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THE EFFECTS OF RELIGIOUS
COMMITMENT ON THE
ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT OF
URBAN AND OTHER CHILDREN

WILLIAM H. JEYNES
California State University at Long Beach

Using the 1992 NELS data set, this study assessed the effects of student religious commitmenton
the academic achievement of urban and other children. The results indicate that religiously com-
mitted urban children performed better on most academic measures than their less religious
counterparts, even when controlling for SES, race, and gender. The same general pattern held for
all the children in the sample as well. In addition, the effects for religiosity were usually greater
for urban children than they were for nonurban children. Supplementary analyses indicated that
there were no differences between Catholic and Protestant students, but there were differences
between religious students of Christian faith versus students of other religious faiths. These re-
sults suggest that when researchers study the effects of religion on the academic achievement of
children, the religious nature of the students should be considered. The significance of these re-
sults is discussed.

Keywords: academic achievement; African American; Latino; education; urban

Over the last 35 or 40 years,there has been a considerable amount of debate
on the effects of religion, the private sector, and education. The larger portion
of this debate has focused on the effects of private religious schools on the
academic achievement of children (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Coleman, Hoffer,
& Kilgore, 1982; Bryk, Lee, & Holland, 1993). That is, most of this debate
has focused on the school level of investigation rather than the student level.
One can argue that the individual religious beliefs of students are just as
important as, and perhaps more important than, the beliefs of the educational
institution that they attend. To the extent that this is true, it may be that the his-
toric academic advantage that students of religious schools have had over stu-
dents from public schools may have as much or more to do with the individ-
ual levels of religious commitment of the students than whether they attend a
public or religious school. As some social scientists have pointed out, there
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have been only a small number of studies that address this issue directly
(Brody, Stoneman, & Flor, 1996; Oh, 1984; Zern, 1987).

A number of social scientists believe the influence of religion, whether
through personal devotion or religious schooling, may play a special role in
urban settings (Jeynes, 1999, 2001; Sander, 1996). Educational psycholo-
gists and sociologists have been quick to point out that there are unique chal-
lenges that adolescents face in urban settings, particularly in the inner city
(Jeynes, 2000; Jeynes & Littell, 2000; Sander, 1996). Several researchers
have presented analyses and hypotheses that suggest that religion, whether
expressed in religious schools or in religiosity, apparently helps children
overcome many of these challenges so that they excel both academically and
socially (Bryk, Lee & Holland, 1993; Coleman et al., 1982; Jeynes, 1999).
For example, some social scientists argue religious schools do a better job of
helping disadvantaged students (Coleman, 1988; Coleman et al., 1982;
Gaziel, 1997; Marsch, 1991; Morris, 1994). Lee (1986), for example, found
that religious schools tend to reduce the achievement gap that frequently
exists between Whites and African Americans. Other research indicates that
religious commitment also reduces that gap (Jeynes, 2003).

To address the role of religious commitment in urban student outcomes is
particularly important, because in recent years many Americans have devel-
oped stereotypes of religious people (Decter, 1995; Jeynes, 1999). One of the
stereotypes that some Americans maintain is that religious people are not as
academically proficient as their nonreligious counterparts (Decter, 1995;
Jeynes, 1999). Another stereotype is that students from urban areas are also
not particularly academically adept (Jeynes, 1999; Sander, 1996). A study
examining the effects of student religious commitment on academic achieve-
ment can clarify whether there is or is not a factual basis for such beliefs.

Recently, some researchers have started to address the issue of the effects
of individual religious commitment on academic achievement. Recent
research has examined the relationship between the formal religious commit-
ments of the parents and the academic achievement of children (Brody et al.,
1996). David Zern (1987, 1989) examined the effects of student religious
commitment on college academic achievement. Zern (1989) found that reli-
gious commitment was related to a student’s chances of living up to his or her
ability level (as measured by the SAT and GRE), although he found that stu-
dents who were more religious did not show any tendency to perform better
academically than their less religious counterparts. Koubek (1984) found
that among Christian high school students, there was a positive correlation
between the degree of religious commitment and academic achievement.
Nevertheless, overall the number of studies attempting to understand the rela-
tionship between individual religious commitment and academic
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achievement is still quite small. Instead, researchers have tended to prefer to
study the educational achievements of religious schools versus nonreligious
schools.

The fact that a high level of religious commitment has other positive
effects may lead one to suspect that a high level of religious commitment by
students would benefit them academically. For example, research has shown
that religious commitment can help people deal with social situations and
stress (Pargament, 1990; Seligman, 1991; Thomas & Carver, 1990), deal
with traumatic loss such as the loss of a loved one (Balk, 1983; Palmer &
Noble, 1986), have family stability (Filsinger & Wilson, 1984; Shrum,
1980), and have good physical health (McIntosh & Spilka, 1990).

On the basis of research that has been done on the effects of religious faith
on various individuals, there are some reasons to think that the religious faith
of students may impact their academic achievement in a positive way. The
first of these reasons, and historically probably the most acknowledged, deals
with a religious work ethic. Although, this work ethic is commonly referred
to as the “Protestant work ethic,” recent research indicates that this work ethic
may extend beyond the Protestant sphere to other religious groups as well.
Mentzer (1988), for example, has found that Catholics in America possess a
strong work ethic. Research in the social sciences has consistently indicated
the existence of a religious work ethic (Furnham, 1987; Gerhards, 1996;
Giorgi & Marsh, 1990; Mudrack, 1992). Busto (1996) and Ter Voert (1993)
found that this religious work ethic transcends differences in race and nation-
ality. Giorgi and Marsh (1990) produced evidence suggesting that a religious
work ethic can become strong enough to pervade an entire culture. A religious
work ethic present in the life of a student may also have a particular effect, given
that some studies suggest that an ethic of “leisure” is becoming more promi-
nent in Western society (Reeves & Petty, 1982). Although there are some stud-
ies such as that undertaken by Chusmir and Koberg (1988) that suggest that
the relationship between religious commitment and a work ethic is over-
stated, most studies have found a consistent relationship between the two.

A second reason to believe there might be a relationship between religious
commitment and academic achievement emerges from the tendency for reli-
gious people to abstain from behaviors that are often regarded as undisci-
plined and harmful to academic achievement. A number of studies indicate
that religiously committed teens are less likely to become involved in drug
and alcohol abuse (Bahr, Hawks, & Wang, 1993; Brownfield & Sorenson,
1991; Nylander, Tung, & Xu, 1996). Other studies indicate that religiously
committed teens are less likely to engage in sexual behavior or become preg-
nant while they are still teenagers (Beck, Cole, & Hammond, 1991; Holman
& Harding, 1996; Miller & Olson, 1988).
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A third reason stems from the finding of some studies that suggest that
religious people are more likely to have an internal locus of control (Jackson
& Coursey, 1988; Shrauger & Silverman, 1971). Educational researchers
have found a rather consistent relationship between possessing an internal
locus of control and performing well in school (Garner & Cole, 1986; John-
son, 1992). At first glance, the tendency for religiously committed people to
have an internal locus of control seems counter-intuitive because many reli-
gions believe in a god that abides outside of the believer. Nevertheless, the
most prevalent religion in America, Christianity, teaches that God dwells in
the hearts of believers. The Christian belief is that if one submits to the
strength of God that lives within him or her, great feats can be accomplished.
According to Christian teaching, the ability to submit to God and unleash the
power of God rests within one’s own will. The tendency for religiously com-
mitted people to have an internal locus of control would logically follow.

Although there is a general consensus in the research community that the
above relationships exist, the same cannot be said about the relationship
between religious commitment and academic achievement. Largely due to
(a) the dearth of studies examining the relationship between student religious
commitment and academic achievement and (b) the relatively small and local
samples used in most of the studies, researchers have not yet reached a con-
sensus regarding the relationship that exists between a high level of individ-
ual religious commitment and academic achievement. Given this present
state of affairs, it seems appropriate to (a) address this question using a
nationally representative sample, in this case from the United States, (in this
study, the National Education Longitudinal Survey 1992 data set) and (b) to
address the question of the effects individual religious commitment has on
the academic achievement of urban students in particular. It is hoped that this
study will contribute to a fuller understanding of the effects of religion on
academic achievement by seeking to understand the effects of religion at a
micro or individual level.

METHOD AND DATA SOURCES

SAMPLE

The population that the National Education Longitudinal Survey (NELS)
study (U.S. Department of Education, 1992) draws from includes students
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who participated in the NELS for the year 1992. This consisted of 18,726 stu-
dents. The U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Statistics
sponsored the NELS project. The National Opinion Research Center (NORC)
and NORC subcontractors designed the study. The Educational Testing Ser-
vice (ETS) created the achievement tests used in this study. Of the students
sampled, 69% were White, 13% were Hispanic, 11% were African Ameri-
can, 6% were Asian, and 1% were Native American. The median family
income level was between $40,000-$50,000. Among the parents, 26% had at
least a 4-year college degree, and 89% had earned a high school diploma.

The questionnaires used in the NELS study addressed a vast array of top-
ics. The questionnaires were given to students, parents, and teachers.
Achievement tests in mathematics, reading, science, and social studies (his-
tory, civics, and geography) were also given to the students. These tests were
“curriculum based cognitive tests that used item overlapping methods to
measure” academic achievement (U.S. Departmentof Education, 1992, p. 14).

RELIGIOUS COMMITMENT VARIABLES

Whether a student was classified as “very religious,” depended on
whether each student described herself or himself as (a) very religious, (b)
actively involved in a religious youth group, and (c) attending church or other
place of worship at least three or four times a month. A dummy variable was
created, indicating a high level of religious commitment, for those students
who indicated that all of the above descriptions applied to them. In all, 4,458
of the students described themselves as very religious. About 25% of these
lived in urban areas. Nearly 5,000 of the total number of students in the sam-
ple lived in urban areas. Additional analyses were done distinguishing
between Catholic and Protestant religious people in one set of analyses and
between Christian and non-Christian religious students in another set.

Dummy variables were also created for the effect of belonging to each of
the various minority races (Black, Hispanic, Asian, and Native American),
gender (female = 1), and whether a student attended a religiously affiliated
school. Three socioeconomic status (SES) variables were used, based on (a)
father’s level of education, (b) mother’s level of education, (c) father’s occu-
pation, (d) mother’s occupation, and (e) family income.

The primary purpose of this study was to compare the academic achieve-
ment of devoutly religious urban and other students versus their counterparts
who did not fall in this category. Religious attitudes were obtained from the
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1988 and 1990 questionnaires, whereas the academic measures used were
from the 1992 data set. This was done to facilitate the establishment of any
causal relationships that might exist between the religious commitment of
students and their academic achievement. If religious attitudes and academic
results were taken from data from the same year, one could argue that the
level of academic ability may have influenced religious commitment.
Children from all kinds of religious persuasion were included in the study.

Regression analysis was used, using GLM (General Linear Model) and
logistic regression. For all the academic variables examined, the regression
coefficients are listed in standard deviation units. To aid in understanding the
direction of the effects, the regression coefficients are listed as positive num-
bers if the effects were positive in terms of academic achievement, and they
were listed as negative numbers if the effects were negative in terms of aca-
demic achievement. Comparisons were also made for the effects of religios-
ity for urban school students versus their counterparts in nonurban areas.

VARIABLES INVOLVING SCHOOL

A dummy variable for school was created to indicate whether a student
attended a nonreligious or religiously affiliated school. The nonreligious
schools category included all kinds of nonreligious schools (including prep
schools and private schools that were not religiously affiliated), but the vast
majority of these (95.0%) were public schools. The religious schools cate-
gory included all kinds of religious schools.

OTHER VARIABLES

Missing data variables. A missing data variable was included for reli-
gious commitment as a means of ascertaining the effect of students whose
answers were missing, so as to make the determination of the student’s reli-
gious commitment impossible. If a student’s answer for any one of the three
questions was not answered, the level of religious commitment for the child
could not be determined, and the religious commitment was coded as
“missing.”

Missing data variables were also used for other student attributes such as
race, if less than all or virtually all of the students answered the relevant ques-
tion(s). Missing variables were coded with the value 1 when this information
was missing and were coded with the value 0 otherwise.
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MODELS

Two sets of models totaling four models were used in analyzing the effects
of religious schools. The Basic (I & II) Model constituted the first set, and the
SES (I & II) was the second set. The Basic I Model included only the reli-
gious commitment variables, and the Basic II Model included these plus the
gender variable. The SES I and II Models included SES variables. The SES II
Model, unlike the SES I Model, considered whether a student did or did not
attend a religious school.

QUESTIONS

The research focused on three principal questions: (a) Do religiously
devout children, especially those in urban areas, differ from their less reli-
gious counterparts in academic achievement? (b) Do religiously devout stu-
dents in urban areas have their religious commitment affect them to differing
degrees than nonurban religious students? (c) Do religiously devout children
differ from their less religious counterparts, when controlling for whether a
student attends a religiously affiliated school? The third research question is
interesting, because most researchers have only examined this question at the
school level. In other words, they have focused on the religious affiliation of
schools in explaining differences in achievement between children that
attend public schools and religious private schools. The purpose of this study
is not to directly compare the effects of religious schools and student reli-
gious commitment. Rather, the focus is on the fact that if each of the answers
to these three questions is affirmative, it would suggest that the religious
commitment of each child should be considered, when assessing the effects
of urban public and religious schools.

RESULTS

Table 1 indicates that very religious children achieve at higher levels aca-
demically than their less religious counterparts in the cases of both the total
and urban samples. Using the Basic I Model, very religious students outper-
form less religious students on all the measures of academic achievement.
Among the academic measures producing statistically significant results, the
differences ranged from an absolute value of .37 standard deviation units for
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the Test Composite,F(1, 14212) = 94.47,p< .0001, to .19 standard deviation
units for being left back a grade,F(1, 18960) = 30.32,p < .0001. All of these
differences were statistically significant at the .0001 level of probability.

Among the urban students, all of the standardized test measures yielded
larger regression coefficients than those that emerged for the entire sample.
The betas for religiosity for urban students ranged from .42,F(1, 14212) =
115.54,p< .0001, for the Test Composite test to .30,F(1, 14079) = 59.54,p<
.0001, for the Science test. In all cases, the regression coefficients for the
urban students were larger than those that arose for the entire sample, except
in the case of being left back a grade. The beta for left back was .13,F(1,
18958) = 12.43,p < .001, for the urban students versus .19 for the general
sample. For 4 of the 5 standardized measures, the effects for religiosity for
the urban students were greater to a statistically significant degree than they
were for the entire sample. However, in the case of the left back variable, the
influence of religiosity had a greater positive impact for the general sample.

In the case of both the urban students and the entire sample, the Basic I
Model, including the two religious commitment variables (very religious and
missing very religious), accounted for 7% or less of the variance in each of
the academic measures. In terms of the mean raw scores, religious students
generally outperformed less religious students by about a four-point margin,
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TABLE 1

Effects (in Standard Deviation Units) of Student Religious
Commitment on Academic Achievement for 12th-Grade (1992)

Urban Students and All Students Using the Basic I Model (n = 18,726)

For Urban For All
Students— Students—

Betas for Very Betas for Very
Religious For Urban Religious For All
Variable Students— Variable Students—

Academic Measure Within Model R2 for Model Within Model R2 for Model

Standardized measures
Math .38**** .06**** .34**** .06****
Reading .40****b .07**** .34**** .07****
Science .30****b .05**** .24**** .05****
Social studies .39****b .06**** .25**** .06****
Composite .42****b .07**** .37**** .07****

Other measure
Left backa .13*** b .05**** .19**** .05****

a. Logistic regression analysis was used.
b. Statistically significant from the corresponding beta for all the students sampled.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. ****p <.0001.
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with a standard deviation between 10.04 and 10.14 for the five standardized
test measures (see Table 2). Religious students had a mean score between
53.72 and 54.66 for the standardized tests. Less religious students had a mean
score between 50.00 and 50.36 for the standardized tests. The distributions of
test scores for both religious and less religious students and schools were nor-
mally distributed.

The addition of variables for race and gender in Basic Model II did little to
affect the effects for being very religious. Table 3 shows the effects for being
religiously committed using the Basic Model II. In the case of the urban stu-
dents, the regression coefficients using the Basic II Model are actually gener-
ally slightly larger than using the Basic I Model. The betas for religiosity for
urban students varied from .43,F(1, 13010) = 133.85,p < .0001, for the Test
Composite test to .34,F(1, 12898) = 86.25,p < .0001, for the Science test.
The regression coefficient for being left back was slightly lower (.12) than
when the Basic I Model was used.

In the case of the entire sample, all the academic variables show almost no
change in their regression coefficients when compared to their values using
the Basic I Model. The average change was less than .02 of a standard devia-
tion. The degree and direction of the changes ranged from adecreaseof .06
of a standard deviation for Reading to anincreaseof .01 of a standard devia-
tion for Social Studies. The effects for the standardized tests ranged from .33
for the Test Composite,F(1, 13010) = 83.38,p < .0001, and the Math test,
F(1, 12983) = 59.13,p < .0001, to .24 for the Science test,F(1, 12985) =
77.05,p < .0001.

For all the standardized measures, the impact of religious commitment
was greater for the urban student sample than for the general sample. All of
these differences were statistically significant. Although the beta for left
back was smaller for the urban sample than it was for the general sample, the
difference was not statistically significant.
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TABLE 2

Mean and Standard Deviation Statistics for the Standardized Test
Scores for Religious and Less Religious Students (n = 18,726)

Religious Less Religious Standard
Mean Test Scores Students Students Deviation

Reading 54.13 50.00 10.04
Math 54.53 50.36 10.14
Science 53.72 50.23 10.09
Social studies 53.79 50.27 10.02
Test composite 54.66 50.19 10.11
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The addition of the SES variables, in the SES I and II Models, lowers the
effects for being very religious to some degree. Table 4 shows the effects of
being religiously committed using the SES I Model. All of the regression
coefficients that were statistically significant using the other models were
also statistically significant using this model for both the urban sample and
the entire sample.

Under the SES I Model, the Social Studies test now produced the largest
effect at .23 of a standard deviation,F(1, 11292) = 38.37,p < .0001. Among
the standardized tests, it was the Science test that still yielded the smallest
regression coefficient. The effect for left back was .05 and was no longer sta-
tistically significant.

For the entire sample, the effects for the standardized tests ranged from .18
for the Math,F(1, 11414) = 27.64,p < .0001, and Test Composite,F(1,
11433) = 27.16,p < .0001, measures to .11 for the Science,F(1, 11341) =
10.20,p < .01, and Social Science,F(1, 11292) = 9.83,p < .01, tests. The
being left back a grade was .07,F(1, 13852) = 4.54,p< .01. Three of the five
standardized measures were larger for the urban sample to a statistically sig-
nificant degree. Generally, the addition of more variables tended to widen the
difference between the urban sample and the entire sample.
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TABLE 3

Effects (in Standard Deviation Units) of Student Religious
Commitment on Academic Achievement for 12th-Grade (1992)
Urban and All Students Using the Basic II Model (n = 18,726)

For Urban For All
Students— Students—

Betas for Very Betas for Very
Religious Urban For Religious For All
Variable Students— Variable Students—

Academic Measure Within Model R2 for Model Within Model R2 for model

Standardized measures
Math .40**** b .14**** .33**** .13****
Reading .40****b .12**** .28**** .12****
Science .34****b .16**** .24**** .16****
Social studies .41****b .11**** .25**** .11****
Composite .43****b .14**** .33**** .14****

Other measure
Left backa .12*** .05**** .16**** .05****

a. Logistic regression analysis was used.
b. Statistically significant from the corresponding beta for all the students sampled.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. ****p < .0001.
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Given the results presented thus far, the question arises as to whether the
fact that very religious teens perform better in school can be explained by the
fact that they have a higher propensity to attend private religious schools.
Table 5 lists the regression coefficients using the SES II Model that includes
both the SES and school variables. The addition of the school variable has
almost no impact on the regression coefficients one found using the SES I
Model. For the urban students, the betas for religiosity were exactly what
they were using the SES I Model.

In the case of the entire sample of students, the effects for the standardized
tests, once again, ranged from .18 for the Math test,F(1, 11264) = 26.96,p <
.0001, and the Test Composite,F(1, 11280) = 26.71,p < .0001, measures to
.11 for the Science,F(1, 11192) = 9.93,p < .0001, and Social Studies,F(1,
11142) = 9.66,p < .01, tests. All the academic variable betas were precisely
the same as those found using the SES I Model. The academic advantage
experienced by the very religious students could not be explained by whether
they attended a private religious school.

Additional analyses examined the question of potential differences in aca-
demic achievement between urban students from Catholic backgrounds and
those from Protestant backgrounds. No statistically different effects were
found for any of the academic measures being examined. Additional analyses
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TABLE 4

Effects (in Standard Deviation Units) of Student Religious
Commitment on Academic Achievement for 12-Grade (1992)
Urban and All Students Using the SES I Model (n = 18,726)

For Urban For All
Students— Students—

Betas for Very Betas for Very
Religious For Urban Religious For All
Variable Students— Variable Students—

Academic Measure Within Model R2 for Model Within Model R2 for Model

Standardized measures
Math .20**** .28**** .18**** .28****
Reading .22****b .22**** .15**** .22****
Science .16****b .26**** .11**** .26****
Social studies .23****b .23**** .11**** .23****
Composite .22**** .28**** .18**** .28****

Other measure
Left backa .05 .07**** .07** .07****

a. Logistic regression analysis was used.
b. Statistically significant from the corresponding beta for all the students sampled.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. ****p < .0001.
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then examined the question of potential differences between students from
Christian religious backgrounds versus non-Christian religious back-
grounds. Table 6 lists the regression coefficients using the SES II Model. The
effects for the standardized tests were larger for the Math, .21,F(1, 3355) =
26.66,p < .0001, Test Composite, .22,F(1, 3360) = 29.55,p < .0001, and
Reading, .21,F(1, 11280) = 22.77,p< .0001, tests than they were for the Sci-
ence, .15,F(1, 3324) = 12.11,p < .001, and Social Studies, .13,F(1, 3305) =
8.98,p< .01, tests. The effects for the nonstandardized measures were all sta-
tistically significant as well. The effect for taking the Basic Core set of
courses was .31,F(1, 3934) = 50.54,p < .0001, and the effect for being left
back a grade was –.17 of a standard deviation,F( 1, 4302) = 15.97,p< .0001.

DISCUSSION

The results indicate that that very religious students, from both urban and
nonurban schools, outperformed less religious students in academic achieve-
ment. The results indicate that the racial background and gender of the child
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TABLE 5

Effects (in Standard Deviation Units) of Student Religious
Commitment on Academic Achievement for 12th-Grade (1992)

Students Using the SES II Model (n = 18,726)

Social Test Left
Academic Measure Math Reading Science Studies Composite Backa

R2 .28 .22 .26 .23 .28 .08
Very religious .20**** .22**** b .16**** b .23**** b .22**** .05****
Religious missing –.34**** –.34**** –.29**** –.34**** –.36**** –.27****
SES quartile 2 .28**** .28**** .26**** .28**** .29**** .23****
SES quartile 3 .53**** .53**** .46**** .48**** .53**** .34****
SES quartile 4 1.04**** 1.04**** .91**** .95**** 1.04**** .43****
Asian .30**** .09** –.05 .17**** .21**** .11***
Hispanic –.21**** –.17**** –.31**** –.15**** –.20**** –.03
Black –.50**** –.43**** –.66**** –.39**** –.50**** –.12****
American Indian –.26*** –.25**** –.31*** –.30*** –.27*** –.05
Missing race –.48** –.58** –.51** –.62*** –.59*** .00
Gender –.09**** .20**** –.28**** –.16**** –.06**** .17****
School .16**** .18**** .06* .19**** .18**** .10***

a. Logistic regression analysis was used.
b. Statistically significant from the corresponding beta for all the students sampled.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. ****p < .0001.
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do little to explain these results. The SES level of the children helped explain
this effect somewhat, but all the effects were statistically significant using the
models both with and without the SES variables. The results also indicate
that, generally, religiosity had even a greater impact on the academic out-
comes of urban students than it did on the overall group.

The results of this study should challenge us to reevaluate just how we
understand the relationship between religious commitment and academic
commitment. Because a relatively small number of studies have addressed
this relationship, and even fewer studies have used nationally representative
samples, the perception that social scientists have of this relationship proba-
bly varies widely. Nevertheless, it is clear using this nationally representative
data set that a positive relationship exists between student religious dedica-
tion and academic achievement.

The fact that religious commitment influenced the educational outcomes
of urban students even more than the rest of the student sample is noteworthy.
There are a number of possible explanations for this that include the follow-
ing. First, it may be that there are certain dynamics of urban life that make it
more challenging than life in either suburban or rural settings, so that reli-
gious commitment is more essential to one’s personal academic success in an
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TABLE 6

Effects (in Standard Deviation Units) of Student Christian
Commitment on Academic Achievement for 12th-Grade (1992)

Religious Students Using the SES II Model (n = 4,458)

Social Test Left
Academic Measure Math Reading Science Studies Composite Backa

R2 0.34 0.32 0.31 0.29 0.28 0.08
Very religious 0.21**** 0.21**** 0.15*** 0.13** 0.22**** 0.17****
Religious missing –0.32**** –0.30**** –0.28**** –0.33**** –0.33**** –0.26****
SES quartile 2 0.26**** 0.25**** 0.25**** 0.27**** 0.28**** 0.25****
SES quartile 3 0.57**** 0.51**** 0.53**** 0.53**** 0.58**** 0.38****
SES quartile 4 1.21**** 1.07**** 1.02**** 1.08**** 1.22**** 0.52****
Asian 0.40**** 0.10* 0.10 0.21**** 0.27**** 0.21****
Hispanic –0.25**** –0.22**** –0.34**** –0.25**** –0.25**** –0.02***
Black –0.47**** –0.43**** –0.69**** –0.41**** –0.48**** –0.03
American Indian –0.08 –0.17 –0.18 –0.23 –0.13 –0.13
Missing race 0.04 0.06 0.09 –0.23 –0.06 –0.02
Gender –0.06* 0.21**** –0.27**** –0.09** 0.07**** 0.16****
School 0.02 0.02 0.00 0.01 0.02 0.11

a. Logistic regression analysis was used.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. ****p < .0001.

 at SAGE Publications on September 29, 2008 http://eus.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eus.sagepub.com


urban area (Jeynes, 1999; Sander, 1996). Second, an urban area generally has
a higher population density than either the suburban or rural world. There-
fore, a religious child may obtain more direct encouragement and help from
his or her place of worship than would be the case in an area with a lower pop-
ulation density. Third, to the extent that urban areas are filled with more dis-
tractions and temptations, religion may be an important contributing force to
avoiding those temptations, and the control group that one is being compared
to may consist of people who are more likely to have given into those alluring
dangers (Sander, 1996).

Two items should also be noted regarding the left back variable. First, the
regression coefficients for being left back a grade were consistently smaller
than for the other test measures. Second, the left back variable usually had
smaller regression coefficients for the urban sample than for the overall sam-
ple. The reason for the first finding would probably be expected. First, unlike
the other variables, the left back a grade variable encompassed all the grades
that a student had completed. It is almost certain that for many of the children
participating in the NELS study, neither they nor their families were particu-
larly religious during the early years of the student’s education. Conse-
quently, the influence of being religious is diluted when using this measure.
Second, it is also a matter of debate just how religious an elementary school
child can be. It probably requires a certain degree of maturity to be religious
in the first place. To the extent that this is true, being left back a grade may not
be as reliable as the other educational outcomes.

In contrast to the results for standardized tests, religiosity may also impact
the likelihood of urban school children being left back a grade a little less
than the entire sample because there are a variety of factors at work that cause
urban children, in particular, to be left back a grade more than their counter-
parts in other areas of the country. In addition, this variable may have shown a
smaller impact for urban children for the same reasons mentioned in the pre-
vious paragraph.

One of the most interesting results is the fact that the addition of the private
religious school variable had virtually no effect on the religious commitment
regression coefficients. Whether students attended a private school did
impact academic achievement, but the effects of individual religious com-
mitment on academic achievement also remained. It is apparent that this rela-
tionship exists within schools and is not explained by the fact that many reli-
giously committed students attend religious private schools. That is, among
those social scientists who already acknowledge that very religious children
perform better academically, many of them attempt to examine this relation-
ship by comparing the academic achievement of children who attend private
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religious schools versus those who do not. This approach, although entirely
valid, does not examine differences in academic achievement from the stand-
point of individual religious beliefs but rather from the perspective of the
mode of instruction (religiously based or secularly based). Nevertheless, it
appears to follow that (a) if very religious children score higher than less reli-
gious children and (b) religious children are more likely to go to private reli-
gious schools than children who are less religious, part of the reason why
children attending private religious schools academically perform above the
level of the general student population may stem from the religious commit-
ment of the individual children. This, of course, is not to say that there are no
academic benefits to attending a private religious school. Rather, it is proba-
bly unwise to overlook the place of the religious commitment of the individ-
ual children in explaining some of these differences.

A number of social scientists have suggested that the moral training, self-
discipline, high standards, and the emphasis on taking responsibility for
one’s own actions help explain why students from religious schools outper-
form their counterparts in public schools (Bryk, Lee, & Holland, 1993;
Coleman et al., 1982). It may be that the same mechanisms that help religious
schools to succeed also help religious individuals to excel academically. One
can argue that it helps the academic achievement of students to be exposed to
the values listed above either at the school level or the individual level and
ideally at both levels (Bryk, Lee, & Holland, 1993; Coleman et al., 1982;
Sander, 1996).

In a very intriguing study, Sander (1996) found that Catholic schools pro-
duced the largest academic advantage for non-Catholic students. It should be
noted that only a small number of researchers have examined this question,
and some researchers might disagree with Sander (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987).
Nevertheless, to the extent that Sander’s findings are accurate, the results of
his study coupled with the result of this study paint a very interesting scenario
of just why students from religious schools are so successful. It is quite possi-
ble that the reason why children from religious private schools generally out-
perform the general school population is due to two primary factors: (a) the
religious commitment of the students and (b) the religious orientation of the
schools. Furthermore, it is also quite possible that the marginal utility that
results when one of these factors is at work versus when neither of these fac-
tors is at work is greater than the marginal utility that results when two of
these factors are at work versus when one of these factors is at work. Under
this scenario, religiously committed students from religious schools, on aver-
age, would do better academically than children who were either less reli-
gious and/or did not attend a religious school. Nevertheless, the difference
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academically between children who were very religious and attended public
school (or who attended a religious school but were less religious) and chil-
dren who attended public schooland were less religious would be greater
than the difference between children who were very religiousandattended a
religious school and those children whoeither were very religiousor
attended a religious school (but were not both together).

Under this scenario, religious people would not benefit from going to a
religious school as much as less or nonreligious people. The religious princi-
ples that are conducive to academic excellence would probably already be
incorporated into their lives more so than in the case with a less or nonreli-
gious individual. This theory would help explain Sander’s findings that non-
Catholics benefit from attending Catholic schools more than Catholics do.

Theanalyses found no differences in theacademicachievementofProtestant
and Catholic urban students. However, differences in achievement were
found between students from Christian religious backgrounds and religious
students who were not from Christian backgrounds. Further research should
examine why these differences emerged. It should also be noted that the anal-
yses undertaken indicated that even the SES Models generally accounted for
less than 30% of the variance, and the religious variables accounted for about
7% of the variance. In addition, the betas themselves were either moderate in
size without the inclusion of the SES variables and relatively modest in size
with the inclusion of the SES variables. Part of this result rests in the fact that
higher levels of SES are strongly correlated with academic achievement. An
additional explanation may be that, as a growing number of researchers have
asserted, SES is a “catch-all” variable even more than it is a causal variable,
and some of the effects of religion, such as an increased work ethic, may be
“pathed” through SES (Adler, 1995; Heinstrom, 1999; Jeynes, 1998, 2002;
Kaufman & Cooper, 1999; Milne, 1989; Sobal, 1991, 1994; Stunkard &
Sorenson, 1993).

Overall, this study should encourage one to examine the effects of reli-
gious commitment on academic achievement more broadly than in the past.
It would appear that religion not only impacts academic achievement at the
school level, as many researchers have suggested, but impacts academic
achievement at the individual level as well. This appears to be particularly the
case among urban students. The conclusion of this study is that individual
religious commitment affects student educational performance. Therefore,
to obtain a fuller understanding of the role of religion in impacting academic
achievement, researchers need to more frequently consider the role of indi-
vidual religious commitment.

Jeynes / RELIGIOUS COMMITMENT AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 59

 at SAGE Publications on September 29, 2008 http://eus.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eus.sagepub.com


REFERENCES

Adler, N. E. (1995). Socioeconomic status and health: Do we know what explains the associa-
tion?Advances, 11(3), 6-9.

Bahr, S. J., Hawks, R. D., & Wang, G. (1993). Family and religious influences on adolescent sub-
stance abuse.Youth and Society, 24, 443-465.

Balk, D. (1983). How teenagers cope with sibling death: Some implications for school counsel-
ors.School Counselor, 31, 150-158.

Beck, S. H., Cole, B. S., & Hammond, J. A. (1991). Religious heritage and premarital sex: Evi-
dence from a national sample of adults.Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 30, 173-
180.

Brody, G. H., Stoneman, Z., & Flor, D. (1996). Parental religiosity, family processes, and youth
competence in rural, two-parentAfrican-American families.DevelopmentalPsychology,32,
696-706.

Brownfield, D., & Sorenson, A. M. (1991). Religion and drug use among adolescents: A social
support conceptualization and interpretation.Deviant Behavior, 12, 259-276.

Bryk, A., Lee, V., & Holland, P. (1993).Catholic schools and the common good. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Busto, R. (1996). The gospel according to the model minority?: Hazarding an interpretation of
Asian American evangelical college students.Amerasia Journal, 22, 133-147.

Chubb, J. E., & Moe, T. M. (1990).Politics, markets, and America’s schools. Washington, DC:
Brookings Institute.

Chusmir, L. H., & Koberg, C. S. (1988). Religion and attitudes toward work.Journal of Organi-
zational Behavior, 9, 251-262.

Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social capital and schools: One reason for higher private school achieve-
ment.Education Digest, 53, 6-9.

Coleman, J., Hoffer, T., & Kilgore, S. (1982).High school achievement: Public, Catholic, and
private schools compared. New York: Basic Books.

Coleman,J. S., & Hoffer, T. (1987).Public andprivate highschools. New York: Basic Books.
Decter, M. (1995). A Jew in anti-Christian America.First Things, 56, 25-31.
Filsinger, E., & Wilson, M. (1984). Religiosity, socioeconomic rewards, and family develop-

ment: Predictors of marital adjustment.Journal of Marriage and the Family, 46, 663-670.
Furnham, A. (1987). Predicting Protestant work ethic beliefs.European Journal of Personality,

1, 93-106.
Garner, W. C., & Cole, E. G. (1986). The achievement of students in low-SES settings: An inves-

tigation of the relationship between locus of control and field dependence.Urban Education,
21, 189-206.

Gaziel, H. H. (1997). Impact of school culture on effectiveness of secondary schools with disad-
vantaged students.Journal of Educational Research, 90(5), 310-318.

Gerhards, J. (1996). Religion and the spirit of capitalism: A comparison of attitudes toward work
and the economicorder in the USA and Spain.Berliner Journal for Sociologie,6, 541-549.

Giorgi, L., & Marsh, C. (1990). The Protestant work ethic as a cultural phenomenon,European
Journal of Social Psychology, 20, 499-517.

Heinstrom, O. (1999). Does the work environment contribute to excess male mortality?Social
Science and Medicine, 49(7), 879-894.

Holman, T. B., & Harding, J. R. (1996). The teaching of nonmarital sexual abstinence and mem-
bers’ sexual attitudes and behaviors: The case of the Latter-day Saints.Review of Religious
Research, 38, 51-60.

60 EDUCATION AND URBAN SOCIETY / November 2003

 at SAGE Publications on September 29, 2008 http://eus.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eus.sagepub.com


Jackson, L. E., & Coursey, R. D. (1988).The relationship between God control and internal locus
of control to intrinsic religious motivation, coping, and purpose in life.Journal for the Scien-
tific Study of Religion, 27, 399-410.

Jeynes, W. (2000).Assessing school choice: A balanced perspective.Cambridge Journal of Edu-
cation, 30(2), 223-241.

Jeynes, W. (2001). Religious commitment and adolescent behavior.Journal of Interdisciplinary
Studies, 23(1/2), 31-50.

Jeynes, W. (2002).Divorce, family structure, and the academic success of children.
Binghampton, NY: Haworth Press.

Jeynes, W. (2003).Religion, education,and academic success. Greenwich, CT: InformationAge
Publishing.

Jeynes, W., & Littell, S. (2000). A meta-analysis of studies examining the effect of whole lan-
guage instruction on the literacy of low-SES students.Elementary School Journal, 101(1),
21-33.

Jeynes, W. H. (1998). Examining the effects of divorce on the academic achievement of children:
how should we control for SES?Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, 29(3/4), 1-21.

Jeynes, W. H. (1999). The effects of religious commitment on the academic achievement of
Black and Hispanic children.Urban Education, 34(4), 458-479.

Johnson, S. (1992). Extra-school factors in achievement, attainment, and aspiration among
junior and senior high school-age African American youth.Journal of Negro Education, 61,
99-119.

Kaufman, J. S., & Cooper, R. S. (1999). Seeking causal explanations in social epidemiology.
American Journal of Epidemiology, 150(2), 113-120.

Koubek, R. J. (1984). Correlation between religious commitment and students’ achievement.
Psychological Reports, 54, 262.

Lee, V. E. (1986, April).Multilevel causal models for social class and achievement. Paper pre-
sented at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association, San Fran-
cisco, CA.

Marsch, H. W. (1991). Public, Catholic single-sex, and Catholic coeducational high schools:
Their effects on achievement, affect, and behaviors.American Journal of Education, 99(3),
320-356.

McIntosh, D., & Spilka, B. (1990). Religion and physical health: The role of personal faith and
control beliefs. In M. L. Lynn & D. O. Moberg (Eds.),Research in the social scientific study
of religion(Vol. 2, pp. 167-194). Greenwich, CT: JAI.

Mentzer, M. S. (1988). Religion and achievement motivation in the United States: A structural
analysis.Sociological Focus, 21, 307-316.

Miller, B. C., & Olson, T. D. (1988). Sexual attitudes and behavior of high school students’ rela-
tion to background and contextual factors.Journal of Sex Research, 24, 194-200.

Milne, A. M. (1989). Family structure and the achievement of children. In W. J. Weston (Ed.),
Education in the American family: A Research Synthesis(pp. 32-65). New York: New York
University Press.

Morris, A. (1994). The academic performance of Catholic schools.School Organization, 14, 81-
89.

Mudrack, P. E. (1992). “Work” or “Leisure”! The Protestant work ethic and participation in an
employee fitness program.Journal of Organizational Behavior, 13, 81-88.

Nylander, A. B., Tung, Y., & Xu, X. (1996). The effect of religion on adolescent drug use in
America: An assessment of change, 1976-1992. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the
American Sociological Association, New York City.

Jeynes / RELIGIOUS COMMITMENT AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 61

 at SAGE Publications on September 29, 2008 http://eus.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eus.sagepub.com


Oh, C. S. (1984). The impact of religiosity on academic achievement among high school stu-
dents. (Doctoral dissertation, Teachers College).Dissertation Abstracts International, 45-
02A.

Palmer, C. E., & Noble, D. N. (1986). Pre-mature death: Dilemmas of infant mortality.Social
Casework, 67, 332-339.

Pargament, K. I. (1990). God help me: Toward a theoretical framework for the psychology of
religion. In M. L. Lynn & D. O. Moberg (Eds.),Research in the social scientific study of reli-
gion (Vol. 2, pp. 195-224). Greenwich: CT: JAI.

Reeves, J. B., & Petty, D. L. (1982). New leisure ethic: Implications for elderly and the church.
Free Inquiry in Creative Sociology, 10, 43-46.

Sander, W. (1996). Catholic grade schools and academic achievement.Journal of Human
Resources, 31, 540-548.

Seligman, M. E. (1991).Learned Optimism. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Shrauger, J., & Silverman, R. E. (1971). The relationship of religious background and participa-

tion to locus of control.Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 10, 11-16.
Shrum, W. (1980). Religious and marital stability: Change in the 1970s?Review of Religious

Research, 21, 135-147.
Sobal, J. (1991). Obesity and socioeconomic status: A framework for examining relationships

between physical and social variables.Medical Anthropology, 13(3), 231-247.
Sobal, J. (1994). Social and economic consequences of overweight in adolescence: Comment.

New England Journal of Medicine, 330(9), 647.
Stunkard, A. J., & Sorenson, T. I. (1993). Obesity and SES: A complex relation.New England

Journal of Medicine, 329(14), 1036-1037.
Ter Voert, M. (1993). The effect of religion on work attitudes in the Netherlands.Social Com-

pass, 40, 33-44.
Thomas, D. L., & Carver, C. (1990). Religion and adolescent social competence. In T. P.

Gullotta, G. R. Adams, & R. Montemayor (Eds.),Developing social competency in adoles-
cence: Advances in adolescent development(Vol. 3, pp. 195-219). Newbury Park: Sage.

U.S. Department of Education. (1992).National education longitudinal study, 1988: First
follow-up, 1990. Vol. 1: Student data. Washington, DC: Author.

Zern, D. S. (1987). The relationship of religious involvement to a variety of indicators of cogni-
tive ability and achievement in college students.Adolescence, 22, 883-895.

Zern, D. S. (1989). Some connections between increasing religiousness and academic accom-
plishment in a college population.Adolescence, 24, 141-154.

William H. Jeynes is an associate professor of education at California State University–Long
Beach. He earned his Ph.D. from the University of Chicago and his Ed.M. from Harvard Univer-
sity. His areas of expertise include analyzing nationwide data sets and meta-analytic techniques
to understand factors that significantly influence academic achievement. One of his foremost
interests is examining the effects of religiosity and religious schools on student behavior and aca-
demic performance. His most recent publications include a book titledReligion, Education, and
Academic Success,which includes the first comprehensive meta-analysis done on the effects of
religion on academic achievement.

62 EDUCATION AND URBAN SOCIETY / November 2003

 at SAGE Publications on September 29, 2008 http://eus.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eus.sagepub.com

