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Abstract

More research is needed that elucidates the mechanisms by which critical consciousness impacts 

marginalized youth’s academic and career development. To address this gap, this short-term 

longitudinal study (i.e., two waves) examined motivations for post-high school plans (i.e., career/

personal motivation; humanitarian motivation; encouragement received from important 

individuals; pressure from parents/family to succeed) as mediators in the relationship between 

dimension of critical consciousness and academic and career activities. The sample consisted of 

low-income, Black and Latinx youth (N = 191; Mage = 16, SD = 0.80; 59% female) living in 

Chicago. The results from structural equation path models show that youth’s beliefs about their 

ability to engage politically (i.e., sociopolitical efficacy) predict motivations for post-secondary 

plans (e.g., encouragement; pressure from parents/family), which is subsequently related to 

engagement in academic and career activities, albeit in different directions. To continue fostering 

positive youth development, critical consciousness programming will need to integrate how youth 

understand their role in changing social inequality in relation to their perception of and 

interactions with parents and mentors.
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Introduction

Youth academic and career development, including engaging in academic and career 

activities, is a sign of thriving in adolescence and positive youth development (Blustein et al. 

2005). For low-income, Black and Latinx youth academic and career development must be 

interpreted within the social-structural conditions that limit access to academic and career 

development opportunities (Spencer and Swanson 2013). Low academic standards and 

limited social capital may dampen youth’s academic aspirations (Alonso et al. 2009) and 

substantially limit actionable steps towards post high school plans (e.g., college, vocational 

training; Farmer-Hinton 2002). Despite the barriers faced by adolescents of color, previous 

empirical research suggests that critical consciousness, defined as an understanding of 

structural inequality (e.g., perceived inequality), perceived ability to engage politically (e.g., 

sociopolitical efficacy), and direct actions taken to enact social change (e.g., critical action), 

can be powerful forces in youth’s academic and career development (Diemer and Blustein 

2006). Indeed, among youth of color critical consciousness is positively associated with 

academic achievement (Seider et al. 2020), career exploration (Diemer 2009), and adult 

occupational attainment (Rapa et al. 2018). However, very few studies have investigated how 

components of critical consciousness are related to youth’s preparation for post high school 

plans (i.e., engagement in academic and career activities while in high school). Moreover, 

more research is needed that elucidates the mechanisms by which critical consciousness 

impacts academic and career development (Heberle et al. 2020). To fill this gap in the 

literature, and support the development of adolescent programming, this study examines 

low-income, Black and Latinx youth’s motivations for post-secondary plans (i.e., career/

personal motivation; humanitarian motivation; encouragement received from important 

individuals; and pressure from parents/family to succeed) as mediators in the relation 

between components of critical consciousness and teens academic and career activities.

Academic and Career Activities among Youth of Color

Late adolescence and emerging adulthood have been noted as critical stages where 

individuals begin to make choices and engage in a variety of activities that are influential on 

the rest of their lives (Zarrett and Eccles 2006). As youth move into emerging adulthood 

their choices and challenges shift to include decisions about education or vocational training, 

entry into and transitions within the labor market, joining the military, moving out of the 

family home, and sometimes marriage and parenthood. Youth nearing the end of high school 

engage in planning one’s future by taking the necessary steps to pursue those plans. Youth 

academic and career preparation has been measured in a variety of ways including work 

salience and vocational expectations (Diemer et al. 2010), commitment to careers (Arnold 

2017), and engagement in academic and career activities (Perry et al. 2010). Theories on 

youth career development suggests that career planning via engagement in academic and 

career activities is a result of self-reflection and self-regulation (Lent et al. 2000). As teens 

explore their career interests, educational pathways may become a causal mechanism for 

their goals (Marciniak et al. 2020). These connections between school and work may help 

adolescents seek out and participate in activities that will help them prepare for and achieve 

their future goals (e.g., enrolling in particular training program or learning about a subject 

related to career interest; Lapan 2004).
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Advances in career development models posit that youth engagement in academic and career 

activities is influenced by individual and contextual factors (Lent et al. 2002). Specifically, 

background characteristics and learning experiences may serve as precursors to academic 

and career preparatory behavior. In the current study, dimensions of critical consciousness 

(e.g., perceived inequality, sociopolitical efficacy, critical action) are conceptualized as 

factors that contribute to youth engagement in academic and career activities. Furthermore, 

individual and contextual factors facilitate academic and career interests and choice behavior 

(Lent et al. 2002). Whereas individual factors relate to personal interests, values, and 

perceived capabilities, contextual factors refer to perceived and actual availability of 

resources and competing demands (Lent et al. 2000). In the current study, motivation for 

pursuing specific academic and career paths after high school are analyzed as factors that 

contribute to youth engagement in academic and career activities. These motivations are 

conceptualized as individually driven (i.e., career/personal motivation; humanitarian 

motivation) and contextually driven (i.e., encouragement from others; expectation from 

family). Furthermore, it has been proposed that precursors variables (e.g., critical 

consciousness) also impact youth perception of individual and contextual factors (e.g., 

motivations), which subsequently impact academic and career choice action.

Critical Consciousness among Youth of Color

Critical consciousness describes the process by which oppressed and marginalized people 

learn to critically analyze their social conditions and act to improve them (Diemer 2020). 

Critical consciousness consists of three components: critical reflection, political efficacy, 

and critical action (Rapa and Geldhof 2020). Critical reflection involves the recognition of, 

and rejection of societal inequities. This dimension is further conceptualized as perceived 

inequality, which refers to the critical examination of social inequities specific to ethnic-

racial, gendered, and socioeconomic limitations on educational and occupational 

opportunities (Diemer and Rapa 2016). As young people begin to critique decades of unjust 

social conditions and understand the mechanisms and manifestations of systemic inequities, 

they may start to unlearn negative social stereotypes of themselves (Shin et al. 2010) and 

understand the political system (Watts and Flanagan 2007). Theories on behavior and human 

motivation suggest that agency is a precursor to behavior: unless people believe they can 

produce a desired effect by their actions, they have little incentive to act or persevere in the 

face of challenges (Bandura 2000). In the context of critical consciousness, political efficacy 

refers to an individual’s perceived ability to transform their environmental circumstances 

and affect sociopolitical change. Critical action refers to individual or collective action 

within traditional forms of political engagement (e.g., voting, community organizing) and 

non-traditional forms of political engagement (e.g., protesting, posting on social media about 

a social or political issue) with the intention of changing unjust social conditions and 

policies (Diemer and Rapa 2016).

Critical consciousness holds the promise of helping marginalized youth navigate the 

pervasive stressors associated with their academic and vocational contexts and perceive 

higher levels of agency (Diemer and Blustein 2006). The conceptual underpinnings of 

critical reflection suggest that when adolescents engage and critique severe social injustices, 

the very structures that limit their development, adolescents are then able to “clear 
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intellectual and emotional space” for academic and career goal exploration (Cammarota 

2007, p. 95). However, a more nuanced examination into youth’s lived experiences reveals 

that an awareness of social injustices may not always lead to critical action (Lardier et al. 

2019) and may be associated with hopelessness (Christens et al. 2018) among youth of color 

living in low-resource communities. Extant critical consciousness theory suggests that 

sociopolitical efficacy may protect youth from immobilization and negative consequences 

(Watts et al. 2011). Indeed, a recent study found that social political efficacy and critical 

action allowed marginalized youth to critically reflect on societal inequalities without 

repercussion on their mental health or engagement in school (Godfrey et al. 2019).

Opportunities for sociopolitical engagement for marginalized youth may be constrained by 

limited opportunities and the effects of cumulative disadvantage (Flanagan and Levine 

2010). To this point, emerging research among Black and Latinx young adults suggests that 

sociopolitical engagement includes educational persistence and occupational attainment as 

forms of resistance to oppression (Lardier et al. 2019). For example, a qualitative study 

found that Latinx youth considered thriving, educational attainment, and cultural pride as 

forms of sociopolitical engagement (McWhirter et al. 2019). Moreover, conceptual 

(Solórzano and Bernal 2001) and empirical (Suárez-Orozco et al. 2015) studies suggest that 

civic occupations (i.e., careers that involve social services) are credible forms of political 

action.

Critical Consciousness and Career Development

A myriad of studies among urban youth of color find that critical consciousness is positively 

associated with career development outcomes such as career expectations (Diemer and 

Hsieh 2008), work salience (Diemer et al. 2010), and vocational identity and commitment 

(Diemer and Blustein 2006). Using a subset sample of low-income youth of color from the 

National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS), Diemer and Hsieh (2008) found that 

greater importance in helping one’s community and discussing current events with parents 

were associated with greater career expectations, a variable that took into account youth’s 

type of career they expect to obtain in the future and the level of education needed to attain 

that career. One other study found that sense of sociopolitical efficacy was associated with 

salience of work role and connection to future career, while critical reflection was related to 

vocational identity in a sample of urban youth (Diemer and Blustein 2006).

Importantly, longitudinal studies show that critical consciousness in high school may 

promote the attainment of higher-status occupations in adulthood. For example, in sample of 

predominantly Black youth from Maryland, critical action mediated the relationship between 

career expectations in high school and occupational attainment in adulthood (Rapa et al. 

2018). Using the NELS, statistical analyses revealed that greater 10th-grade critical 

consciousness (items captured social responsibility and sociopolitical action) had a positive 

longitudinal impact on adult occupational attainment eight years later via 12th-grade critical 

consciousness (Diemer 2009). It may be that critical consciousness empowers marginalized 

youth to more effectively negotiate structural constraints and social identity threats as they 

transition into early adulthood, fostering participation in immediate (school) and long-term 

(career) pathways to social mobility (Rapa et al. 2018).
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Critical Consciousness and Academic Development

Studies find critical consciousness is associated with higher levels of academic achievement 

and persistence among students of color. Critical consciousness about racism can motivate 

Black students to resist oppressive forces by persisting in school and achieving in academics 

(Carter 2008). Studies that examine the effect of critical consciousness on youth’s objective 

measures of academic achievement find that higher reports of critical reflection and critical 

action are related to lower school behavior problems among ethnically diverse high-school 

students (Luginbuhl et al. 2016). Similarly, one other study found that critical reflection and 

critical action, but not sociopolitical efficacy, were associated with higher grade point 

averages and college entrance exams scores (Seider et al. 2020). In an extension of this 

work, one study found that political outcome expectations, as a component of critical 

consciousness, were a positive predictor of higher intent to persist in college (Cadenas et al. 

2018). Furthermore, studies find that school-based civic programs can foster youth’s feelings 

of political agency (Kozan et al. 2017) and commitment to action (Cabrera et al. 2014). It 

seems having a greater understanding of inequality and engagement in social action helps 

marginalized adolescents conceptualize their educational development as a method to 

promote social change and challenge oppressive forces within their social contexts 

(Ginwright and Cammarota 2002).

A few studies have examined how critical consciousness is related to academic engagement 

among youth of color, particularly related to post-high school planning. For example, one 

study found that Latinx youth who endorsed higher levels of critical consciousness also had 

greater engagement (e.g., academic, extracurricular, Spanish language, and helping) than 

those with low levels of critical consciousness (McWhirter and McWhirter 2016). Although 

academic activities were not directly measured in the context of marginalization and 

oppression, this study suggests that critical consciousness may be a catalyst for adolescents’ 

post-secondary school plans via engagement during high school. Indeed, a related study on 

Latinx students found that adolescents’ critical awareness of inequity directly predicated 

their reasons for attending school (i.e., academic motivation), which subsequently positively 

predicted educational aspirations and vocational goals (Luginbuhl et al. 2016). That is, 

adolescents with greater critical consciousness saw education as an avenue through which to 

transform structural barriers. Considering these studies, youths engagement in their future 

plans via academic and career activities may indicate their evolving level of agency, such 

that as students became more aware of injustice and more motivated to produce social 

change, they also develop more capacity for engaging in academic and career preparatory 

behaviors.

Motivations for Post-Secondary Plans and Academic and Career Activities

Research in vocational psychology suggests that reasons why individuals formulate or 

persist with a particular goal can directly influence their engagement in career preparation 

tasks (i.e., gaining experience, networking) often needed to achieve those goals (Porfeli and 

Vondracek 2007). Individuals are more likely to set and strive for goals if they perceive 

themselves as capable, find the goal intrinsically motivating (i.e., enjoyable, interesting), and 

feel as though the goal is part of their self-concept (Deci and Ryan 2000). Conversely, 

people would be less motivated to pursue goals that are extrinsically motivated and 
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externally regulated (i.e., external demands and rewards) or involves internal conflict due to 

external pressure (Deci and Ryan 2000). Similarly, selecting a goal that corresponds to 

personal interests and values increases the probability of goal attainment (Porfeli and 

Vondracek 2007). Indeed, goals established in harmony with one’s intrinsic values and 

interests, as opposed to conflicting goals set by other people, greatly affects individuals’ goal 

progression (Koestner et al. 2002).

Research that examines the academic and career goals of ethnically diverse students finds 

that they report both individual and contextual motivations for pursing higher education 

(King et al. 2008). For instance, Phinney et al. (2006) found that ethnically diverse college 

students reported multiple reasons for attending college including career/personal, 

humanitarian, expectation, and encouragement motivations. Career or personal motivations 

are characterized by an individualistic focus that can be driven by personal interest, 

intellectual curiosity, and the desire to attain a rewarding career. Studies find that ethnically 

diverse college students perceive a linear relationship between academic success and upward 

mobility (Dennis et al. 2005). A humanitarian motivation reflects a collectivistic or altruistic 

orientation, where the individual is concerned with helping others. A number of studies 

among ethnically diverse college students find that young adults report humanitarian 

motivation in their academic and career pursuits. That is, Black students are often motivated 

to persist academically and vocationally in order to be a source of pride to the Black 

community (McGee and Bentley 2017) and address the underrepresentation of Black 

professionals (McCallum 2017). Encouragement motivation refers to perceived 

encouragement from important people in teens’ lives. A myriad of studies find that social 

support from parents, teachers, and other important individuals in youth’s lives decreases 

perceptions of educational barriers (McWhirter et al. 2007), increase college planning 

behaviors (Farmer-Hinton 2008), and career exploration and career planning (Rogers et al. 

2008). Finally, expectation motivations reflect youth’s drive to meet the expectations of their 

parents and a sense of responsibility for meeting these goals. Latinx youth who consider 

their parents’ academic and career expectations in their academic planning do so in complex 

ways (Martinez 2013), citing the external pressure as a motivational and limiting factor. 

Similarly, one study among college-aged women found that career conversations with 

parents often resulted in negative emotions (e.g., feeling frustrated, confused and inferior, 

anxious in response to parental pressure), which negatively impacted their career exploration 

(Corey and Chen 2019). However, some participants believed that parental pressure 

increased their motivation toward career goals and allowed them to increase their perception 

of career options for their future. Still, one study found that pressure from family to succeed 

was not related to college adjustment, commitment to college, or college grade point average 

(Dennis et al. 2005).

Studies suggest that extent of youth’s engagement in academic and career activities is a 

result of multiple factors that may inhibit or promote development. For example, one study 

found that students motivations for higher education included both internal (e.g., self-

improvement and achieving life goals) and external reasons (e.g. family expectations; 

Kennett et al. 2011). Interestingly, few studies have examined multiple motivators in one 

study or have examined how varied motivations may impact Black and Latinx youth’s 
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engagement in academic and career activities. Certainly, the motivations included in the 

current study are not meant to be exhaustive nor entirely exclusive.

Critical Consciousness and Motivations for Post High School Plans

Extensive research has examined critical consciousness and motivations for post-secondary 

plans in the context of academic and career development, but no study has examined these 

factors together. Career development theory suggests that engagement in academic and 

career activities is a result of reciprocal interrelationships between internal and external 

factors (Lent et al. 2000). Thus, this study conceptualizes dimensions of critical 

consciousness as precursors to developing motivations for post-high school plans.

A critical understanding of social inequality coupled with identity development during 

adolescence may facilitate greater career exploration associated with marginalized youth’s 

lived experiences, values, and goals (Gregor et al. 2020). This process may help youth 

establish personal reasons (i.e., career/personal; humanitarian) for pursuing post high school 

plans associated with addressing unjust conditions they have experienced (Solórzano and 

Bernal 2001). Feeling of social responsibility, political efficacy, and experience in critical 

action may help crystalize youth’s perceptions of future selves within career paths aligned 

with their personal goals (Flanagan and Levine 2010). That is, youth who feel empowered 

and capable of enacting change in their communities may, over time, transform their 

personal experiences with marginalization into personal reasons for pursing civic careers. 

Youth who have direct experiences with the political system may gain insight into how they 

can make tangible changes with their careers. As previously stated, studies find that Black 

(McGee and Bentley 2017) and Latinx (McWhirter et al. 2019) students perceive civic 

careers as a form of political action and resistance to oppression. Pursing civic careers via 

higher education interestingly, reflects greater personal/career and humanitarian motivation. 

In other words, these motivations are not exclusive, but rather complementary among young 

adults of color.

Dimensions of critical consciousness may also help shape how youth perceive and utilize 

their personal relationships in their academic and career development. For instance, youth 

who understand the many barriers associated with their own success may understand the 

importance of attaining social support to help alleviate the negative effects of oppression 

(Luginbuhl et al. 2016). However, a critical understanding of systemic inequality may not 

always warrant action. As previously mentioned, perceived agency in creating positive 

changes may be key in behavior. Sociopolitical efficacy may encourage youth to engage in 

critical action and seek educational opportunities. Studies on youth organizing suggest that 

mentors in these spaces promote youth’s critical consciousness development (Albright et al. 

2017) and academic and career development (Rogers and Terriquez 2013). It may be that 

continued engagement in collective critical action, such as in youth organizing, may lead to 

greater interaction with mentors and other important individuals (Nicholas et al. 2019).

Parents play a critical role in youths academic and career development. Indeed, Latinx 

parents often support their children’s academic and career development via cultural capital 

(Guzmán et al. 2018). Still, studies find that youth perceptions of parental involvement may 

cause internal dilemmas (Martinez 2013). It is plausible that a critical understanding of 
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social inequality and sociopolitical efficacy may prompt youth to consider their parents’ 

expectations in the context of generational cumulative disadvantage, and perceive that as a 

motivating factor in their academic and career pursuits (Espino 2016). However, coupled 

with the reality of limited institutional opportunities in low-resourced communities 

(Flanagan and Levine 2010), greater sociopolitical efficacy may lead youth to feel burdened 

by the responsibility of changing the status quo and meeting high parent expectations.

The Current Study

To better understand the mechanisms that facilitate the role of critical consciousness on 

youth academic and career development, this study examined the mediating role of 

motivations for post high school plans in the relationship between dimensions of critical 

consciousness and academic and career activities among Black and Latinx youth (Fig. 1). 

Based on previous research, it is expected that perceived inequality, sociopolitical efficacy, 

and critical action will be positively related to career/personal, humanitarian, and 

encouragement motivations, which will be subsequently related to greater academic and 

career activities. Given the previously mentioned mixed results on familial pressure to 

succeed, testing the role of expectation motivation will be considered an exploratory analysis 

in the relations between dimensions of critical consciousness and academic and career 

activities.

Methods

Sample and Procedures

Data for this study come from a sample of predominantly Black and Latinx youth living 

largely in high-poverty, Chicago neighborhoods (Raver et al. 2009, 2011). Youth and their 

families were originally recruited into the study between 2004 and 2006, when the children 

were in preschool, to participate in a socioemotional intervention trial implemented in 

Chicago Head Start programs. Upon completion of the original intervention study, 

participants were assessed at an additional seven points in time.

The short-term longitudinal data used in this study come from waves six and seven of the 

larger study. Wave six was carried out in the spring of 2017 when youth were on average in 

10th/11th grades (N = 432). After receiving parental consent and youth assent, data were 

collected from youth at their schools by a team of trained assessors as a part of a larger 

computerized survey battery. During the summer of 2018 when youth were on average 

entering 12th grade, youth were asked to complete survey items related to post-high school 

plans and goals (W7; N = 277). Youth completed the survey over the phone with a trained 

assessor. Youth were compensated for their participation at each assessment. This research 

has been approved by three independent university-based Institutional Review Boards.

The analytic sample for this study consists of 191 youth who have complete data on 

mediator and outcome variables collected at the wave seven assessment. The majority of 

youth in the study sample were female (59%) and Black (66%) (Table 1). On average, youth 

were 16 years old (SD = 0.80) at the wave six assessment. Averaging across all waves of 

data, the average income-to-needs ratio (INR) for the sample was 0.83 (SD = 0.65), 
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indicating that the majority of youth lived in households whose income and family size 

placed them below the national poverty line (defined as having an income-to-needs ratio 

equal to or <1) for the majority of their lives. At wave seven, youth were asked about what 

they plan to be doing five years after high school. The item allowed participants to indicate 

on a four-point Likert type scale how likely they were to continue in academic and career 

trajectories. On average, the majority of teens reported that they are more likely to attend a 

4-year college (M = 3.37, SD = 0.88), followed by community college (M = 2.48, SD = 

1.11), and lastly a vocational training college (M = 1.71, SD = 0.99). On average, teens 

reported planning on working full time for pay (M = 3.17, SD = 0.92), followed by working 

part time for pay (M = 3.17, SD = 0.92), and lastly getting an unpaid internship (M = 2.18, 

SD = 1.1).

Measures

Three measures of critical consciousness were collected: perceived inequality, sociopolitical 

efficacy, and critical action. These predictor variables were collected from youth at the wave 

six assessment.

Perceived inequality (PI)—Three items from the PI subscale of the Critical 

Consciousness Scale (CCS; α = 0.87; Diemer et al. 2017) were used. This subscale is used 

to measure youth’s critical awareness and analysis of societal inequalities, including race, 

gender, and/or class-based discrimination in access to quality education and opportunities. 

Questions were rated on a Likert scale from 1 to 5 (e.g., 1 = “Strongly Disagree”, 5 = 

“Strongly Agree”), and include the following: “Poor children have fewer chances to get a 

good high school education”, “Certain racial or ethnic groups have fewer chances to get 

ahead”, and “Poor people have fewer chances to get ahead”. Item responses were averaged 

with higher scores reflecting greater perceived inequality.

Sociopolitical efficacy (SE)—Four items similar to the items used by Diemer and Rapa 

(2016), as a proxy for internal SE, were used in the current study (α = 0.83). Youth 

responded on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = “Strongly Disagree” to 5 = 

“Strongly Agree”. Example items included “It is important to fight against social and 

economic inequality” and “I can make a difference in my community”. Item responses were 

averaged with higher scores reflecting greater sociopolitical efficacy.

Critical action (CA)—Youth responded to five items taken from the Sociopolitical Action 

subscale of the CCS (Diemer et al. 2017). Response options were changed from a five-point 

Likert type scale to yes/no options. Some items were altered slightly to make them relevant 

to adolescents’ experiences with social media. These questions were chosen to reflect a 

range of sociopolitical involvement (e.g., “Have you posted on social media about a social 

justice or political issue?” to “Have you worked on a political campaign?”) and content that 

was germane to current events covered on local and national news media at that time (e.g., 

“Have you participated in a gay rights, pro-environment or social justice group?”). 

Additional items included “Have you participated in a discussion about a social or political 

issue, such as immigration or climate change?” and “Have you joined in a protest march, 

political demonstration, or political meeting?” Questions reflected behaviors engaged in 
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during the prior six months. Responses were summed to create a measure of the total 

number of sociopolitical behaviors engaged in. This measurement of critical action is 

consistent with other studies on Black and Latinx youth (Roy et al. 2019; Roy et al. 2019).

Motivations—Items were drawn from the Student Motivation for Attending University—

Revised measure (Phinney et al. 2006) to asses youth’s reasons to pursue plans after high 

school (e.g., career/personal, humanitarian, default, expectation, prove worth, 

encouragement, and family). Given that teens’ plans may vary (e.g., work, college, work and 

college), items were slightly modified (e.g., changed “I often ask myself why I’m in 

university” to “I often ask myself why I chose this plan”) to capture a broader range of post-

high school plans. Items were rated on a five-point Likert-type scale from 1–5 (e.g., 1 = 

“Strongly Disagree” to 5 = “Strongly Agree”).

To keep the survey at a reasonable length, 25 of the original 33 items were administered. In 

an effort to keep most items on each of these subscales, items concerned with the highest 

loadings were retained. A confirmatory factor analysis with correlated errors was conducted 

to make sure that individual items loaded on the original sub-domains. To improve the 

reliability of the construct’s scale correlated errors were entered in the model. This included 

correlated errors for items addressing similar topics and using similar wording (e.g., errors 

for the two career/personal items addressing earnings were correlated with one another). The 

model fit statistics indicated that the model fit the data well, [(χ2(242, N = 264) = 412.94); 

RMSEA = 0.05 (90% CI = [0.043, 0.060]); CFI = 0.94; TLI = 0.93; SRMR = 0.07]. The 

results indicated that the items used were effective in tapping into six independent sources of 

motivations for post-high school plans: career/personal, humanitarian, default, expectation, 

prove worth, and encouragement. Unlike the original measure, items that captured “help 

family” were dropped as a factor due to it having only 2 items. Moreover, items that 

reflected default and prove worth motivations were dropped from these analyses because 

they were not related to the other key variables. Additional statistical results (e.g., factor 

loadings) are available upon request to the first author.

Personal/Career Motivation consists of six items (α = 0.85) that reflect youth’s reasons for 

pursing college/career as a means for gaining money, a good job, and status. Example items 

included “To achieve personal success”, “To help me improve my intellectual capacity”, and 

“To achieve a position of higher status in society”. Humanitarian Motivation consists of four 

items (α = 0.82) that describe academic/career motivations driven by a desire to help people 

and improve social conditions. Example items included “To contribute to the improvement 

of the human condition”, “To make meaningful changes to the ‘system’”. Encouragement 
Motivation consists of three items (α = 0.75) that reflect youth’s reasons for pursing 

academic/career goals because of encouragement received from a mentor or others. Example 

items included “I was encouraged by a mentor or role model”, “There was someone who 

believed I could succeed”. Expectation Motivation consists of four items (α = 0.65) that 

reflect youth’s reasons for pursing academic/career goals as a response to pressure from 

family members. Example items included “There were pressures on me from parents/

family”, “Would let parents/family down if I didn’t succeed”. Aggregate motivation scores 

were based on a mean of items with greater scores reflecting greater motivations within each 

subscale.
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Academic and Career Activities

Six items from the Career Planning subscale of the Career Development Inventory (α = 

0.85; CDI; Super et al. 1982) were collected. Items were slightly modified given that teens’ 

plans may involve work and/or college (e.g., changed “Talking about career plans with an 

adult who knows something about me” to “Talking about career/education plans with an 

adult who knows something about me”). Items were answered on a five-point Likert scale 

from 1–5 (e.g., 1 = “I have not yet given any thought to this” to 5 = “I have made definite 

plans, and know what to do to carry them out”.) Example items include “Taking classes 

which will help me in college, job training, trade school, or on the job” and “Getting money 

for college or for job training/trade school”. Composite scores were calculated based on an 

average of the items with higher scores reflecting greater participation in academic and 

career activities.

Demographics

Demographic variables were used as covariates in path models. Youth gender was dummy 

coded such that females were coded as 1 and males were coded as 0. Age is represented in 

years and was collected at wave six when youth were in 10th/11th grade. Race/ethnicity was 

coded so that Black is 1 and Latinx/Other is 0. Socioeconomic status is represented as an 

income-to-needs ratio (INR; Moore et al. 2009) which compares a family’s income to the 

minimal economic resources required for a family of that size. The INR is computed by 

dividing the total family income by the Federal Poverty Threshold for a given year and 

family size. The INR measure is based on caregivers’ reports of family income and 

household size collected at waves 1 through 5. INR was calculated at each wave and then 

averaged across waves for individuals who had at least four waves of valid data.

Analytic Strategy

Descriptive analyses were performed in SPSS Version 27 and structural equation models 

were estimated in Mplus 7.4. Preliminary analyses examined variable distributions and 

potential biases associated with missing data. Rates of missing data were within acceptable 

range, 0–5% across all variables. Still, missing data patterns were inspected to determine the 

appropriate data analytic strategy for handling missing values. The data were determined to 

be missing at random (MAR) given the significant Little’s MCAR test (χ2(38) = 58.63, p < 

0.05). Mplus software is considered appropriate for modeling data under MAR condition as 

it by default applies a full information maximum likelihood (FIML) model estimator to 

models with missing data to produce unbiased parameter estimates (Muthén and Muthén 

2017).

Path models were evaluated using traditional fit indices (Chi-square test of model fit; Root 

mean square error of approximation, RMSEA; Standardized root mean square residual; 

SRMR) and comparative fit indices (Comparative Fit Index, CFI; Tucker-Lewis Fit Index, 

TLI). Acceptable model fit values for RMSEA and SRMR are 0.08 or lower and for CFI and 

TLI are greater than 0.90, with values greater than 0.95 preferred (Kline 2016). One model 

(Fig. 1) was fit to examine the indirect effect of four distinct motivations in the relationships 

between three indicators of critical consciousness and youth’s academic/career activities. 

The model includes directional paths from the three indicators of critical consciousness to 
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each of the four motivations. Additional paths were estimated from critical consciousness 

and motivations to academic and career activities. Youth gender, age, race/ethnicity, and 

socioeconomic status were included as covariates in the model. Current approaches to 

testing mediation involve testing the indirect effect using bias-corrected bootstrapped 95% 

confidence intervals based on 5000 sample replicates (MacKinnon et al. 2007). Resampling 

methods such as bootstrapping provide more accurate confidence limits for the mediated 

effect because they accommodate the non-normal distribution of the product. Bootstrap 

standard errors and confidence intervals are available with missing data. Correlations among 

covariates, between motivation variables, and between indicators of critical consciousness 

were added based on modification indices.

Results

Bivariate correlations between key variables of interest are shown in Table 2. The multiple 

mediator path model fit the data well, [(χ2(10, N = 191) = 12.21); RMSEA = 0.03 (90% CI 

= [0.000, 0.089]); CFI = 0.99; TLI = 0.97; SRMR = 0.03] (Fig. 2). Sociopolitical efficacy at 

wave six predicted greater humanitarian motivation (β = 0.23, SE = 0.05, p = 0.006), greater 

expectation motivation (β = 0.22, SE = 0.06, p = 0.012), and greater encouragement 

motivation (β = 0.22, SE = 0.05, p = 0.017) at the wave seven assessment. Personal/career 

motivation (β = 0.23, SE = 0.16, p = 0.024) and encouragement motivation (β = 0.25, SE = 

0.11, p = 0.002) were positively related to academic and career activities. In contrast, greater 

expectation motivation was related to less engagement in academic and career activities (β = 

−0.23, SE = 0.10, p = 0.003).

Estimation of the indirect effects indicated significant indirect pathways from sociopolitical 

efficacy to academic and career activities via encouragement motivation and expectation 

motivation, albeit in opposite directions (Table 3). Greater sociopolitical efficacy was related 

to higher levels of expectation motivation, which was subsequently predictive of less 
engagement in academic and career activities (β = −0.05, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [−0.09, −0.01], 

p = 0.039). Greater sociopolitical efficacy also was related to higher levels of encouragement 

motivation, which was subsequently predictive of engagement in more academic and career 

activities (β = 0.06, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.01, 0.08], p = 0.036). There was no significant 

indirect effect of perceived inequality or critical action on academic and career activities 

through any of the motivation variables or of sociopolitical efficacy to academic and career 

activities via humanitarian or personal/career motivation.

Sensitivity Analysis

Given that the mediator and outcome variables were both collected at the wave seven 

assessment, an additional model was examined wherein academic and career activities was 

considered the mediator and motivations as the outcomes (i.e., CC → Academic and Career 

Activities → Motivations). The model fit the data well, [(χ2(10, N = 191) = 12.39); RMSEA 

= 0.04 (90% CI = [0.000, 0.090]); CFI = 0.99; TLI = 0.97; SRMR = 0.03]. Some direct 

relationships were found. Similar to the main model, sociopolitical efficacy at T1 was 

significantly associated with greater humanitarian motivation (β = 0.20, SE = 0.05, p = 

0.007), encouragement motivation (β = −0.13, SE = 0.04, p = 0.009), and expectation 
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motivation (β = 0.22, SE = 0.05, p = 0.010). Engagement in academic and career activities at 

T2 was associated with greater personal/career motivation (β = 0.37, SE = 0.05, p = 0.000), 

humanitarian motivation (β = 0.33, SE = 0.05, p = 0.000), and encouragement motivation (β 
= 0.36, SE = 0.06, p = 0.000). The mediation analyses indicate that there is no indirect effect 

of academic and career activities on the relationship between dimensions of critical 

consciousness to indicators of post-high school motivations. These results suggest that the 

original model best describes these relationships. Additional statistical results are available 

from the first author upon request.

Discussion

Low-income Black and Latinx youth contend with structural deficits in their schools and 

communities as they prepare for academic and career pursuits (Blustein et al. 2005). Critical 

consciousness has been found to assist youth in navigating racist academic (Cabrera et al. 

2014) and career structures (Kozan et al. 2017) and is associated with increased academic 

(Seider et al. 2020) and career well-being (Rapa et al. 2018). Still, there is very little 

research that speaks to how critical consciousness helps youth engage their environments to 

prepare them for emerging adulthood or how critical consciousness informs mechanisms 

that motivate youth’s post-high school plans. The current study contributes to this growing 

body of work by examining the explanatory role of motivations for post-high school (i.e., 

career/personal, humanitarian, encouragement, expectation) in the relationship between 

critical consciousness and engagement in academic and career activities while in high 

school.

The results of this study suggest that critical consciousness, specifically sociopolitical 

efficacy, is positively related to humanitarian, encouragement, and expectation motivations 

for post-high school plans. Moreover, there exists an indirect pathway between sociopolitical 

efficacy and academic and career activities via encouragement and expectation motivations, 

albeit in different directions. Sociopolitical efficacy positively predicted perceived 

encouragement from important individuals (e.g., mentors), which was subsequently related 

to greater academic and career activities. At the same time, youth’s sociopolitical efficacy 

positively predicted greater perceptions of pressure from parents and family members to 

succeed, which was related to less engagement in behaviors towards future academic and 

career plans. These results indicate that youth’s perceptions of their ability to affect social 

change shapes perceptions of both the supports for and pressure to succeed, which in turn, 

impacts engagement in activities that prepare them for emerging adulthood.

As hypothesized, the current study found that youth who perceived greater agency in 

affecting social change, also perceived greater support for their post-high school plans from 

important people in their lives. This, in turn, was related to greater engagement in academic 

and career activities. These results support previous studies that find sociopolitical efficacy 

is related to greater academic and vocational outcomes such as salience of work and 

connection to future career (Diemer and Blustein 2006), engagement in school (Godfrey et 

al. 2019), and higher intent to persist in college (Cadenas et al. 2018). Furthermore, these 

results suggest that youth’s continued interaction with mentors and other important 

individuals facilitate the positive effect of sociopolitical efficacy. It may be that youth’s 
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engagement in their future plans indicate their evolving level of agency, such that as students 

became more aware of their role in producing social change, they also develop more 

capacity for agency in building relationships that will help them obtain academic and career 

goals. Indeed, one study found that youth’s understanding of social inequality and 

motivation to change inequality (captured as on concept of critical reflection) was associated 

with greater autonomous academic motivation, which subsequently predicted greater 

educational and vocational expectation outcomes (Luginbuhl et al. 2016). As such, it may be 

that perceived sociopolitical agency enhances students’ efforts to secure relational support 

from important individuals in their lives knowing that people like institutional agents (i.e., an 

individual who occupies one or more hierarchical positions of relatively high-status and 

authority like teachers and community organizers; Stanton-Salazar 2011) are critical in their 

pursuit of higher education and career security. Continued engagement and relationship 

building may over time allow youth to perceive encouragement from mentors in their 

political and academic activities (Albright et al. 2017). These sources of support may help 

youth develop the skills necessary to obtain their goals (Sánchez et al. 2008), access 

resources (Stanton-Salazar 2011), and find encouragement to pursue their plans (Diemer 

2007), allowing them to engage in greater academic and career activities.

The results revealed that as youth become aware of their role in the political system and their 

ability to change social inequality, they are more likely to perceive greater pressure from 

family members to succeed in a particular career and/or college path. This perceived 

pressure negatively affects their engagement in academic and career activities, such that it 

impedes their actions towards these expected plans. A host of literature among students of 

color finds that parents play a positive role in motivating their academic and career goals 

towards entering civic careers (Guzmán et al. 2018; Suárez-Orozco et al. 2015). However, 

some studies do find that family involvement is related to poorer engagement in academic 

and career activities as a result of internal conflict between individual and family 

expectations (Martinez 2013). No studies, however, have previously examined how 

sociopolitical efficacy affects youth perception of parental involvement in their academic 

and career pursuits. It is plausible that youth who feel responsible for changing the status 

quo also have to meet high parental expectations. This situation may result in youth feeling 

overwhelmed, which may negatively impact their academic and career engagement. Indeed, 

low-income Black and Latinx teens may not have the luxury of being excluded from their 

family’s financial issues and may use that as a source of inspiration for their personal future 

academic and career pursuits (Espino 2016). However, this motivation coupled with the 

reality of ecological challenges and barriers to political action in many low-resource 

communities, may further marginalize youth in their political, academic, and career pursuits 

(Blustein et al. 2005). It is plausible for low-income Black and Latinx youth to feel 

overburdened for being responsible in making tangible changes to the status quo for 

themselves, their family, and for society at large. Certainly, youth’s perceptions of carrying 

the financial future success of their families on their shoulders and changing systems of 

oppression can be debilitating.

Theories on civic engagement may help explain this funding further. For instance, studies on 

youth civic engagement (Wray-Lake and Abrams 2020) and psychological empowerment 

(Christens et al. 2018) suggest that youth may need from sociopolitical efficacy and social 
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connection to remain hopeful and engaged. In other words, youth may benefit from an 

understanding that collective action, in addition to individual success, is needed to create 

systemic changes. Among Black youth, one study found that familiarity with collective 

struggle may be associated with human agency and academic motivation (O’Connor 1997). 

Future studies should investigate how social connection, sociopolitical efficacy, and 

perceptions of parent involvement affect youth’s engagement in academic and career 

preparation.

Importantly, these results suggest that youth, even youth who endorse greater agency in 

effecting social change, may need additional resources that allow them to build and achieve 

individual goals within the context of familial expectations. These results suggest that 

programming aimed at improving youth outcomes needs to consider the structural factors 

that add pressure to families and communities, which may indirectly affect youth’s 

engagement in academic and career activities. It is important for programming designed to 

promote sociopolitical efficacy to address how youth may interpret their roles and 

responsibilities differently, as well as how youth may feel both supported and burdened at 

the same time. More importantly, these results suggest that programming aimed at 

empowering youth should also teach youth how to self-preserve, since self-preservation is 

also considered a form of political action among marginalized groups (Lorde 2017).

It is important to note that motivating factors are not mutually exclusive, and that youth may 

have multiple sources of motivation underlying their academic and career plans. Indeed, 

correlations between the different sources of motivation indicate moderately low to high 

positive relationships (Pearson’s r range = 0.29–0.65). Specifically, encouragement and 

expectation motivations were moderately linked (r = 0.42), suggesting that some youth may 

be simultaneously experiencing the conflicting motivating factors of both encouragement 

and expectations. The current study, and the chosen analysis, may not have captured how 

both encouragement from mentors and high expectations from parent’s impact youth 

academic and career engagement. Qualitative and mixed-methods studies may be more 

suitable in explaining whether these motivations cooccur, compound, or follow each other 

and how they impact youth development.

Regarding direct associations, the current study revealed that higher levels of sociopolitical 

efficacy were related to greater humanitarian motivation. These results suggest that as youth 

become more confident in their ability to affect social change, they are more likely to 

endorse being motivated by a concern to help others. However, this concern does not predict 

engagement in academic and career-related activities. This may be because the link between 

helping others and engagement in academic and career activities often does not develop until 

college (Solórzano and Bernal 2001; McCallum 2017). Future research should consider how 

humanitarian motivations developed in high school are related to critical consciousness and 

academic and career achievement in adulthood.

The results revealed that career/personal motivation was related to greater engagement in 

academic and career activities, but none of the dimensions of critical consciousness 

significantly predicted career/personal motivation. Given the high mean on career/personal 

motivation (4.26 on a five-point scale), it may be that the null findings for career/personal 
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motivation are due to the low variability in the sample. These results indicate the low-

income, Black and Latinx youth are driven by personal/career success which motivates them 

to engage in behaviors that will prepare them for college and career plans.

Contrary to prior work, the current study failed to find a direct link between dimensions of 

critical consciousness and academic and career activities. Interestingly, correlations between 

variables of interest indicate that none of the dimensions of critical consciousness were 

significantly related to academic and career activities (Table 2). One prior study found that 

Latinx youth who endorsed greater critical consciousness reported greater school 

engagement, compared to those with lower level of critical consciousness (McWhirter and 

McWhirter 2016). One important distinction from the current study is that the McWhirter 

and McWhirter (2016) study sample consisted of students who attended a leadership 

conference. It may be that youth who are already engaging in extra-curricular activities, like 

attending leadership conferences, may also be engaging in other extra-curricular activities 

related to post-high school plans. The current study, among a sample of low-income, Black 

and Latinx youth, builds on the current literature by examining the relationship between 

critical consciousness and academic and career activities among youth who may have fewer 

resources to support their participation in these types of activities. It may be that critical 

consciousness directly leads to participation in academic and career activities when young 

people have more time and opportunity to already be engaged in professional development 

opportunities.

Similar to the results of the correlation analyses, path model results suggest that critical 

reflection and critical action are not associated with engagement in academic and career 

activities. It may be that that these dimensions of critical consciousness impact other aspects 

of academic and career development than those explored in the current study. For example, 

one study found that sense of sociopolitical efficacy was associated with salience of work 

role and connection to future career, while critical reflection was related to vocational 

identity in a sample of urban youth (Diemer and Blustein 2006). Furthermore, the results 

from the current study stand in contrast to a recent study that found critical reflection and 

critical action, but not sociopolitical efficacy, were related to higher grade point averages and 

college entrance exams scores (Seider et al. 2020). Given that preparation for emerging 

adulthood can be measured in multiple ways, future studies should continue to investigate 

how different dimensions of critical consciousness affect youth’s different dimensions of 

post-secondary career and college aspirations, including behaviors, intentions, and 

connections to academic and career goals.

The current study did not find any evidence of the role of critical reflection and critical 

action on career/personal and humanitarian motivation. It may be that youth in high school 

are more aware of their environmental supports and pressure rather than an internal drive for 

their academic and career plans (whether it be for personal gain or altruistic reasons). These 

motivations may be shaped in higher education (Solórzano and Bernal 2001; McCallum 

2017) rather than in high school. It may be worthwhile for future research to investigate how 

these motivations developed in high school are related to critical consciousness and college 

and career achievement in adulthood.
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There are a number of limitations to consider when interpreting these results. First, the 

ability to draw conclusions about causality is limited. Although the current study capitalized 

on longitudinal data and, as such, there is more confidence that the indicators of critical 

consciousness precede the measures of motivations and academic and career activities, 

youth’s motivations and activities were not assessed at earlier waves. Future studies should 

capitalize on longitudinal or experimental research designs to better estimate causal 

relationships between indicators of critical consciousness and academic and career plans 

over time. Relatedly, the longitudinal data come from two consecutive waves of data. 

Longitudinal datasets with multiple waves are better suited for mediation analyses. Ideally, 

researchers should assess youth at three or more time points which would allow measuring 

the mediator at the second time point and the outcome at the third time point in order to have 

robust evidence for causal pathways. Third, the measurements used to capture motivations 

for post high school plans are broad in nature. In particular, the interpretation around 

perceived encouragement is limited because the items are not specific to individuals (e.g., 

sibling, natural mentor, coach, teacher). More research should investigate which individuals 

in youth’s lives play a critical role in encouraging their academic and career preparation. 

Although previous research and theory suggest that youth may perceive their academic and 

career pursuits as critical action, the items used in this study (e.g., motivation, activities) are 

not grounded in the context of oppression. Furthermore, the outcome variable measured 

academic and vocational development in one combined variable. This limits the 

interpretation of the results such that the authors can only infer a general effect on post-high 

school plans rather than a direct relationship to different dimensions of academic and 

vocational outcomes important for youth development. Future studies should examine these 

outcomes separately to examine whether the results are driven by one outcome more than 

the other or if they are equally affected by varied motivations and critical consciousness 

dimensions. Finally, the findings are specific to the sample of the study: Black and Latinx 

youth living in high-poverty households in Chicago. Although this may limit the 

generalizability of the results, this study design is viewed as a strength as there is limited 

work that examines critical consciousness among Chicago youth. To learn more about this 

population and better understand the antecedents and consequences associated with youth 

development of critical consciousness and academic and career achievement, future studies 

should continue to explore these relationships in similar settings and in different contexts 

among more economically diverse samples.

The present study adds to existing empirical scholarship on the importance of critical 

consciousness in the positive development of youth of color by offering evidence of relations 

between academic and career activities, motivations for post high school plans, and critical 

consciousness in a sample of low-income, adolescents of color. The present study points to 

incorporating an ecological lens (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006) to critical consciousness, 

academic, and career development among youth of color. Understanding youth’s perception 

of close relationships (e.g., pressure from parents/family; encouragement from important 

individuals) has implications for youth development research concerned with student 

success, vocational attainment, and preparation for emerging adulthood. Additionally, the 

current findings point to programming fostering youth critical consciousness as a potential 

mechanism for narrowing racial and economic opportunity gaps via individual academic and 
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career goals. Educational programming could benefit from incorporating critical 

consciousness curriculum as a tool to help youth navigate racist academic and vocational 

structures. For instance, teaching youth about social inequality, engaging in social projects 

via youth participatory action research (Cammarota and Fine 2008) may increase youth 

agency and sociopolitical efficacy. More importantly, the current results suggest that critical 

consciousness programming will need to integrate how youth understand their role in 

changing social inequality in relation to their close relationships with important individuals 

(e.g., family members, teachers, mentors) to continue fostering youth’s positive 

development. This may indicate tasking educational agents (i.e., teachers, mentors) and 

schools with creating connections with parents and engaging youth, families, and 

communities to collectively join in social justice community action (Ginwright et al. 2005).

Conclusion

Research suggest that Black and Latinx youth are less prepared to enter college and obtain a 

high-status career in adulthood (Orfield et al. 2004). Critical consciousness has been found 

to be associated with greater academic (Seider et al. 2020) and career achievement (Rapa et 

al. 2018). To understand the mechanisms by which critical consciousness impacts youth 

academic and career preparation, this study examined a model wherein four different 

motivations for post high school plans (i.e., career/personal, humanitarian, encouragement 

from important individuals, expectation from parents/family) mediated the relationship 

between dimension of critical consciousness (i.e., perceived inequality, social political 

efficacy, critical action) and engagement in academic and career activities (e.g., taking 

classes that will prepare youth for college entry). The results suggest that greater 

sociopolitical efficacy is related to greater perceptions of encouragement, which was 

subsequently was related to greater engagement in academic and career activities during 

senior year of high school. At the same time, sociopolitical efficacy was related to greater 

perception of pressure from parents, which was then related to less engagement in academic 

and career activities. These findings suggest that youth’s sociopolitical efficacy and 

perceptions of close relationship with parents and mentors significantly impact their level of 

engagement in preparatory behavior meaningful for adulthood.
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Fig. 1. 
Proposed analytic model including direct paths from indicators of critical consciousness to 

indicators of motivations and from motivations to academic/career activities. Bold lines 

indicate direct paths from indicators of critical consciousness to academic/career activities. 

Correlations between indicators of critical consciousness and between motivations were 

included in the model. Model adjusts for youth age, gender, race/ethnicity, and income-to-

needs ratio. Correlation and covariate paths are not shown here for clarity of presentation
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Fig. 2. 
Path model results. Standardized beta estimates and SEs are shown
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Table 1

Demographic characteristics of the sample (N = 191)

N (%) M (SD)

Race/ethnicity

 Black 126 (66)

 Latinx 55 (29)

 Other 10(5)

Gender

 Female 113 (59)

 Male 78 (41)

Income-to-needs ratio 0.85 (0.63)

Age wave six 16.00 (0.80)

Perceived inequality 3.05 (1.07)

Political efficacy 1.73 (1.31)

Critical action 4.03 (0.79)

Personal motivation 4.26 (0.67)

Humanitarian motivation 3.99 (0.78)

Expectation motivation 3.45 (0.83)

Encouragement motivation 4.14 (0.81)

Academic and career activities 3.39 (1.04)
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