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Abstract. The current study examined factors that may serve as barriers to the
success of ethnic minority graduate students by assessing the academic, social,
and emotional experiences of approximately 87 ethnic minority and 313 ethnic
majority school psychology graduate students. Results indicated that ethnic mi-
nority graduate students reported significantly more negative race-related expe-
riences, which were associated with higher levels of emotional distress, than were
ethnic majority graduate students. In addition, ethnic minority graduate students
reported lower levels of belongingness than did ethnic majority students’ and
negative race-related experiences were associated with lower perceptions of
belongingness across all participants. Belongingness and autonomy were signif-
icantly associated with self-reported academic engagement for both ethnic mi-
nority and majority students. Discussion focuses on the significance of racial
microaggressions and belongingness to graduate students in school psychology
programs.

Developing methods to increase the
number of ethnic minority school psycholo-
gists is critically important to the future of the
profession (e.g., Davis, McIntosh, Phelps, &
Kehle, 2004; Fagan, 1988). Survey data from
the National Association of School Psycholo-
gists (NASP) for the 2004–2005 school year
indicated that only 7.4% of school psycholo-

gists identified themselves as belonging to an
ethnic minority group (Curtis et al., 2008).
This is important because disparities between
the ethnicities of school psychologists and the
clients they serve may impair their ability to
relate to their clients and provide appropriate
services (Thompson & Alexander, 2006; Yeh,
Eastman, & Cheung, 1994). For these reasons,
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it is essential for training programs in school
psychology to focus more of their efforts on
recruiting and retaining ethnic minority stu-
dents. However, ethnic minority students in
school psychology programs often face a num-
ber of challenges such as a lack of culturally
similar mentors, insufficient undergraduate
preparation, limited financial support, and
nonoptimal institutional climate (Zhou et al.,
2004).

Of the different forms of race-related
experiences that may impact the functioning
and engagement of ethnic minority graduate
students, racial microaggressions may be
among the most important. Racial microag-
gressions are “brief, everyday exchanges that
send denigrating messages to people of color
because they belong to a racial minority
group…often unconsciously delivered in the
form of subtle snubs, or dismissive looks, ges-
tures, and tones” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 273).
Microaggressions were initially described by
Pierce (1969) to characterize cross-racial in-
teractions, but have been extended to gender
and sexual orientation (Shelton & Delgado-
Romero, 2011). Some researchers have mini-
mized the importance of microaggressions by
characterizing them as simple misattributions
or misunderstandings that can be made by
either ethnic majority or minority individuals
(e.g., Schacht, 2008; Thomas, 2008). Despite
these criticisms, recent research has found that
racial microaggressions are associated with
important outcomes in the lives of ethnic mi-
nority individuals (e.g., stress, psychological
adjustment; Mercer, Zeigler-Hill, Wallace, &
Hayes, 2011).

Microaggressions take three primary
forms: microinsults, microassaults, and micro-
invalidations (Sue et al., 2007). Microinsults
are race-based statements that are rude and
demeaning to a person (e.g., comments such
as “You are so articulate” that can imply a
sense of surprise that an ethnic minority stu-
dent can speak intelligently or reacting in an
overly positive manner to statements by ethnic
minority students during class discussions).
Microassaults are more blatant forms of rac-
ism that are meant to insult or hurt the in-
tended victim (Sue et al., 2007) and may be

verbal (e.g., referring to an ethnic minority
student using a racial slur), behavioral (e.g.,
deliberately providing assistance to an ethnic
majority student while making an ethnic mi-
nority student wait), or environmental (e.g.,
posting racially insensitive posters or signs in
an area frequented by ethnic minorities). Mi-
croinvalidations are statements or actions that
invalidate or nullify a person’s feelings, expe-
riences, or beliefs based on his or her race
(e.g., making a comment in class that the most
qualified students should get into college dur-
ing a discussion about minority scholarships
or statements that minimize race such as “I
don’t see race when I look at you; I just see a
human being”). Microaggressions may be im-
portant to ethnic minority graduate students
because these experiences could cause addi-
tional stress during an already demanding time
in their lives. To further complicate the expe-
riences of ethnic minority graduate students,
the subtle nature of microaggressions may
leave them uncertain as to whether they are
being overly vigilant or experiencing “healthy
paranoia” (Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008,
p. 332).

Microaggressions have been studied
across various ethnic minority groups. Several
microinsult themes have been described in
focus groups of African American college stu-
dents and staff, such as perceptions that they
were treated as if they were (a) less intelligent
than ethnic majority individuals, (b) second-
class citizens, (c) potential criminals, or (d)
from an inferior culture (Sue, Nadal et al.,
2008). Several microinvalidation themes were
also identified, including assumptions by eth-
nic majority individuals that (a) all African
Americans have the same experiences
throughout life so that one person can repre-
sent the group and (b) race is unimportant to
the individual or life in general (Sue, Nadal et
al., 2008). In similar studies conducted to ex-
plore the racial microaggression experiences
of Asian Americans and Latino(a)s, themes
similar to those reported by African Ameri-
cans emerged along with some group-specific
themes (Sue, Bucceri, Lin, Nadal, & Torino,
2009; Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano,
2009). Although there may be group differ-
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ences with regard to experiences with micro-
aggressions, some experiences are common
across groups and these experiences may be
psychologically damaging and may contribute
to racial disparities in employment, education,
and health care (see Sue, 2010, for a review).
In particular, experiencing microaggressions
may undermine perceptions of belongingness
and autonomy, which may be detrimental to
the performance of ethnic minority graduate
students because these factors have been iden-
tified as important to educational success (Van
Ryzin, Gravely, & Roseth, 2009).

Self-Determination Theory

Perceptions of social belongingness and
autonomy have been described in self-deter-
mination theory (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, &
Ryan, 1991) as fundamental needs that sup-
port life happiness and success. The need for
social belongingness also extends to the realm
of higher education where belongingness is a
crucial factor in student success (Walton &
Cohen, 2007). Belongingness may be particu-
larly important for ethnic minority students
because they are underrepresented in higher
education. Ethnic minority students in higher
education have shared that peer support and
faculty mentorship provided them with the
support they needed to thrive in academia
despite the barriers they faced as ethnic mi-
norities (Vasquez et al., 2006). Ethnic minor-
ity undergraduate students have reported that
they tend to feel more comfortable in ethnic
majority academic environments when they
are not the only minority student, feel re-
spected by their peers, and do not experience
intolerance or prejudice (Booker, 2007). Fac-
ulty mentorship is another important way in
which feelings of belongingness may be fos-
tered among graduate students. It is important
to note that ethnic matches between mentor–
mentee dyads are not necessary for building an
effective relationship (Burney et al., 2005)
because mentors can encourage feelings of
belongingness through various methods (e.g.,
not assuming that they have had identical ex-
periences as their protégés, encouraging stu-
dents to celebrate their diversity, directly ad-

dressing issues of race, considering how race
affects students’ sense of belongingness and
academic achievement; Davidson & Foster-
Johnson, 2001).

In addition to belongingness, self-deter-
mination theory includes autonomy as a nec-
essary factor for academic success. Environ-
mental stressors can significantly impact per-
ceptions of autonomy (Lambert, Herman,
Bynum, & Ialongo, 2009), and both stressors
and perceptions of autonomy influence persis-
tence in educational programs (Davis, John-
son, Cribbs, & Saunders, 2002). There is only
one NASP-approved school psychology grad-
uate program located on the campus of a His-
torically Black College and University
(HBCU), which suggests that most ethnic mi-
nority graduate students are receiving their
education in environments that highlight the
salience of their minority status (National As-
sociation of School Psychologists, 2010). Eth-
nic minority students in predominantly ethnic
majority environments often report psycholog-
ical and physiological stress, feel the need to
remain hypervigilant, and experience mental
exhaustion and burnout (Smith, Allen, & Dan-
ley, 2007). Ultimately, this stress could con-
tribute to lower perceptions of autonomy and
belongingness in ethnic minority graduate stu-
dents with these factors, in turn, contributing
to emotional distress among ethnic minority
graduate students.

Emotional Distress

Although ethnic minority graduate stu-
dents may be unlikely to experience overt
racism on university campuses, the psycholog-
ical effects of racial microaggressions can be
as severe as those of overt racism (Smith et al.,
2007). In a survey of African American un-
dergraduate students in predominantly ethnic
majority universities, students reported that
they felt overlooked and underestimated in
classroom settings and that their experiences
on these campuses made them feel so isolated
and insecure that some had considered chang-
ing universities (Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso,
2009). Similarly, Latino(a) undergraduate stu-
dents have reported that experiences with ra-
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cial microaggressions have led to feelings of
isolation, rejection, and race-related stress
(Yosso et al., 2009), and both Latino(a) and
Asian American college students reporting
greater amounts of perceived discrimination
have exhibited greater symptoms of depres-
sion and anxiety (Hwang & Goto, 2008). In a
study of African American adolescents, Lam-
bert et al. (2009) found that perceived racism
had indirect effects on depression that were
mediated through perceptions of autonomy
(Lambert et al., 2009). Consequently, racial
microaggressions, via feelings of inadequacy,
isolation, and loss of autonomy, can contribute
to emotional distress. We believe it is possible
that the combination of these factors may im-
pact students’ academic engagement and sub-
sequent outcomes.

Academic Engagement

Academic engagement is a strong pre-
dictor of academic outcomes (see Fredricks,
Blumenfeld, and Paris, 2004, for a review),
and experiences with racial microaggressions
may negatively impact the academic engage-
ment of ethnic minority students. For example,
many ethnic minority students feel like they
are viewed as outsiders or are invisible in
predominantly ethnic majority educational en-
vironments (Solórzano et al., 2009). African
American male undergraduate students, in
particular, feel like they are marginalized on
their campuses and are not only treated as
outsiders but as potential criminals (Smith et
al., 2007). Dealing with daily microaggres-
sions, as well as feelings of alienation and
powerlessness, can cause mental exhaustion
that ultimately affects a student’s ability to put
forth the mental and physical effort needed to
fully academically engage (Solórzano et al.,
2009).

Focus of the Current Study

Previous studies have examined factors
that serve as barriers to the educational suc-
cess of minority students, but research has yet
to investigate the negative race-related expe-
riences of school psychology graduate stu-
dents or address whether those experiences are

associated with academic engagement and
emotional distress. In this study, we sought to
determine whether (a) ethnic minority students
will experience more negative race-related ex-
periences than ethnic majority students, (b)
negative race-related experiences will be as-
sociated with lower perceptions of belonging-
ness and autonomy, and (c) lower perceptions
of belongingness and autonomy will be asso-
ciated with greater emotional distress and less
academic engagement. In addition, we exam-
ined the extent to which experiencing racial
microaggressions is indirectly associated with
emotional distress and less academic engage-
ment via lower perceptions of belongingness
and autonomy. Models were compared across
ethnic minority and majority graduate students
to explore the extent to which these associa-
tions differ as a function of ethnicity.

Method

Participants

Participants in the study included 400
school psychology graduate students. The ap-
proximate ethnic distribution was 78.3% Eu-
ropean American (n � 313), 9.8% Hispanic
American (n � 39), 5.5% African American
(n � 22), 5.8% Asian American (n � 23),
and 0.8% Native American (n � 3). The mean
age of ethnic minority graduate students (n �
87) was 26.64 (SD � 4.94). Most ethnic mi-
nority graduate students were pursuing doc-
toral degrees (n � 46; 52.9%). Sixteen percent
of ethnic minority graduate students were
men. Of the ethnic minority graduate stu-
dents, 32 (37%) were in their first year of
graduate training, 21 (24%) in their second
year, 15 (17%) in their third year, and 19
(22%) in their fourth year or later. Regarding
campus location, 41 (47%) ethnic minority
graduate students described their campus as in
an urban area, with 32 (37%) and 14 (16%)
describing their campus as in a suburban or
rural location, respectively. The mean age of
ethnic majority (n � 313) graduate students
was 26.04 (SD � 5.03). A large proportion of
ethnic majority graduate students were pursu-
ing doctoral degrees (n � 153; 48.9%). Fifteen
percent of ethnic majority graduate students
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were men. The reported year of graduate train-
ing was the following for ethnic majority grad-
uate students: first (n � 126, 40%), second
(n � 68, 22%), third (n � 66, 21%), or fourth
or greater (n � 53, 17%). Ethnic majority
students described their campus location as the
following: urban (n � 128, 41%), suburban
(n � 128, 41%), or rural (n � 57, 18%).

Measures

Racial microaggressions. Racial mi-
croaggression experiences were assessed us-
ing the Inventory of Microaggressions against
Black Individuals (IMABI; Mercer et al.,
2011), consisting of 14 items that measure
experiences with and perceptions of covert
racism. The IMABI has been primarily used
with African American undergraduate sam-
ples, and assesses seven aspects of racial mi-
croaggressions including ascription of intelli-
gence (“I was made to feel that my achieve-
ments were primarily due to preferential
treatment based on my racial/ethnic back-
ground”), assumption of inferior status
(“Someone assumed I was a service worker or
laborer because of my race/ethnicity”), as-
sumption of criminality (“I was followed in a
store due to my race/ethnicity”), assumed su-
periority of White cultural values (“Someone
reacted negatively to the way I dress because
of my racial/ethnic background”), assumed
universality of the ethnic minority experience
(“Someone asked my opinion as a representa-
tive of my race/ethnicity”), denial of individ-
ual racism/colorblindness (“Someone made a
statement to me that they are not racist or
prejudiced because they have friends from dif-
ferent racial/ethnic backgrounds”), and myth
of meritocracy (“Someone told me that every-
one can get ahead if they work hard when I
described a difficulty related to my racial/
ethnic background”).

Each item of the IMABI is rated on a
5-point scale (0 � This has never happened to
me, 1 � This event happened but I was not
upset, 2 � This event happened and I was
slightly upset, 3 � This event happened and I
was moderately upset, and 4 � This event
happened to me and I was extremely upset).

The response format combines frequency with
severity of emotional response and is com-
monly used in measures of general stress (e.g.,
Daily Hassles Scale; Kanner, Coyne,
Schaefer, & Lazarus, 1980) and race-related
stress (e.g., Index of Race-Related Stress;
Utsey, 1999). Reported internal consistency
for the IMABI total score is .94 in an African
American undergraduate sample (Mercer et
al., 2011) and was .89 and .80 for ethnic
minority and majority graduate students, re-
spectively, in the current sample. Validity for
this instrument is supported by relations of the
IMABI to scores on measures assessing race-
related stress, racial identity, anticipated racial
discrimination, and psychological distress
(Mercer et al., 2011).

Although the IMABI assesses forms of
microaggressions that may not be experienced
directly in the graduate school program or
perpetrated by program faculty or students
(e.g., assumption of criminality), it is possible
these experiences could occur on the univer-
sity campus or in the surrounding community.
Consequently, we did not limit our investiga-
tion to microaggressions experienced solely in
the immediate context of graduate training.

Belongingness. Belongingness was as-
sessed using subscales of the Classroom Life
Scale (CLS; Johnson, Johnson, Buckman, &
Richards, 1985) that measure perceptions of
social support from teachers and peers. The
CLS has been primarily used in secondary and
undergraduate student samples, so some of the
subscale items were originally worded to refer
to “in this class” and “teachers” but we altered
these items to refer to “in this program” and
“graduate trainers” for the present study. Only
the following subscales of the CLS were used
in the present study: Student Personal Support
(5 items, sample item: “In this program, other
students really care about me”), Student Aca-
demic Support (4 items, sample item: “In this
program, other students care about how much
I learn”), Teacher Personal Support (4 items,
sample item: “My graduate trainers like me as
much as they like other students”), and
Teacher Academic Support (4 items, sample
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item: “My graduate trainers want me to do my
best”).

Each item is rated on a 5-point scale
(1 � completely false and 5 � completely
true). A principal components analysis of
these scales found a two-factor solution:
teacher support and peer support (Van Ryzin
et al., 2009). Because of our interest in overall
perceptions of support and belongingness in
this study, we averaged across items on the
teacher and peer support subscales, which re-
sulted in estimates of internal consistency of
.96 and .94 in ethnic minority and majority
students, respectively. In the current study,
reports of teacher and peer support were
highly correlated (r � .59, p � .001), and
results did not substantively differ when the
teacher and peer support factors were analyzed
instead of the combined belongingness factor.
Validity of the measure is supported by studies
linking belongingness as measured by the CLS
to academic engagement and student adjust-
ment (Van Ryzin et al., 2009).

Autonomy. Sense of autonomy was as-
sessed using the Psychological Well-Being
Scales—Short Forms (PWBS-SF; Ryff &
Keyes, 1995). For this study, only the sub-
scales of Autonomy (14 items, sample item:
“My decisions are not usually influenced by
what everyone else is doing”) and Environ-
mental Mastery (13 items, sample item: “In
general, I feel I am in charge of the situation in
which I live”) were used. Some of the scale
items on the Autonomy subscale were altered
to include the words “in my program” at the
end of the item. Each item is rated on a 6-point
scale (1 � strongly disagree and 6 � strongly
agree). We were interested in overall levels of
autonomy so we averaged across items on the
Autonomy and Environmental Mastery sub-
scales, yielding an internal consistency esti-
mate of 0.87 for ethnic minority graduate stu-
dents and 0.89 for ethnic majority students.
Validity for this instrument is supported by
studies linking scores on the PWBS-SF to life
satisfaction, affective balance, self-esteem, in-
ternal control, depression, and morale (Ahrens
& Ryff, 2006; Ryff, 1989; Schmutte & Ryff,
1997). Studies have provided evidence of the

reliability and validity of the PWBS-SF in
multiple age groups (e.g., young adolescents,
college students, older adults) and cultures
(see Ryff & Singer, 2006).

Emotional distress—perceived stress.
Level of perceived stress was assessed using
the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; Cohen, Ka-
marck, & Mermelstein, 1983). The PSS is a
14-item scale that measures the extent to
which one perceives life situations as stressful.
Sample items include “In the last year, how
often have you felt difficulties were so high
you could not overcome them?” and “In the
past year, how often have you felt nervous and
stressed?” Each item is rated on a 5-point scale
(1 � never and 5 � very often). Internal
consistency estimates from the current sample
were .83 and .86 for ethnic minority and ma-
jority graduate students, respectively. Validity
for this instrument is supported with studies
linking high scores on the PSS to high scores
on scales used to assess psychological distress,
depressive symptoms, and stress-induced
physical symptoms (Cohen et al., 1983; Cohen
& Williamson, 1988). The PSS is a widely
used instrument that has been employed to
assess stress in samples of adolescents and
adults across a variety of cultures.

Emotional distress—depression and
anxiety. Levels of depression and anxiety
were assessed using the Brief Symptom Inven-
tory (Derogatis, 1975), which consists of 53
items that measure recent distress. In this
study, only the subscales of Depression (6
items, sample item: “Feeling fearful”) and
Anxiety (6 items, sample item: “Feeling
lonely”) were used. Each item is rated on a
5-point scale that ranged from 0 (not at all)
to 4 (extremely). Internal consistency for
scores on Depression was .87 and .90 for
ethnic minority and majority graduate stu-
dents, respectively. For Anxiety, estimates of
internal consistency were .70 and .80 for eth-
nic minority and majority graduate students,
respectively. Concurrent validity for this in-
strument is supported by positive correlations
with domain scores on the Minnesota Multi-
phasic Personality Inventory (Boulet & Boss,
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1991; Derogatis & Melisaratos, 1983). The
reliability and validity of the Brief Symptom
Inventory has been supported in studies across
multiple age groups, subpopulations, and
cultures.

Academic engagement. Academic
engagement was assessed using the Student
Course Engagement Questionnaire (Handels-
man, Briggs, Sullivan, & Towler, 2005),
which was originally developed to identify
four components of academic engagement in
undergraduate courses: Emotional Course En-
gagement (10 items, sample item: “Doing all
the assignments”), Participation/Interaction
Course Engagement (5 items, sample item:
“Asking questions when I don’t understand
the instructor”), Performance Course Engage-
ment (4 items, sample item: “Participating ac-
tively in group discussions”), and Skills
Course Engagement (4 items, sample item:
“Getting a good grade”). Each item is rated on
a 5-point scale (1 � not at all characteristic of
me and 5 � very characteristic of me). Inter-
nal consistency for scores from the current
sample of ethnic minority students were .80,
.78, .73, and .86, respectively, and .83, .64,
.69, and .83 for ethnic majority students. Va-
lidity of this instrument is supported by cor-
relations of Student Course Engagement
Questionnaire factors with measures assessing
level of academic challenge, affective compo-
nents of engagement, faculty interaction, and
extrinsic motivation in undergraduate students
(Handelsman et al., 2005).

Procedure

An Internet-based survey was used to
collect the data. As an incentive to participate,
all graduate students were given the chance to
enter four raffle drawings for $25 each. Grad-
uate students were recruited via an e-mail an-
nouncement of the study sent to training di-
rectors of school psychology programs and
listservs of student organizations, including
Student Affiliates in School Psychology, the
NASP Interest Group for Students of School
Psychology, and NASP Interest Group for
Multicultural Issues. Graduate students used a
hypertext link to gain access to the survey

Web site. After reading the informed consent,
graduate students were instructed to report
demographic information and complete survey
measures with the racial microaggression
measure administered last so that responses to
other measures would be less impacted by this
potentially sensitive measure.

Data Analyses

Prior to investigating the structural rela-
tions among latent variables, measurement in-
variance was tested across ethnic minority and
majority samples. Several latent constructs
were specified for use in a structural equation
model (see Figure 1) with the following indi-
cators: racial microaggressions (three parcels
formed by randomly assigning items to par-
cels), belongingness (three parcels formed by
randomly assigning items from the CLS peer
and teacher support factors to parcels), auton-
omy (three parcels formed by randomly as-
signing items from the PWBS autonomy and
environmental mastery subscales to parcels),
emotional distress (perceived stress from the
PSS total score and the depression and anxiety
subscales from the Brief Symptom Inventory
as indicators), and academic engagement
(emotional, participation/interaction, perfor-
mance, and skills engagement subscales from
the Student Course Engagement Questionnaire
as indicators). Although parcels are not rec-
ommended for analyses focused on the psy-
chometric properties of individual measures
(e.g., confirmatory factor analysis; Little, Cun-
ningham, Shahar, & Widaman, 2002), they
can be used when the focus is primarily on
structural relations among latent variables.
The use of parcels, in this context, is preferred
over analytic approaches that do not account
for measurement error such as multiple regres-
sion or path analysis (Coffman & MacCallum,
2005). Survey participants tend to report few
experiences of microaggressions (Mercer et
al., 2011), which violates the assumption of
multivariate normality for maximum likeli-
hood estimation in structural equation model-
ing (SEM). Thus, standard errors of model
parameters were estimated using bootstrap re-
sampling (10,000 samples), which is robust to
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departures from normality (Nevitt & Hancock,
2001).

To test measurement invariance, a
model with factor loadings and indicator in-
tercepts that were free to vary across groups
was compared to models with weak factorial
invariance (i.e., equal loadings across groups)
and strong factorial invariance (i.e., equal
loadings and intercepts across groups). The
nested models were compared based on the
following criteria: (a) change in comparative
fit index (CFI) between models with change
�.005 suggesting invariance and (b) change in
root mean square error of approximation (RM-
SEA) with change �.01 suggesting invariance
(Chen, 2007). For analyses with unequal
group sizes, these criteria are less sensitive to
invariance (Chen, 2007); consequently, in-
spection of model modification indices was
also used to identify loadings and intercepts
that may have varied substantially across

groups. In multiple-group SEM, determination
of measurement invariance is important to rule
out the possibility that observed differences
between groups on regression weights or la-
tent mean differences are not an artifact of
varying psychometric properties for measures
across groups.

Following determination of measure-
ment invariance, all research questions were
investigated via the model depicted in Fig-
ure 1. The first research question was ad-
dressed by examining the statistical signifi-
cance of the mean of the latent microaggres-
sion variable in the ethnic majority group
relative to the ethnic minority group. In mul-
tiple-group SEM, the means and intercepts of
the latent variables of a reference group (i.e.,
the ethnic minority group) are constrained to
equal zero for identification purposes; conse-
quently, the values for the means and inter-
cepts of latent variables in the ethnic majority

Figure 1. Structural model of microaggressions with emotional distress and
academic engagement as mediated by perceptions of belongingness and au-
tonomy. All displayed coefficients are standardized. aLoading varied across
groups (ethnic minority � .89; ethnic majority � .74). The p values are only
provided for structural paths and covariances. ***p < .001

Barriers to Success

183



group represent the differences between
groups, and the statistical significance of these
values are tests of differences across groups.
The second and third research questions were
examined by inspecting the statistical signifi-
cance of the structural regression weights in
the model.

The degree to which (a) structural re-
gression weights, (b) the residual correlation
between belongingness and autonomy, and (c)
the residual correlation between emotional
distress and academic engagement differed
across ethnic minority and majority groups
was determined by comparing changes in
model fit based on the previously presented
criteria after the imposition of equality con-
straints. The statistical significance of medi-
ated relations was determined using bias-cor-
rected, bootstrapped confidence intervals, a
recommended technique to assess mediation
(Cheung & Lao, 2008; MacKinnon, Lock-
wood, & Williams, 2004). Fit of the final
model was assessed, in addition to the previ-
ously discussed comparisons of relative model
fit, using Hu and Bentler’s (1999) criteria:
CFI � .95, Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) � .95,
and RMSEA � .06. All models were fit in
Mplus 6.11 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2010).

Participants with missing data were in-
cluded in all analyses. The percentage of par-
ticipants with complete data on individual
items ranged from 82% to 100% (M � 88%,
SD � 6%). Missing data were handled by
maximum likelihood estimation, which uses
all available information to calculate parame-
ter estimates. Research suggests that this ap-
proach to addressing missing data are less
biased than other commonly used techniques
such as mean substitution or list-wise deletion
(Enders, 2010).

Unequal group sizes can have an impact
results in multiple-group standard error of the
mean (SEM; Lubke & Dolan, 2003), so we
also conducted all of our analyses with a ran-
domly selected subset of the ethnic majority
graduate students that was equal in size to the
sample of ethnic minority graduate students
(i.e., 87 ethnic minority and 87 ethnic majority
graduate students). Substantive results were
unaffected by this specification, including in-

ferences regarding measurement invariance,
invariance of structural paths, and statistical
significance of structural regression weights.
For parsimony, only the results based on the
full sample are reported; however, the sensi-
tivity analyses with equal subgroup sizes sug-
gest that the results were minimally impacted
by unequal numbers of ethnic minority and
majority students.

Results

Measurement Invariance

Descriptive statistics (i.e., means and
standard deviations for all indicators) by stu-
dent group are presented in Table 1. Prior to
examining relations among constructs, we as-
sessed the relative fit of models that tested
measurement invariance across ethnic minor-
ity and majority graduate students. The base-
line model (all factor loadings and intercepts
free to vary across groups) appeared to ade-
quately fit the data based on values of approx-
imate fit indices: �2 (188) � 279.77, p � .001;
CFI � .977; TLI � .971; RMSEA � .049.
The next model tested equality of factor load-
ings across groups, and estimates of change in
CFI (.011) and RMSEA (.008) were near val-
ues that would suggest invariance of factor
loadings based on Chen’s (2007) criteria;
however, inspection of model modification in-
dices suggested that the loading on the second
microaggression parcel significantly varied
across groups. With the loading on this parcel
free to vary across groups, change in CFI
(.002) and RMSEA (.001) was negligible. Fi-
nally, a model was fit with all loadings and
indicator intercepts, excluding the second mi-
croaggression parcel, constrained to be equal
across ethnic minority and majority students.
Change in CFI (.003) and RMSEA (.001) in-
dicated minimal worsening of fit with these
constraints, supporting partial measurement
invariance across groups. Consequently, this
partially invariant measurement model (i.e.,
one factor loading and intercept free to vary
across groups) was used to investigate struc-
tural relations among latent variables.
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Reports of Microaggressions

The mean of the latent microaggression
variable in the ethnic majority group (M �
�1.96, SD � 1.57), which is scaled relative to
the mean in the ethnic minority group (con-
strained to equal zero in multiple-group SEM,
SD � 2.99), was statistically significant ( p �
.001), indicating differences across groups.
This mean difference (1.96) divided by the
sample-size weighted averaged of the latent
variable standard deviations (2.38) yielded a
standardized mean difference of 0.82, which is
of large magnitude based on Cohen’s (1988)
guidelines. Although not included in the re-
search questions, differences between ethnic
minority and majority groups on all other con-
structs were also examined. Reports of be-
longingness significantly differed ( p � .04)
across ethnic majority (M � 0.25, SD � 0.81)
and minority graduate students (M constrained
to zero, SD � 1.04). Specifically, ethnic ma-
jority graduate students’ reports of belonging-

ness were 0.25 SD higher than ethnic minority
graduate students’ reports, and this difference
is of small magnitude. Reports of autonomy,
emotional distress, and academic engagement
did not significantly differ across groups.

Structural Paths

To determine the extent to which the
structural paths and covariances among latent
variables differed across ethnic minority and
ethnic majority students, the paths and cova-
riances were constrained to be equal across
groups. Imposition of the equality constraints
resulted in negligible change in CFI (.001) and
RMSEA (�.001) as compared to the partially
invariant measurement model, indicating that
structural paths and covariances did not differ
across groups. Approximate fit indices for the
constrained model continued to be acceptable,
�2(217) � 324.96, p � .001; CFI � .973;
TLI � .970; RMSEA � .050. Because struc-
tural paths and covariances did not vary across

Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations by Variable and Student Group

Ethnic Minority
Graduate Students

Ethnic Majority
Graduate Students

M SD M SD

Racial Microaggressions (P1) 1.70 0.70 1.24 0.37
Racial Microaggressions (P2) 1.84 0.86 1.16 0.34
Racial Microaggressions (P3) 1.48 0.59 1.17 0.32
Belongingness (P1) 4.54 1.07 4.84 0.73
Belongingness (P2) 4.52 0.99 4.85 0.66
Belongingness (P3) 4.43 1.01 4.84 0.77
Autonomy (P1) 4.32 0.60 4.19 0.71
Autonomy (P2) 4.40 0.60 4.28 0.70
Autonomy (P3) 4.43 0.66 4.31 0.68
ED: Perceived Stress 2.59 0.43 2.66 0.51
ED: Anxiety 1.38 0.43 1.50 0.62
ED: Depression 1.40 0.58 1.49 0.77
AE: Participation/Interaction 3.82 0.65 3.91 0.72
AE: Skill 4.53 0.55 4.46 0.60
AE: Emotional 4.07 0.54 4.06 0.51
AE: Performance 3.65 0.72 3.69 0.74

Note. P1 � Parcel 1, P2 � Parcel 2, P3 � Parcel 3, ED � Emotional Distress, AE � Academic Engagement.
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ethnic minority and majority students, the fol-
lowing results are indicative of both groups of
graduate students.

As indicated by the standardized beta
weights presented in Figure 1, reports of mi-
croaggressions by ethnic minority and major-
ity graduate students were associated with be-
longingness (� � �.30, p � .001) but not
autonomy (� � �.15, p � .19). Specifically,
graduate students reporting more experiences
of microaggressions reported lower levels of
belongingness. Although reports of microag-
gressions were not independently associated
with academic engagement (� � .02, p � .80),
belongingness was independently associated
with academic engagement (� � .40, p �
.001). Lower perceptions of belongingness
were not independently associated with emo-
tional distress (� � �.03, p � .61). In con-
trast, autonomy was independently associated
with both academic engagement (� � .36, p �
.001) and emotional distress (� � �.83, p �
.001). These results suggest that the higher a
graduate student’s sense of belongingness and
autonomy, the more likely he or she was to
report being academically engaged. In addi-
tion, graduate students reporting higher levels
of autonomy were less likely to report current
emotional distress.

As exploratory tests of mediation, the
statistical significance of indirect associations
(i.e., microaggressions with emotional distress
and academic engagement via perceptions of
autonomy and belongingness) was examined
by inspecting bootstrapped confidence inter-
vals to determine whether they contained zero,
which would indicate the indirect association
is not statistically significant. Of the possible
indirect associations, only one was statistically
significant. Specifically, the 99% confidence
interval for the indirect association of micro-
aggressions with academic engagement via
belongingness (�.23 to �0.01) lends prelim-
inary evidence that the negative association
between microaggressions and academic en-
gagement may be mediated by perceptions of
belongingness ( p � .01).

Regarding the two residual correlations
included in the model, belongingness was pos-
itively correlated with autonomy (r � .25, p �

.001) after accounting for variance attributable
to microaggressions; however, emotional dis-
tress was unrelated to academic engagement
(r � �.05, p � .63) after accounting for
variance attributable to other latent variables
in the model. Regarding effect size, reports of
microaggressions explained 9% and 4% of the
variance in belongingness for ethnic minority
and majority graduate students, respectively,
and autonomy explained 77% and 69% of the
variance in emotional distress, respectively. In
addition, belongingness and autonomy in
combination explained 37% and 33% of the
variance in academic engagement for ethnic
minority and majority graduate students,
respectively.

Discussion

The goal of the present study was to
answer several questions concerning the asso-
ciations between negative race-related experi-
ences and the academic and emotional func-
tioning of school psychology graduate stu-
dents. Specifically, we sought to determine the
extent to which self-determination theory is
useful in explaining the academic engagement
and emotional distress of school psychology
graduate students as well as the extent to
which racial microaggressions relate to grad-
uate students’ perceptions of autonomy and
belongingness. By conducting analyses across
both ethnic minority and majority graduate
students, we were able to determine the extent
to which results generalize across groups.

Negative Race-Related Experiences of
Graduate Students

The first research question focused on
differences in race-related experiences be-
tween ethnic minority and majority graduate
students in school psychology programs. Re-
sults indicated that although both groups re-
ported low levels of racial microaggressions,
ethnic minority graduate students reported
higher levels than majority graduate students.
Common places that people experience racial
microaggressions include work and school
(Sue et al., 2007). This is especially concern-
ing as perceived racial tensions and experi-
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ences of microaggressions on university cam-
puses have direct effects on students’ percep-
tions of belongingness (Locks, Hurtado,
Bowman, & Oseguera, 2008), self-reported
academic engagement and performance
(Solórzano et al., 2009), and emotional dis-
tress (Hwang & Goto, 2008; Smith et al.,
2007). Consistent with the general patterns of
results in this prior research, ethnic minority
graduate students in the current study reported
lower perceptions of belongingness in their
graduate programs than ethnic majority
students.

Belongingness and Autonomy

The second research question focused
on the relationship between microaggressions,
belongingness, and autonomy. Our findings
indicated that although microaggressions are
related to lower perceptions of belongingness
for both ethnic minority and majority graduate
students, microaggressions were unrelated to
autonomy. The negative relation between mi-
croaggressions and belongingness indicates
that the more graduate students encounter neg-
ative race-related experiences, the less likely
they are to perceive social support in their
academic environment.

The relation between microaggressions
and belongingness in ethnic majority graduate
students was unexpected given that the litera-
ture on racial microaggressions has focused
primarily on of the experiences of ethnic mi-
norities. Although not specifically assessed in
the current study, it is possible that ethnic
majority graduate students’ reports of racial
microaggressions could be a negative reaction
to multicultural training. Multicultural training
increases multicultural knowledge for most
ethnic majority students; however, students
high in color-blind racial attitudes (i.e., denial
of the significance of race in U.S. society)
experience minimal growth in multicultural
awareness during multicultural training (Chao,
Weis, Good, & Flores, 2011). Research has
documented negative emotional reactions in
ethnic majority students when confronted with
issues of racial privilege (Spanierman et al.,
2008) and it is possible that some students,

particularly those high in color-blind racial
attitudes, could perceive aspects of these dis-
cussions as racial microaggressions. These
considerations are not intended to suggest that
multicultural training is contraindicated for
ethnic majority students; instead, studies in
this area highlight the need for additional re-
search on ways to reduce negative reactivity
by ethnic majority students during multicul-
tural training.

Although related to belongingness, ex-
periences of microaggressions were unrelated
to perceptions of autonomy for ethnic minority
and majority graduate students. These results
are surprising given that ethnic majority and
ethnic minority students have very different
perceptions of race relations on college cam-
puses (Reid & Radhakrishnan, 2003). One rea-
son a significant correlation between microag-
gressions and autonomy was not found could
be that the graduate students in our study were
more intrinsically motivated and autonomous
from simply being in a graduate university
setting. University settings and especially
graduate education settings require students to
assert themselves and take control over their
academic careers (Faye & Sharp, 2008). In
addition, adults with higher cognitive ability
tend to report greater perceptions of autonomy
(Ittenbach & Harrison, 1990).

Emotional Distress and Academic
Engagement

The third goal of this project was to
explore the relationship between belonging-
ness, autonomy, emotional distress, and aca-
demic engagement. For both ethnic minority
and majority graduate students, belongingness
was significantly related to academic engage-
ment, and autonomy was found to be a signif-
icant predictor of both academic engagement
and emotional distress. Consequently, the pri-
mary propositions of self-determination theory
(i.e., the importance of belongingness and au-
tonomy) held for both groups of school psy-
chology graduate students. These findings
support previous research suggesting that a
method of increasing students’ academic en-
gagement is to increase social support and
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foster feelings of autonomy (Jang, Reeve, &
Deci, 2010; Reeve, Jang, Carrell, Jeon, &
Barch, 2004). Furthermore, these findings sup-
port the notion that social and autonomy sup-
port have directs effects on psychological
well-being, which can also increase student
engagement (Steele & Fullager, 2009). To ex-
plore possible critical variables for interven-
tion, the exploratory tests of mediation indi-
cated that experiences of microaggressions are
associated with lower academic engagement
via lower perceptions of belongingness, and
future longitudinal research should directly
test this pathway as well as the extent to which
graduate programs can have an impact on eth-
nic minority and majority students’ sense of
belongingness.

Potential Practical Implications

Overall, these findings highlight the
magnitude of racial microaggressions and so-
cial support in academic environments. Of
particular note, the statistically significant re-
lations among racial microaggressions, be-
longingness, and academic engagement were
the same across ethnic minority and majority
students. This is especially important given
the significant association between negative
race-related experiences and perceptions of
belongingness for graduate students in school
psychology programs. If students do not feel
that they are socially supported by their peers
and professors, they may be less able to main-
tain adequate levels of psychological adjust-
ment and consequently may be less likely to
put forth the effort necessary to achieve aca-
demic success (Booker, 2007; Solórzano et al.,
2009). Focus groups of African American un-
dergraduate students have indicated that open-
mindedness and trust among faculty and peers
are essential for their success, particularly in
the context of classroom discussions concern-
ing race and ethnicity (Booker, 2007). In order
to retain ethnic minority students, programs
should ensure diverse social and professional
activities that foster a sense of belongingness
for ethnic minority students throughout their
academic career.

Research suggests that students tend to
feel more comfortable in their environment
when they believe their programs are commit-
ted to multicultural sensitivity and diversity
(Pope-Davis, Liu, Nevitt, & Toporek, 2000).
Regardless of the specific model of multicul-
tural training in a graduate program, open and
respectful discussion of race-related issues is
likely to be a critical component. Recent re-
search has highlighted the experiences of fac-
ulty and students during “difficult dialogues”
in these courses, as well as the role of racial
microaggressions in these discussions, and we
strongly encourage faculty in school psychol-
ogy training programs to review this growing
literature (e.g., Sue, Lin, Torino, Capodilupo,
& Rivera, 2009; Sue, Rivera, Capodilupo, Lin,
& Torino, 2010; Sue, Torino, Capodilupo, Ri-
vera, & Lin, 2009). Considering that the ethnic
majority graduate students in our sample re-
ported some experiences with racial microag-
gressions, programs should ensure that multi-
cultural training is not solely focused on ethnic
minorities. These courses often highlight
White privilege, which subsequently may
evoke White guilt (Case, 2007; Todd, Spani-
erman, & Aber, 2010). Programs should be
aware of potential impacts on ethnic majority
students’ emotions and sense of social belong-
ingness as well as possible interactions be-
tween students’ attitudes (i.e., color-blind ra-
cial attitudes) and the specific training pro-
vided (Chao et al., 2011).

The current study primarily focused on
the race-related experiences and adjustment of
graduate students in school psychology pro-
grams; however, research suggests that per-
ceptions of school racial climate and experi-
ences of racism affect the emotional and aca-
demic functioning of school-age youth
(Mattison & Aber, 2007; Sellers, Copeland-
Linder, Martin, & Lewis, 2006). In addition,
much of the research emphasizing the impor-
tance of self-determination theory in academic
settings has been conducted with school-age
youth (e.g., Van Ryzin et al., 2009). For these
reasons, the constructs investigated in this
study would also have relevance for school
psychologists and others working with school-
age youth.
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Limitations

One limitation of this study is that data
were collected toward the beginning of the fall
semester of one academic year, and student
perceptions of their program are likely to
change over the course of a year. University
courses are designed so that most assignments
and tests all fall within the same brief time
frame—thus students tend to exhibit more
stress symptoms during midterms and finals
(Weidner, Kohlmann, Dotzauer, & Burns,
1996). This limitation is particularly relevant
because approximately 40% of the sample was
in the first year of graduate training; conse-
quently, these students may have had a limited
view of their graduate programs given that
they had only been in the program for approx-
imately one month at the time of data
collection.

Another limitation is that the measures
used to assess graduate student perceptions
were self-report measures. Self-report mea-
sures sometimes exhibit problems with biased
responding in order for people to present
themselves in a manner that is socially desir-
able (Paulhus, 1991). It is possible that the low
ratings of emotional distress reported by grad-
uate students in this study were because par-
ticipants were underreporting their symptoms
in order to appear emotionally healthy.

A related concern is that the measure of
microaggressions used in this study was ini-
tially developed on a sample of African Amer-
ican undergraduate students. Although the
wording of items was not group specific, it is
possible that group-specific microaggression
experiences were overlooked in the measure,
which may have limited the number of micro-
aggressions reported by ethnic minority stu-
dents. Given that over half of the ethnic mi-
nority sample was Hispanic American, it is
possible that differences between ethnic ma-
jority and minority graduate students were
minimized because experiences with discrim-
ination vary based on darkness of skin color
(Espino & Franz, 2002); future research
should explore this possibility. The measure of
racial microaggressions is also limited by
combining occurrence vs. nonoccurrence with

emotional valence in the response format. This
limitation is tempered somewhat by findings
that subjective appraisals of life stress are
more predictive of emotional distress than
counts of stressful life events (Roberts & Kas-
sel, 1997).

Finally, because participants were re-
cruited via e-mail listservs, we do not have
information regarding participant response
rates. Although the demographics of study
participants appear to be representative of stu-
dents in school psychology, the sampling
strategy employed may limit the generalizabil-
ity of findings.

Conclusion

The findings from this study highlight
the importance of negative race-related expe-
riences in relation to perceptions of belonging-
ness in school psychology graduate students.
Although the major propositions of self-deter-
mination theory held for both ethnic majority
and minority graduate students and percep-
tions of microaggressions appeared to be
harmful for both groups, some group-specific
considerations should be made. Specifically,
ethnic minority students experience more ra-
cial microaggressions, and additional research
is needed to determine the specific experiences
that students perceive to be racial microag-
gressions in the context of graduate training.
In the current study, graduate students re-
ported on general experiences of racial micro-
aggressions; consequently, future research is
needed to assess the relative importance and
impact of microaggression experiences occur-
ring in the graduate program, the larger cam-
pus, and the surrounding community. In addi-
tion, possible co-occurrence of microaggres-
sions based on gender and sexual orientation
should be explored in school psychology grad-
uate students. Such information would facili-
tate efforts of school psychology graduate fac-
ulty to design programs to meet the diverse
needs of graduate students.
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