examining multiple family 

contextual variables that might be related to more than one adolescent outcome.   

Kreider and Elliott (2009) investigated the living arrangement of American families using 

the US Census Bureau data. The authors found that, in 2007, a reported 5 million children (all 
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races included) lived in single father households, while a reported 14 million children lived in 

single mother households (Kreider & Elliott, 2009). The National Center for Education Statistics 

found that while the number of single father families grew from less than half a million to 2 

million, female-headed households have increased from 3 million in 1970 to 10 million in 2003. 

What can be concluded from both sources is that the number of single parent households is 

increasing. Especially noteworthy was the increase in the number of single mother households, 

which increased by 4 million from 2003 to 2007.  

Research indicates that children and adolescents raised in a single parent household will 

suffer more negative consequences than children and adolescents in two parent households 

(Hoffman et al., 2003). Lower educational performance and delinquent behaviors among 

adolescents were commonly linked to single parent households (Hoffman et al., 2003). Due to 

the increase in the number of single parent households over the last few decades, living in a 

single parent household is no longer viewed as living in a non-traditional family.   

Researchers have linked family structure to the delinquent behaviors of adolescents 

(Belgrave & Allison, 2006; Green et al., 2008; Leiber, Mack & Featherstone, 2009), but few 

have specifically compared differences in adolescent outcomes among single households versus 

married households using an African American sample. Hoffman et al. (2003) reported that “less 

than one-half of African American children lived with two parents in 2000 and that African 

American children were less likely than Caucasian or Hispanic children to live in a married 

couple family.” Hoffman et al. (2003) stated that “in 2000, 37% of African American children 

under 18 lived in two parent families, and 53% lived in single parent families.” For African 

American adolescents under 18 years of age, “49% are more likely to live with single mothers, 

rather than single fathers, 4%” (Hoffman et al., 2003). These statistics illustrate that African 
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American youth disproportionately experience single parent family structure compared to 

Caucasians and Hispanics.  

Between 1980 and 1982, Mulkey, Crain, and Harrington (1992) examined 15,000 high 

school sophomores and seniors using the High School and Beyond longitudinal survey conducted 

by the National Opinion Research Center. Variables such as race/ethnicity, parents’ level of 

education, number of siblings, income, and residence were explored in this study. Although 

racial differences between African American, Hispanic and Caucasian families were examined in 

the results section, this study did not fully explain their sample size by race/ethnicity in detail. 

The authors found that the effect of mother/father absent households on the upbringing on 

students’ performance in school to be very small. When background was controlled for, results 

were no longer statistically significant. The study showed that the incidence of mother absent or 

father absent households may have a very small effect on adolescent educational outcomes; 

however the differences are better explained by the race, economic conditions and behavior of 

the adolescent (Mulkey et al., 1992). Mulkey et al. (1992) found that living in a father-absent 

household had no direct effect on test scores, while living in a mother absent household produced 

an insignificant direct effect on test scores. Father absence found no effect on vocabulary or 

science test performance, but had minor effects on grades. Mother absence had a small direct 

effect on science testing and on grades, but when both mother and father were absent from the 

home, students’ grades were reduced by .17 and .27 standard deviations. However, this impact 

was inconsequential when compared to the outcome found in research examining the incidence 

of high school dropout rates, teenage pregnancy, arrest rates or poverty (Mulkey et al., 1992). 

These findings indicate that family structure, defined as the number of parents in the household, 

has a relatively inconsequential connection to negative adolescent academic outcome. In 
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conclusion, adolescents of single-parent households may be academically adequate, but the 

effects of an unstable home life may distract the adolescent, leaving them susceptible to 

increased incidence of other negative behaviors.    

 Gonzales, Cauce, Friedman, and Mason (1996) conducted a large longitudinal study with 

African American adolescents in Seattle, Washington. In this study, many variables were 

measured, such as family status (which was defined as the number of parental figures in the 

home environment), parenting variables, peer support, neighborhood risk, and school 

performance. Gonzales et al. (1996) found that family structure variables (family income, parent 

education level, number of parents in the home) did not significantly predict adolescents’ school 

performance. However, this study had a modest sample size of only 120 African American 

adolescents and fewer males than females. This study also argued that the neighborhood of the 

adolescents was an indicator of adolescent educational outcomes. Although this study isolated 

important factors, school performance was the only outcome examined. Thus, there is a need for 

researchers to explore other factors that might be interfering with adolescent outcomes. The 

current study expanded on this research by examining a larger sample size of African American 

adolescents while looking at multiple outcomes among adolescents (i.e. substance use, sexual 

activity, educational aspirations and attainment).   

 Leiber, Mack, and Featherstone (2009) used the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health (Add Health) to assess family structure defined as either intact (currently 

biological mother and biological father living in the same household) or non intact (defined as 

mother was divorced, widowed, or never married). Additionally, this study examined family 

processes (which included maternal attachment, maternal supervision and parental control) and 

economic factors (i.e., receipt of public assistance, employment and race) in relation to 
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delinquency for African Americans, Caucasians and Hispanics. With a total sample size of 

9,636, the study examined three main variables (i.e., family structure, family processes and 

economic factors), while controlling for gender, age, race, maternal education, risk taking, peer 

attachment, peer deviance, presence of other adults, number of siblings, and time since 

disruption of the family. Results showed that there were no differences in the relationship of 

family structure, family processes and economic factors in relation to juvenile delinquency. 

Results also indicated that family structure (intact or non-intact) alone did not predict non serious 

or serious delinquent behaviors. Results were not analyzed by race to show whether there were 

differences. While family structure alone was not a predictor, it would have been interesting to 

see if there were differences among the African American population and if those differences 

had an impact on the results.  

 Garg, Melanson, and Levin (2007) used data from the National Youth Science Project, 

which consisted of 3,837 students between the ages of 13 to 20. Garg et al. (2007) found that 

“adolescents from single-parent families tend to fare worse than the adolescents from intact 

families on the factors that affect educational aspirations.” They point out that, while there was 

no statistical significant difference for male adolescents, males appeared to have more difficulty 

in single-parent households than females. Garg et al. (2007) also reported that adolescents’ 

academic self-schema, which includes grades, learning experiences, and parental educational 

expectations, explained around 40% of the variance of educational aspirations for both 

adolescents from single-parent household and intact families. The study emphasized the 

importance of determining how gender affects adolescent outcomes. These results were derived 

from an 89% Caucasian sample (only 2.1% identified as other racial groups). The authors did not 

break down the results based on racial groups, but they did identify gender differences.  
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 Gutman, Sameroff, and Eccles (2002) examined risk and protective factors for an African 

American adolescent population on three achievement measures (grade point average, number of 

school absences, math achievement test scores). The authors hypothesized that those African 

American adolescents who have more risk factors will have a lower GPA, more school absences 

and lower math scores. Using the Maryland Adolescent Development in Context (MADIC) and a 

sample of 837 families, with 93% mother headed households and their children; they found that 

as the adolescents’ GPA increased, the number of risk factors decreased (Gutman et al., 2002). 

Adolescents with less exposure to risks had higher GPAs. This suggests that there may be a 

relationship between adolescents’ educational performance and family context.  

 Each of these articles further supports the need for the current study. Connections 

continue to be made between family structure (single parent or two parents), households, other 

family resources, such as income, parent level of education, marital status, and outcomes for 

adolescents. The current study hopes to expand on this by adding additional family factors, so as 

to not only examine family structure (e.g., single parent or two parents). Another important 

characteristic of the current study is that it examines a large African American sample as well as 

observes multiple adolescent outcomes.  

Summary 

 Overall, within the United States, the traditional family has changed for both African 

Americans and Caucasians with African Americans facing greater disadvantages than 

Caucasians in many areas. For example, African Americans are less likely to be married, more 

likely to live in poverty, and there are more single parent households among African Americans 

than Caucasians (CDC, 2006; Kreider & Elliott, 2009). The African American adolescents raised 

in these environments may or may not be negatively affected by some of the variables that are 
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presented by parent(s)/guardians, such as income, level of education, and marital status. The 

question is how might these variables (i.e., parent education, parent income, and marital status) 

contribute to negative adolescent outcomes such as substance use and sexual activity, and in 

positive adolescent outcomes such as education aspirations and attainment?  

  

Hypotheses 

 While there is research that explores family contextual factors separately, few studies 

have examined family contextual factors and adolescent outcomes using data from the National 

Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. The present study investigated a model that examines 

the link between family context and adolescent outcomes on an African American sample (See 

Figure 3). The following hypotheses will be explored: 

1) Positive family contextual factors (defined as parents’ level of income, parents’ level of 

education and parents’ marital status) will be associated with lower levels of sexual 

intercourse among African American adolescents. 

2) Positive family contextual factors will be associated with lower levels of sexual risk 

behaviors among African American adolescents. 

3) Positive family contextual factors will be associated with lower levels of substance use 

among African American adolescents.  

4) Positive family contextual factors will be associated with higher levels of educational 

aspirations among African American adolescents.   

5) Positive family contextual factors will be associated with higher levels of educational 

performance among African American adolescents.   
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Furthermore, the model below (Figure 3) examines how age and gender may moderate the 

different levels of association for each hypothesis.   

 

 

Figure 3. Linking the Role of Family Contextual Factors to Adolescent Outcomes 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

The present sample included participants from the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health (also known as Add Health Survey), a nationally representative survey used 

to assess adolescents on various psychosocial, behavioral and community level factors (such as 

perceptions and attitudes towards communities, families, siblings, friends, schools, and 

neighborhoods; Harris, Halpen, Whitsel, Hussey, Tabour, & Entzel et al., 2009). The mean age 

of participants was 15 and 43% were reportedly in single parent households. The Add Health 

study is a nationally representative survey used to assess adolescents on a number of domains 

(such as communities, families, siblings, friends, schools, and neighborhoods). These domains 

assess various influences related to adolescent health and risky behaviors. After cleaning and 

screening for missing data, 890 African American adolescents between the ages of 14 – 17 were 

included in the analysis. The four highest rates of missing data were 142 missing responses for 

parent’s level of education, 140 for parent’s marital status, 73 for adolescent substance use, and 

59 for adolescent GPA.    

Measures 

The Add Health wave I was comprised of four questionnaires (i.e., parent survey, teacher 

survey, adolescent in-school survey, and adolescent in-home survey). Sections of each 

questionnaire were used to address hypotheses. The family context variables (i.e., income, parent 

level of education and marital status) were derived from the parent in-home interview (see Table 

1). 
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TABLE 1 

 FAMILY CONTEXT FACTORS QUESTIONS 

Family Context Question 
Income 1. About how much total income, before taxes did your family 

receives in 1994? 
Parent Level of 
Education 

2. How far did you go in school? 

Marital Status 3. What is your current marital status? 
 

 For adolescent education, educational aspirations (measured by two items on a 5-point 

likert scale, 1 (low) to 5 (high): I want to go to college and I would like to go to college) and 

educational performance (by actual grades achieved in math, English, science and history) are 

derived from the teacher questionnaire (See Table 2).  

TABLE 2  

ADOLESCENT (EDUCATION) OUTCOMES QUESTIONS 

Adolescent Education Question 
Educational Aspirations How much do you want to go to college? 
 How likely is it that you will go to college? 
Education Performance What was your grade in each of the following subjects? 
 

Lastly, risky behaviors were examined as an adolescent outcome, defined as sexual 

intercourse, sexual risk (measured by type of birth control use or lack thereof) and substance use 

(measured by questions regarding alcohol and substance use). For further explanation of each 

variable, please see the Appendix.  
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TABLE 3  

ADOLESCENT (RISKY BEHAVIORS) OUTCOMES QUESTIONS 

Risky Behaviors  
Sexual Intercourse Have you ever had sexual intercourse? 
Sexual Risk What method of birth control did you or your partner use the 

first time you had sexual intercourse? 
Substance Use During the past 30 days, on how many days did you smoke 

cigarettes? 
 During the past 30 days, on how many days did you use 

chewing tobacco or snuff? 
 During the past 12 months, on how many days did you drink 

alcohol? 
 During the past 30 days, how many times have you used 

marijuana? 
 During the past 30 days, how many times have you used 

cocaine? 
 

Procedures 

 Add Health was conducted in 1994 and used a random selection of 7th to 12th grade 

students from schools all across the United States. The Add Health Survey had a total of three 

waves (i.e., 1994, 1996 and 2001). Each wave consisted of an adolescent questionnaire, a 

questionnaire to schools, and an in-home interview with adolescents and their parents.  In the in-

home interviews with adolescents, parents were also asked to complete a questionnaire about 

their family and relationships. An estimated 90,000 adolescents participated by filling out 

information in schools. Parents and teachers also completed questionnaires about each 

adolescent. 

For the purpose of the present study, wave I of the Add Health data set was used, when 

this group was in adolescence. A random sample of the larger data set (N=6000) was selected 

and, of this, 1,619 were African American adolescents. This is a cross-sectional data set. For 
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further details regarding the Add Health project, see Resnick, Bearmen, Blum, Bauman, Harris, 

Jones, Tabor et al. (1997). 

 Data Analysis 

 The present study used structural equation modeling to examine the relationship between 

family contextual factors and adolescent outcomes among African American adolescents. First, 

using a statistical program (SPSS 17.0), descriptive statistics of means, and standard deviations 

were conducted (George and Mallery, 2004). Second, independent sample t-tests were conducted 

for each variable to examine whether there was a significant difference between males and 

females. Third, statistical modeling software called AMOS (Byrne, 2010), was used to assess 

pathways for males and females between the family contextual factors and adolescent outcomes. 

Lastly, age of the adolescent was used as a control variable for the model. When this was 

completed, adolescent outcome variables were analyzed separately creating five hypotheses for 

males and five for females. Observed data was imposed onto the model for “fit.” All models 

were then compared using various fit indices and evaluated accordingly.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Preliminary Analysis 

 Before estimating the models, many variables had to be recoded. (See Appendix 1 for the 

original response choices). Marital status was recoded into three response choices: 1 = single, 2 = 

married, and 0 = refused to answer. The income of the parent was modified so that each parent 

reported per capita income. This was done by dividing the number of people in the household by 

the reported income. Parent level of education was recoded into a hierarchy from 0 – 9 

responses.  Receiving a GED and high school diploma were recoded so that GED received a 

lower score.  

 Within the adolescent outcomes, many variables had to be recoded and/or transformed. 

For educational aspirations, items 1 and 2 were summed and each adolescent received a score 

from 2 (low aspirations) to 10 (high aspirations). The educational performance question was first 

recoded so that an A = 4.00, B = 3.00, C = 2.00 and D = 1.00 on math, science, English and 

history/social science. Once recoded, a GPA variable was created for each adolescent. Risky 

behaviors were made up of three variables: sexual intercourse, sexual risk (being the type of birth 

control method used) and substance use. Sexual intercourse did not need to be recoded because it 

was coded into 0 = no and 1 = yes. The response choices for sexual risk (birth control) were 

recoded into 2 = non-condom use and 1 = condom use. There were many response choices for 

types of birth control that adolescents reported using (See Appendix 1 for further explanation and 

response choice options). Additionally, for this item to be used in analysis, all of the adolescents 

who reported they were not sexually active were excluded from the sexual risk analysis. 

Substance use items were recoded so that each participant received a 0 = for no days using the 
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substance or 1= any number of days using the substance. After all five questions were recoded, a 

new variable was computed that summed all five items together to give each adolescent a 

substance score ranging from 0 to 5, with 5 indicating more substance use/risk.   

Primary Analysis 

 Primary analysis explored 1) descriptive statistics of cleaned and screened data and 2) 

hypothesis testing.  

 Descriptive Statistics 

  Participants in this study were 45% male and 55% female with a total n = 890. Table 4 

gives a detailed description of percent and frequency on all demographic information by gender. 

The mean age was 15 and the mean grade level was 10th. The mean family income per capita was 

$9,755. An independent samples t-test was run and found that there was not a significant 

difference between male and female adolescents t (605) = 1.03, p = .30. For parents’ level of 

education, 11% did not complete high school, 2% completed a GED, 18% graduated from high 

school, 26% completed a trade or started college after high school, 15% graduated from college, 

and 12% went on to professional training after college. There was a significant difference 

between male and female adolescents in terms of parents’ level of education t (746) = 1.95, p = 

.05 Forty-one percent of parents reported that they were single, while 43% were married. There 

was not a significant difference between male and female adolescents in terms of parents’ marital 

status t (748) = .61, p = .54. 

The mean reported educational aspiration from adolescent participants was 9 (range 2-

10). There was a significant difference between male and female adolescents with regards to 

educational aspirations t (883) = -3.87, p = .01. The mean GPA from adolescents was 2.15 with a 

standard deviation of 1.09. There was a significant difference between male and female 
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adolescents in regards to GPA t (829) = -4.21, p = .01. Forty two percent of adolescents reported 

that they were not sexually active, while 57% reported that they were. There was a significant 

difference between male and female adolescents in terms of sexual intercourse t (879) = 4.26, p 

= .01 Sixty three percent of sexually active adolescents reported using condoms, while 37% were 

non-condom users. There was not a significant difference between male and female adolescents 

in terms of sexually risky behavior t (885) = -1.05, p = .29. Lastly, regarding substance use, 54% 

of adolescents reported that they were not using any substances, while 54% reported 0 days of 

use. There was not a significant difference between male and female adolescents in terms of 

reported substance use t (815) = .60, p = .55.    

 Examining the gender differences of the sample, the mean age was 15 years old for both 

males and females. Within the male adolescent subsamples, parents’ mean income per capita was 

$10,134, and parents’ level of education indicated that 17% graduated from high school, 20% 

went to college/did not graduate, 16% graduated from college/university, and 45% of males 

adolescents parents were married. Forty-five percent of adolescent males scored a 10 on 

educational aspirations (the highest level of educational aspirations to report). Twenty-two 

percent of males had a GPA higher than 3.0, 31% had a GPA between 2.0 and 3.0, 23% had a 

GPA between 1.0 and 2.0. Regarding risky behaviors among adolescent males, 64% reported 

having sex, 62% reported not using condoms, and 35% reported using a substance.  

Females’ family contextual factors appeared to be somewhat different than males. 

Parent’s mean income per capita was $9,447. Parents’ level of education was as follows: 20% 

graduated from high school, 17% went to college, but did not graduate, 14% graduated from 

college, and 42% of female adolescents’ parents reported they were married. Regarding female 

adolescents’ educational aspirations, 63% scored a 10 on educational aspirations and 32% had a 
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GPA higher than 3.0, 33% had a GPA between 2.0 and 3.0, and 18% had a GPA between 1.0 and 

2.0. Regarding risky behavior among female adolescents, 51% reported having had sex, 37% 

reported not using condoms, and 40% reported using a substance.  

TABLE 4 
 

ALL VARIABLES BY GENDER 
 

Demographic Information  Percent (Frequency)   Gender 

Age          Male  Female 
14     26%     (231)   24.2%  (97) 27.4%  (134) 
15     26.1% (232)   28.2%  (114) 24.1%  (118) 
16      26.6  (237)   25.7%  (103) 27,4%  (134) 
17     21.3%  (190)   21.7%  (87) 21.1%  (103) 
 
Grade Level 
7th Grade    1.9%  (17)   3%   (12) 1%    (5) 
8th Grade    9.1%  (81)   10.2%  (41) 8.2%  (40) 
9th Grade    24.7% (220)   22.9% (92) 26.2%  (128) 
10th Grade    24.6% (219)   27.2% (109) 22.5% (110) 
11th Grade    23% (205)   22.4% (90) 23.5% (115) 
12th Grade     15.1%  (134)   13.7%  (55) 16.2% (79) 

 
Demographic Information  Percent (Frequency)   Gender 
 
Parent’s Level of Education      Male  Female 
8th Grade or Less   2.7% (24)   2.2% (9) 3.1% (15) 
>8th Grade/didn’t graduate 

High school    8%  (71)   7.2%  (29) 8.6%   (42) 
Business/Trade/Voc instead 
 of high school   .4% (4)   .5% (2) .4% (2) 
GED     1.9%  (17)   1.2%    (5) 2.5%   (12) 
High School Graduate   18.5%  (165)   16.7%  (67) 20%   (98) 
Business/Trade/Voc 
 After high school  8.1% (72)   9.2% (37) 7.2% (35) 
College/didn’t graduate  18.1%  (161)   19.7%  (79) 16.8%  (82) 
Graduated from College/Univ  14.6% (130)   15.5% (62) 13.9% (68) 
Professional Training beyond 

4-year college/Univ   11.7%  (104)    12.7%  (51)  10.8%  (53) 
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TABLE 4 (continued) 
 

Demographic Information  Percent (Frequency)   Gender 
 
Marital Status* 
Single     40.9%  (364)   40.1%   (161) 41.5%  (203) 
Married     43%  (383)   44.9%   (180) 41.5%  (203) 
 
Adolescent Outcomes      Males  Females 
 
Sexual Intercourse____________________________________________________________ 
 YES    57.1% (508)   64.3% (258) 51.1% (250) 
 NO    41.9% (373)   33.9% (136) 48.5% (237) 
Sexual Risk ________________________________________________________________ 
 Condom Use   62.8% (319)   58.5% (151) 67.2% (168) 
 Non-Condom Use  36.6% (186)   40.7% (105) 32.4% (81) 
Substance Use________________________________________________________________ 
 0    54% (481)   52.6% (211) 55.2% (270) 
 1    25% (228)   22.2% (89) 28.4% (139) 
 2    8.5% (76)   8.7% (35) 8.4% (41) 
 3    3.3% (29)   4.2% (17) 2.5% (12) 
 4    .3% (3)   .2% (1) .4% (2) 
Educational Aspirations_______________________________________________________ 
 2.00    1.2% (11)   1.7% (7) .8% (4) 
 3.00    .8% (7)   1.0% (4) .6% (3) 

4.00    1.7% (15)   2.0% (8) 1.4% (7) 
5.00    1.9% (17)   2.2% (9) 1.6% (8) 
6.00    5.4% (48)   5.5% (22) 5.3% (26) 
7.00    5.5% (49)   7.2% (29) 4.1% (20) 
8.00    11.5% (102)   14.7% (59) 8.8% (43) 
9.00    16.2% (144)   20% (80) 13.1% (64) 
10.00    55.3% (492)   45.4% (182) 63.4% (310) 

Educational Performance_______________________________________________________ 
 0    10.4% (93)   13% (52) 8.4% (41) 
 .25    .6% (5)   .7% (3) .4% (2) 
 .50    .7% (6)   .7% (3) .6% (3) 
 .75    1.8% (16)   1.5% (6) 2.0% (10) 
 1.00    2.2% (20)   3.0% (12) 1.6% (8) 
 1.25    4% (36)   5.0% (20) 3.3% (16) 
 1.50    5.8% (52)   6.7% (27) 5.1% (25) 

1.75    8.2% (73)   8.2% (33) 8.2% (40) 
2.00    7.8% (69)   9.0% (36) 6.7% (33) 
2.25    7.1% (63)   7.7% (31) 6.5% (32) 
2.50    9.8% (87)   8.2% (33) 11% (54) 
2.75    7.8% (69)   6% (24) 9.2% (45) 
3.00    8.8% (78)   6.7% (27) 10.4% (51) 
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TABLE 4 (continued) 
 

Demographic Information  Percent (Frequency)   Gender 
 

3.25    6.7% (60)   7.2% (29) 6.3% (31) 
3.50    6.1% (54)   3.5% (14) 8.2% (40) 
3.75    3.5% (31)   1.7% (7) 4.9% (24) 
4.00    2.1% (19)   2.5% (10) 1.8% (9) 

 

 

Hypotheses Testing 

Hypothesis 1 - Positive family contextual factors (defined reasonable income, parent level of 

education and marital status) will be associated with lower levels of sexual intercourse among 

African American adolescent. 

 The first hypothesis states that adolescents with positive family contextual factors will be 

associated with lower level of sexual intercourse. According to the fit index, the model resulted 

in x²=6, p= .628. The CFI (comparative fit index) = 1.00. This indicates that 99.9% of the 

covariation in the data can be reproduced by the hypothesized model. The RMSEA (root mean 

square error of approximation) < .001 indicates the discrepancy or lack of fit per degrees of 

freedom (Hancock and Freeman, 2001). In other words, the RMSEA controls for an inflated 

degrees of freedom. Using the cutoff of .08, the hypothesized model exhibits excellent fit 

according to the RMSEA. Also, in model comparison, the lower AIC (akaike information 

criterion) = 70.175, value indicates the preferred model. In other words, the lower the number, 

the better the model fit.   

 Male Estimates  

 The first model examines hypothesis 1 for male adolescents (See Figure 4) and shows 

that age had a significant association with reported sexual intercourse, γ= .16, p<.001. The data 
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suggest that higher levels of the age of male adolescents correspond to their reported sexual 

intercourse. Parents’ marital status did not show a significant association with sexual intercourse, 

γ= .03, p = .660. Parents level of education/income did not have a significant negative 

association with the sexual intercourse of males, γ= -.09, p = .175.  For male adolescents there 

was a positive correlation between their parents’ level of education and income with the marital 

status of the parent, r= .30, p<.001. This suggests that higher levels of parents’ level of education 

and income are associated with parents’ marital status. Overall, as male adolescents get older, 

they are reporting increased sexual intercourse, but their parent’s marital status, education and 

income does not appear to have an association with their sexual intercourse.  

 

Figure 4. Hypothesis 1 Males 

 Female Estimates 

 Figure 5 model illustrates that for female adolescents age had a significant association 

with their reported sexual intercourse γ= .26, p< .001. The older the female adolescent the more 

likely she was to report sexual intercourse. Parents’ marital status did not show a significant 

association with sexual intercourse γ= -.00, p = .979. Parents level of education/income did not 
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have a significant association with the sexual intercourse for females γ= -.05, p<.401. For 

females adolescents there was a significant relationship between parents level of education and 

their income with marital status of the parent r= .22, p<.001. This suggests that higher levels of 

parent’s education and income were associated with higher levels of parent’s marital status 

among females. For females it appears that higher levels of age was associated with higher levels 

of sexual intercourse , but parent’s level of education, income and marital status is not having an 

association with their reported sexual intercourse.   

 

Figure 5. Hypothesis 1 Females 
 

Hypothesis 2 - Positive family contextual factors will be associated with lower levels of sexual 

risk among African American adolescents. 

 
 The second hypothesis states that adolescents with positive family contextual factors will 

be associated with lower levels of sexual risk. According to the fit index, the model resulted in 

x²=9, p= .316. The CFI (comparative fit index) = .983. This indicates that 98.3% of the 

covariation in the data can be reproduced by the hypothesized model. The RMSEA (root mean 
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square error of approximation) = .018 indicates the discrepancy or lack of fit per degrees of 

freedom. Using the cutoff of .08, the hypothesized model fits according to the RMSEA. Also, in 

model comparison, the lower AIC (akaike information criterion) = 73.319, value indicates the 

preferred model. In other words the lower the number the better the model fit.   

 Male Estimates 

 This model illustrates, (See Figure 6) that the age of the male adolescent did not have a 

significant association with sexual risk γ= .10, p= .117. Parents’ marital status did not show a 

significant association with sexual risk γ= .03, p = .649. Parents level of education and income 

did not have a significant association with the sexual risk of males γ= -.06, p = .525. There is a 

positive correlation between parents level of education and income with their marital status r= 

.39, p<.001. This suggests that higher levels of parent’s level of education and income were 

associated with marital status among males. Overall for male adolescents in this study, 

hypothesis 2 is not supported. The age of the adolescent did not have an association with the 

sexual risk and parent variables also did not have an association with male adolescent sexual 

risk. 

 



                                                                                        

 
 

 

34 
 

 

Figure 6. Hypothesis 2 Males 

Female Estimates 

 Figure 7 showed that the age of the female adolescent was not significantly associated 

with their risky sexual behavior γ= .002, p= .970. Parents’ marital status was not significantly 

associated with risky sexual behavior γ= -.081, p = .255. Parents’ level of education and income 

did not have a significant association with the sexual risk for females γ= -.029, p= .741. For 

females adolescents, there was a non-significant correlation between parents level of education 

and income with marital status of the parent r= .16, p= .071. The age of female adolescents, 

parent’s level of education, income and marital status are not related to their reported sexual risk.    
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Figure 7. Hypothesis 2 Females 

Hypothesis 3 - Positive family contextual factors will be associated with lower level of substance 

use among African American adolescents.  

 The third hypothesis states that adolescents with positive family contextual factors will be 

associated with lower levels of substance use among African American adolescents. According 

to the fit index, the model resulted in x²=4, p= .535. The CFI (comparative fit index) = 1.00. This 

indicates that 99.9% of the covariation in the data can be reproduced by the hypothesized model. 

The RMSEA (root mean square error of approximation) < .001 indicates the discrepancy or lack 

of fit per degrees of freedom. Using the cutoff of .08, the hypothesized model fits according to 

the RMSEA. Also, in model comparison, the lower AIC (akaike information criterion) = 68.279, 

value indicates the preferred model. In other words the lower the number the better the model fit.  

 Male Estimates  

 The age of the male adolescent did not have a significant association with reported 

substance use γ= .09, p= .097 (see Figure 8.). Parents’ marital status did show a significant 

association with reported substance use γ= -.17, p= .005. Higher levels of parent’s marital status 
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were associated with lower levels of male adolescents substance use. Parents’ level of 

education/income did not have a significant association with the reported substance use of males 

γ= .09, p = .182. For male adolescents, there was a positive correlation between parents’ level of 

education and income with marital status r= .27, p<.001. Hypothesis 3 was supported for male 

adolescents and found that higher levels of their parents’ marital status were associated with 

lower levels of their reported substance use.    

 

 

Figure 8. Hypothesis 3 Males 

 

Female Estimates 

 With regard to the model, (See Figure 9) age of the female adolescent had a significant 

association with their reported substance use γ= .11, p< .05. This suggests that a higher level of 

females’ age was associated with higher levels of their reported substance use. Parents’ marital 

status did not show a significant association with substance use γ= -.03, p= .524. Parents level of 

education/income did not have a significant association with the reported substance use for 
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females γ= .03, p= .690. For female adolescents, there was a positive correlation between parents 

level of education/income and marital status r= .22, p<.001. These results state that female 

adolescent’s age has an association with their reported substance use, but their parent’s level of 

education, income and marital status has no association.   

 

 

Figure 9. Hypothesis 3 Females 
 

Hypothesis 4 - Positive family contextual factors will be associated with higher levels of 

educational aspirations among African American adolescents.  

The fourth hypothesis states that adolescents with positive family contextual factors will 

be associated with higher levels of educational aspirations among African American adolescents. 

According to the fit index, the model resulted in x²=17, p< .05. The CFI (comparative fit index) 

= .959. This indicates that 95.9% of the covariation in the data can be reproduced by the 

hypothesized model. The RMSEA (root mean square error of approximation) = .035 indicates 

the discrepancy or lack of fit per degrees of freedom. Using the cutoff of .08, the hypothesized 

model fits according to the RMSEA. Also, in model comparison, the lower AIC (akaike 
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information criterion) = 80.644, value indicates the preferred model. In other words the lower the 

number the better the model fit.   

 Male Estimates  

 Figure 10 illustrates that the age of the male adolescent did not have a significant 

association with educational aspirations γ= -.03, p= .503. Additionally, parents’ marital status of 

the parent did not show a significant association with the educational aspirations of male 

adolescents γ= .11, p= .069. Parents level of education/income did not have a significant 

association with the educational aspirations of males γ= .09, p = .186. For male adolescents, 

there was a positive correlation between parents’ level of education/income with marital status r= 

.32, p<.001. For male adolescents overall, age, marital status of the parent, the parents level of 

education and income did not have an association with their reported educational aspirations.  

 

Figure 10. Hypothesis 4 Males 

 Female Estimates 

 The age of the female adolescent did not have a significant association with their 

educational aspirations γ= -.03, p= .486 (See Figure 11.). Parents’ marital status did not show a 

significant association with educational aspirations γ= .09, p= .084. Parents’ level of 
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education/income had a significant association with the educational aspirations for females γ= 

.33, p< .001. This indicates that a higher level of parent’s education and income had a positive 

associated on female adolescents’ educational aspirations. For female adolescents there was a 

significant correlation between parents’ level of education/income and marital status r= .21, p= 

.002.  Female adolescents report on hypothesis 4 that while age and parents marital status did not 

have an association with educational aspirations, parent’s level of education and income did.  

 

Figure 11. Hypothesis 4 Females 
 

Hypothesis 5 - Positive family contextual factors will be associated with a higher level of 

educational performance among African American adolescents. 

 
 The fifth hypothesis stated that adolescents with positive family contextual factors will be 

associated with a higher level of educational performance. According to the fit index, the model 

resulted in x²=16, p>.05. The CFI (comparative fit index) = .959. This indicates that 95.9% of the 

covariation in the data can be reproduced by the hypothesized model. The RMSEA (root mean 

square error of approximation) = .033 indicates the discrepancy or lack of fit per degrees of 

freedom. Using the cutoff of .08, the hypothesized model fits according to the RMSEA. Also, in 
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model comparison, the lower AIC (akaike information criterion) = 79.942, value indicates the 

preferred model. In other words the lower the number the better the model fit.   

Male Estimates  

 Figure 12 shows that the age of the male adolescent did not have a significant association 

with educational performance γ= -.07, p = .206. Parents’ marital status did not show a significant 

association with educational performance γ= -.01, p = .894. Parents level of education and 

income did not have a significant association with the educational performance of males γ= .08, 

p = .275. For male adolescents, there was a positive correlation between parents’ level of 

education and income with marital status of the parent r= .31, p<.001. This suggests that a higher 

level of parent’s education was associated with a higher level of marital status among males. 

Hypothesis five was not confirmed for adolescent males. The results showed that age of the 

adolescent, parent’s marital status, parent’s level of education and income did not have an 

association with reported educational performance for males.  

 

Figure 12. Hypothesis 5 Males 
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 Female Estimates 

 For female adolescents, age did not have a significant association with educational 

performance γ= .04, p = .417 (See Figure 13.). Parents’ marital status did not show a significant 

association with educational performance γ= .03, p = .619. Parents’ level of education and 

income had a significant association with the educational performance for females γ = .22, 

p<.001. This suggests that a higher level of parent’s education and income was associated with a 

higher level of female’s educational performance. For female adolescents, there was a positive 

correlation between parents’ level of education and income with marital status of the parent r= 

.22, p<.001. This suggests that a higher level of parent’s education and income was associated 

with a higher level of marital status. Hypothesis five for adolescent females showed that age and 

parent’s marital status had no association with educational performance, but parent’s education 

and income did have a higher level of association with female adolescent’s educational 

performance.    

 

 
 

Figure 13. Hypothesis 5 Females 
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CHAPTER V 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 This study examined how parent’s levels of education, income, and marital status in 

African American families were related to African American adolescent substance use, sexual 

intercourse, sexually risky behaviors, educational aspirations, and educational performance.  The 

results showed that family contextual factors had varying associations for males and females. 

Family contextual factors for African American males had a negative association with reported 

substances use. For African American females, the results showed that family contextual factors 

have a higher level of association with educational aspirations and performance.  

Adolescent Sexual Intercourse 

Sexual intercourse and sexual risk did not have an association with family contextual 

factors for males or females; however, the age of the adolescents was associated with reported 

sexual intercourse. Developmental trends during adolescence show that older adolescents (16 -

18) are more likely to engage in sexual intercourse than younger age adolescents (12 – 15), and 

adolescents who engage in sexual intercourse at younger ages appear to be at a greater risk for 

exposure to sexually transmitted diseases (Bachanas, Morris, Lewis-Gess, Sarett-Cuasay, Flores, 

Sirl, & Sawyer, 2002; Belgrave & Allison, 2006). The sexual intercourse of adolescents not 

having an association with family contextual factors appears to be consistent with other studies. 

Miller, Forehand and Kotchick (1999) found that family structure variables (i.e., family income, 

parent education, and maternal marital status) of African American males and females did not 

predict adolescent sexual behaviors. Kowaleski-Jones and Dunifon (2006) also examined an 

African American sample of adolescents and found that family structure did not have an impact 

on adolescent outcomes, particularly grade retention, problem behaviors and depression.   
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It was also hypothesized that adolescent’s whose parents have higher levels of education, 

income and are marital status, would have lower levels of sexual intercourse. The results were 

not significant for males or females. Fifty-seven percent of the adolescents in the present study 

reported that they were sexually active, and 36% reported they were condom users. The gender 

differences showed that while more males reported having sexual intercourse (64% of males and 

51% of females), more males reported not using condoms (41% of males and 32% of females). 

The present study found results similar to Miller et al. (1999), who examined family process 

(defined in this study as general communication, sexual communication, and monitoring) and 

found that these variables were related to reported sexual intercourse and number of sexual 

partners. They did not, however, find that condom use or the age of first sexual intercourse was 

linked to family process. Davis and Friel (2001) hypothesized that family control, culture, and 

involvement would explain adolescent sexual behavior better than family structure alone. The 

authors found that adolescents from single parent families reported earlier ages of sexual debut, 

but having a single parent did not influence sexual initiation (this variable was constructed by 

taking sexually experienced adolescents and subtracting the date of the respondent’s birth from 

the date of first sexual intercourse; David and Friel, 2001). Even though the study was developed 

to examine the adolescent’s family contextual factors, the results showed more research is 

needed to examine the link between family contextual factors and adolescent sexual behaviors. 

Hypothesis one stated that adolescents with positive family contextual factors (income, 

parent level of education, parents’ marital status) would have a lower level of association to 

sexual intercourse. The overall findings for this hypothesis is that the older the adolescent (male 

or female) is, the more likely they report having sexual intercourse and that family context did 

not influence adolescents’ decision to have sexual intercourse. This hypothesis may not have 
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been supported because there may be other variables involved, such as parent involvement, 

support, and monitoring or external factors outside of the home.  In addition, adolescent romantic 

relationships may have more influence over sexual decision-making than a parent’s education, 

marital status or income.  

Adolescent Sexual Risk 

Hypothesis two states that adolescents with positive family contextual factors will have a 

decrease in sexual risk. Based on the data, this hypothesis was not supported. Male and female 

estimates did not show any significant influence in relationship to age, marital status, and 

parent’s level of education and income on sexual risk. One explanation for a null relationship is 

that the adolescents in the sample were engaging in increased risky behaviors. In this sample, 

64% of adolescents reported that they were not using a condom while having sexual intercourse. 

This is much higher than the national average reported by YRBS (2009), which stated that 37% 

of African Americans did not use a condom during last sexual intercourse. With 57% of the 

population reporting being sexually active, and 64% reporting not using condoms, it would 

appear that this sample appears to engage in risky sexual behavior at a rate much higher than 

expected. 

Adolescent development posits that, as adolescent’s age, they are more likely to engage 

in a number of activities such as increased sexual intercourse and other risk behaviors. African 

American adolescents have a higher rate of sexual intercourse (65%) than Hispanics (49%) and 

Caucasians (42%) (YRBS, 2009). Although more African American adolescents are having 

sexual intercourse, it appears that they are also not protecting themselves. YRBS (2009) reported 

that 37% of African American adolescents did not use a condom during their last sexual 

intercourse, as compared to 45% of Hispanics and 36% of Caucasians. The present study did not 
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support the hypothesis that positive family contextual factors would show a lower level of 

association in sexually risky behavior for males or females. Luster and Small (1994) examined 

factors associated with adolescent sexual risk and found gender differences. Low GPA, frequent 

alcohol consumption, low levels of parental monitoring, and a lack of communication around 

birth control all resulted in higher sexual risk among female adolescents (Luster and Small, 

1994). For male adolescents, low GPA, frequent alcohol consumption, low levels of parental 

support, and a history of sexual abuse were associated with sexual risk (Luster and Small, 1994). 

Parent’s level of communication, support and/or monitoring towards their adolescent appears to 

have a greater impact than family structure on adolescent outcomes (Miller et al., 1999; Davis 

and Friel, 2001; Luster and Small, 1994; and Nichols, Kotchick, Barry and Haskins, 2010).      

Adolescent Substance Use 

Adolescents with positive family contextual factors were hypothesized to be associated 

with a lower level of reported substance use. Based on the various fit indices, this hypothesis was 

supported by the estimates for both males and females in varying ways. The data showed that the 

age of the female adolescent had a positive influence on their reported substance use. This 

suggests that the older females in the sample were more likely to report substance use, which 

was not true of the data for adolescent males. Previous literature shows that there is no difference 

between males’ and females’ cigarette smoking; females (74%) are more likely to drink alcohol 

than males (70%); and males (39%) are more likely to use marijuana than females (34%;YRBS, 

2009). In addition, the present study found that females reported a higher rate of substance use 

(40% for females and 35% for males). It is important to note that the present study combined 

substance use scores together, which limits being able to state whether males and females differ 
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based on the type of substance being used, such as alcohol, cigarettes or marijuana. In this study, 

substances were not analyzed separately, and this may have influenced the results. 

Educational Aspirations and Educational Performance 

This study found similar results for African American female adolescents in regards to 

the relationships of family contextual factors to sexual intercourse, sexual risk, and substance 

use. There was a statistically significant association between parent’s level of education and 

income with African American females’ educational aspirations and educational performance. 

These findings are consistent with what other researchers have found (Miller et al., 1999; 

Kowaleski-Jones & Dunifon, 2006; Cahalan et al., 2006; Davis, 2003). These same studies found 

that African American females were more like to report higher educational aspirations and 

performance than African American males, which the present study confirmed (Cahalan et al., 

2006; Kreider and Elliot, 2009; and Redd et al., 2002). Research from Cahalan et al. (2006) 

presents a shift from the 1980s, stating that, prior to this time, African American males were 

doing well in school compared to their African American female counterparts. After the 1980s, 

African American females began to report higher educational aspirations and performance 

compared to males. One reason for this shift is that African American female students reported 

spending more hours doing homework than African American males, and more males reported 

not being prepared for school (e.g., they went to school without homework, books, or supplies; 

Cahalan et al., 2006).  

 The literature is clear that other variables outside of family contextual factors may be 

associated with adolescent education of both males and females. These variables include:  

neighborhoods, student attitudes, and parent’s communication and monitoring (Davis, 2003; 

Kowaleski-Jones & Dunifon, 2006). Davis (2003) offers an explanation for the academic 
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problems experienced by African American males.  The author states that student attitudes, the 

social organization of schools, and masculine identity of males may contribute to lower academic 

outcomes for males. The author further postulates that African American males are more likely 

to live in low-income environments (which has a direct link to the quality of education they 

receive), that, traditionally, schools within the inner city are neglected, under staffed, 

underfunded and experience little parent or community support, and that these settings impact 

African American males’ risk for low achievement and school disengagement (Davis, 2003). 

These findings suggest that there are also external variables outside of the school (such as the 

quality of one’s neighborhood) that may have an impact on African American adolescent 

problem behaviors (Kowaleski-Jones & Dunifon, 2006). Although African American females 

reside in these same environments, Davis (2003) illustrates that it is the male’s perception of 

school activities being feminine and/or irrelevant to their masculine sense of self and lack of 

access to African American educators that causes males to perform poorly. Family contextual 

factors do not appear to have an association with the educational outcomes for African American 

males, but parent’s income and level of education did influence educational outcomes for 

African American females. It is unclear as to why more females are obtaining educational 

outcomes at higher rates than males. It could be that African American females are socialized at 

home and school differently then males, which could result in obtaining a higher education easier 

for females than males. For example, females may receive messages from parents regarding the 

importance of their grades and doing well in school, whereas males may hear messages of doing 

well in sports and more hands-on activities. The messages that these adolescents hear at home 

may be similar messages that they hear from teachers at school. The star football player may 

hear from certain teachers to do well in a game, but that same message may not be given before 
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his math test. If these are some of the messages that young African American males and females 

are hearing, how could this be shaping their educational aspirations and performance? 

Male and Female Educational Aspirations and Performance 

 Hypothesis four stated that adolescents with higher family contextual factors will have an 

increase in educational aspirations. Based on various fit indices, hypothesis four was partially 

supported by the data. Males did not show a level of association with any of the measured family 

contextual factors. Females did experience a positive level of association with parent’s 

education/income on their educational aspirations. This indicates that for this sample, female 

parent’s education and income had a positive association with educational aspirations. This 

hypothesis appears to be consistent with the literature which reports that although current 

statistics reflect an increase in the number of African American men currently attending college, 

females across all racial groups report graduating from high school and attending college more 

than their male counterparts (Cahalan et al., 2006). Likewise, there are more females than males 

graduating from college and attending post-secondary education, whereas only a few decades 

ago, these same professions were will with Caucasian males (Cahalan et al., 2006).  

 Hypothesis five stated that adolescents with positive family contextual factors will have 

higher levels of association with educational attainment. Similar to hypothesis four, hypothesis 

five was partially supported by the data. Although there was no association with male 

adolescents, female adolescents showed that parent’s level of education and income had a 

positive association with educational performance. Based on the higher rate of females attending 

college, it is not surprising that the results of the sample for African American females are 

reporting that parent level of education and income have a positive correlation with educational 

performance. Davis (2003) states that it is clear that public schools are not meeting the social, 
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developmental, and academic needs of young African American males. It appears that there is 

not one explanation for the varying levels of associations for African American males and 

females among the literature, but what is known is that exposing young males to other positive 

males in the educational setting can provide males with models to counter inappropriate sex-role 

socialization and maladaptive masculine identity (Davis, 2003).   

Surprising Findings 
 

Although the literature has varying reviews on family structure and the impact of 

adolescent sexual behavior (Davis and Friel, 2001; Miller et al., 1999), the present study 

examined parent’s level of education and income in relation to adolescent behaviors. One 

surprising finding was that African American males in this sample had no significant relationship 

between their parent’s level of education/income or parent’s marital status with their sexual 

intercourse, sexually risky behaviors, educational aspirations or educational performance. 

Having a higher education can lead to having a higher income , which in turn, impacts the 

available resources  parents can provide for their adolescents. This income could also have a 

direct association to the neighborhood and educational setting that the adolescent has access to. It 

is this access that might be believed to have an association with male, but in the present study, 

family contextual factors did not support this presumed association. Among African American 

adolescents, 65% are having sex, and of this 65%, 37% are not using condoms (YRBS, 2009). 

The present study found that 57% of the sample reported being sexually active and 37% 

reporting not using condoms. It is surprising to see 186 (out of 508 sexually active) adolescents 

not using condoms with the rates of STI’s and pregnancy among this age group. This could be a 

contributing factor to the high rates of STI’s and high HIV infection among this population.  
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Limitations 
 

A few limitations of the current study should be noted. First, when using archival data, 

there are always limitations to what can be extracted from the data when the original intent of the 

data may have been different than its current use. Add Health was a longitudinal study geared 

towards examining health behaviors among adolescents and their parents. Since examining 

parent’s backgrounds was not the original intent for the original data, this may have impacted the 

results. Also, when using archival data, , statistics can be difficult to compute because of the way 

the data was originally coded. For the present study, many of the variables had to be recoded to 

fit the research questions. Secondly, it is important to note that adolescent outcomes were 

gathered through self-report measures. Although this can be viewed as a limitation, it is 

important to note that self-report measure continue to show validity among the literature (Brener, 

Billy, & Grady, 2003; Siegel, Aten, and Roughmann, 1998; Shaw, Remafedi, Bearinger, 

Faulkner, Taylor, Potthoff, and Resnick, 1997). Siegel et al. (1998) specifically examined self-

reported measures among middle and high school students responding to sexual behavior and 

found the highest rate of honesty in reporting to be among high school females (94%).  There 

was evidence of some over-and under-reporting in this study, but the authors pointed out that it 

was not high enough to invalidate the overall findings, in which validity was confirmed for the 

self-report measures among this population (Seigel et al., 1998). In the present study, adolescents 

were the most reliable reporters about their own substance use and sexual history. Third, 

although the purpose of the Add Health study was to assess adolescent health and risky 

behaviors across a number of domains (communities, families, siblings, friends, schools and 

neighborhoods), the researchers were not looking at an exclusively African American sample. 

The present study may have framed questions differently or perhaps even added questions had it 
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been an all African American sample. Lastly, perhaps other variables should have been included 

in the family context construct that could have resulted in a more complete conceptualization of 

family context. For instance, the role of extended family members on adolescent development or 

parents’ level of supervision, monitoring, and communication could have been worth exploring.  

Future Research 
 

Future research might focus on variables that are estimates of family context and look 

more closely at the interactions within the household and the adolescents’ external environment, 

such as their peers, schools and/or neighborhoods. The literature suggests that additional factors, 

such as an adolescent’s neighborhood, low income school district, parent’s level of 

communication regarding sexual activity, role models, and parent’s level of expectation do have 

an impact on adolescent outcomes (Kowalski-Jones and Dunifon, 2006; Nichols et al., 2010; 

Miller et al., 1999; and Davis, 2003).  

More research is needed to determine why there are differences in educational aspirations 

and performance between male and female African American adolescents. Is this educational 

difference related to how males and females are socialized in this country? Are African 

American females treated differently by teachers in schools?  Can the educational aspirations and 

performance differential explained because of who is teacher the classes?  Currently the teaching 

profession is dominated by White women.  There does not appear to be one explanation among 

the literature as to why African American males’ educational outcomes are disproportionate to 

females’.  

Among the African American community, extended family is sometimes a critical part of 

the child’s development; thus, additional research is needed to address extended family.  The 

present study, which used archival data, was unable to examine the role of the extended family 
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members (such as aunts, uncles, and grandparents) who may also influence African American 

children’s development. More qualitative information is needed to help unpack what is going on 

with African American family contextual factors and risky behaviors among African American 

adolescents. In the future, researchers might examine other ways to categorize family income 

and parent’s level of education among African Americans because these variables could be 

having an impact, but need to be coded according to racial background.  

Conclusion 
 
 With African American adolescents in this sample, it appears that family contextual 

factors (defined as parents’ level of education, parents’ level of income and parents’ marital 

status) may not have as great of an individual impact on adolescent outcomes. However, for 

educational aspirations and educational performance for African American females, parent’s 

income and education do matter.  Researchers must begin to examine the mechanisms that are 

driving African American males to have different educational outcomes, as compared to 

adolescent females. This study found similar results with sexually risky behaviors and 

intercourse as national statistics, but HIV/AIDS continues to devastate the African American 

community. African American adolescents and youth are the fasting growing group to acquire 

HIV/AIDS.  Interventions are needed that address unprotected sex and substance use in this 

population. In addition, if African American adolescents want to be contributing members of 

society, education will be an important indicator of their success.  Thus, more effort is needed to 

address neighborhood factors and other organizational factors that are interfering with the 

development of African American adolescents.  Because African American male and female 

adolescents are socialized and develop differently, gender-specific programs are needed to help 

them to develop into positive young adults.   
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APPENDIX A 

SURVEY RESPONSE CHOICES 
FAMILY CONTEXTUAL FACTORS  

 
Family Contextual Factors 
 
Income 

1. About how much total income, before taxes did your family receives in 1994?  
  Response – range $0 to $999 thousand 
 

Parent Level of Education 
2. How far did you go in school?  
  Response – 1= 8th grade or less  
   2= more than 8th grade, but did not graduate high school 
   3= went to a business, trade or vocational school instead of high school 
   4= high school graduate 
   5= completed a GED  
   6= went to a business, trade or vocational school after high school 
   7= went to college, but did not graduate  
   8= graduated from a college or university 
   9= professional training beyond a 4-year college or university  
   10= never went to school 

 
Marital Status 

3. What is your current marital status?  
  Response – 1= single 
    2= married 
    3= widowed 
    4= divorced  
    5= separated.  
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APPENDIX B 

SURVEY RESPONSE CHOICES 
ADOLESCENT EDUCATION 

 
 
Adolescent Education 
 
Educational Aspiration 

1. On a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is low and 5 is high, how much do you want to go to 
college?  

2. On a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is low and 5 is high, how likely is it that you will go to 
college?  

 
Educational Performance 

1. At the most recent grading period, what was your grade in each of the following subjects?  
Response – English/Language Arts; Math; History/Social Studies; and Science   

  1= A  
  2= B  
  3= C  
  4= D or lower 
  5= I didn’t take that subject 
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APPENDIX C 

SURVEY RESPONSE CHOICES 
RISKY BEHAVIORS 

 
 
Risky Behaviors 
 
Sexual Intercourse Questions 

1. Have you ever had sexual intercourse?  
  Response - 0= No 
          1= Yes 

Sexual Risk Questions 
2. What method of birth control did you or your partner use the first time you had sexual 

intercourse?  
  Response – 1= condoms (rubbers) 
    2= withdrawal 
   3= rhythm (safe time) 
   4= birth control pills 
   5= vaginal sponge 
   6= foam, jelly, crème, suppositories 
   9= norplant 
   10= ring 
   11= Depo Provera 
   12= contraceptive film 
   13= some other method 
 

Substance Use Questions (All Responses were a Number Choice) 
1. During the past 30 days, on how many days did you smoke cigarettes? 
2. During the past 30 days, on how many days did you use chewing tobacco or snuff?  
3. During the past 12 months, on how many days did you drink alcohol? 
4. During the past 30 days, how many times have you used marijuana?  
5. During the past 30 days, how many times have you used cocaine?  
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