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1 Introduction

Minority students continue to underachieve in comparison to their majority counterparts across the country (Weinberg, 1989; Phillips, 2000). This achievement gap exists at almost all educational level and has been found to remain even when all other variables such as individual, family, and institutional factors are held constant (Brooks-Gunn et al., 1996) leading to significantly negative educational outcomes such as lower enrollment and graduation rates, high dropout rates, loss of academic opportunities, and poor career advancement among others (Huffman et al., 2003; Musu-Gillette et al., 2018). Interestingly, this underachievement has often been linked to the absence of intelligence (Hernstein and Murray, 1994; Eysenck, 1971).



2 Achievement and intelligence

The assessment of students' performances across the formal educational system is premised on achievement and not intelligence. Achievement is defined in specific terms as “performance outcomes that indicate the extent to which a person has accomplished specific goals that were the focus of activities in instructional environments, specifically in school, college, and university” (Steinmayr et al., 2015). In contrast, intelligence is conceived in general terms, often based on how individuals process information to solve life's problems and to adapt to the environment (Neisser et al., 1996). Achievement tests are used to assess students for placement into programs designed for the highly intelligent, such as the gifted programs, while the assessment of intelligence constructs like goals setting, problem solving, information processing, creativity, novelty, critical thinking, and self-monitoring are seldom conducted (Kaplan, 2019). Although intelligence is a main predictor of academic success and should naturally translate into high achievement, it is usually not the case (Rhode and Thompson, 2007; Deary et al., 2007); more so for underrepresented minority students facing several personal, family, and institutional debilitating factors.



3 The sociocultural context and intelligence

Acknowledging the intelligence of underrepresented minority students and situating their learning accordingly is critical to their academic achievement. One viewpoint of intelligence alludes that it is genetically exclusive to white people and that the minority population such as the Hispanic people are not intelligent (Hernstein and Murray, 1994; Eysenck, 1971). Another perspective opines that intelligence is socially constructed and all humans, irrespective of ethnicity, are intelligent. Several intelligence theories have also given credence to the latter stance. For example, Sternberg's (1985) triarchic theory of intelligence proposed analytical, creative, and practical intelligence as products of individual's social experiences which aid problem solving and adaptation to the environment. Also, the socio-cultural (Vygotsky, 1978) and the situated cognition theories of intelligence (Brown et al., 1989) focus on the role of individuals' socio-cultural experiences in the development of cognition and intelligence.

In addition, Bernstein's (1966) code theory postulated that the structures of social classes create two language codes, restricted and elaborated, which influence intelligence. He stated that the working- and middle-class families could use the restricted code which relied on implicit meaning, simple vocabulary and sentences, however, only the middle-class families had access to the elaborated code which had structured vocabulary, complex sentences, and explicit communication. The theory, therefore, alludes that students from the middle class are more intelligent and perform academically better than working-class students because the latter cannot switch to the elaborated code used in schools, and this seemingly explains the achievement gap.

Research studies from both western and non-western cultures also provide evidence to support the importance of the socio-cultural context on intelligence. Cole et al.'s (1971) study of the Kpelle tribe, a rural community in West Africa, revealed the importance of people's social experiences on intelligence. Some of the villagers in the study, though unlearned, demonstrated sophisticated strategies for sorting and categorizing objects that were not only cognitively advanced but also functional and adaptive to their unique experiences. Similarly, Carraher et al. (1985) studied a group of young and uneducated street hawkers in Brazil. The researchers discovered the natives had developed innovative problem-solving ability and abstract thinking that helped in calculating the prices of goods and the monetary change to give customers even though they had no formal education. Also, Labov (1968), in his criticism of Bernstein's code theory, demonstrated through his work with the working-class that minority children who spoke Vernacular English and raised with the restricted code could easily make propositions and logical arguments.

Understanding the role of the socio-cultural environment is pertinent to translating intelligence into high achievement for several reasons. First, the social context provides the platform for any form of formal education. Concrete examples for the development of higher scientific and abstract thinking originate from the environment, as corroborated by Piaget's (1952) cognitive theory. Also, the “zone of proximal development,” a higher cognitive structure and ability is acquired within the social environment (Vygotsky, 1978). Second, the social environment fosters the development of automatization, novelty, and creativity by creating the appropriate experiences for individuals to apply information and make connections to activate new perspectives of thinking and intelligence (Sternberg, 1985). Third, social interactions provide the tool for language development which influences our thinking, cognition, and intelligence. Because we cannot think or reason beyond what we have language for, society invariably defines and limits our intelligence through language. Concepts like “self-talk,” the speech which emerges in children during play and used for problem solving, showcases the importance of the social environment in the development of intelligence (Vygotsky, 1978). Fourth, the structure of the social class, including the social interactions and shared experiences, influences our linguistic expression and communication which lays the foundation for higher cognitive and intellectual abilities (Bernstein, 1966).

Failure to acknowledge and incorporate the sociocultural environment of minority students into their education will result in them being labeled as “unintelligent” and a greater achievement gap. When schoolteachers and officials recognize students' unique cultural background, they will see the students as different rather inferior, resulting in the willingness to nurture them academically. For example, such teachers will not only believe that the restricted code is simply different but will be more inclined to help them learn the elaborated code that they need to academically succeed. Also, ignoring the students' sociocultural context would lead to loss of identity, lack of motivation to learn, poor psychological wellbeing, low self-esteem, and identity confusion (Sandhu et al., 2012; Nasir et al., 2009). Relatedly, students would lose trust and confidence in the educational system which will engender psychological alienation and dissociation and further result in academic failure, academic disempowerment, and in extreme cases, dropping out (Morris and Monroe, 2009; Saddler, 2005). In addition, students could experience stereotype threat, a form of anxiety that emanates from the perception that they will be negatively evaluated in accordance with the stereotype that minority students are not intelligent (Steele and Aronson, 1995). Consequently, this fear would inhibit the efficiency of their working memory to cognitively process information and solve problems during testing, thereby plunging them into further underperformance.



4 Conclusion

While acknowledging that there are several factors that impinge upon minority students' academic achievement and interventions that can be implemented at the district, state, and national levels, failure to incorporate the unique sociocultural experiences of underrepresented minority students into their education may lead to an overlook of their intelligence and further widening of the achievement gap.
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