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The topic of grit has been a highly sought after set of traits as it 

carries positive a correlation with individual performance and in 

turn has reflected to have a positive impact organizational 

outcomes. Recently, grit has emerged in higher education as a non-

cognitive factor to drive student performance. Relevant research 

finds that there are variances within student academic 

performance and race. To determine if grit plays a role within that 

trend, the following paper examines if a difference exists between 

grit scores of Asian-American/Pacific Islander in comparison with 

the general student population.  
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I. INTRODUCTION  

The topic of grit has been a highly sought after set of traits 
as it carries positive a correlation with individual performance 
and in turn has reflected to have a positive impact life outcomes. 
While grit measured in an educational setting, shows to be a 
strong predictor of student academic performance and 
achievement (Eskreis-Winkler et al. 2014; Meyers, Pignault & 
Houssemand, 2013), there is limited research conducted at the 
public two-year colleges. Additionally, there is limited focus in 
grit literature in the Asian American/ Pacific Islander (AAPI) 
community and how the population compares to the general 
population. Relevant research finds that there are variances 
within student academic performance and race. Relevant 
research finds that there are variances within student academic 
performance and race. To determine if grit plays a role within 
that trend, the following paper examines if a difference exists 
between grit scores of Asian-American/Pacific Islander in 
comparison with the general student population.   

II. GRIT 

A continuously growing pocket of literature across multiple 
disciplines has drawn focus to examine sets of non-cognitive 
abilities and behaviors in relation to advancing life outcomes 
(Heckman & Kautz, 2013). Literature throughout psychology, 
neuroscience, child development, and economics suggest that 
students’ success in and beyond school is dependent upon the 
ability to develop non-cognitive skills (Cunha & Heckman, 
2007; Heckman & Kautz, 2013). Found within these non-
cognitive abilities and behaviors is the concept of grit which is 
theorized as the will-powered force driving individuals to 
overcome adversity and obstacles to achieve goals (Shechtman 
et al. 2013; Duckworth & Quinn, 2009). The common theme 
within grit encompasses growth, resilience, tenacity, and 
perseverance (Duckworth et al. 2007) and research has found 
that Individuals who exhibit these abilities perform better in 
school (Eskreis-Winkler et al. 2014) and have a higher 
educational attainment rate (Meyers, Pignault & Houssemand, 
2013).  

III. STRUGGLES OF ASIAN-AMERICAN/ PACIFIC ISLANDER 

STUDENTS 

The Asian-American /Pacific Islander (AAPI) community is 
one of the fastest growing communities in the U.S. and is 
estimated to double in population by 2050 (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2000). AAPIs are often referred to as a “non-minority” minority 
population and are clumped together to make “less obvious” 
distinctions between groups (Massey, 2008). Due to an 
aggregation of the population and the collectively projected 
expectations of the “model minority myth,” this population is 
expected to be highly educated; 49% of the Asian-American 
population of 25 years or older have at least a bachelor’s degree 
in comparison to the national average of 27% (White House 
Initiative on Asian Americans & Pacific Islanders, 2011; UCLA 
Asian American Studies Center, Census Information Center, UC 
AAPI Policy Initiative, Asian Pacific American Legal Center, 
Census Information Center, 2006). However, aggregated data 
invisibilizes many struggles individual communities face as 
many AAPIs hold educational hardships besides the struggles 
bared at home and in society-at-large (White House Initiative on 
Asian Americans & Pacific Islanders, 2011). In juxtaposition, 
only 14% of Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders of 25 years 
or older hold bachelor degrees or higher (UCLA Asian 
American Studies Center, Census Information Center, UC AAPI 
Policy Initiative, Asian Pacific American Legal Center, Census 
Information Center, 2006). Also among the South East Asian 
American (SEAA) population, 65.8% of Cambodian, 66.5% of 
Laotian, 63.2% of Hmong, and 51.1% of Vietnamese Americans 
have not attended college (American Community Survey, 2006-
2008).   

Factors such as living in poverty and linguistic isolation 
create barriers that may lead to students being unprepared and 
unmotivated to access higher education (American Community 
Survey, 2010). While only 12.6% of Asian Americans live 
below the poverty line, which is similar to the U.S average of 
12.45%, poverty among SEAA populations include 37.8% of 
Hmong, 29.3% of Cambodian, 18.5% of Laotian, 16.6% of 
Vietnamese people (National Commission on Asian American 
and Pacific Islander Research in Education, Steinhardt Institute 
for Higher Education Policy, Asian/Pacific/American Institute 
at NYU, College Board 2008). Low-income areas could house 
schools that lack access to high quality education or bilingual 
services (Write & Boun, 2011). With nearly two-thirds of AAPIs 
being foreign born, many are English-as-second-language 
speakers (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). Almost one out of four 
AAPI students identify as Limited English Proficient with many 
living in linguistically isolated households where parents also 
have limited English proficiency (Caps, Fix, Murray, Passel, & 
Hernandez, 2005). The lack of English proficiency affects the 
ability of AAPI students to perform in college courses that 



require English as a skill leading to issues of retention from 
college. For example, San Jose State University found that 
Asian-American students who did not graduate also did not pass 
their English courses (Backer, 2012). 

Home responsibilities and campus community climate could 
shift AAPI students’ relationships in fostering a sense of growth, 
resilience, tenacity, and perseverance (Datu, Valdez, & King, 
2016). Besides being unprepared, many AAPI students are also 
unmotivated to pursue higher education due to social cultural 
structures: many AAPI individuals live in collectivist cultures 
that prioritize interpersonal relationships, such as connections 
with family, and that reduce prioritization of self.  In 
comparison, Western settings promote an independent self 
where aspiration and goals for the self are the priority (Datu et 
al., 2016). 

IV. RESEARCH METHOD 

The research approach used for the study was a non-
experimental post-modern strategy through surveying to collect 
self-prescribed assessments based of behavior and historical 
outcomes. Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, and Kelly’s (2007) 
12-item GRIT instrument was used to collect and measure 
student GRIT. The assessment consists of five-point Likert scale 
questions in relation to students’ characteristics and past 
behaviors to create a composite GRIT score (1= low GIRT, 5= 
high GRIT). The survey data was matched with self-reported 
secondary data form the college’s student information database 
system to identify of the population surveyed, which students 
were AAPI. As means to answer the research question, the 
following hypotheses were developed.  

H0 No statistically significant difference in GRIT score exists 
between AAPI and non-AAPI students 

Ha A statistically significant difference in GRIT scores exists 
between AAPI and non-AAPI students. 

V. FINDINGS 

The data collection was conducted through an electronic 
distribution of a survey questionnaire to 6,249 students that were 
enrolled in college-level courses during the beginning of the fall 
2016 term. Of the 6,249 surveyed 1,231 responses were 
collected and yielded a 19.7% return rate. The information was 
matched with the college’s student information database system 
to identify AAPI students and of the 1,231 respondents 1,129 
were matched in the database with 341 identified as AAPI.  

 Based on the nature of the data collected, two types of 
statistical assessment were applied to test the hypothesis. The 
first was descriptive statistics to provide an overview to 
determine if there was a variance between the grit scores of the 
two groups. Second an independent t-test was used to determine 
if the differences were statistically significant.   

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics  

  N Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

AAPI 341 3.584 0.514 0.028 

Non-AAPI 788 3.804 0.544 0.019 

 

Table 1 provides a descriptive comparison of GRIT scores 
between AAPI and non-AAPI students. The findings indicate 
that non-AAPI students have an overall higher GRIT score than 
AAPI students.   

Table 2 Independent t-Test 

F t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

.171 -6.339 1127 .000 -.220 .035 

 
In order to be considered statistically significant with a 95% 

confidence interval, the t-value would need to exceed +/- 1.962. 
The output from the independent t-test analysis showed a t-
value of -6.339 and affirmed that a statistically significant 
difference between GRIT scores of AAPI and non-AAPI 
students. Therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected.   

Table 3 AAPI GRIT Score 

AAPI Categories N Mean GRIT 

Asian - Cambodian 2 3.458 

Asian - Chinese 34 3.637 

Asian - Indian 10 3.617 

Asian - Japanese 13 3.417 

Asian - Korean 20 3.792 

Asian - Laotian 2 3.333 

Asian - Other 16 3.797 

Asian - Vietnamese 201 3.517 

Filipino 27 3.821 

Pacific Islander - Guamanian 3 3.389 

Pacific Islander - Hawaiian 8 3.698 

Pacific Islander - Other 2 3.708 

Pacific Islander - Samoan 3 3.500 

 

Table 3 provides a disaggregation of grit scores by AAPI student 
populations and found that Filipino, Asian other, Korean, Pacific 
Islander other and Hawaiian student have the highest level of 
grit among the AAPI population. However, due to lower N sizes 
in certain populations, a clear determination could not be 
attained. 

VI. LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Though the study opens the venue of understanding into the 

differences between the AAPI students, the disaggregated 

carried very limited population sizes which may have caused the 

variances in the mean grit scores of certain AAPI populations. 

Future suggestions for research would be to follow-up with the 

surveyed populations to measure difference in the grit factors, 

also to assess the impact if grit on student’s academic 

performance (i.e. end-of-term retention, course success, and fall-

to-spring persistence) for AAPI populations, other ethnicities, 

general student populations, age groups, and by instructional 

modality.    

VII. DISCUSSION 

As institutions seek to expand their capacities for measuring 

student preparedness, it is clear to note that the non-cognitive 

factors of GRIT have been found to be correlated to high 



performance (Stoltz, 2014). Following that school of thought, 

the research drew attention to see if a difference existed 

between AAPI students and the general student population. 

While the outcome found differences exits further research will 

be needed to identify which components of grit. 
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