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Abstract

Grounded in the theory and pedagogy of Brazilian educator Paulo Eréioa)
consciousnesd&CC) comprisesomponents ofritical reflection, critical motivation, and critical
action CCrepresents marginalized or oppressed people’s analysis of societal inequitiesrand
motivationand,actionso redress such inequitids. this article, wantroducethe theoretical
underpinnings.of CC, then look tlie conceptualization and measurement of &outline
traditionaliand contemporary approaches to fosteringW€alscsummarize individual and
collective outcomes associated with @ offer suggestiorier researchers and practitioners.
Collectively, these insighsuggesthat CCis an important developmental asetmarginalized

youth and communities.

The concept ofritical consciousned<CC), or conscientizagdovas developed by
Brazilianeducator Paulo Freif@) as a approach to helpral Brazilian peasantsarn to read

the writen word andead the worldFor oppressed or marginalized peopieire believed that
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developinditeracy was intertwined with learning to criticallyead dehumanizing social
conditions becausenarginalization and oppression led pedpléelieve that their voiseand
perspectivesvere irrelevantthat they wer@owerlessand that literacyvas noinecessaryor
“people likeus.”

Freire.observed thais oppressed peoplekinking about and understandingtbéir
social conditions developed, their views of themselves in relation to society al$opeevd hat
is, as theirthinking about social structures became more nuanced and complex, oppressed people
becane lesgsychologically constrained by their social conditions am¢iiin,develodthe
agencyand capacityo change thee conditionsresolvedevelopmental challenges, and
determine their,own liveg his transitivecycle ofdevelopng reflectionand action is a central
element of"*CCrtheory (BHecause CC entailégarning to perceive social, political, and economic
contradictions, and to take action againstdppressive elements of realitgd. 35).

Contemporary formulationsf CCfocus on youtl{ages 1222), are gounded in Freirean
thought,andpositthree core elementsritical reflection, critical motivatioffor efficacy) and
critical action*@; 3. Critical reflection refers to the procesdedrning to question social
arrangementssand structures that marginalize groups of petiplerning to see.. how history
works, how.received ways of thinking and feeling perpetuate existing structures olitgequa
(4, p. 13)Critical motivation refers tthe perceived capacipndcommitment to address
perceived injusticeritical actionrefers toengaging individudy or collectivdy to change
perceivednjustices (5. This perspectivéocuses orsocial stratification and discrimination to
understand'normative developmamnirocesses and competen@esong marginalized youth,
consistentwitkelassic 6) and contemporarycholarshig7) on development.

As/an example of how CC is appliednsider dJ.S. high school that suspenifsican
American studentdisproportionatelysee als®). Students with higher levels of CC would be
more likely.to.recogize that school disciplinary policies are being applied differeloylyace,
have moregencyto respondo this injustice andbe more likely taaddressnequitable
suspensiongratasy, for examplejoining a student group, protesting Wglking out, orattendng
a school board meeting to call attention to the issue. Students with lower lev€svaful be
more likely to fail to recognize the disproportionate disciplinaacfices, ignore aminimize
the underlying racism, or blame tA&ican Americanstudents who are suspend&tdey would
alsobe more likely to lack interest or feel powerless to do anything alesituationor to
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avoid talking about or acknowledging the problem.

In this article we look athow CC isconceptualiedand measui® then review traditional
and contemporary approaches to fostering CC. We also summarize outcomes associatetl with
impacts of CC at the individual and collective levii& conclude by offering suggesticios
researchpraetice, and policy. Collectivelyhese insights suggest that CC is an important
developmental:asstir marginalized youth and communities.

Conceptualizing and Measuring Qitical Consciousness

Although CC has been of interest for decades, only recently have valid measures been
developed«(2)pin part because conceptualiaimgy measing CC is challengingFreiredid not
provide a precise conceptual franwrk for CC, andmodern onceptualizationbave variedn
theiremphases oreflection motivation, oraction(3, 5). Indeed, the vetgrmcritical
consciousnessay suggesmisleadinglythat CC is solely critical social analysidoreover,
scholarssometims interchangéhetermsCC, empowermentandsociopoliticaldevelopmen(7).

Fourreecentquantitativemeasuresf CC among marginalized youltelp clarify these
complexities the Critical Consciousness Inventory (C@),the Critical Consciousness Scale
(CCS;10);the Measure of Adolescent Critical Consciousness (MACD; and the
Sociopalitieal ConsciousnessieasuréSPC;12). Sinceothers have addressed advances in
conceptualizingind measumg CC 2), we provide a general reviewfehtures of these

measurefm, Table 1.

---Insert Table 1 about here

The adwantages of quantitative measuremestudethe capacity t@assesshe
development.o€C and its specific dimensiofsefore and after an intervention, as well asegas
administration.and scorin@his allows researchers to identifypw interventions might
differentiallyenhanceeflection foster notivation and agency, or spur actidm.contrasta
priori quantitative conceptualizationsayoverlook dimensions of C@at arenot measured
directly by that instrumentSimilarly, marginalized youth may hold sociopolitical wisdom that

Likert-typemeasurements fail taccesq13).
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Traditional and Contemporary Approaches to Fostering Citical Consciousness
Freire believed that CC could be developed through intervei@iGnnterventions

feature collaborative smadjroup dialogue andromote a shared sense of values and
commitments among participants. FacilitatesgSocratic questionintp discuspersonal
experiences.of marginalization that connemithto larger social structures and issues. These
elements are intended to promotdical reflection,motivation and action, and to foster a
collective identity (often based on social identities) among participants, which is believed to
reinforcethedevelopment aZC. Next, we turn td-reire’sseminalCC intervention and we

discusscontemporary interventions thaitmto foster CC

Freire’s Culture Circles

Freire’s approach to fostering (dtailed the use @ulture circles in which participants
collaborated on, talked about, and analyzed common situations or objects (engleing of an
indigenous, hunter with a bow and arrawlturally relevant objects for Freire’s participarits)
identify andsbuildawareness of the conditions and causesoial, cultural, and political
inequality @4)=These culture circles were designedhédp Brazilian peasants develop literacy
skills whileimaking them aware of sociocultural and sociopolitical marginalization and

oppression=that is, toread the woravhile alsoreading the world.

Contemporary Approaches

Contemporary interventions supplemé&reire’s discussionrientedculture circles with
more structuré‘elements, such as youth participatory action research (ydédtlaborative
processn which youth are trained to conduct resedccimform community change; see, 3s
well aswith pedagogyhatanalyzsrace, class, and gendebased inequities. For instanceain
yearlong CC.interventiothatincluded yPAR and examined contemporary issues of power and
oppression, urban high schalidentseflecied critically and acted on contemporary issaes
part of theirzEnglish literature studi€ks). Gurse reading listeere expanded beyond
traditional texts (e.gBeowlf andHamle) to include popular films, books, and hiygp music
with the goal of explang how race, class, and culture shape students’ experjemuks
examinng issuegelevant to theilives (e.g., academic achieverm@nurban public schoolsRy
participatng in these activities throughout the school year, studentsggatunities to reflect
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on societal inequities, develop agency to navigate and challeegenstrainttheyfaced in
their school and communities, ahdvea platform to advocate for change.

TheMexicanAmerican StudiesMAS) programwasimplemented by the Tucson
(Arizona) Unified School Districand from approximately 2003 to 2010, interwove CC
explicitly with.the curriculumThis yearlong social studiesourse focused on developing
critical reflectionusing a pedagogy of authentic cariaggaginghigh schooktudents in
critiques of‘traditional curricula thacluded thexperiencesf people of colgrand examiimg
U.S. colonial*history and legacMAS provided opportunitiefor students and teachers to
discuss theiexperiences with racism and other forms of margiatibn in their school, and
linked these experiences to societal and institutional racism and exdlusioghclassroom
discussion'and yPARLE). The MAS program also identified and drew on the funds of
knowledge students had gairthdoughtheir families communities, and cultures (13

In other interventionsstudents examinar creaé media tgromote critical social
analysis andnotivationto change social inequitieBor example, in th¥oung Warriorseight-
session afteschool intervention (17African American mal@igh schoolergngagedn
discussions about racial and gender stereotypes and social forces conveyed through popular
media (hiphop music videos, television shows, film), amidically analyzed and how these
aspects of*mass media linked to broader societal ineq8tiesee CCGfocused interventions
coupleyPAR with innovations such as Photovoice (which combines photography with dialogue)
to facilitatemarginalized youtls critical analysisof and motivation to change theiocial
conditions@ndstructural constraints (e.g., 12, 18

CCinterventions alstargetteachersvho work with marginalized youti& two-semester
graduate seminar within the Critical Civic Inquiry projéshich is designed tmvolve youth in
efforts to change and improve schoa@sphedto raise teachers’ CC via training, readings,
discussions,.and observatigqii®). Specifically, middleschool eachersvere taught to
participate.in. critical dialogue with their students ahissities related to educational equity while
examiningrace, cultureand societal inequities.

These.interventionisave raisegbarticipants’ CCbut theyare time and laborintensive
A brief, onetime field experimenalso raisegharticipants’ CQ20). In this adapted values
affirmation intervention, ninth and tenth gradesse guided tavrite abouthow CC-oriented

values (e.g., values aligned witlequality, egalitarianismgr activism, such aspeaking up
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when someone is teased or treated unfairly because pfwraeameaningful to them, andrite
aboutacing out these values within their schools, neighborhoods, or communitissrief
interventionincreased/outh’scritical motivation and academic achievemgzt).

While many programs asserthat critical reflection is a precursor to action, fostering
reflectionalone may be of limited benefit. Interventions that produce amhchair activists are
incompleteanddess aligned with the core tenets of @CFurthemore actng collectivelyis
believed tanitiate critical reflection and kindle agen¢d). Given the likely bidirectional nature
of these processesiterventions talevelop CC should intentionally foster engagement in action

while developingeritical reflection, critical motivation, and collective ident#fiynultaneously

Individ ual and Collective Impacts of Critical Consciousness

CC canalterthe developmental trajectorie$ marginalized youtllages 1222) who
disproportionatly experienceppressive social structurescluding limited access to
educational and healfelated resource$) it can also alter the communities in which those
youth live Specifically, CC maynitigatethedegreeio which these contextubhrrierstranslate
to less favorable educational and heaéifated outcomes.

In“terms of individual outcomes,arginalizedyouth with higterlevels of CC are more
likely to havemore optimalmental healthZ1), greater academic engagemantl achievement
(11, 16, 22, higher levels oenrollment in higher education (23)»d more successful career
development in adolescen@4(26) Theyare also more likely tattain highetpaying and
higher-status*oeccupations in adulthood (27), ma#te healthier sexual decis®(28)
Furthermoreyin gareer interventiothat was informed by CG@emale survivors of domestic
violence progressed further their occupational goals thather survivorsvho took parin a
traditional_career interventio29), although CC may have diffetemeanings for adult female
survivors of domestic violence théor marginalized youth.

The thearetical mechanisms that link the development afoGkese desirable outcomes
includeimpreved skills instrategicthinking and communicatioimcreased social capiteia
relationships with fellow activist30), a deeper understanding of structural barriers and more
agency to negotiate thems well asncreasing capacity to resolve developmental challenges
despite societal constrain(®5). Similarly, in a study of Puerto Rican high school students living
in urban areas (22), “a politicized understanding of power, inequality and histodcatpes ...
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actually involves the most disengaged students in a process of critical consciousness that can
serve as a catalyst for entry into more mainstream mobility routes”-§9)88 hese individual
outcanes of COmay help counteract aggregassticational and heakielated disparities.

In terms of collective or contextualitcomes, marginalized youtlveled critical action
informed by.eritical reflectioto secure additional resourdgesmproveschool facilities 81)
andimplementschool-based programs to prevent violence (32). They havdiaispedthe
tracking'of'Englisnanguage learners tmurses not considered to t@legepreparatory (38
and institute'policies to address racial achievement g&ds Theseoutcomes of CC may help

counteracstructuralbarriers to the success and wellnesgpgressed youth and young adults.

lkooking Ahead: Suggestions for Research, Practice, and Policy

The field:has not yet producedcoherent body of researahthe ontogenesisf CC. The
movement from a&ritical acceptance of the status quo to critical ldoetatingactionto redress
societal inequitieshares aimtellectual foundation (1, 5, 17). The broader developmental and
CC-orientedliteratures €.g., sociopolitical development theory; 17) suggest that devel@ting
entails mutualand continuous influence among the three CC components of reflection,
motivationy.and action, rather than progression through qualitatively distinct stag@esether
a particularcomponemtf CCis especially catalytic ifosteing the development &C over
time, andwhether particularantexts or experiencese important ifosteing CC andother core
developmental processes areclear (2). A recent study complicates our understanding, finding
thatcriticallagency did not mediate or moderate the hypotheBidetletween reflection and
action contrary te—yet not overturning-canonical scholarly notions (BSimilarly, different
pedagogical approachesd., progressivechools that emphasize analyzamyd challenging
inequities yersusno-excuses schools that emphasize the agency to negotiate structural
constraints).appear to differentially fostearginalized youtts critical social analysis or agency,
also complicating our understanding of how pedagogy fosters the developrogh(3§).

CCalso implies consciousness of injustice, but dbesverall types of injustice?
Similar to multicultural competencies in clinical practicme might benorecritically conscious
aboutrace and socioeconomic statesy(, by being attentive to raaa-classbasechealth
dispaities) whilebeingrelatively unawarebout gender and sexudéntity (e.g., issues of equal
access or inclusignSimilarly, the broader developmental literature makes clear the domain
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specific nature of much of human developmentC&8amaybestbe conceived of as a domain
specific construc(2).

Our understanding of CC, marginalization, and privilege is enhanceariagyions inthe
developmenbf CCthat arelinked to the kinds of marginalization peopbeperiencePeople
may have different levels of CC about different kinds of social inequality (e.g., Wbiteew
may have'a greater consciousness of and motivation to change sexism than Adsisnt).
intervention, people may more readily develop CC abolrt sloeialidentities that arenore
marginalizedWhile CC wasinitially conceived as a process that operates only amongssgul
or marginalized peopl@eitherclassification is alichotomy—people hav&me social identities
that are meremprivileged (e.gnale and some that are more marginalized (&&tino). This
complicatessimply classifying a person (or grougy marginalized or nditecausesome of their
social identitiesimay bearginalized whileothers may not be.

Because CC was formulated as a dgwelental process among oppressed and
marginalizedoeopleto addressheir own oppression (1¢stablishing CC as a construct among
more privileged peoplmay necessitateevising or expading core tenetsWhether a more
privileged person develops CC—aevelops the capacity to act as an ally to more marginalized
people—involvesnore than semanticMore privileged people would not develop CC about
their own.eppressiofexcept when personal social identities that are more marginalized are
involved), butratheraboutthe oppression of othersand about how their own privilege is
maintained through others’ oppression.

Thissdistinction calls into question whether more privileged people develop CC (and
whetherCChasa differentmeaningfor them)or develop he ability tobealliesto marginalized
people. Onecholar(37) suggested thahore privileged people develop CC in firecesof
acing as allies to more marginalized peag@anilarly, the classic Blue Eyes/Brown Eyes
exercisg(inwhich a teacher treated students with blue eyes as superior to thoseowittelges)
illustrates howyoung White students developedamareness of racism and its consequences.
Indeed, anew'measurbas been developed to assess CC among more privideltiege students
based on the premise that CC applies to more privileged people, jobi(zaly, justicefocused
training forteaches, counselorsand psychologistpresumes thahose with privilege can
developCC.

The degree to which CC is an individwarsus aollective phenomenon &so unclear
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Many interventionpromotingCC are collective in natuteecauseritically analyzing social
issues and taking meaningful social actielleson dialogue and collaboratiorerd may also
require struggle and healingath others who haveommon experiencegith or shared
perspectives ahout oppression (13). Low-income middle schadleotor in the same
educationalsettingend to have similar orientations toward civic actiand settings witmore
engaged youth‘generally have more posititachesstudent relationships and fewer behavioral
incidents(39,40).Researchers shld investigate the degree to which the developme@ois
a collective process and outcana@d address concomitantplications formeasuremenihey
should also apply mixed methods to measu@y2) to illuminate the individual versus
collectivedimension®f CC and illustrate interactiorsmongits reflection motivation, and
actioncomponents. Finallyfjurtherscholarship (e.g.,)&hould continu¢o disentangleCC and

analogous constructs, such as sociopolitical development and psychological empowerment.

Conclusion
CChasbeen called an antidote to oppressi@iliecausét provides marginalized youth
with the awareness, mwation, and agency to identifpavigate, and challeng®acial and
structuraleonstraint#s such, CC may foster positive youth development despite constraints
(6). Newmeasures oEC provide tools tassess the specific dimensions of Gaygehow well
interventions promote CC, and perhaps unify what have been fragmented approaches to
conceptualizing and measuring Gvariety of approaches have linked @Cadaptive
developmentahoutcomes, suggestingt CC may be a developmental assetmarginalized
youth andtheircommunities. A coalescing literature suggests common elements of CC
interventigns, guiding how intervention programs should be designed. Whileremnamsto be
discovered, this literature suggestsceptual and measurement strategies, intervention
elements, and.empirical linke/e hope these advances foster deeelopmentself
determinatiopand well-being of marginalized youth and communities.
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Table 1

Overview of Measuresf Critical Consciousness

Scale ltems Components/Subscales Validation Sample and ScaleFoci
Language
Critical 9 items, Unidimensional. Critical consciousness development le Diverse university Socioeconomi@nd raciakthnic

Consciousness’ Guttman

(stage model); scores reflépre-critical,” ‘ beginning students. English.

inequities

Inventory Scaling critical,” ‘ critical, and‘postcritical consciousness’ stages.

Critical 22 items, 3 subscales: Critical Reflection (egalitarianism and Poor and working class Socioeconomiciacialethnig
Consciousness! Likert-type perceived inequality), Critical Action (sociopoliic African American urban  and gendeinequities

Scale participation) youth. English.

Measure of 10 items, 2 subscales: Critical Motivation (commitmeatagency to Latina/o high school Socioeconomi@and racial/ethnic
Adolescent Likert-type make a difference), Critical Action (sociopolitical students. English and inequities

Critical participation) Spanish.

Consciousness

Socio- 35 items,
Political Likert-type

Consciousness

7 subscales: Sociopolitical Awareness, Global Bétief ~ Salvadoran high school
Just World, Collective Responsibility to the PooruBlity students. Spanish.
andRights, Belief in Collective Action, Localized

Community Efficacy, Problem Solving Efficacy

Social nequties

Note.See (2).for further detail about each of these measures.
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