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Abstract
Ethnic differences in peer reactions to academic achievement during adolescence has been a widely discussed but
controversial issue in developmental and education research. Do peers respond positively or negatively to classmates of
different ethnic groups who get good grades in school? The current study addressed this question by examining the linkage
between academic achievement and friendship nominations received in an ethnically diverse sample of 4501 sixth grade
students (Mage= 11.3 years; 51% female; 41.3% Latino, 25.1% White, 19.3% Asian, and 14.3% Black). The results of
mediated moderation analyses showed that for Asians and Whites, higher academic achievement was associated with more
same-ethnic friendships, whereas for Blacks and Latinos, higher academic achievement was associated with more cross-
ethnic friendships. In addition, ethnic differences in the linkage between academic achievement and friendships were partly
explained by classroom ethnic composition. Implications for promoting friendships of high achieving students both within
and across ethnic boundaries were discussed.
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Introduction

Achieving academic excellence and forming new friendship
ties are two important tasks for youth during the transition
to middle school (Eccles and Roeser 2011). An unanswered
question, however, is whether these two important tasks are
well aligned with one another. Are the high achieving stu-
dents the ones with the most friends, especially during the
first year of middle school? Relatively little is known about
whether high achievement invites or inhibits more friend-
ships or the possible mechanisms underlying this
achievement-friendship association in different ethnic
groups. Although previous work examining social corre-
lates of academic success revealed ethnic disparities in peer
reactions to high achievement, findings on ethnic differ-
ences are far from conclusive. The current study attempted

to extend past work by exploring the linkage between
academic achievement and friendship nominations received
from same- and cross-ethnic peers with an ethnically
diverse sample of early adolescents who had recently
transitioned to middle school. Thus the focus was on
friendship preferences as an indicator of peer reactions to
academic achievement. Also examined was classroom eth-
nic composition as a potential mediator of ethnic differences
in the achievement-friendship linkage.

Ethnicity and Friendships of High Achieving
Students

Whether high achieving students tend to have friends has
been a controversial issue in education research. On the one
hand, there is evidence indicating that the peer culture
grants popularity and acceptance to academically successful
students (e.g., DeBruyn and Cillessen 2006). On the other
hand, some developmental research indicates that doing
well in school compromises peer approval and acceptance,
especially in early adolescence (Juvonen and Knifsend
2016). In that sense, higher achieving students may have
fewer friends during the middle school years.

In efforts to address these inconsistent findings, some
scholars have suggested that peer reactions to academic
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achievement might vary by the target’s ethnic group. One
well publicized but controversial study found high aca-
demic achievement for African American students to be
associated with reduced social status among same-ethnic
peers. Based on their interviews with gifted high school
students, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) coined the term “acting
white” to describe African American high school students’
negative perceptions of their same race peers who were
achieving academically in school. However, later empirical
studies examining this phenomenon yielded inconsistent
findings. In their study based on the large sample from the
National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS), Cook and
Ludwig (1997) did not find evidence that high achieving
Black students incur greater social costs. In another study
using the same dataset, researchers found that African
American students who were viewed as good students were
even more popular than their high achieving white coun-
terparts (Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey 1998). One the
other hand, more recent studies using data from the National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add
Health) demonstrated social costs for high achieving min-
ority students. A negative correlation was documented
between number of same-race friends and academic
achievement for high achieving African American and
Latino students but not for Whites (Fryer Jr and Torelli
2010). Moreover, high achieving Black and Latino students
reported less peer acceptance when there was a small pro-
portion of same-ethic peers at school (Fuller‐Rowell and
Doan 2010). In sum, extant findings on ethnic disparities in
peer reactions to high achievement are inconclusive.

Previous quantitative studies examining the social cost
proposition are limited in several ways. First, most studies
relied on associations between self-report items. Using self-
reported data to study ethnic differences in the linkage
between academic achievement and social acceptance is
problematic because students with higher self-esteem are
more likely to report positive outcomes in both domains
(Duong et al. 2014). Second, previous work failed to dis-
entangle whether high achieving students were appraised by
same- or cross-ethnic peers. This is particularly important
given the unique benefits associated with same-ethnic ver-
sus cross-ethnic friendships. For example, same-ethnic
friends have been found to boost ethnic identity (e.g.,
Syed and Juan 2012) and to buffer the psychological impact
of racial discrimination among students in the historical
ethnic minority (Reynolds 2007), while cross-ethnic friends
have been associated with reduced feelings of vulnerability
and improved intergroup attitudes (Graham et al. 2014).
Additionally, potential mechanisms underlying ethnic dif-
ferences in peer reactions to academic achievement remain
understudied. Although research with Add Health data
showed that academically successful African American
students experienced greater social costs in more diverse

schools (e.g., Fuller‐Rowell and Doan 2010), those studies
did not consider the ways classroom ethnic context may
vary between high and low achieving students.

Influences of Classroom Ethnic Composition on
Friendships

Starting in middle school, students frequently move from
class to class throughout their day, and the exposure rate to
peers from different ethnic backgrounds in students’ courses
may not mirror the school level ethnic composition (Juvo-
nen et al. 2018). It is common practice in American schools
to offer instruction of some academic subjects at different
levels in separate classes (e.g., advanced/honor class)
(Tyson 2011). This sort of academic tracking often leads to
uneven distribution of students by ethnicity in academic
classes. White and Asian students are often overrepresented
and Black and Latino students are underrepresented in
advanced classes relative to their enrollment in the student
body (Oakes 2005). Thus, for students from different racial/
ethnic backgrounds in diverse schools, academic success
may lead to different opportunities for exposure to same-
and cross-ethnic peers in their academic classes. Specifi-
cally, it was hypothesized that for White and Asian stu-
dents, higher achievement may be linked to a larger
proportion of same-ethnic peers in academic classes,
whereas for Black and Latino students, better grades would
be linked to a smaller proportion of same-ethnic classmates.
Because the classroom is an important context of friendship
formation at school (Frank et al. 2013) and because of the
ethnic imbalance in academic classes, classroom ethnic
composition might be one mediator that could explain
ethnic disparities in friendship patterns of high achieving
students.

The Current Study

The purpose of the current study was to examine the rela-
tion between academic achievement and friendship nomi-
nations received of students from four major racial/ethnic
groups (White, Black, Latino and Asian) (i.e., moderation
analyses). Extending past research, the current study further
distinguished friendship nominations from same- and cross-
ethnic peers. Based on previous findings, it was expected
that for White students, higher achievement would be
associated with more friendships and the nominations
would mainly come from same-ethnic peers. Given simi-
larities in achievement, a similar pattern in the achievement-
friendship linkage was also expected for Asian Americans.
For Black and Latino students, however, it was expected
that higher achievement would be related to more friendship
nominations from cross-ethnic peers.
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In addition, mediated moderation analyses were carried
out to examined whether the proposed ethnic differences in
friendship patterns associated with achievement could be
explained by classroom ethnic composition. According to
the propinquity principle of friendship formation (i.e., the
tendency to form friendships with others who are readily
available. Mouw and Entwisle 2006), it was hypothesized
that for White and Asian students, better grades would be
associated with more same-ethnic peers in academic classes,
which in turn would lead to more same-ethnic peer nomi-
nations as friends. In contrast, for Black and Latino stu-
dents, higher achievement would be linked with more cross-
ethnic (less same-ethnic) peer classmates, which in turn
would lead to more cross-ethnic friendship nominations.
These hypotheses were tested with a large ethnically diverse
middle school sample. The current study focused on sixth
grade students because of increased awareness of academic
stereotypes (Cvencek et al. 2015) and heightened sig-
nificance of friendships during early adolescence (Brech-
wald and Prinstein 2011). And because the effects of
sharing courses are most likely to affect new friendships
(Frank et al. 2013) which are particularly important for
adjustment during the transition to middle school (Juvonen
and Knifsend 2016), it is ideal to study this issue with a 6th
grade sample in the year that they transition to middle
school.

Method

Participants

The data come from an ongoing longitudinal study of the
social and academic outcomes of 5991 students attending
one of 26 6th–8th grade public middle schools in California
that varied in ethnic composition. Eleven schools had one
dominant ethnic group (e.g., White) and several smaller
minority groups, with the particular ethnic majority group
varying from school to school; nine schools had two
majority ethnic groups about the same size (e.g., Asian-
White, Black-Latino), and six schools had several equally
represented groups with no numerical majority group. This
sampling strategy resulted in an ethnically diverse sample
(see below) with all of the pan-ethnic groups well repre-
sented. To reduce confounds of ethnic diversity with
socioeconomic status (SES), schools at the extremes of the
SES continuum were avoided; only schools within a
20–80% range of free or reduced price lunch eligibility were
recruited. To avoid schools varying greatly in achievement
and size, selected schools had average enrollments of
900–1200 students with average reading and math
achievement (40th–60th percentile on standardized tests).
Recruitment rates ranged from 69 to 94% (M= 81%), and

participation rates ranged from 74 to 94% (M= 83%) across
the participating schools.

As part of the research protocol, students were asked to
select their ethnicity from the following 13 options:
American Indian, Black/African-American, Black/other
country of origin, Latino/other country of origin, Mexican/
Mexican-American, Middle Eastern, Pacific Islander (e.g.,
Samoan, Filipino), East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Korean,
Japanese), Southeast Asian (e.g., Vietnamese, Cambodian,
Thai, Laotian), South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani), White/
Caucasian, Multiethnic/Biracial, and Other. For this study,
some ethnic categories were combined to capture the major
U.S. pan-ethnic groups: Black/African-American and
Black/other country of origin were combined and labeled as
Black; Mexican/Mexican-American and Latino/other
country of origin were combined and labeled as Latino; and
East Asian, Southeast Asian, and South Asian were com-
bined and represented the Asian sample. The ethnic
breakdown of the original sample was 31% Latino, 19%
White, 15% Asian, 11% Black, and the remaining 24% of
the sample was comprised of students who self-reported as
other ethnic groups (e.g., Native American, Middle Eastern,
Pacific Islander) or multiethnic/biracial. Biracial/multiracial
youth were excluded from the analyses because of the dif-
ficulty of determining a same- or cross-ethnic friend for this
group. Participants from “other” ethnic groups were also
excluded due to small size. The final analytic sample con-
sisted of 4501 participants (51% female; Mage= 11.3 years)
from the major four pan-ethnic groups. The ethnic com-
position was 41.3% Latino, 25.1% White, 19.3% Asian, and
14.3% Black.

Procedure

Students with both written parental consent and student
assent completed confidential surveys in the fall (Wave 1)
and spring (Wave 2) of the sixth-grade year within a
classroom setting. Students were instructed to answer sur-
vey questions on their own as a trained research assistant
read the survey items aloud. A second research assistant
circulated around the classroom to help individual students
as needed. Students were given an honorarium of $5 for
completing the questionnaire in both the fall and spring.

Measures

Same- and cross-ethnic friendships

Students were asked to list the names of their good friends
in 6th grade at their school. They could list as many names
as they wanted. Since this study focused on how academic
achievement influenced peers’ friendship nominations of
the target student, and number of received nominations is
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commonly used as a measure of peer status (e.g., Mathys
et al. 2013), received friendship nominations were the
dependent variable in reported analyses. The ethnicity of the
nominator was determined by their self-reported ethnic
identification. Friendship nominations received from same-
ethnic peers were counted as same-ethnic friendships, and
friendship nominations received from peers of a different
ethnic group were counted as cross-ethnic friendships.
Since 91% of the nominations were same-gender friends,
our analyses only focused on same-gender friendships. To
control for the effect of school size and proportion same-
ethnic peers at school, friendship nominations received
were standardized within school and within ethnic group for
all analyses.

Academic grade-point average (GPA)

GPA was used as the indicator of academic achievement.
Students’ transcripts at 6th grade were used to calculate
GPA using 5-point scales, with A, B, C, D and F worth 4, 3,
2, 1 and 0 points respectively. Students’ grades for four
major academic courses (i.e., math, science, English, and
social studies) were used to calculate their academic GPA.
In this sample, Asian and White students had significantly
higher GPAs than those of their Latino and Black peers (see
Table 1 below).

Percent same-ethnic peers in academic courses

Each participant’s unique course schedule was obtained
from school records and coded to identify the self-reported
ethnicity of classmates within each of the four core aca-
demic courses (English, math, science, social studies) (see
Echols and Graham 2016). As shown in the formula below,
the proportion of classmates from students’ same-ethnic
group (nsame) out of total classmates (t) was estimated
(based on participant data) for each of the four major aca-
demic courses in which they were enrolled, and then
averaged across academic courses (i.e., the sum of propor-
tions across courses divided by the total number of aca-
demic courses (nc)).

psame class ¼
Pnsame

t

nc

The final proportion score ranges from 0 (no same-ethnic
classmates) to 1 (only same-ethnic classmates), with higher
score indicating a larger proportion of same-ethnic class-
mates. Because class schedules are unique to each student,
students at the same school who shared the same ethnic
background did not necessarily experience the same level of
exposure to their group throughout the school day. This
proportion score provided an individualized indicator of
availability of same-ethnic peers in one’s classrooms.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics for main study variables by ethnicity

Asian White Black Latino

M (SD) Stability M (SD) Stability M (SD) Stability M (SD) Stability

GPA 0.85*** 0.87*** 0.84*** 0.85***

Wave 1 3.40 (0.68) 3.33 (0.73) 2.48 (0.98) 2.62 (0.93)

Wave 2 3.40 (0.71) 3.30 (0.78) 2.38 (1.03) 2.55 (0.99)

Psame_class 0.98*** 0.96*** 0.96*** 0.98***

Wave 1 0.35 (0.24) 0.36 (0.15) 0.28 (0.19) 0.49 (0.23)

Wave 2 0.35 (0.24) 0.35 (0.15) 0.28 (0.19) 0.48 (0.23)

Sameeth friend 0.69*** 0.72*** 0.63*** 0.65***

Wave 1 1.62 (1.82) 1.34 (1.42) 0.79 (1.14) 1.45 (1.54)

Wave 2 1.65 (1.77) 1.44 (1.47) 1.00 (1.29) 1.58 (1.59)

Crosseth friend 0.66*** 0.61*** 0.61*** 0.59***

Wave 1 0.75 (1.12) 0.91 (1.15) 0.88 (1.21) 0.57 (0.94)

Wave 2 0.81 (1.22) 0.91 (1.15) 0.98 (1.30) 0.59 (0.95)

Total friend 0.61*** 0.65*** 0.58*** 0.60***

Wave 1 2.37 (1.97) 2.25 (1.83) 1.67 (1.64) 2.02 (1.73)

Wave 2 2.46 (1.89) 2.35 (1.81) 1.98 (1.71) 2.17 (1.77)

Psame_class= percent same-ethnic peers in academic courses, Sameeth friend= number of friendship nominations received from same-ethnic
peers, Crosseth friend= number of friendship nominations received from cross-ethnic peers, Total friend= total number of friendship nominations
received

***p < 0.001
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Control variables

Gender, immigrant status, and parent education level were
also included in the main analyses. Gender was dichot-
omously coded (females= 0 and males= 1). Students’
generational status was determined by a question in which
students indicated whether they and their parents were born
in the United States. First generation students were those
born outside the United States. Second generation students
were born in the United States and at least one of their
parents was foreign born. Third generation represented
students and both parents born in the United States. As a
proxy for student socioeconomic status, the parent or
guardian with whom the student lived was asked to com-
plete a questionnaire about their highest level of education.
The response options ranged from 1 to 6 (1= elementary/
junior high school, 2= some high school, 3= high school
diploma or GED, 4= some college, 5= 4-year college
degree, 6= graduate degree). Mean parent educational level
of the sample was 3.87 (SD= 1.59). To rule out the pos-
sibility that popular students tend to receive more friendship
nominations despite their achievement levels, the analyses
controlled for peer acceptance at school, which was an
indicator of the student’s sociometric status among peers in
general. Students were asked to nominate 6th grademates
whom they “would like to hang out with”. Total number of
nominations received was standardized within school to
generate the indicator of peer acceptance.

Results

Analytic Plan

The analyses proceeded in three steps. First, descriptive
analyses and correlations among key variables were con-
ducted for each ethnic group to get preliminary evidence for
hypotheses concerning distinctive effects of achievement
and classroom ethnic group representation on friendships
and classroom ethnic group representation. Next, linear
regression analyses were performed to examine possible
ethnic group differences in the relation between GPA and
friendships (i.e., moderation analyses) with separate ana-
lyses for same- and cross-ethnic friendships. The final set of
analyses examined whether the ethnic differences in the
GPA-friendship linkage could be (partially) explained by
percent same- (or cross-) ethnic peers in academic courses.
Both the regression approach (Muller et al. 2005) and the
bootstrapping procedures (Preacher et al. 2007) were used
to test the hypothesized mediated moderation model and the
associated confidence intervals.

In all analyses, gender (0= female), generational status
(3rd plus generation as reference group), parent education

level, and peer acceptance were treated as control variables.
For ethnicity, Asians were the reference group in the main
analyses to better demonstrate the contrast between the
highest achieving minority group in our sample and other
ethnic minority groups (i.e., Black and Latino). All con-
tinuous predictors were grand mean centered to facilitate the
interpretation of results. As indicated above, the outcome
variables (i.e., same- and cross-ethnic friendships) were
standardized within school and within ethnic group to
control for the effect of school size and proportion same-
ethnic peers at school. In all the analyses, sixth grade fall
GPA was used as the predictor and spring friendships were
reported as the outcomes under the assumption that aca-
demic achievement takes time to exert its effect on peer
relations. Baseline (fall of sixth grade) measures of the
dependent variables were not included as predictors in any
of the models because the stability of variables under
investigation (see more detailed descriptions below) and
inclusion of baseline outcome variables can result in over-
estimating coefficients of the baseline measures and
underestimating coefficients of other predictors in the model
(Bhargava and Sargan 1983).

All analyses were conducted using Mpus software
(Muthén and Muthén 1998–2014; version 7.3). Although
the current data set included some missing data, the full
information maximum likelihood (FIML) method in Mplus
allowed data for all cases to be estimated in modeling
(Enders 2010). Models were estimated with a procedure
(CLUSTER) designed to address violations to indepen-
dence assumptions due to the nested structure of the data
(i.e., students were nested within schools), thereby achiev-
ing robust standard errors.

Descriptive Analyses

The means, standard deviations, and indicators of temporal
stability of main variables are shown in Table 1. At Wave 1,
all participants on average received 1.36 (SD= 1.54)
friendship nominations from same-ethnic peers, and 0.73
(SD= 1.08) friendship nominations from cross-ethnic
peers. Students received slightly more friendship nomina-
tions at Wave 2 (Msame= 1.48, SDsame= 1.57; Mcross=
0.77, SDcross= 1.12). Both same-ethnic and cross-ethnic
friendships were temporally stable across sixth grade for
students of all ethnic groups (rs ranged from 0.59 to 0.72,
all ps < 0.001). Temporal stability of GPA (rs ranged from
0.84 to 0.87 for different ethnic groups, all ps < 0.001) and
percent same-ethnic peers in academic classes (rs ranged
from 0.96 to 0.98 for different ethnic groups, all ps < 0.001)
were also high across two waves.

Because of the high stability of key variables, and
because it was assumed that academic achievement takes
time to affect friendship selection, Wave 1 (sixth grade fall)
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GPA and Wave 2 (sixth grade spring) friendships as well as
classroom ethnic compositions were used in the main ana-
lyses. Correlations among main variables are presented in
Table 2. For each ethnic group, there was a positive cor-
relation between GPA and total number of friend nomina-
tions received (rs= 0.20, 0.21, 0.18, 0.14 for Asian, White,
Black and Latino students respectively, ps < 0.001). How-
ever, when examining same- and cross-ethnic friendships
separately, the linkage between GPA and friendships varied
across ethnic groups. Specifically, for Asian and White
students, there was a positive correlation between GPA and
same-ethnic friendships (rs= 0.21 and 0.22 for Asian and
White students respectively, ps < 0.001), whereas the cor-
relations between GPA and cross-ethnic friendships were
not significant. In contrast, for Black and Latino students,
there was a positive correlation between GPA and cross-
ethnic friendships (rs= 0.17 and 0.15 for Black and Latino
students respectively, ps < 0.001), but GPA did not sig-
nificantly correlate with same-ethnic friendships for either
ethnic group. The correlations between GPA and percent
same-ethnic peers in academic courses also varied across
ethnic groups. For Asian and White students, GPA was
positively correlated with classroom percent same-ethnic
peers (rs= 0.10 and 0.22, ps < 0.01), but for Black and
Latino students, the correlations were negative (rs=−0.18
and −0.16, ps < 0.001). These correlations suggest that

higher achieving Asian and White students tended to have
more same-ethnic peers in their academic courses, whereas
higher achieving Black and Latino students tended to have
fewer same-ethnic peers in those courses.

Testing Moderation: Ethnic Differences in the
Relation between Academic Achievement and
Friendships

To explore possible ethnic differences in the linkage
between academic achievement and friendships, friendship
nominations from same- and cross-ethnic peers were
regressed on GPA, ethnicity, and GPA by ethnicity inter-
action terms. As shown in the left column of Table 3, for
Asians (the reference group), GPA was a significant pre-
dictor of same-ethnic friendships (b= 0.22, p < 0.001), such
that higher GPA was related to more friendship nominations
from same-ethnic peers. The interaction terms for Black
students (b=−0.30) and Latino students (b=−0.25) were
also significant (ps < 0.001), suggesting that there are dif-
ferential same-ethnic friendship consequences of achieve-
ment for Black and Latino students as compared with Asian
students. The interaction term for White students was not
significant, indicating that the relation between grades and
same-ethnic friendships tend to be the same as for Asian
students. To estimate and test the significance of the simple

Table 2 Correlations among
variables by ethnic group

1 2 3 4 5

Asian 1. GPA –

2. Psame_class 0.10** –

3. Sameeth friend 0.21*** 0.10** –

4. Crosseth friend −0.03 −0.06 −0.09** –

5. Total friend 0.20*** 0.04 0.70*** 0.47*** –

White 1. GPA –

2. Psame_class 0.22*** –

3. Sameeth friend 0.22*** 0.13*** –

4. Crosseth friend 0.05 −0.04 −0.01 –

5. Total friend 0.21*** 0.07 0.70*** 0.54*** –

Black 1. GPA –

2. Psame_class −0.18*** –

3. Sameeth friend 0.03 0.06 –

4. Crosseth friend 0.17*** −0.12** −0.05 –

5. Total friend 0.18*** −0.06 0.60*** 0.57*** –

Latino 1. GPA –

2. Psame_class −0.16*** –

3. Sameeth friend 0.02 0.11** –

4. Crosseth friend 0.15*** −0.15*** −0.03 –

5. Total friend 0.14*** −0.04 0.73*** 0.47*** –

GPA was measured at sixth grade fall semester (Wave 1), friendships and classroom ethnic compositions
were measured at sixth grade spring semester (Wave 2)

**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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slope for each ethnic group, the reference ethnic group was
rotated (Hayes 2017) and the analyses were re-run. As
shown in Fig. 1a, for Asian and White students, higher GPA
was related to more same-ethnic friendships (respectively,
bs= 0.22 and 0.18, ps < 0.001). In contrast, for Black and
Latino students, GPA was not a significant predictor of
same-ethnic friendships (bs=−0.08, and −0.03, for Black
and Latino students respectively, ns).

The data for cross-ethnic friendships are shown in the
right column of Table 3. GPA was not a significant pre-
dictor for Asians (b=−0.09, ns). The interaction term for
Whites was not significant, suggesting that the relation
between GPA and cross-ethnic friendships tends to be the
same for Asian and White students. However, the interac-
tion terms for Black (b= 0.21) and Latino (b= 0.24) stu-
dents were significant (ps < 0.05), indicating distinctive
linkages between GPA and cross-ethnic friendships for
Black and Latino students compared to Asian students. As
shown in Fig. 1b, simple slope analyses revealed that GPA
was a significant predictor of cross-ethnic friendships for
Black (b= 0.11, p < 0.05) and Latino (b= 0.13, p < 0.001)
students, such that higher GPA was related to more
friendship nominations from cross-ethnic peers; for Asian
and White students, GPA was not a significant predictor of
cross-ethnic friendships (bs=−0.09 and 0.01, for Asian
and White students respectively, ns). Thus, ethnicity mod-
erated the relationships between GPA and both same- ethnic
and cross-ethnic friends.

Testing Mediated Moderation

Next, analyses were carried out to examine whether class-
room availability (i.e., percent same/cross-ethnic peers in

academic courses) mediated the association between GPA
by ethnicity interactions (the moderator effect) and received
friendship nominations. First, the procedures recommended
by Muller et al. (2005) were followed to test mediated
moderation. Three criteria need be met. First, the interaction
between the moderator (ethnicity) and the independent
variable (GPA) must be significant in predicting the
dependent variable (friendships). Second, the interaction
between the moderator and the independent variable must
significantly predict the mediator (percent same/cross-ethnic
peers in academic courses). Finally, the mediator must
significantly predict the dependent variable while control-
ling for the interactions between the moderator and the
independent variable. In addition, Preacher and colleagues’
conditional indirect effects approach (Preacher et al. 2007)
was used to estimate the indirect effects and the associated
95% confidence intervals. Separate analyses were carried
out for same- and cross-ethnic friendships.

Results of analyses addressing same-ethnic friendships are
presented in Table 4. The first criterion for documenting
mediated moderation was met by the previous moderator
analyses and Model 1 in Table 3 showing that GPA by eth-
nicity interaction terms for Black and Latino students sig-
nificantly predicted same-ethnic friendships. Significant GPA
by ethnicity interactions in Model 2 (middle column in
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Fig. 1 a Regression slopes of GPA on same-ethnic friendships for each
racial group. b Regression slopes of GPA on cross-ethnic friendships
for each racial group

Table 3 Results on models predicting same- and cross-ethnic
friendships

Same-ethnic
friendships

Cross-ethnic
friendships

Predictors β SE β SE

Gender −0.26*** 0.05 −0.02 0.04

1st generation 0.04 0.06 −0.17** 0.07

2nd generation 0.01 0.04 −0.06 0.04

Parent education −0.01 0.01 0.02 0.01

Peer acceptance 0.37*** 0.02 0.27*** 0.03

GPA 0.22*** 0.04 −0.09 0.06

White 0.01 0.05 −0.19*** 0.04

Black 0.12** 0.04 −0.08 0.05

Latino 0.15*** 0.03 0.01 0.03

GPA ×White −0.04 0.05 0.10 0.09

GPA × Black −0.30*** 0.05 0.21* 0.09

GPA × Latino −0.25*** 0.06 0.24*** 0.06

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

1036 Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2020) 49:1030–1042



Table 4) predicting percent same-ethnic peers in academic
courses at spring of 6th grade indicated that the second cri-
terion for mediated moderation was also met. Specifically, for
Asians, GPA was a significant predictor of same-ethnic peers
in academic courses (b= 0.04, p < 0.05), such that higher
achieving Asians tend to have more same-ethnic classmates.
A non-significant interaction term for Whites (b= 0.01, ns)
indicated a similar pattern among White students. However,
interaction terms for Black (b=−0.08) and Latino (b=
−0.08) students were significant (ps < 0.001). As shown in
Fig. 2, simple slope analyses revealed that GPA was a sig-
nificant predictor of percent same-ethnic peers in academic
courses for Black (b=−0.04, p < 0.05) and Latino (b=
−0.04, p < 0.01) students, such that higher achieving Black
and Latino students tend to have fewer same-ethnic class-
mates. In addition, percent same-ethnic peers in academic
courses significantly predicted same-ethnic friendships while
controlling for GPA, ethnicity and the interaction terms (see
Model 3 in Table 4); hence, the third criterion for doc-
umenting mediated moderation was met as well. The Sobel
test (Sobel 1982) supported significant indirect effects (zs=
−2.40 and −2.71, for GPA ×Black and GPA × Latino
interactions, respectively, ps < 0.05). Results from the boot-
strapping procedures (Preacher et al. 2007) also showed that
percent same-ethnic peers in academic courses partly medi-
ated the interactive effect of GPA and ethnicity on same-

ethnic friendships (for GPA ×Black interaction: total effect=
−0.304, estimated mean indirect effect=−0.034, 95% con-
fidence interval: −0.055 to −0.013; for GPA × Latino inter-
action: total effect=−0.250, estimated mean indirect effect
=−0.034, 95% confidence interval: −0.055 to −0.014). In
other words, disparities in the achievement to same-ethnic
friendship linkage for Asians and other ethnic minorities (i.e.,
Black, Latino) was partly due to ethnic differences in the
effect of achievement on availability of same-ethnic peers in
academic courses.

Table 4 Assessment of the
mediated moderation effect on
same-ethnic friendships

M1 (Criterion:
sameeth friend)

M2 (Criterion:
psame_class)

M3 (Criterion:
sameeth friend)

Predictors β SE β SE β SE

Controls

Gender −0.26*** 0.05 −0.01 0.01 −0.26*** 0.04

1st generation 0.04 0.06 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.07

2nd generation 0.01 0.04 0.01 0.02 −0.01 0.04

Parent ed. −0.01 0.01 −0.03*** 0.01 0.01 0.01

Peer acceptance 0.37*** 0.02 0.00 0.01 0.37*** 0.02

X variable

GPA 0.22*** 0.04 0.04* 0.02 0.20*** 0.04

Moderator

White 0.01 0.05 0.04 0.05 −0.02 0.06

Black 0.12** 0.04 −0.03 0.05 0.13** 0.05

Latino 0.15*** 0.03 0.12* 0.06 0.10 0.06

X by moderator

GPA ×White −0.04 0.05 0.01 0.02 −0.03 0.05

GPA × Black −0.30*** 0.05 −0.08*** 0.02 −0.27*** 0.05

GPA × Latino −0.25*** 0.06 −0.08*** 0.02 −0.22*** 0.06

Mediator

Psame_class 0.45*** 0.12

Ed= Education, Psame_class= percent same-ethnic peers in academic courses, Sameeth friend= friendship
nominations received from same-ethnic peers

*p < 0. 05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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Fig. 2 Regression slopes of GPA on percent same-ethnic peers in
academic courses for each racial group
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Similar analyses were also carried out for cross-ethnic
friendships (see Table 5). Cross-ethnic peers in academic
courses was calculated as the inverse of same-ethnic peers
in those courses (i.e., pcross_class= 1—psame_class). The
regression coefficients in the model predicting percent
cross-ethnic peers (Model 2 Table 5) were just the opposite
numbers of those in the model predicting percent same-
ethnic peers (Model 2 Table 4). Paralleling Table 4, all three
criteria for testing moderated mediation were met. Sub-
stantively, higher GPA predicted more cross-ethnic friends
for Black and Latino students but not white and Asian
students (Criterion 1 and Model 1 in Table 5); better grades
predicted more cross-ethnic peers in classes for Black and
Latino students, bur not white and Asian students (Criterion
2, Model 2); and percent cross-ethnic peers in academic
courses significantly predicted cross-ethnic friendships
while controlling for GPA, ethnicity and the interaction
terms (Criterion 3, Model 3). The Sobel test supported
significant indirect effects (zs= 2.83 and 3.37, for GPA ×
Black and GPA × Latino interactions, respectively, ps <
0.01). Bootstrapping procedures also showed that percent
cross-ethnic peers in academic courses partly mediated the
interactive effect of GPA and ethnicity on cross-ethnic
friendships (for GPA × Black interaction: total effect=
0.207, estimated mean indirect effect= 0.035, 95% con-
fidence interval: 0.013–0.056; for GPA × Latino interaction:

total effect= 0.242, estimated mean indirect effect= 0.035,
95% confidence interval: 0.015–0.054).

Discussion

Ethnic differences in adolescents’ reactions to high
achieving peers has been a widely discussed but con-
troversial issue in educational research. The current study
extended previous work by exploring nuances in the linkage
between academic achievement and friendships across four
pan-ethnic groups, and by examining exposure to same-
ethnic peers in classrooms as a potential mediator of
observed ethnic differences in peer reactions to high
achievement. The current findings make original contribu-
tions to the literature on the social lives of high academic
achievers in ethnically diverse schools.

Academic Achievement and Friendships with Same-
and Cross-Ethnic Peers

Past quantitative research conducted with a single ethnic
group or research that relied on national datasets with
subjective (self-reported) peer social status yielded mixed
findings about ethnic differences in peer reactions to aca-
demic achievement. The present study approached this issue

Table 5 Assessment of the
mediated moderation effect on
cross-ethnic friendships

M1 (Criterion:
crosseth friend)

M2 (Criterion:
pcross_class)

M3 (Criterion: cross
eth friend)

Predictors β SE β SE β SE

Controls

Gender −0.02 0.04 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.04

1st generation −0.17** 0.07 −0.03 0.02 −0.18** 0.07

2nd generation −0.06 0.04 −0.01 0.02 −0.06 0.04

Parent ed. 0.02 0.01 0.03*** 0.01 0.00 0.01

Peer acceptance 0.27*** 0.03 0.00 0.01 0.27*** 0.03

X variable

GPA −0.09 0.06 −0.04* 0.02 −0.09 0.06

Moderator

White −0.19*** 0.04 −0.04 0.05 −0.17** 0.06

Black −0.08 0.05 0.03 0.05 −0.09 0.06

Latino 0.01 0.03 −0.12* 0.06 0.05 0.05

X by moderator

GPA ×White 0.10 0.09 −0.01 0.02 0.11 0.08

GPA × Black 0.21* 0.09 0.08*** 0.02 0.17* 0.0

GPA × Latino 0.24*** 0.06 0.08*** 0.02 0.20** 0.06

Mediator

Pcross_class 0.46*** 0.07

Ed= Education, Pcross_class= percent cross-ethnic peers in academic courses, Crosseth friend= friendship
nominations received from cross-ethnic peers

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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by making a distinction between same-ethnic and cross-
ethnic friendship nominations. Unlike the original acting
white proposition, current findings suggested that getting
good grades is related to social gains for students of all
ethnic backgrounds but that the ethnic composition of these
friend groups might vary by ethnicity. While White and
Asian students seem to be preferred more as friends by
same-ethnic peers, Black and Latino students seem to be
desired more as friends by cross-ethnic peers.

Why might the pattern of received friendship nomina-
tions of high achieving students differ across ethnic groups?
The current study explored classroom ethnic context as one
underlying mechanism (mediator). Classroom ethnic com-
position is important because availability (Mouw and
Entwisle 2006) and similarity (McPherson et al. 2001) are
two central principles of friendship formation. Students
taking the same academic courses have more opportunities
to interact with each other (availability), and share more
common learning experiences (similarity), and are therefore
more likely to become friends with each other than with
other schoolmates (Frank et al. 2013). In addition, previous
research (Juvonen et al. 2018) has shown that students at the
same diverse school do not necessarily experience the same
level of exposure to different ethnic groups throughout the
school day due to the unique class schedules of each student
(Echols and Graham 2016).

Our mediated moderation models demonstrated that
better grades predicted differential exposure to same-and
cross-ethnic peers in academic classes across groups, which
in turn affected friendship nomination patterns. Specifically,
for Whites and Asians, higher academic achievement was
associated with a larger proportion same-ethnic peers in
academic classes, which led to more same-ethnic friendship
nominations, whereas for Black and Latino students, higher
academic achievement was associated with a larger pro-
portion of cross-ethnic peers in academic courses, which in
turn led to more cross-ethnic friendship nominations.

These findings are consistent with existing evidence of
uneven ethnic distribution in classrooms at different
achievement levels due to certain kinds of academic track-
ing commonly used in middle and high schools. For
example, White and Asian students are more likely to be
grouped together in higher track academic courses, whereas
Black and Latino students are more likely to be clustered
together in lower track classes (e.g., Mickelson 2015).

The uneven ethnic distribution of students across aca-
demic course levels has implications for the availability of
same- and cross-ethnic peers in academic classes. This is
particularly important given what is known about the
unique benefits of same- and cross-ethnic friends. While
higher achieving Black and Latino students are exposed to
more cross-ethnic peers and form more cross-ethnic
friendships, they may risk losing the opportunity to form

friendships with same-ethnic peers, which are especially
important for identity development of students in the ethnic
minority (Douglass et al. 2017). In contrast, higher
achieving White and Asian students are exposed to more
same-ethnic peers and make more same-ethnic friendships,
but they are also at risk of missing out on developing cross-
ethnic friends, which are especially important to improve
intergroup relations (Chen and Graham 2015).

Motivational Costs of High Academic Achievement

When measured as having friends, the findings suggest that
there were few social costs incurred by high achieving
students in this sample. Indeed, achievement was positively
correlated with friendship nominations for all youth. But for
African American and Latino high achievers, there may be
unique motivational challenges when there are relatively
few same-ethnic peers in their academic courses. In other
research with a multiethnic sample, it was documented that
students felt less like they belonged in their math class when
there were few perceived same-ethnic peers (Graham and
Morales-Chicas 2015). Belongingness is part of a larger
school climate construct that assesses the extent to which
students feel connected to their environment—that they are
able to find their niche, feel accepted and respected, and
generally “fit in” (Benner and Graham 2009). A growing
literature has documented the positive consequences of
perceived belonging for school adjustment across a number
of variables (e.g., Gillen-O’Neel and Fuligni 2013). It is
plausible that when high achieving students look around
their classrooms and do not see a critical mass of peers who
share their ethnic background (i.e., classmates who look
“like me”), this could undermine their confidence and
motivation to do well in school. What that critical mass
might be is an important but unanswered question.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although the current study makes significant contributions
to the literature on the linkage between achievement and
peer relations, it is limited in several ways. First, as a pre-
liminary attempt to examine possible ethnic differences in
friendships of high achieving students, the current study
distinguished same- and cross-ethnic friendship nomina-
tions. However, the analyses did not identify who those
cross-ethnic friends might be. For example, is a high-
achieving Black student in ethnically diverse advanced
classes more likely to receive friendship nominations from
Whites who are the societal majority, or from peers whose
ethnic group is also academically stigmatized (e.g., Lati-
nos)? Previous research has shown that minority students
have distinct friendship patterns with different ethnic out
groups (Chen and Graham 2015). It will therefore be useful
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for future work to make a more sophisticated classification
of cross-ethnic peers in studying friendship nominations.

Second, disentangling the mechanisms that could explain
the ethnic disparities in peer reactions to high academic
achievement is a complex undertaking. The current study
examined only one structural factor (i.e. individual-level
classroom ethnic representation) that may be relevant. There
are a host of other individual (e.g., achievement values,
ethnic identity) and contextual level variables (e.g.,
achievement norms, school ethnic climate) that should be
taken into account in future research.

A third limitation involves generalizability of the current
findings. It is unclear whether these findings are general-
izable to other phases of schooling. The current study
focused on 6th grade students because of heightened
awareness of academic stereotypes in early adolescence
(Cvencek et al. 2015), and because of the increased
importance of fitting in and social status in the peer groups
during the transition to middle school (LaFontana and Cil-
lessen 2010). It is plausible that the pattern of findings
documented in the current study would be more evident in
high schools when academic tracking becomes more com-
mon. In addition, it would be interesting for future studies to
examine whether or to what extent the current findings
about academic achievement and friendships extend to non-
academic settings (e.g., extracurricular activities or the
cafeteria). For example, do high-achieving students tend to
be friends with other high achievers outside of classrooms,
suggesting spillover of classroom ethnic composition onto
non-academic settings? Finally, the current study was con-
ducted in California, which is one of the most ethnically
diverse states in the nation. Whether these findings can be
replicated in other parts of the U.S. or in other national
contexts with different racial/ethnic configurations remains
to be seen.

Finally, the analyses tested and found support for a
particular directional model from academic achievement →
classroom ethnic composition → friendship nominations in
a multiethnic context. The rationale for this model was
based on perceived limitations in the research on adoles-
cents’ reactions to high achieving classmates. Other models
are certainly plausible that include bidirectional and recur-
sive effects. For example, being well-liked by peers (i.e.,
receiving many friendship nominations) could motivate
high achievers to continue to do well in the future despite
the escalating high stakes demands of middle school and
high school. The academic motivational benefits of peer
support (as opposed to the risks associated with peer dis-
dain) for long-term achievement is an understudied topic in
social development research. Longitudinal data over mul-
tiple time points will be needed to test such alternative
models.

Implications for Practice

Despite these limitations, the current study has important
implications for educational practice. No institution in our
society brings together as many diverse young people for as
much time over developmental stages as do schools.
Racially and ethnically diverse schools provide an ideal
setting for youth to interact and form meaningful relations
with peers from different ethnic backgrounds, including
friendships with in-group and out-group members who
promote healthy development in distinctive ways (Graham
et al. 2014). However, the benefit of school ethnic diversity
could be undermined by classroom re-segregation due to
instructional practices that lead to uneven soring of students
in academic classes (Juvonen et al. 2018).

Even the most diverse schools will not live up to their
intergroup potential if instructional practices constrain the
mixing opportunities of students. The study reported here
demonstrated that the nuanced ethnic differences in friend-
ship patterns associated with academic achievement were
partly due to variations in classroom ethnic composition.
The findings suggest that schools should carefully examine
whether their instructional polices and classroom assignment
criteria contribute to racialized patterns of segregation.
Strategies such as de-tracking and a rigorous core curriculum
available to everyone could enhance academic and social
opportunities for all students. Academic (de)tracking
researchers tend to focus on achievement outcomes and
systemic inequality between ethnic groups in the American
educational system (e.g., Oakes 2005; Mickelson 2015). The
social consequences of such practices merit attention as well.

Conclusion

Ethnic disparities in peer reactions to high academic
achievement have been identified as a possible source of the
racial achievement gap. However, empirical studies on this
issue yielded mixed findings. The current study extended the
existing literature by examining the linkage between aca-
demic achievement and same-ethnic as well as cross-ethnic
friendships in an ethnically diverse sixth grade sample.
Contrary to the social cost proposition, higher achievement
was associated with more friendships for students of all ethnic
backgrounds. More importantly, the findings highlight dif-
ferences in the ethnic composition of high achievers’ received
friendship nominations. Specifically, for Asians and Whites,
achievement was associated with more same-ethnic friend-
ships, whereas for Blacks and Latinos, achievement was
associated with more cross-ethnic friendships. These findings
are particularly important in understanding the social lives of
academically excellent adolescents in multiethnic school
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contexts, given the heightened significance of friendships
during early adolescence (Brechwald and Prinstein 2011) and
differential developmental functions of same- versus cross-
ethnic friendships (Chen and Graham 2017). The current
study also makes original contributions to the literature on
underlying mechanisms of ethnic differences in peer reactions
to achievement, showing that proportion same-ethnic peers in
classrooms was a mediator of the ethnic differences in the
achievement-friendship linkage. These results highlight the
importance of instructional practices such as de-tracking, that
provide youth the opportunity to interact and form friendships
with peers from different ethnic backgrounds.
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