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Little is known about how different school racial climate experiences influence the critical reflection and subsequent criti-
cal action behaviors of racially minoritized youth. Therefore, the current study examined how critical reflection mediated
the relationship between school racial climate profiles and critical action behaviors. Participants were 559 Black and Lat-
inx adolescents, aged 13–17 who completed an online survey. Results indicated that critical reflection significantly medi-
ated the relationships between interpersonal interactions (i.e., equal status) and anti-racist critical action behaviors.
Similarly, the relationships between school racial socialization messages (i.e., cultural and critical consciousness socializa-
tion) and anti-racist critical action behaviors were also mediated by critical reflection. Findings have implications for how
dimensions of the school racial climate differentially relate to racially minoritized youth’s critical consciousness.

The school environment is a critical space for devel-
oping youth into productive civic actors in our
democratic society. This is important both for the
political advancement of our nation as youth move
into their careers and for promoting a more socially
and racially equitable society and reducing dispari-
ties. Although explicit teaching of history, civics,
and critical thinking is consequential for the civic
development of youth, the racial interactions and
practices within the school environment (i.e., school
racial climate) may also influence youth’s under-
standing of systemic inequities and encourage civic
action (Leath & Chavous, 2017; Pinedo et al., 2021).
Experiencing racial inequities through interpersonal
interactions, the application of policies and practices,
and presence, or lack thereof, of representation of
diverse cultures in the curriculum and school envi-
ronment in general (i.e., school racial climate) can
have detrimental consequences for students of color
via maladaptive coping (Golden et al., 2018;
Johnston-Goodstar & VeLure Roholt, 2017). Critical
consciousness may be an alternative pathway to
adaptive coping for youth of color (Hope &
Spencer, 2017) experiencing racial inequities that
can have greater implications for their development.

Critical consciousness, the process by which
youth come to develop an awareness of forms of

oppression such as racism and act against it (Watts
et al., 1999, 2011), has been identified as a coping
tool for racially minoritized youth experiencing
racial inequities (Hope & Spencer, 2017). Theorists
suggest that critical reflection, that is, youth’s
understanding of the impacts of structural oppres-
sion, may increase as a result of racial experiences
such as racial discrimination and discussions about
racial inequities (Anyiwo et al., 2018). This critical
reflection may then lead to youth engaging in indi-
vidual and collective critical action to resist and
dismantle racist systems (Watts et al., 2011). Never-
theless, it remains unclear how different aspects of
the school racial climate relate to youth’s anti-racist
critical action behaviors and whether critical reflec-
tion explains this relationship. To address this gap,
the current study explored how adolescents’ expe-
riences of their school racial climate are associated
with their critical action through critical reflection.

CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS

Critical consciousness theory (Freire, 1970;
Jemal, 2017; Watts et al., 2011) provides a concep-
tualization of the process by which marginalized
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individuals gain awareness of their oppressive con-
ditions and examine the factors that contribute to
those oppressive conditions (i.e., critical reflection)
and further act to change these conditions and dis-
mantle oppressive systems (i.e., critical action).
Freire’s (1970) original conceptualization of critical
consciousness focuses on praxis—the reciprocal
relationship between critical reflection and critical
action—to highlight how “critical understanding
leads to critical action” (Freire, 1970, p. 42).

While critical consciousness is important for all
adolescents due to their increasing awareness of
the social issues occurring in the world around
them and their civic responsibilities to contribute
to a democratic society through behaviors such as
volunteering and voting (i.e., civic development;
Flanagan & Levine, 2010), it is particularly impor-
tant for racially minoritized youth. For youth of
color, this awareness and sense of responsibility is
compounded by their expanding understanding of
racial inequities and their direct and indirect expe-
riences of racial discrimination (Rubin, 2007). As
youth of color engage in the process of critical
reflection to understand the root causes of social
issues, such as racism, they will be more inclined
to act upon these issues. Aligned with the original
conceptualization of praxis, the current study
examined the relationship between critical reflec-
tion and critical action.

Recent studies of critical consciousness among
racially minoritized youth provide a more nuanced
understanding of how these youth analyze and
respond to racial inequities and highlight the
importance of nontraditional acts of resistance for
racially minoritized youth (Golden et al., 2021;
Hope, Gugwor, et al., 2019; Tyler et al., 2020).
These studies resist the long-standing narrative that
youth of color are less engaged in civic engage-
ment behaviors and amplify the diverse experi-
ences of racially marginalized youth. Youth of
color engage in various critical action behaviors
aimed at resisting oppression at different levels
including influencing changes in individuals, com-
munities, and policies (Aldana et al., 2019). For
example, racially marginalized youth may choose
to disrupt oppressive rhetoric or address disparag-
ing racial remarks made by others (Aldana
et al., 2019; Hope, Pender, et al., 2019) to combat
racism in an individual capacity. They may also
choose to participate in community organizations
(e.g., NAACP, local organizations) that seek to give
back and impact change specifically in their com-
munities. To honor the range of racially minori-
tized youth’s expressions of critical action

behaviors and examine behaviors specific to the
racial challenges that racially minoritized youth
experiences, this study examined traditional, non-
traditional, and multisystemic critical action behav-
iors using the Anti-racism Action Scale (Aldana
et al., 2019). The Anti-racism Action Scale assesses
the various ways in which youth challenge racism
through anti-racist critical action behaviors and
was informed by the experiences of racially minori-
tized youth.

SCHOOL AS A DEVELOPMENTAL CONTEXT
FOR CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS

Given the goal of cultivating informed and civically
engaged members of a democratic society, the edu-
cational context is an important space for develop-
ing critical consciousness among adolescents
(Heberle et al., 2020; Seider et al., 2017, 2020). In
addition to their role of delivering core curricular
content and promoting critical thinking skills,
schools can also promote youths’ critical conscious-
ness through the school racial climate—the patterns
of norms, values, messages, and interactions
related to race and culture (Byrd, 2015). More
specifically, messages including those highlighting
diversity and social justice and experiences of
racial inequities within the school (i.e., interper-
sonal interactions) may be associated with how
youth analyze and act against racism (Anyiwo
et al., 2018; Mathews et al., 2019; Tyler et al., 2020).
The following sections will further discuss the
ways that messages about race and racism (school
racial socialization), and school-based racial inequi-
ties may promote critical consciousness develop-
ment.

School Racial Socialization

Although the relationship between racial socializa-
tion and critical consciousness development has
primarily been examined in parent-to-child com-
munications, studies have located the school envi-
ronment as an important source of racial
socialization for youth of color (Byrd, 2015, 2017).
Schools have not been studied as sites of racial
socialization in part because, historically, course
content in schools has overemphasized mainstream
culture, while diverse cultures are underrepre-
sented in course materials (Hope et al., 2015;
Woodson, 2015). This remains an ongoing chal-
lenge despite scholars’ emphasis on the importance
of messages about race through the inclusion, or
lack thereof, of diverse cultures and discussion of
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social injustices in the classroom, and the school
environment more broadly, for the development of
racially minoritized youth (Byrd & Hope, 2020;
Matthews & L�opez, 2019; Stowe, 2017). However,
messages about race and racism at school can influ-
ence Black and Latinx youth’s conceptualization of
the individual- and systemic-level factors that con-
tribute to racial disparities by alerting youth to the
potential for experiencing racism, by promoting
coping skills and pride in their culture, and by
helping youth reflect on their similarities and dif-
ferences to those from other marginalized groups
(Ba~nales et al., 2020; Hope & Ba~nales, 2019; Lozada
et al., 2017).

In the current study, we focused on two types of
school racial socialization messages (Byrd, 2017):
critical consciousness socialization and cultural
socialization. Critical consciousness socialization
describes messages from teachers about racial
inequality and social justice. Given work in the
parental literature relating preparation for bias
(messages anticipating discrimination) to critical
reflection (Wang et al., 2020), scholars have
expected that greater perceptions of critical con-
sciousness socialization would be associated with
greater critical consciousness in adolescents. In
their work, Ba~nales et al. (2019) did not find a
direct relation between critical consciousness social-
ization and critical reflection, but they did find that
critical consciousness socialization was indirectly
related to interpersonal and communal action
through anger toward social injustices.

The current study attempted to replicate the
findings of Ba~nales et al. (2019) by examining how
critical consciousness socialization is related to
anti-racist action. Further, we also explored cultural
socialization messages based on work that suggests
that the inclusion and discussion of diverse cul-
tures, historical events, and controversial topics
increase youth’s awareness of structural oppression
(i.e., critical reflection), which may lead to subse-
quent increases in their critical action (Ba~nales
et al., 2019; Godfrey & Grayman, 2014; Seider
et al., 2020). For example, Godfrey and Gray-
man (2014) found that for racially minoritized high
school students, a classroom climate that encour-
aged diverse opinions on political and social issues
was associated with youth’s participation in
community-based action, but not their analysis of
inequities. Further, Seider et al. (2020) found that
the progressive and no-excuses schools in their
study varied in how they approached student–tea-
cher dynamics, but in both types of schools, an
emphasis on sociopolitical engagement was

associated with higher critical reflection and critical
action for students. Finally, both parental and
school cultural socialization messages tend to be
related to positive outcomes (Byrd, 2017; Saleem &
Byrd, 2021; Wang et al., 2020).

School-Based Racial Inequities

The final indicator of school racial climate is
school-based racial inequities. Experiences of racial
discrimination have been significantly associated
with youth’s increased critical consciousness (Hope
et al., 2020; Pinedo et al., 2021; White-
Johnson, 2012), yet much of this literature has
focused on racial inequities outside of the school
environment. While schools are opportunity struc-
tures for fostering critical consciousness (Watts &
Flanagan, 2007), the practices and policies within
schools often reconstruct the inequitable policies
and structures experienced by marginalized youth
outside of the school environment (Seider
et al., 2020). For example, youth of color may expe-
rience racial discrimination in their interactions
with other students and teachers and administra-
tors (Leath et al., 2019). Additionally, they may
have to contend with negative stereotypes and
associated behaviors, such as believing that Black
students are not as smart, and resultantly receiving
lower expectations or less feedback from teachers
(Hope et al., 2015). They may also be aware of and
need to cope with inequitable enforcement of poli-
cies such as unfair discipline practices (Gopalan &
Nelson, 2019; Wegmann & Smith, 2019).

Racial inequities in the school environment may
increase racially minoritized youth’s critical con-
sciousness by prompting them to seek a greater
understanding of why these experiences occurred,
thus leading them to racialized explanations and a
greater understanding of the systemic issue of
racism (Mathews et al., 2019). Subsequently, youth
may become civically involved to impact change
on these issues. For example, Black and Latinx
youth are keenly aware of the inequitable enforce-
ment of rules (e.g., dress code) and disciplinary
practices within the school that result in the over-
representation of these youth in office referrals and
school suspensions (Kaufman et al., 2010;
Kelly, 2018; Ruck & Wortley, 2002). Youth’s identi-
fication of systemic inequities within the school
environment has been associated with increased
activism (Leath & Chavous, 2017), even years
beyond these experiences. This was demonstrated
in a sample of Black and Latinx college students,
where experiences of racial discrimination during
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high school significantly predicted increases in par-
ticipants’ critical action during their freshman and
sophomore years of college (Pinedo et al., 2021).

Although school-based inequities and school
racial socialization messages have been identified
as potentially important influences of critical con-
sciousness development, few studies have empiri-
cally examined these relationships. Further,
existing studies are mixed on the relations between
school racial climate experiences and youth’s criti-
cal consciousness (Lozada et al., 2017). The current
study helps elucidate the relations between school-
based inequities and critical consciousness in youth
of color.

THE CURRENT STUDY

The current study was guided by school racial cli-
mate and critical consciousness theories. Scholars
suggest that increases in critical reflection may lead
to increased critical action. Although some scholars
have highlighted the importance of the school envi-
ronment in promoting the development of critical
consciousness, including both critical reflection and
critical action, there is a dearth in research examin-
ing these relationships. Moreover, few studies
examine the racialized school experiences that con-
tribute to the critical consciousness development of
racially minoritized youth. Racially minoritized
youth’s perceptions of the school racial climate
highlight not only their awareness of differences in
perspectives and experiences of students and the
function of race in those differences, but may also
highlight the transition from youth’s awareness of
structural oppression to their action toward impact-
ing changes across systems. Therefore, in the cur-
rent study we examined how school racial climate
perceptions are associated with critical reflection
and critical action.

Given that “critical understanding leads to criti-
cal action” (Freire, 1970, p. 42; see also Hope
et al., 2020; Tyler et al., 2020), we also tested
whether critical reflection served as a mediator of
the relations between racial climate and critical
action. The research question was: Are perceptions
of school racial climate, particularly equal status,
cultural socialization, and critical consciousness
socialization, associated with different forms of
critical action through critical reflection? We
hypothesized that school racial climate would be
significantly related to critical action through criti-
cal reflection. Despite competing literature, we
believe that it is youth’s awareness of structural
racial inequities due to their experiences that

prompt their engagement in anti-racist critical
action to dismantle those oppressive systems.

METHOD

Participants and Procedure

Participants included 559 Black and Latinx adoles-
cents, aged 13–17 (M = 15.27, SD = 1.58) recruited
from across the United States. Fifty percent of par-
ticipants identified as female. Procedures were
approved by the Institutional Review Board at the
second author’s university. Participants were
recruited through Qualtrics Panels, an online sur-
vey delivery service that researchers can use to
recruit study participants. Parents were recruited
through an email invitation that included the
expected duration of the study and the type of
incentive available for participation. Parents com-
pleted a screening survey; if they had a child
between the ages of 13 and 17 who attended public
or private school, the parent was asked to give con-
sent for their child to complete the study. The par-
ent was then asked to have their child complete
the rest of the survey online. Adolescents then
completed demographic information; those who
identified as White, African American, Asian
American, or Latinx were allowed to continue to
the rest of the survey until quotas for their ethnic-
racial group (approximately 250 in each group)
were filled. Only Black and Latinx participants are
included in the current sample. Parents were com-
pensated in credit that they could redeem through
Qualtrics for gift cards and other awards.

Measures

School racial climate. School racial climate
perceptions were assessed using the School Climate
for Diversity Scale—Secondary, which has been
validated in diverse samples of adolescents (see
Byrd, 2017). The subscales were equal status (four
items, a = .87; e.g., “The principal(s) treat students
of all races/ethnicities fairly”), cultural socializa-
tion (five items, a = .88; e.g., “At your school, you
have chances to learn about the history and tradi-
tions of your culture”), and critical consciousness
socialization (seven items, a = .80; e.g., “Teachers
teach about racial inequality in the United States”).
All were on a response scale of 1 (not at all true) to
5 (completely true).

Critical consciousness. Critical reflection was
measured using the Critical Consciousness Scale
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(Diemer et al., 2017), which is comprised of eight
items (a = .94; e.g., “Certain racial or ethnic groups
have fewer chances to get a good high school edu-
cation”). The response scale was 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 5 (strongly agree). Critical action was
assessed using the Anti-racism Action Scale
(Aldana et al., 2019). This measure is comprised of
three subscales including interpersonal action (five
items; a = .85; e.g., “Challenged or checked a friend
who uses a racial slur or makes a racial joke”),
communal action (four items; a = .80; e.g., “Partici-
pated in a leadership group or committee working
on issues related to race, ethnicity, discrimination,
and/or segregation”), and political action (seven
items; a = .81; e.g., “Called/written/emailed an
elected official (i.e. city council, mayor, legisla-
tor)”). Each item was answered (1) “Yes” or (0)
“No.” Scores were summed so that higher scores
indicated more action.

Data Analysis

The analyses were conducted using a path analysis
in Stata 15.1 (StataCorp LLC, College Station, Tex-
as, TX, USA) with full information maximum-
likelihood estimation. We estimated the relations
between equal status, cultural socialization, and
critical consciousness socialization and interper-
sonal, communal, and political action and esti-
mated the indirect effects of critical reflection as a
mediator (see Figure 1). Age, gender, and race
(Black or not) were control variables. Bootstrapped
confidence intervals for the indirect effect were
estimated to determine the significance of the
mediation. Some statisticians have expressed con-
cern about testing for mediation in cross-sectional
data (e.g., Maxwell et al., 2011). We agree with

Hayes (2018) that no study can capture the entire
complexity of a process; however, statistical meth-
ods such as mediation are useful tools in attempt-
ing to make sense of reality.

RESULTS

Descriptive statistics and correlations are shown in
Table 1. Model fit was acceptable, but we exam-
ined modification indices to determine opportuni-
ties to improve model fit and found that the model
would be improved by adding a direct effect
between cultural socialization and critical political
action (Figure 2). The final model fit was chi-
square (8, N = 559) = 44.88, p < .001,
RMSEA = .091, CFI = .942. The standardized model
coefficients can be seen in Tables 2 and 3.

None of the covariates were significantly related
to critical reflection or critical action. As expected,
equal status was negatively correlated with critical
reflection, such that adolescents who perceived
more unfair treatment in their school were more
likely to understand societal inequality. Further-
more, critical consciousness socialization (percep-
tions of opportunities to learn about racism) was
associated with higher critical reflection. In contrast
to our hypothesis, perceptions of opportunity to
learn about one’s own culture were negatively
related to critical reflection. However, cultural
socialization had an independent direct path to
political action, such that higher perceptions were
associated with more actions such as contacting an
elected official.

In terms of mediation, critical reflection was pos-
itively related to each form of action. The boot-
strapped indirect effects, reported in Table 4, show
that critical reflection was a significant mediator for

FIGURE 1 Analysis model of school racial socialization associations with critical action through critical reflection.
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each path between racial climate and interpersonal,
communal, and political action, which confirmed
our hypothesis.

DISCUSSION

The goal of the current study was to explore how
school racial climate perceptions were associated
with critical reflection and critical action.

Specifically, our hypotheses about equal status and
critical consciousness socialization were confirmed.
Scholars have described how experiences with
unfair treatment can alert youth to inequalities in
society (Anyiwo et al., 2018; Hope et al., 2020;
Mathews et al., 2019; Rubin, 2007; Tyler
et al., 2020), and our study shows how seeing
racial inequalities in one’s immediate school con-
text may lead youth to conclude that their school
experiences represent systemic issues (Hope
et al., 2015). In an analysis with this sample that
also included Asian American and White students,
Byrd and Ahn (2020) also found that a profile that
experienced high discrimination from school,
online, and neighborhoods also had the highest
critical reflection and action. Reacting to inequality
through civic engagement can be a healthy coping
mechanism (Hope & Spencer, 2017; Hope, Gugwor,
et al., 2019) that may offset the negative effects of
racial discrimination.

We further saw that perceptions of teachers
addressing racism and inequality in the curriculum

TABLE 1
Means and Standard Deviations for Study Variables

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Equal status 3.70 0.99
2. Cultural socialization 3.09 1.03 .54***
3. Critical consciousness socialization 3.02 0.97 .46*** .69***
4. Critical reflection 2.80 1.15 �.15** �.04* .14**
5. Interpersonal action 2.10 1.94 �.10* .01 .14** .15**
6. Communal action 0.68 1.19 .06 .20*** .26*** .28*** .43***
7. Political action 1.22 1.80 .07 .23*** .27*** .26*** .47*** .77***

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

FIGURE 2 Final model of school racial socialization associations with critical action through critical reflection.

TABLE 2
Standardized Model Effects for Critical Reflection

Variable B SE p

Intercept 2.253 .560 <.001
Gender 0.064 .045 .16
Age �0.029 .045 .52
Black 0.067 .045 .14
Equal status �0.132 .053 .01
Cultural socialization �0.261 .061 <.001
Critical consciousness socialization 0.508 .052 <.001
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(critical consciousness socialization) were also
related to critical reflection (Anyiwo et al., 2018;
Cammarota & Romero, 2011; Richards-Schuster &
Aldana, 2013; Seider et al., 2017). Our findings are
in contrast to Ba~nales et al. (2021), who did not
find a significant relation between critical con-
sciousness socialization and critical reflection using
the same measures. However, they did find that
critical consciousness socialization was directly
related to interpersonal and communal action,
wherein in our study, we saw an indirect relation.
The differences may be related to the fact that their
sample was older (M = 17.00, SD = 1.29) and
included White, Asian American, and Native
American youth. Some studies suggest that Latinx
youth pay more attention to racial dynamics and
may be more strongly affected by them (Yip
et al., 2019).

We also found a direct, positive relation between
cultural socialization and political action above and
beyond the effect of critical reflection. Curricula
focused on historical events in a student’s culture,
like the Civil Rights Movement, may give youth

models for effective political action and encourage
their involvement. A surprising finding, however,
was the negative relation between cultural social-
ization and critical reflection, which was seen in
both the bivariate correlations and the path analy-
sis. Learning about one’s culture and being encour-
aged to show cultural pride have been related to
positive academic outcomes when the messages
come from parents or teachers (Byrd, 2017; Saleem
et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020). Furthermore,
research supports greater critical consciousness
when schools have a diverse and open curriculum
(Ba~nales et al., 2019; Godfrey & Grayman, 2014;
Seider et al., 2020). However, little research has
investigated how a focus on one culture (i.e., the
students’ background) prompts or inhibits critical
reflection. Since the analysis controls for critical
consciousness socialization, it may be that cultural
pride messages in isolation from messages about
inequality may prompt youth to believe that soci-
ety is fair and equal. In a qualitative study of Afri-
can American adolescents, the youth discussed
exposure to contemporary Black figures such as
Barack Obama and Ben Carson but had little
understanding of structural racism because of a
lack of critical consciousness socialization (Byrd &
Hope, 2020).

Importantly, in our study critical reflection was
a significant mediator of the relation between
school racial socialization messages and critical
action, which suggests that our Black and Latinx
youths’ actions were explained in part by their
increasing awareness of inequality in society (Die-
mer et al., 2016; Singh et al., 2021). Previous
research has supported the idea of the school con-
text as an important space for the development of
critical consciousness (Heberle et al., 2020; Seider
et al., 2017, 2020) and has found that critical reflec-
tion functions as a mediator between adolescents’
experiences and critical action (Hope et al., 2020;
Tyler et al., 2020). Our study has shown two areas

TABLE 4
Bootstrapped Indirect Effects of School Racial Climate on Critical

Action through Critical Reflection

Indirect Effect
Confidence Interval
Lower Level

Confidence Interval
Higher Level

Equal status
Interpersonal action �.102 �.007
Communal action �.088 �.008
Political action �.129 �.013

Cultural socialization
Interpersonal action �.141 �.022
Communal action �.137 �.044
Political action �.204 �.057

Critical consciousness socialization
Interpersonal action .068 .310
Communal action .115 .295
Political action .160 .431

TABLE 3
Standardized Model Effects for Critical Action

Variable
Interpersonal Action Communal Action Political Action

B SE p B SE p B SE p

Intercept �.090 .553 .87 �.384 .537 .48 �.403 .548 .46
Reflection .157 .048 <.001 .284 .045 <.001 .273 .046 <.001
Gender �.069 .049 .16 .041 .048 .39 �.003 .048 .95
Age .081 .049 .10 .024 .048 .61 .013 .048 .78
Black �.029 .049 .55 �.047 .048 .33 �.044 .048 .36
Cultural socialization .105 .031 <.001
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of the school context that are important: discrimi-
natory interactions and messages in the curriculum
discussing racial inequality. Youths’ thinking about
their experiences with racial discrimination can
prompt them to consider that their interactions are
not simply random occurrences but are based on
historical patterns (Mathews et al., 2019. Further-
more, by including content about politics, historical
events, and controversial topics, teachers can help
youth understand the structural nature of dispari-
ties between ethnic–racial groups (Godfrey & Gray-
man, 2014).

The implications of this finding are that educa-
tors and parents should be vigilant against calls to
reduce or eliminate the teaching of history and cur-
rent events involving race and racism. For exam-
ple, in North Carolina, a task force led by the
Lieutenant Governor encouraged parents and
teachers to “hold the system accountable” by sub-
mitting examples of “indoctrination” and “inappro-
priate content” in K-12 schools in conjunction with
statewide and national efforts to restrict anti-racist
teaching (“F.A.C.T.S. | Lieutenant Governor”, n.d.;
Stout & Wilburn, 2022). If such efforts are success-
ful, either by legislating the curriculum or by creat-
ing a climate in which teachers are reluctant to
discuss such issues, a vital pathway for youths’
critical contributions to society is foreclosed.
Research on critical consciousness development is
necessary for educators to understand just how
essential their work in classrooms is for disman-
tling racism and oppression. For researchers, fur-
ther work is necessary to explore the precise
mechanisms through which youths’ perceptions
translate into beliefs about inequality and the
desire for critical action.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

A limitation of this study was that it was cross-
sectional; therefore, we were not able to determine
causality. Critical reflection or involvement in criti-
cal action influences school racial socialization per-
ceptions. For example, the youth who are most
aware of inequality in society may be primed to
look for inequality within their schools, such that
they are more likely to interpret negative cross-race
interactions as unfair discrimination. These stu-
dents may also be more likely to seek out lessons
about their own cultures at school and judge the
school negatively when they do not see them.
Some scholars feel that cross-sectional data are not
appropriate for tests of mediation; therefore, longi-
tudinal studies are essential for exploring the

dynamics of critical consciousness development.
Furthermore, a person-centered approach (e.g.,
Byrd & Ahn, 2020) may have better represented
the multidimensional nature of school racial cli-
mate perceptions. Some students perceive positive
interracial interactions and positive school racial
socialization, some students perceive negative
interracial interactions and a lack of school racial
socialization, whereas other students experience
positive interracial interactions with low socializa-
tion, and these differing profiles may have unique
implications for critical reflection and critical
action.

School contexts are complex, and research
should do more to consider how youth negotiate
messages from multiple sources. Work on familial
socialization may serve as a guide. For instance, A
study of African American and Latinx adolescents
found that congruent cultural socialization mes-
sages from family and peers resulted in better
socioemotional and academic outcomes (Wang
et al., 2020). However, unlike familial socialization,
school socialization comes with many more
sources: teachers and staff, peers, and institutional
practices and policies (Saleem & Byrd, 2021).
Future research should consider the process of inte-
gration in racial socialization research, for example,
by considering how the frequency or timing of
messages is associated with its relation to adoles-
cents’ developing beliefs about inequality.

In conclusion, this study has indicated that nega-
tive interracial interactions and opportunities to
learn about structural racism can help youth to
understand structural racism and promote critical
action. Researchers and educators should work to
understand the ways in which all dimensions of
critical consciousness can be fostered in adoles-
cents. Dismantling oppression can begin with resis-
tance in the classroom: through teachers raising
students’ awareness of histories of racism and the
ways in which racism occurs in their own school
setting. For many youth, this increased awareness
will prompt them to take on oppression as it mani-
fests in their individual interactions, their commu-
nities, and society at large.
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