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Sociopolitical development, the process of coming to understand and take action against systems of oppression, is asso-
ciated with key outcomes for youth. Although rooted in Paulo Freire’s work on critical consciousness, sociopolitical
development models overlook a motivational attribute—curiosity—that Freire characterized as a catalyst of such devel-
opment. This longitudinal study investigated the relationship between curiosity and two aspects of sociopolitical devel-
opment (social analysis, societal involvement) in a sample of Black and Latinx adolescents (N = 659). Longitudinal
growth models demonstrated positive growth in all constructs over 4-years of high school. Multivariate growth models
revealed a positive correlation at baseline between curiosity and both constructs; growth in curiosity was also posi-
tively correlated with growth in social analysis and societal involvement.

Issues of racial and economic inequality are long-
standing and pervasive in the United States, with
unemployment rates for Black Americans twice as
high as those for White Americans (Irwin et al.,
2014) and White families possessing more than 10
times the wealth, on average, than Black and Lat-
inx families (Kochhar & Fry, 2014). A growing
body of research suggests that sociopolitical devel-
opment—the processes by which individuals come
to understand, analyze, and take action against sys-
tems of oppression (Freire, 1970; Hope & Ba~nales,
2018; Watts & Flanagan, 2007)—can serve as a pro-
tective factor for youth marginalized by various
forms of inequity. Indeed, sociopolitical develop-
ment in marginalized youth is associated with
school engagement (O’Connor, 2007), academic
achievement (Authors Names Withheld, in press;
Dee & Penner, 2017), resilience (Ginwright, 2010),
occupational attainment (Rapa et al., 2018), civic
activism (Watts et al., 2011), and voting behaviors
(Diemer & Li, 2011). Several of these studies
focused on youth’s ability to analyze systems of
oppression as a predictor of outcomes such as aca-
demic motivation (O’Connor, 1997) and academic
achievement (Dee & Penner, 2017) while others
considered youth’s engagement in social action

against such systems as a predictor of professional
aspirations (Rapa et al., 2018) and voting behaviors
in young adulthood (Diemer & Li, 2011).

Scholarship on sociopolitical development has
its roots in philosopher-educator Paulo Freire’s
(1970) work on critical consciousness. Freire
defined critical consciousness as the praxis of criti-
cal reflection upon oppressive forces shaping society
and critical action that challenges these forces. Con-
temporary models of youth sociopolitical develop-
ment (Watts & Flanagan, 2007; Watts et al., 2011)
and critical consciousness (Diemer et al., 2016)
build on Freire’s (1970) work by maintaining this
emphasis on the interrelationship between critical
reflection and critical action, but also theorize the
importance of other variables such as political self-
efficacy (Diemer et al., 2016) and agency (Watts &
Flanagan, 2007). To date, however, none of these
contemporary models have accounted for a central
motivational attribute—critical curiosity—that
Freire (1970, 1998) also characterized as a key cata-
lyst of critical consciousness development for peo-
ple from oppressed groups. As a first step in
further clarifying the role of curiosity in sociopoliti-
cal development, the present longitudinal study
sought to investigate potential associations between
dispositional curiosity and two aspects of sociopo-
litical development (critical reflection, critical
action) in a sample of predominantly low-income
youth of color.
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YOUTH SOCIOPOLITICAL DEVELOPMENT
FRAMEWORK

As noted above, contemporary scholarship on
sociopolitical development has its roots in Freire’s
(1970) foundational work on critical consciousness.
In his work as a literacy teacher with adult migrant
laborers in Brazil, Freire discovered that his stu-
dents were motivated by their determination to
“read” their social conditions and take action to
transform them. Consequently, Freire (1970) devel-
oped his theory of conscientizac�~ao, or critical con-
sciousness, which argues that individuals from
oppressed groups must learn how to both reflect
and act on the world in order to challenge their
oppression and transform society; both activities,
social analysis and social action, mutually reinforce
one another, a process Freire (1970) termed praxis.

Building on Freire’s (1970) foundational work,
Watts and Flanagan (2007) conceptualized a youth
sociopolitical development model for youth
marginalized by inequities in race, economic status,
and other factors. Their model consists of four dis-
tinct, yet related, components: (1) social analysis;
(2) agency; (3) opportunity structures; and (4) soci-
etal involvement. Social analysis—which aligns clo-
sely with Freire’s (1970) concept of critical
reflection—refers to the ability to name and ana-
lyze forces of inequality. It extends beyond basic
knowledge and instead encompasses an ability to
analyze the root of oppression as situated in struc-
tural and institutional forces. Agency is the internal
belief that one has the capacity to effect social
change. This sense of agency is a critical compo-
nent of sociopolitical development as it helps move
individuals or collectives from knowledge (social
analysis) to a willingness and desire to act. Oppor-
tunity structures denote those spaces where mean-
ingful opportunities to engage in social analysis
and societal involvement might occur, such as
youth’s schools, churches, part-time jobs, and com-
munity organizations. Finally, societal involvement—
which aligns closely with Freire’s (1970) concept of
critical action—refers to an individual’s actual
engagement in events and activities intended to
challenge these oppressive forces and structures,
and the unequal conditions they perpetuate. This
action can take a wide range of forms and can be
individual or collective. Given that youth generally
do not possess the autonomy to fully determine
their own engagement in civic action, this study
measured adolescents’ commitment to present and
future social and political activism (Corning &
Myers, 2002). Commitment to activism measures

adolescents’ expectations regarding their future
involvement in different forms of civic participa-
tion and engagement, such as community or politi-
cal organizing, voting, or engaging with
government agencies (Kahne & Sporte, 2008). Such
commitments in adolescents have been found to be
positively correlated with greater involvement in
activism as an adult (Ajzen, 2001; Metzger & Sme-
tana, 2010) and therefore this construct serves as a
proxy for the more formal, direct forms of societal
involvement or critical action included in adult-ori-
ented models of sociopolitical development (Freire,
1970).

In their youth sociopolitical development model,
Watts and Flanagan (2007) posited a bidirectional
relationship between youth’s ability to engage in
social analysis and commitment to social action.
Put another way, increases in youth’s ability to
analyze the political, social, and economic forces
shaping society are associated with increases in
their societal involvement, and vice-versa. Addi-
tionally, Watts and Flanagan (2007) posited that the
relationship between social analysis and societal
involvement is moderated by an individual’s sense
of individual and collective agency around engag-
ing in social action as well as by the availability of
meaningful opportunities (opportunity structures)
to engage in such social action. Diemer et al.
(2016), in their own model of critical consciousness,
similarly theorized a cycle of development in
which critical reflection, political self-efficacy, and
critical action mutually reinforce one another. A
handful of studies have offered preliminary evi-
dence of the validity of the associations posited in
these models (Diemer et al., 2017; Hope & Jagers,
2014). For example, Hope and Jagers (2014) found
an association between social analysis and societal
involvement in Black adolescents, with this rela-
tionship stronger in youth with a more developed
understanding of institutional racism. However,
more research is needed in order to further empiri-
cally clarify the relationship between social analysis
and societal involvement and other variables that
could potentially play a catalytic role in this devel-
opmental process.

CURIOSITY AND SOCIOPOLITICAL
DEVELOPMENT

Although Watts and Flanagan’s (2007) sociopoliti-
cal development model and Diemer et al. (2016)
critical consciousness model are both explicitly
grounded in Freire’s (1970) work, neither model
takes up Freire’s (1970, 1998) positioning of critical
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curiosity as a key motivational catalyst of youth
sociopolitical development. Specifically, Freire
(1970, 1998) contended that critical curiosity was
necessary for a true praxis, or mutually reinforcing
relationship between social analysis and societal
involvement, to occur. For Freire (1970, 1998), criti-
cal curiosity (or epistemological curiosity) specifi-
cally referred to a deep desire to learn more about
issues of power, oppression, and inequality and a
willingness to question and engage critically with
one’s beliefs and dominant society (Shor, 1992). He
noted, “We must build on our intuitions and sub-
mit them to methodical and rigorous analysis so
that our curiosity becomes epistemological” (Freire,
1998, p. 48). As such, Freire (1998) both argued that
curiosity presupposed social analysis, but that such
critical curiosity would also lead “to an awareness
of the world but also to a thorough, scientific
knowledge of it” (p. 66) that would ultimately
result in individuals “not only... adapt[ing] to the
world but especially [intervening] to re-create, and
to transform it” (p. 66). Thus, Freire positioned crit-
ical curiosity as a motivational force behind an
individual’s desire both to reflect and analyze as
well to act and engage. In motivating individuals
to strive to “unveil reality” (Freire, 1970), critical
curiosity becomes both a potential mediator and
moderator between the reciprocal forces of social
analysis and societal involvement.

In support of Freire’s claims, research on politi-
cal interest—“a citizen’s willingness to pay atten-
tion to political phenomena at the possible expense
of other topics” (Lupia & Philpot, 2005, p. 1122)—
has been connected to political knowledge, political
concern, and several other forms of political
engagement (Russo & Stattin, 2017; Verba, Burns,
& Schlozman, 1997). For example, Russo and Stat-
tin (2017) found that political interest was associ-
ated with engagement with the news, various
forms of discussion and excitement about political
talk, and efficacy regarding political skills in ado-
lescents.

Several contemporary scholars have taken
Freire’s lead in noting that an adolescents’ level or
type of “motivation” can impact the trajectory of
youth sociopolitical development (Diemer et al.,
2016, 2017; McWhirter & McWhirter, 2016). To
date, youth sociopolitical development models tend
to focus only on agency (or self-efficacy) as a repre-
sentative motivational attribute, although there is
disagreement over whether agency might act as a
mediator (Diemer et al., 2016, 2017) or moderator
(Watts & Flanagan, 2007) in the overall sociopoliti-
cal development process. Recall, for example, that

Watts and Flanagan (2007) suggested that the bidi-
rectional relationship between social analysis and
societal involvement is moderated by a youth’s
level of agency. In all, though, curiosity has not
been considered in this scholarship. Yet, curiosity
is a key motivational construct that includes both
cognitive and affective elements, is prompted by
an “urge to know more”, and often manifests
behaviorally in questioning or exploratory behavior
(Engel, 2011, p.627; Grossnickle, 2016). Curiosity
has been found to be integral for motivating an
individual’s attention, engagement, and learning
(Ainley, 2012, Kashdan, 2004; Silvia & Kashdan,
2009).

Given extant research that has found curiosity to
be an important motivational force (Kashdan, 2004;
Silvia & Kashdan, 2009) and Freire’s explicit posi-
tioning of critical curiosity as integral to the devel-
opment of critical consciousness, this study sought
to investigate how marginalized youths’ disposi-
tional curiosity relates to their sociopolitical devel-
opment. By dispositional curiosity, we refer to an
individual’s more enduring and habitual tendency
toward

pursuing knowledge and new experiences as
well as engaging in information seeking and
exploratory behaviors (Silvia & Kashdan, 2009). Put
another way, this study considered the relationship
between young people’s tendency toward curiosity
—their “urge to know more” regarding a variety of
subjects (Engel, 2011)—and the development of
their social analysis skills and societal involvement
commitments. No previous research that we are
aware of has specifically investigated the relation-
ship between dispositional curiosity and adoles-
cents’ sociopolitical development.

CURIOSITY AND ADOLESCENT
DEVELOPMENT

Extant research suggests that dispositional curiosity
remains stable or declines in adolescence (Dillon,
1988; Engel, 2015; Peterson, 1979). However, Choui-
nard (2007) found that preschool-aged children ask
almost 100 questions of an adult per hour, Dillon
(1988) found that, on average, adolescents in a high
school class collectively ask two information-seek-
ing curiosity-based questions per hour. Other
scholars (Pearson & West, 1991) similarly found
that students collectively ask only a total average
of 3.3 questions in an hour-long college class.
Peterson (1979), however, found that sensory-motor
curiosity does not decline from childhood into ado-
lescence. In his cross-sectional study, students from

CURIOSITY AND SPD 191



five to 18 years old were left in a science classroom
with interesting objects and rated on their level of
curiosity-based exploration; regardless of age,
students explored equally in the stimulating
environment.

Erikson’s (1963) classic model of psychosocial
development suggests that adolescence is a prime
developmental period for an individual’s curiosity
to pique regarding issues of society and inequality.
Erikson positioned adolescence as the period in
which one is “seeking purpose, deciding on beliefs
and commitments, and linking to others (in organi-
zations, religious traditions, or social causes) who
can share such commitments” (Zaff et al., 2010, p.
603). Such identity exploration and self-reflection
presupposes a significant amount of questioning
and curiosity. Moreover, Garcia Coll et al. (1996)
argued that, for adolescents from marginalized
racial groups, such identity development explicitly
entails coming to understand the effects of racism,
prejudice, discrimination, oppression, and other
inequities upon their own lives and communities.

A growing body of empirical research has begun
to explore the connections between relevance to
one’s identity and curiosity (Priniski, Hecht, &
Harackiewicz, 2018). For example, some research
has found that presenting STEM careers as more
collaborative rather than independent focused can
raise curiosity regarding these careers for women,
given that women tend to identify as more commu-
nally goal oriented than men (Diekman et al.,
2017). Specifically relevant to adolescents of color,
contemporary critical pedagogy scholars – building
on the work of Freire (1970)—continue to call for a
form of education based on the lived experiences
and “funds of knowledge” (Moll et al., 1992) of stu-
dents in the classroom; Duncan-Andrade and Mor-
rell (2008) argued that it is only through
“foreground[ing] the relationship between educa-
tion and the most pressing conditions of the com-
munity” (p. 11) that youth of color develop the
curiosity, motivation, and engagement necessary to
develop sociopolitically and critically understand
society. Accordingly, one aim of this study was to
investigate adolescent curiosity change and its
potential connection to sociopolitical development
at schools that specifically focused on sociopolitical
issues.

THE CURRENT STUDY

This study investigated the relationship between
dispositional curiosity and two aspects of adoles-
cent sociopolitical development—social analysis

and societal involvement. First, in light of the theo-
ries by Erikson (1963) and Garcia Coll et al. (1996)
regarding the intersection of curiosity, sociopolitical
development, and adolescence, we hypothesized
that Black and Latinx adolescents’ curiosity would
increase over the course of 4 years attending high
schools with sociopolitically oriented missions. Sec-
ond, building on Freire’s (1970) foundational writ-
ings on critical consciousness, we hypothesized
that adolescents’ growth in curiosity across high
school would be strongly and positively correlated
with both youths’ social analysis and societal
involvement development. Likewise, a bidirectional
correlation between social analysis and societal
involvement was also expected, based on both
Freire’s (1970) scholarship and Watts and Flana-
gan’s (2007) youth sociopolitical development
model.

METHOD

This study drew upon data collected as part of a
longitudinal, mixed-methods investigation of
sociopolitical development in adolescents attending
six northeastern secondary schools in the United
States that began in the fall of 2013 (Authors’
Names Withheld, 2016).

Participants

The study’s participants included adolescents who
were in the Class of 2017 cohort at six charter high
schools located in five northeastern cities in the
United States (N = 659). Of this sample, 380 youth
(57.66%) identified as Black or African American,
136 youth (20.64%) identified as Latinx, 117 youth
(17.75%) identified as multi-racial, and nine youth
(1.37%) identified as White. In addition, almost
80% of the participating adolescents qualified for
free or reduced-price lunch, a common proxy for
low socioeconomic status.

Purposeful sampling was utilized to identify
charter high schools who served adolescents from
racially and economically marginalized groups,
and whose mission statements included a commit-
ment to fostering their students’ sociopolitical
development. Charter schools are publicly funded
schools that are overseen by their respective state
departments of education rather than by local
school boards; are generally granted more auton-
omy in curriculum and personnel matters than tra-
ditional public schools; and often serve relatively
small student bodies of 200–400 students (Nathan,
1997). All six schools in this study were open to
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any adolescent residing in their respective cities,
admitted students by randomized registration lot-
tery, and cited fostering students’ civic engagement
as a component of their mission. For example, one
of the participating school’s missions called for
“deliberately and explicitly challenging all forms of
inequity.” In support of this mission, the school’s
students and faculty participated together in “com-
munity improvement projects” that focused on
social issues such as homelessness (see
Appendix A for more information about each
school).

Procedure

Beginning in ninth grade, 465 adolescents com-
pleted surveys including previously validated
sociopolitical development measures at the begin-
ning of their freshman year of high school (Septem-
ber 2013). Students completed the same survey
again at the end of their freshman year (May 2014;
n = 463), at the conclusion of their tenth grade year
(May 2015; n = 395), at the conclusion of the ele-
venth grade year (May 2016; n = 378), and, finally,
at the conclusion of their twelfth grade year (May
2017; n = 359). Prior to data collection, a letter was
sent home to parents allowing parents and youth
the opportunity to opt the student out of participat-
ing in the study. In all, after accounting for stu-
dents who completed the survey inconsistently, a
total of 659 adolescents completed the survey.
Missing data were the following: 194 cases
(29.44%) at T1, 196 cases (29.64%) at T2, 264 cases
(40.06%) at T3, 281 cases (42.64%) at T4, and 300
cases (45.52%) at T5.

Measures

The student questionnaire included seven survey
measures described in greater detail below. On the
questionnaire, all measures were answered on a 5-
point Likert scale from 1 (No Way!) to 5 (Defi-
nitely!), except for the curiosity scale, which ranged
on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (Not like me at all!)
to 5 (Very much like me!). Here, we briefly describe
each of these seven measures in turn, followed by
a description of how these measures were merged
to form our broader social analysis, societal
involvement, and curiosity measures for analysis.

Awareness of interpersonal racism. The Aware-
ness of Interpersonal Racism measure is a five item
sub-scale from Oyserman, Gant and Ager’s (1995)
Racial-Ethnic Identity Scale that assesses an

individual’s recognition of the presence of interper-
sonal racism in the various communities of which
he or she is a part. The measure asks youth to
identify their racial identity and then solicits their
level of agreement with statements into which they
“insert” that racial identity. For example, one item
reads: “Some people will treat me differently
because I am ____________”.

Awareness of structural racism. The Awareness
of Structural Racism measure consisted of four items
adapted from Gurin, Nagda and Zuniga’s (2013)
Structural Thinking about Racial Inequality Scale
and assesses the extent to which an individual rec-
ognizes the systemic factors underlying racial
inequality. For example, one item solicits youths’
level of agreement to the following statement:
“Racism in the educational system limits the suc-
cess of Blacks, Latinos and other racial minorities”.

Beliefs about the causes of poverty. The Beliefs
about the Causes of Poverty measure consisted of five
items adapted from the Poverty in America Survey
(NPR-Kaiser-Harvard, 2001) that assesses the extent
to which an individual conceptualizes poverty as
caused by individual or structural factors. A score
of “1” on this scale represents attributing inequality
to more individualist causes while a score of “5”
on this scale represents attributing inequality to
more systemic or structural causes. For example,
one item from this measure reads: “A shortage of
jobs is a major cause of poverty”.

Youth social responsibility. The Youth Social
Responsibility measure (short version) is an eight-
item measure developed by Pancer, Pratt, Huns-
berger, and Alisat (2007) that assesses adolescents’
commitment to striving for the benefit of society.
An example item includes, “Young people have an
important role to play in making the world a better
place”.

Commitment to activism. The Commitment to
Activism measure consisted of a nine-item measure
adapted from Corning and Myers’s (2002) Activism
Orientation Scale that assesses adolescents’ com-
mitment to engaging in collective social action to
challenge injustice. Questions include those such as
“How likely is it now or in the future that you will
take part in a protest, march, or demonstration?”.

Achievement as resistance. The Achievement as
Resistance measure is a four-item sub-measure of
Oyserman et al.’s (1995) Racial-Ethnic Identity
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Scale (Embedded Achievement) that assesses the
extent to which people of color are motivated to
attain personal success as a mechanism for counter-
ing hegemonic notions that achievement is a White
property. An example item includes, “If I am suc-
cessful, it will help the (adolescent’s racial group)
community”.

Values in action inventory for youth- curiosity
sub-measure. The Values in Action Inventory for
Youth (Park & Peterson, 2006) curiosity sub-mea-
sure is an eight-item sub-measure of Park and
Peterson’s (2006) Values in Action Inventory for
Youth, a self-report questionnaire for ages 10 to 17
that assesses 24 character strengths. Questions
include those such as “I am always curious about
people, places, or things I am not familiar with”.

Analytic Strategy

Students’ observed scores on several measures
were averaged for study analyses.$dummy$When
our larger study of sociopolitical development
focused on youth’s understanding of racial and
economic inequity began in 2013, there were no
existing measures of critical consciousness or
sociopolitical development; therefore, we sought
out preexisting measures that probed adolescents’
understandings of racial and economic injustice.
Accordingly, youths’ observed scores at each time
point on the Awareness of Interpersonal Racism,
Awareness of Structural Racism, and Beliefs about
the Structural Causes of Poverty scales were aver-
aged in order to form an overall “Social Analysis”
score for each youth for each time point. Prelimi-
nary confirmatory factor analyses also confirmed
acceptable fit for this combined measure,
v2(9) = 141.73, p < .001, RMSEA = 0.09; TLI = 0.88;
SRMR = 0.05. The merged “Social Analysis” mea-
sure’s Cronbach’s alpha was a = .70 at T1, a = .62
at T2, a = .67 at T3, a = .64 at T4, and a = .75 at
T5.

Similarly, for societal involvement, we sought to
identify measures that would offer insights into
adolescents’ commitment to resisting oppressive
social forces as an individual (Achievement as
Resistance), as part of a collective (Commitment to
Activism), and their beliefs regarding whether they
should engage in such activism (Youth Social
Responsibility). Accordingly, youths’ observed
scores at each time point on the Achievement as
Resistance, Commitment to Activism, and Youth
Social Responsibility measures were averaged in
order to form an overall “Societal Involvement”

score for each youth for each time point. Prelimi-
nary confirmatory factor analyses also confirmed
acceptable fit for this combined measure,
v2(35) = 545.81, p < .001, RMSEA = 0.09; TLI = 0.87;
SRMR = 0.05. The merged “Societal Involvement”
measure’s Cronbach’s alpha was a = .80 at T1,
a = .87 at T2, a = .87 at T3, a = .86 at T4, and
a = .87 at T5.

Finally, the youths’ observed scores at each time
point on the curiosity measure were averaged in
order to form an overall curiosity score for each
youth for each time point. Preliminary confirma-
tory factor analyses also confirmed good fit for this
measure, v2(2) = 20.35, p < .001, RMSEA = 0.07;
TLI = 0.98; SRMR = 0.02. The curiosity measure’s
Cronbach’s alpha was a = .72 at T1, a = .79 at T2,
a = .73 at T3, a = .77 at T4, a = .77 at T5. For addi-
tional information regarding missing data on these
variables, see Appendix B.

Subsequently, a series of latent growth models
were fit in order to explore the study’s research
questions. In latent growth models, repeated
observed measurements are used as indicators of
latent factor variables. One of these factors (the
intercept) represents the initial level of the outcome
of interest. The other factor (the slope) represents
how much change can be expected in the outcome
of interest after a unit change in time (Preacher,
2010). Although both the intercept and slope fac-
tors are unobserved variables, this technique
assumes that the factor intercepts and slopes are
responsible for changes witnessed in individuals’
observed scores on the outcome of interest. Latent
growth models also allow both the intercept and
slope to be modeled as random effects; accord-
ingly, how much individual variability is present
in these factors can be estimated and additional
covariates can be included in the model to help
explain this variability (Preacher, 2010).

All statistical analyses were conducted using
Stata 15.0 (StataCorp, 2018). Averaged scores were
used in the models for purposes of ease as well as
comprehensibility to the widest audience (Abry,
Rimm-Kaufman, & Curby, 2017). In accordance
with suggestions from Preacher (2010) and Grimm,
Ram, and Estabrook’s (2016), Root-Mean Square
Error of Approximation (RMSEA) values up to .10
and Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) values above .90
were considered consistent with acceptable model
fit. RMSEA is a value of absolute fit, assessing how
far the model is from “perfect” fit, or a fit of zero;
TLI, alternatively, is a measure of incremental fit,
and assesses models against a null model (Little,
2013). In light of the numerous significance tests of
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model relationships that are run as part of struc-
tural equation analyses, we used a reduced alpha
level of 0.01 to assess statistical significance in
order to reduce our Type 1 error rate (Smith &
Cribbie, 2013). As is typical in longitudinal studies,
attrition was common in this study (Little, 2013).
Models were estimated using full information max-
imum likelihood, in order to include all cases in
with available data (Acock, 2008).

First, in order to assess whether curiosity
changes across high school, we fit a linear latent
growth model to the five curiosity scores (i.e. for
each time point); factor means, variances, and cor-
relations were estimated. Based on visual inspec-
tion of the means observed in adolescents’
curiosity scores, linear latent growth models were
expected to fit the data well (see Appendix C, Fig-
ures C1 through C3). Although we considered the
possibility of improving model Goodness-of-Fit by
fitting and then correlating quadratic univariate
models, we ultimately chose to forgo reporting
these models for reasons of parsimony and model
interpretability.

Second, in order to assess whether adolescents’
curiosity related to social analysis and societal
involvement, we fit a multivariate latent growth
model between the “Social Analysis,” “Societal
Involvement,” and “Curiosity” averaged observed
scores. That is, the multivariate growth models
simultaneously fit the latent growth models of the
social analysis, societal involvement, and curiosity
variables, while allowing them to co-vary with one
another. Through correlating both the intercepts
and slopes of all variables, the multivariate latent
growth model allowed us to assess whether change
in one variable was associated with change in
another.

RESULTS

The descriptive statistics for adolescents’ mean
scores on the curiosity, social analysis, and societal
involvement measures are presented below in
Table 1. These statistics reveal that adolescents in
the sample demonstrated positive mean changes,
on average, in curiosity, social analysis, and soci-
etal involvement across their four high school
years.

Latent Growth Models

Curiosity. A linear growth model for curiosity
exhibited good fit with the data, v2(10,
N = 651) = 21.69, p > .05, RMSEA = 0.042;

TLI = 0.98. On average, adolescents began high
school with moderate curiosity, with an intercept
of 3.77 (p < .001). Students exhibited positive
curiosity growth, with a significant slope factor of
0.05 (p < .01). That is, for each school year, adoles-
cents increased 0.05 points in curiosity, on average.
Accordingly, across four years of high school, one
might expect the average adolescent to increase
their curiosity score from 3.77 to 3.97 (a 4%
increase on a 5-point scale). The level of curiosity
at which adolescents entered high school (their
intercept) demonstrated a weak, negative relation-
ship with their rate of growth in curiosity
(r = �0.32, p < .01). That is, adolescents who
demonstrated higher curiosity at the start of high
school demonstrated smaller rates of change in
their curiosity over the course of high school. It is
important to note that significant variability was
present in both the curiosity factor intercept,
v2(2) = 252.86, p < .001, and curiosity factor slope,
v2(2) = 25.04, p < .001, within the model.

Social Analysis. A linear growth model for
social analysis exhibited acceptable fit with the
data, v2(10, N = 656) = 56.17, p < .001,
RMSEA = 0.08, TLI = 0.93. Students began high
school with a social analysis intercept of 3.29
(p < .001), on average. Students exhibited positive
social analysis growth, with a slope factor of 0.13
(p < 001); that is, a 1-year increase was associated
with a 0.13-point increase in adolescents’ social
analysis scores, on average. Accordingly, across 4
years of high school, one might expect the average
adolescent to increase their social analysis score
from 3.29 to 3.81 (a 10% increase on a 5-point
scale). A similar pattern as curiosity was found
between the social analysis intercept and slope
(r = �0.45, p < .001), with adolescents who demon-
strated higher social analysis at the start of high
school demonstrating smaller rates of change in
their social analysis over the course of high school.
Importantly, significant variability was present in
the factor intercept, v2(2) = 287.47, p < .001, and
factor slope, v2(2) = 61.28, p < .001, within the
model.

Societal Involvement. A linear model exhibited
good fit with the data, v2(10, N = 657) = 48.68,
p < .001, RMSEA = 0.08, TLI = 0.94. Students
began high school with a societal involvement
intercept of 3.63 (p < .001), on average. Students
exhibited positive societal involvement growth,
with a slope factor of 0.05 (p < .001); that is, a 1-
year increase was associated with a 0.05-point
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increase in adolescents’ societal involvement scores,
on average. Accordingly, across 4 years of high
school, one might expect the average adolescent to
increase their societal involvement score from 3.63
to 3.83 (a 4% increase on a 5-point scale). No signif-
icant relationship was found between the societal
involvement intercept and the rate of change in
adolescents’ societal involvement. In other words,
the level of activism at which adolescents entered
high school was not associated with their growth
in this quality (r = 0.21, p = .31). Importantly, sig-
nificant variability was present in the factor inter-
cept, v2(2) = 301.71, p < .001, and factor slope,
v2(2) = 28.15, p < .001, within the model.

Multivariate latent growth models

The results of the multivariate latent growth model
analysis provide further insight into the study’s
research question regarding how curiosity is
related to adolescent sociopolitical development
(see Table 2). An initial baseline multivariate
growth model was fit between the univariate linear
growth models of curiosity, social analysis, and
societal involvement that allowed the intercepts
and slopes of all constructs to correlate freely.
Examination of the modification indices indicated
that model fit could be improved by correlating the
observed measures within each timepoint. Given
the possibility of testing effects (Baltes et al., 1988),
we correlated the disturbances of societal involve-
ment and curiosity, societal involvement and social
analysis, and social analysis and curiosity within
timepoint. The addition of these covariances signif-
icantly improved model fit, Dv2(15) = 161.86,
p < .001, in turn resulting in a model with very
good fit, v2(78, N = 657) = 154.11, p < .001,
RMSEA = 0.04; TLI = 0.96.

In the multivariate model, adolescents’ baseline
levels of curiosity, social analysis, and societal
involvement were all significantly correlated.
Curiosity and societal involvement demonstrated a
moderate, positive relationship (r = 0.49, p < .001),
indicating that if an adolescent was high (or low)

in one quality he or she would likely be the same
in the other. Curiosity and social analysis also
demonstrated a weak, positive relationship at base-
line (r = 0.25, p < .001), again indicating that if one
was high or low in one quality, one might be the
same in the other. Similarly, societal involvement
and social analysis shared a similar relationship
with a significant correlation of 0.22 (p < .01). Wald
tests between construct correlations indicated that
only the correlation between the curiosity and soci-
etal involvement intercepts and that of the societal
involvement and social analysis intercepts were
significantly different in strength, v2(1) = 13.10,
p < .001, (see Appendix D for full results).

Likewise, adolescents’ rates of change in all con-
structs were found to be significantly correlated.
Again, a moderate, positive correlation was found
between adolescents’ curiosity slope factor and soci-
etal involvement slope factor (r = 0.47, p < .01); in
other words, this model indicates that adolescent
growth in beliefs about, and desire to engage in,
forms of critical action and activism were positively
associated with their growth in curiosity; as one
increases or decreases, so does the other. The model
indicated a similar moderate, positive correlation
between social analysis and societal involvement
(r = 0.47, p < .01), which again denotes a relation-
ship wherein the growth of social analysis and the
growth of societal involvement change in tandem
with one another. Curiosity and social analysis also
demonstrated a weak, positive relationship with one
another (r = 0.36, p < .01). Again, as one grows, so
does the other. Wald tests between construct corre-
lations indicated that none of the correlations
between the factor slopes were significantly different
in strength (see Appendix D for full results).

Notably, a small, positive correlation was found
between the societal involvement intercept and the
rate of change in adolescents’ social analysis, indi-
cating that those who began high school more
likely to take action were more likely to grow in
their ability to analyze societal injustice; however,
this change was not significant at our .01 alpha
value (r = .19, p = 0.04). All other correlations

TABLE 1
Descriptive statistics (Means, Standard Deviations) for Measures

n T1 n T2 n T3 n T4 n T5

Curiosity 433 3.78 (.80) 454 3.81 (.88) 392 3.92 (.79) 376 3.89 (.77) 352 4.01 (.78)
Social Analysis 462 3.36 (.54) 463 3.35 (.58) 393 3.55 (.53) 377 3.67 (.55) 355 3.85 (.57)
Societal Involvement 465 3.65 (.46) 463 3.67 (.56) 395 3.75 (.54) 378 3.76 (.55) 359 3.90 (.53)

Note. Standard deviations listed in parentheses
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between cross-construct intercepts and slopes were
nonsignificant at alpha = .05 and above.

DISCUSSION

There is a growing body of scholarship on youth
sociopolitical development—the processes by
which individuals come to understand, analyze,
and take action against systems of oppression (Die-
mer et al., 2017; Watts & Flanagan, 2007). However,
this work has not drawn upon a sizable body of
scholarship that has found curiosity to be a key
motivational attribute (Engel, 2015) or Paulo
Freire’s (1970, 1998) explicit positioning of critical
curiosity as playing a key role in the development
of critical consciousness. As described below, this
study offers preliminary evidence that dispositional
curiosity may play a substantive role in youth
sociopolitical development.

Growth in Curiosity

One key finding of this study was that adolescents
exhibited positive, significant, linear growth in
curiosity over the course of 4 years attending high
schools with missions that included goals around
fostering youth sociopolitical development. This
finding is particularly notable given that extant
research generally finds that curiosity decreases
during adolescence (Dillon, 1988; Engel, 2015), or
tends to remain stable (Zaff et al., 2010).

Given that this study focused on marginalized
youth attending sociopolitically oriented schools,
one might reasonably speculate that the

programming and practices at these schools con-
tributed to adolescents’ growth in curiosity by tak-
ing advantage of their developing interest in
questions of power, inequity and injustice. Recall
that Erikson (1963) and others (e.g. Ginwright,
2010) have suggested that adolescence is a prime
period for individuals to “confront the political
and moral dimensions of the society they are enter-
ing” (Younnis & Yates, 1997, p. 165). In particular,
adolescents from marginalized racial and economic
groups seek to make sense of their identity in rela-
tion to society’s oppressive institutions and struc-
tures (Garcia Coll et al., 1996). Other scholars have
reported that adolescents’ interest and engagement
can be captured by school curriculum and pro-
gramming that connects academic content to issues
of injustice and inequity (Authors’ Names With-
held, 2017; Dee & Penner, 2017). In so doing, such
programming aligns with Freire’s (1970) founda-
tional work on critical consciousness that posited
individuals from marginalized groups are moti-
vated to “read the word in order to read the
world;” that is, people are motivated to learn in
order to understand their social conditions. Nota-
bly, Freire urged educators to focus on “generative
themes,” by which he meant topics that evolve
from the conversations and questions of students
themselves, as he believed these topics would
prove the most motivating (Shor, 1992).

This study’s findings of an increase in curiosity
at sociopolitically oriented schools offers real-world
pedagogical implications for educators; indeed,
aligning with contemporary critical pedagogy
efforts (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008) that

TABLE 2
Parameter Estimates for Multivariate Latent Growth Model (MLGM) – Curiosity, Social Analysis, and Societal Involvement

Factor

Factor means, variances, and correlations

Factor Mean (l)
Unexplained Factor
Variance (f)

Factor Correlations

1. 2. 3 4. 5. 6.

1. Curiosity Int 3.764*** 0.38 —
2. Curiosity Slope 0.047*** 0.019 �0.311** —
3. Social Analysis Int 3.290*** 0.207 0.252*** �0.177 —
4. Social Analysis Slope 0.124*** 0.016 0.052 0.356** �0.455*** —
5. Societal Involvement Int 3.626*** 0.129 0.486*** �0.12 0.215** 0.194* —
6. Societal Involvement Slope 0.050*** 0.004 0.308 0.469** �0.080 0.466** 0.201 —

Goodness of Fit
v2 RMSEA TLI

N= 657 v2 (78) = 154.112*** 0.039 0.959

*Note: **p<.01; ***p<.001
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have built on Freire’s idea of ‘generative themes’
(Shor, 1992), such results indicate that turning the
purpose of more curriculum and programming
toward sociopolitical development might prove
motivational and curiosity-inducing for adoles-
cents, and particularly adolescents of color, across
educational settings.

Curiosity and Sociopolitical Development

This study’s second key finding was that adoles-
cent curiosity was significantly and positively cor-
related with social analysis and societal
involvement scores at the beginning of high school
as well as with adolescents’ growth in these quali-
ties across high school. Notably, youths’ societal
involvement baseline scores demonstrated a signifi-
cantly stronger correlation with their curiosity
scores than with their social analysis scores, indi-
cating that adolescents who entered high school
with high levels of commitment to activism were
more likely to demonstrate high curiosity than
social analysis. These findings respond to calls for
additional research on potential catalysts of adoles-
cent sociopolitical development (Diemer et al.,
2016; Hope & Ba~nales, 2018). As Hope and Ba~nales
(2018) noted, “It is unclear whether one dimension
of critical consciousness is especially catalytic in
the [sociopolitical development] process. . . but it is
well established in the motivation literature that
attitudes precede behaviors.” (p. 6). As such,
curiosity may be the motivational attitude that
leads to a commitment to involvement. Aligning
with Freire’s (1970, 1998) argument that curiosity
might both presuppose interest in, as well as act as
a motivational catalyst to engage with, the world
around oneself, such a finding indicates that
piquing adolescents’ curiosity may be one primary
way of developing youths’ sociopolitical involve-
ment. Moreover, this finding establishes a firm,
positive association between curiosity and key
sociopolitical development constructs.

One potential—albeit speculative—explanation
for the somewhat strong relationship between youth
societal involvement scores and curiosity relates to
youth access to opportunity structures for social
action (Watts & Flanagan, 2007; Watts et al., 2011).
As Watts and Flanagan (2007) argued, opportunity
structures play an important role in the relationship
between a student’s ability to engage in analysis of
systems of injustice and his or her ability to take an
active role in combatting issues of inequality and
injustice. Although certainly many secondary
schools offer opportunities to engage in various

types of service learning and other forms of social
action (Younnis & Yates, 1997), a high-curiosity ado-
lescent may be more likely to seek out and take
advantage of these opportunity structures.

Another possible explanation for the relatively
strong association between adolescent’s curiosity
and commitment to societal involvement lies in
prior work that has found individual’s political
interest to be predictive of various types of political
engagement (Verba et al., 1997). In other words,
perhaps the dispositional curiosity measured in
this study, in fact, encompassed (or served as a
proxy for) adolescents’ feelings of political interest.
Recall that Russo and Stattin (2017) found that ado-
lescents who are politically interested are more
likely to engage with current events and pressing
sociopolitical issues in the news. Adolescents more
attuned to such current events and sociopolitical
issues may also be more committed to engaging in
political action that challenges those issues and
events they find to be unjust (Russo & Amn�a,
2016). Given this extant scholarship on political
interest, future research should work to further dis-
entangle the impact of these three constructs on
youth sociopolitical development.

In all, these findings suggest that contemporary
models of sociopolitical development would benefit
from considering the addition of curiosity to models
of adolescent sociopolitical development. As dis-
cussed above, to date, models of youth sociopolitical
development have codified “agency,” “empower-
ment,” or various forms of “self-efficacy” as either
mediating (Diemer et al., 2015, 2016) or moderating
(Watts & Flanagan, 2007) motivational variables
impacting adolescents’ sociopolitical development.
Indeed, recall that Watts and Flanagan’s (2007) model
of youth sociopolitical development focuses on agency
as the prime catalytic motivational variable within the
sociopolitical developmental process; that is, Watts
and Flanagan (2007) suggested that whether or not
praxis results in sociopolitical action depends upon an
adolescent’s feelings of agency. In light of Freire’s
(1970, 1998) theorizing about the role of critical curios-
ity as a motivational force catalyzing social analysis
and societal involvement, as well as the current find-
ings that adolescent curiosity grows in tandem with
social analysis and societal involvement, it seems rea-
sonable to call for greater attention to the role of
curiosity in adolescent sociopolitical development.

Moreover, we would urge researchers to con-
sider more broadly widening the bucket of motiva-
tional constructs considered as potential catalytic
or limiting factors within the youth sociopolitical
development framework. For example, in future
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research efforts, scholars considering adolescent
sociopolitical development might consider both
adolescent agency and curiosity as motivational
variables that potentially both serve as levers of
youth sociopolitical development.

Associations Between Societal Analysis and
Involvement

In line with our second hypothesis, our analyses
also offered support for Watts and Flanagan’s
(2007) posited bidirectional relationship between
social analysis and societal involvement within
their youth sociopolitical development model.
Specifically, this study’s multivariate latent growth
model—though not proposing causal paths
between the social analysis and societal involve-
ment constructs—found a medium correlation
between the social analysis and societal involve-
ment slopes. This correlation indicates a moderate
relationship between growth in an adolescent’s
ability to analyze issues of social injustice and
growth in his or her commitment to engaging in
action that challenges such injustice.

This work adds to a small, but growing body of
scholarship confirming a reciprocal relationship
between social analysis and societal involvement.
In work on their Critical Consciousness Scale
(CCS), for example, Diemer et al. (2015) found that
their critical reflection-perceived inequality sub-
scale and critical action-sociopolitical participation
subscale correlated significantly; however, their
critical reflection-egalitarianism sub-scale and criti-
cal action-sociopolitical participation subscale were
not significantly associated. Hope and Jagers (2014)
also found that the ability to critically analyze
social systems is related to civic engagement, par-
ticularly for adolescents’ who perceive institutional
discrimination.$dummy$Both these studies and the
present results offer support for the central compo-
nents of Watts and Flanagan’s youth sociopolitical
development model as well as Freire’s foundational
theorizing of a cycle of development in which criti-
cal reflection and critical action mutually reinforce
one another.

Limitations & Future Research

This study had several limitations. First, this study,
correlational in nature, was not able to shed light
on the causal relationships posited in Freire’s
(1970) theory of praxis—the bidirectional relation-
ship between social analysis and societal involve-
ment—and the potential moderating and mediating

roles of curiosity within this relationship. In inves-
tigating alternative explanatory models for this
data, we attempted to run an analysis wherein
growth in curiosity (e.g. intercept and slope fac-
tors) predicted a multivariate growth model in
which growth in social analysis and growth in soci-
etal involvement were intercorrelated; however,
this model would not converge. We also attempted
to run a model wherein the social analysis growth
model predicted growth in societal involvement
(i.e. praxis) and both growth models were predicted
by adolescents’ growth in curiosity; however, this
model, too, would not converge. Given that signifi-
cant variability was found in the intercept and
slopes of each study construct it seems unlikely
that this lack of convergence was due to limited
variance within the models; indeed, ICCs ranged
between 0.51 for social analysis, 0.56 for societal
involvement, and 0.54 for curiosity. That is,
approximately 51 to 56% of the variability in the
study constructs was due to individual differences.
A more likely explanation for this lack of conver-
gence might be the variations in missing data
across the five study time points, which ranged
from 29.44% at T1 to 45.52% at T5 (Acock, 2008),
coinciding with our medium sample size of 659.
Although studies have found full information max-
imum likelihood estimation to outperform other
missing data methods at ameliorating the effects of
incomplete data, structural equation modeling con-
vergence rates have been found to decrease with
high amounts of missing data, small sample sizes,
small factor loadings, and high levels of parameter
nonnormality (Li & Lomax, 2017). This lack of
model convergence might also indicate that a cau-
sal model, with growth in curiosity predicting
growth in social analysis and societal involvement
in some way, is an inaccurate representation of the
relationship between these three constructs (Little,
2013). In all, it remains notable that we found a sig-
nificant correlation between growth in social analy-
sis, societal involvement, and curiosity, as such a
relationship both confirms the bidirectional nature
of praxis posited by Freire (1970) and confirms a
role of curiosity in this process. Yet, future studies,
with larger or more complete data sets might con-
sider how an individual’s level of curiosity specifi-
cally either moderates and/or mediates the
relationship between social analysis and societal
involvement (e.g. Beauchaine & Mead, 2006).

Second, we were not able to randomly assign
adolescents to schools; therefore, we are not fully
able to account for potential selection bias threats
nor all exogenous variables that could have
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contributed to youths’ curiosity and sociopolitical
development. In addition, this study focused on a
sample of Black and Latinx adolescents from (pre-
dominantly) low-income families living in north-
eastern cities and attending charter high schools.
As such, these findings may not generalize to ado-
lescents from other geographic, racial, and eco-
nomic groups.

Third, we also note that an optimal data analysis
approach in this study would have accounted for
the nesting of students within schools. However,
given that only six sociopolitically oriented schools
were included in the study, including this level of
analysis was not feasible (Robson & Pevalin, 2016).
We responded to this limitation in our data by
reducing the alpha level to .01 (Smith & Cribbie,
2013).

Finally, as noted above, this study presented
participating adolescents with a measure of dispo-
sitional curiosity but did not include measures of
political interest or critical curiosity. The inclusion
of such measures could have offered further insight
into the nature of the relationship between adoles-
cents’ curiosity and sociopolitical development,
and future research would do well to investigate
associations between adolescents’ sociopolitical
development and the content and focus of their
curiosity.

CONCLUSION

Sociopolitical development in marginalized youth
is associated with several key outcomes, including
school engagement (O’Connor, 1997), occupational
attainment (Diemer & Li, 2015), and academic
achievement (Dee & Penner, 2017). Despite curios-
ity’s role as a key motivational variable that has
been theorized as integral to the development of
sociopolitical skills and behaviors (Freire, 1970),
curiosity has played little role in contemporary
scholarship or models of sociopolitical develop-
ment. The current study’s findings that disposi-
tional curiosity develops in tandem with
adolescents’ social analysis skills and societal
involvement behaviors, and that curiosity increases
at schools with missions focused specifically on
sociopolitical goals, suggests that educators and
stakeholders would do well to engage youth by
tapping into their curiosity regarding the social,
political, and economic forces influencing their
lives and communities. In turn, this developing
curiosity may help catalyze sociopolitical develop-
ment in adolescents from marginalized groups,
increasing adolescents’ motivation and capacity to

“read the word in order to read the world” and
ultimately take action against oppression (Freire,
1970).
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