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Abstract Many studies have reported gaps between Latino
and non-Latino adolescents in academic and political out-
comes. The current study presents possible explanations for
such gaps, both at the individual and school level. Hierar-
chical linear modeling is employed to examine data from
2,811 American ninth graders (approximately 14 years of
age) who had participated in the IEA Civic Education study.
Analyses of large data bases enable the consideration of indi-
vidual characteristics and experiences, as well as the context
of classrooms and schools. In comparison with non-Latino
students, Latino adolescents report more positive attitudes to-
ward immigrants’ rights but have lower civic knowledge and
expected civic participation. These differences were appar-
ent even when controlling for language, country of birth, and
political discussions with parents. School characteristics that
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explain a portion of this gap include open classroom climate
and time devoted to study of political topics and democratic
ideals. Results are discussed within the framework of devel-
opmental assets and political socialization. Implications for
educational policy and ways to use large data sets are also
discussed.
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Psychologists increasingly recognize that adolescent devel-
opment should be interpreted within the context of the social
structures of schools and neighborhoods. This is especially
true for Latino youth, who live in a variety of geographic
areas and socio-economic circumstances and are influenced
by a wide range of factors as they develop social and polit-
ical identities. The Latino population is growing faster than
the American population as a whole (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 2003). As this group becomes a larger proportion of
the citizenry and becomes more visible politically, it will be
crucial to understand the developmental experiences that are
relevant to their participation in various facets of democratic
life, from voting to participating in activities benefiting the
community to mobilizing in support of rights for themselves
and others.

Many studies of Latino adolescents focus on inequalities
they face and on challenges to healthy development. In
many instances researchers suggest potentially beneficial
policy directions, and are learning that policy analysts can
be allies in creating conditions to enhance young people’s
social development. However, researchers are hampered in
suggesting policies if they base their arguments on studies
with small and non-representative samples of students from
a few schools. Extensive data sets collected from large and
representative samples that include variations in context
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offer opportunities for more convincing policy-relevant
analysis.

This paper reports data collected in 1999 from a nationally
representative sample of ninth graders, most of them 14 years
old, in the United States (one of 28 countries participating
in the IEA Civic Education Study).' In this sample, nearly
400 of the 2,800 U.S. respondents identified themselves as
Hispanic or Latino. Because the data were collected in nearly
130 schools, it is possible to compare Latino with non-
Latino students and also to compare schools where classes
contain high proportions of Latinos to those with lower
proportions.

The analysis presented here is framed within two currents
of research. One is the recent discourse on positive youth de-
velopment, which often addresses policy concerns for young
people in urban or poverty-impacted settings, where many
Latino students reside. A second framing for the paper is
research on Latinos’ civic participation and political social-
ization. The analysis of the IEA survey data from the United
States allows a bridging of these two topic areas in a way that
can enhance the policy-related dialogue about the knowledge
base and future political engagement of this rapidly growing

group.
Youth and developmental assets

The youth development literature has focused on outcomes
of development, and personal or environmental assets that
can affect such outcomes. During adolescence, developmen-
tal assets are associated with an increase in positive devel-
opmental outcomes (Scales et al., 2000). Six outcomes have
been delineated: competence in academic, social, and vo-
cational areas, confidence or a positive self-identity, connec-
tions to community, family, and peers, character or integrity,
and moral commitment, caring and compassion, and contri-
bution to society (Lerner et al., 2000; Pittman et al., 2001).
Of the six Cs (as they are called), those that pertain most to
civic and political outcomes are connections, character, and
contribution. Students who form connections to their school
and community (and to their ethnic group) are likely to care
about issues pertaining to these institutions, and therefore to
contribute to addressing these issues. Character is relevant
because it relates to social responsibility and civic duty (Roth
et al.,2003).

'The countries testing the grade in which the majority of 14-year-olds
are enrolled in the IEA Civic Education Study were Australia, Bel-
gium (French speaking), Bulgaria, Chile, Colombia, Cyprus, Czech Re-
public, Denmark, England, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Greece, Hong
Kong (SAR), Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Portu-
gal, Romania, Russian Federation, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Sweden,
Switzerland, and the United States. In the United States, ninth graders
were tested in October, and the mean age of the sample was 14.7 years.
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The development of the Cs is facilitated by the availabil-
ity of external and internal assets, also called the building
blocks of development (Balsano, 2005). External assets are
the characteristics of a student’s environment that encourage
positive development both academically and socially. The
Search Institute (n.d.) categorizes external developmental
assets into personal support systems, settings that facilitate
youth empowerment, clearly established boundaries and ex-
pectations, and opportunities for constructive use of time.
External assets are thought to contribute to internal assets,
or characteristics of individuals that foster development. The
four categories of internal assets are a commitment to learn-
ing, positive values, social competencies, and positive sense
of identity (Search Institute, n.d.). For Latino young people,
the development of an ethnic identity may be an important
component of positive identity.

The assets an adolescent possesses in the present and has
accumulated in the past are multidimensional, including suc-
cess in school and strategies for overcoming adverse events
(Scales et al., 2000). The effects of having developmental
assets are not merely additive but cumulative. The acqui-
sition of internal assets or access to external assets at one
time period positions the individual to acquire more assets
at a later period. For example, sense of academic, cultural
or social competence, and participation in community pro-
grams at middle school prepare the student for achievement
and participation in high school (Scales et al., 2000). This
cumulative effect means that those who start with few devel-
opmental assets are in danger of falling farther and farther
behind. Some research argues that it is an advantage for
young people to acquire competency in more than one con-
text, such as community organization, employment setting,
and classroom (Pedersen et al., 2005).

Assets relate positively to youth development, but there
are also factors that can potentially have a negative effect.
Poverty is generally a risk factor, mediated through inad-
equate institutional resources and an absence of everyday
access to contexts in which the young person can feel safe,
comfortable, and competent (Call and Mortimer, 2002).
Balsano (2005) reports that there are few opportunities
for empowerment or to engage in successful civic efforts
in low-income communities. Latino young people are
especially likely to grow up in poverty, with rates ranging
from 50% among Latino children born in the U.S. to 66%
among Central American immigrants and 75% among
immigrants from Mexico and the Dominican Republic (U.S.
Census figures from 2000 cited in Porter, 2006).

Hart and Atkins (2002) document not only insufficient
opportunities for civic development in low-income com-
munities, but also the absence of adults who can serve as
mentors or provide social support. Since immigration is
often associated with separation of children from parents,
immigrant youth may be especially vulnerable to inadequate
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social support. A study of Mexican immigrant youth and
adults found that those who were geographically separated
from family members had significantly higher levels of
stress than immigrants whose family members primarily
resided in the United States (Hovey, 2000).

The combination of high likelihood of being in poverty
and other factors place Latino youth at risk for poor devel-
opmental outcomes, including lower educational aspirations
and higher dropout rates (Bloomberg et al., 2003). Fuligni
and Hardway (2004) report that less than 50% of first genera-
tion Latinos graduate from high school, and Latinos (regard-
less of generation) are less likely than students from other
groups to enroll in or graduate from college. Moreover, an
absence of the asset of English proficiency is a significant
factor related to lowered academic and social outcomes for
many Latino students. Students who do not speak fluent En-
glish are often placed in diminished subject matter courses
(Calderon, 1998). This contributes not only to academic inad-
equacy, but also to a sense of disconnection between students
and their schools. Connection to school can often facilitate
successful outcomes for disadvantaged youth (Jessor et al.,
1998).

There are only a few studies of Latino adolescents in
the U.S. within the positive youth development framework.
A recent review found that only about six percent of the
articles reported results for Latino youth (Rodriguez and
Morrobel, 2004). French et al., (2006) reported increases in
positive feelings toward their ethnic group among Latinos as
they progressed through adolescence; this increase was less
substantial than for a comparison group of African Ameri-
can students and more substantial than for European Amer-
ican students. School attachment was studied as an asset for
Latino youth in rural Minnesota (Diaz, 2005). Other assets
that predict positive outcomes in Latino youth include inter-
personal competence, a sense of responsibility, family sup-
port, and the presence of a caring community (Scales et al.,
2000). Other protective factors include interactions with pro-
social adults and peers, leaders who are skilled at involving
students, and “opportunities to design, plan, and implement
community service initiatives” (Bloomberg et al., 2003, p.
47). These findings pertain to the other literature framing this
article, studies of the political and civic dimensions of the
Latino youth experience.

Political socialization among Latino adolescents

Research on Latino young people’s civic knowledge and
political attitudes is also limited. There are several insight-
ful ethnographic studies, for example, Ramos-Zayas’ (2003)
study of class, race, and space among Puerto Ricans. Larson
and Hansen (2005) report an analysis of an intervention em-
phasizing the acquisition of political action skills by Latino
adolescents. These two studies took place in Chicago, while

other areas of the Midwest, Texas, Florida, and Southern Cal-
ifornia have been the locus for other research (Berry et al.,
2006; Sanchez Jankowski, 1992). Analysis of data collected
from national samples is rare. Furthermore, although promi-
nent groups such as the National Academy of Sciences have
released reports on Hispanics and America’s future (Tienda
and Mitchell, 2006), separate chapters cover schooling, per-
sonal development, and political participation.

We do have evidence that in comparison with Caucasian
and African American youth, Latino youth are more likely
to view voting participation as a choice or preference rather
than a right or responsibility. In addition, Latino youth are
less likely to report that voting is an important activity in
which to participate (Lopez, 2003). Differences in civic
engagement among non-Latino and Latino students may be
partially explained by differences in socialization experi-
ences among native-born and immigrant young people, and
in particular the quality and quantity of experience with the
United States political system (Stepick and Stepick, 2002).
In a review on the civic engagement of immigrant youth,
these authors discussed the influence of socialization and
acculturation on youth voting, finding that those who have
resided in the United States longest are the most politically
active. In a study of immigrant youth in 13 countries
Berry and colleagues (2006) also found that the extent of
integrated and national identity was associated with the
length of time an immigrant had been in the receiving
country. Because a sizeable proportion of Latino students
are first-generation immigrants, they are likely to have had
less exposure to political socialization processes.

Regardless of ethnicity or place of birth, a large por-
tion of students’ political socialization is filtered through
their families’ political attitudes and sense of engagement.
Although students of age 14 are too young to vote, their
families’ participation in the voting process and other po-
litical engagement activities may influence their own ex-
pectations of electoral participation. Adult Latino citizens
have lower voter turnout than White and Black citizens, al-
though on average turnout is higher in this group than among
Asian citizens (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2002). Garcia
(1997) found that Latino adults’ political participation varies
depending upon their geographical location and national
origin.

Another explanation for low political engagement of
Latino students’ families is the immigrant status of family
members. Many Latino students, even if born in the United
States, have parents or grandparents who were born outside
of the country. If these parents or grandparents could not vote
because they did not hold citizenship, their children may not
be socialized about the importance of voting.

Concern about political participation should not be re-
stricted to voting, however. Latino adults and adolescents
in communities that are politically aware have increased
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competence in advocating for educational and employment
opportunities (Driever, 2004; Sanchez Jankowski, 1992).
Sanchez Jankowski also found that the attitudes of older
siblings toward activism or protest played an important role
in the Latino families he studied in the 1980s. Barreto and
Munoz (2003) point to activities among Mexican Ameri-
can adults such as attending a rally or donating to a political
cause. Families and other societal institutions in Latino com-
munities may have considerable impact on their children’s
political socialization in particular localities or in periods of
time when there is a perception of heightened discrimination
(Schildkraut, 2005).

Formal education has the potential to influence all stu-
dents’ civic engagement by contributing to understanding
how policies affect individuals’ lives and how to engage in ef-
fective forms of political participation (Torney-Purta, 2002).
The school also serves as a “community of practice” in which
students are able to develop participatory skills in political
discussion and decision-making (Torney-Purta et al., 2006).
Gandara (2005) has argued that quality schooling has the po-
tential to interrupt the link between low socioeconomic status
and educational achievement for Latino students. However,
many assert that in fact teaching methods marginalize minor-
ity adolescents (Walsh, 1987). Laosa (1989), among others,
believes that the curriculum taught to Latinos is reduced to
basic literacy and numeracy, while Reimers (2005) suggests
that Latino students have few opportunities for civic skill
development because of inadequate instruction in relevant
subjects provided in the schools they attend. This amounts
to a failure to assist young people in accumulating posi-
tive developmental assets in the political, civic, and commu-
nity arenas. Previous educational research has examined the
gap between Latino and white students in various domains
(Lee, 2002; Schmid, 2001), but the unique relationship of
civic knowledge to social and political participation makes
gaps in achievement in this area particularly important to
examine.

In this paper we advance the understanding of how
schools, families, and communities contribute to the devel-
opment and the preparation for democratic citizenship of
Latino adolescents by looking at indices of political social-
ization outcomes and processes for a nationally represen-
tative sample of ninth graders tested in 1999. We analyze
data from students tested and surveyed in the IEA Civic Ed-
ucation Study to look at the civic knowledge, expectations
of informed voting, and attitudes toward immigrant rights
comparing Latino with non-Latino students. The purpose
is to examine influences at the individual and the school
level, including those associated with the home and with the
school’s curriculum and environment. The ultimate purpose
is to address the policy-related dialogue integrating the re-
search on developmental assets with the research on political
socialization of Latino adolescents.
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Background of the IEA civic education study

During the 1980s, the International Association for the Eval-
uation of Educational Achievement (IEA), a consortium of
educational research institutes in nearly 60 countries, fo-
cused its large-scale data collections on literacy, mathemat-
ics, and science. In the early 1990s countries who were mem-
bers of IEA proposed a study of civic education that included
measures of young people’s civic-related knowledge, atti-
tudes, and behaviors. Their aim was to study schools in the
context of other institutions using the IEA organization’s re-
sources, which include connections to a wide network of
research institutes in different countries and a wealth of
methodological expertise in cross-national comparative ed-
ucation research.

The first phase of the IEA Civic Education Study (1994—
1998) consisted of the collection of structured national case
studies and a consensus process to develop content specifi-
cations for a test of civic knowledge (with right and wrong
answers) and a survey of political attitudes and civic be-
havioral report items. These qualitative data also provided
contextual information for interpreting the more quantitative
data collected in 1999-2000. For analysis within and across
countries of the data collected during Phase 1, see Torney-
Purta et al. (1999), Steiner-Khamsi et al. (2002), and Hahn
and Torney-Purta (1999).

The second phase of the IEA Civic Education Study be-
gan in 1997. An International Steering Committee and Na-
tional Research Coordinators constructed items and piloted
an instrument (test and survey) that took two class periods
to complete. Torney-Purta et al. (2001) and Amadeo et al.
(2002) reported the main results from this international sur-
vey for students in the modal grade for 14-year-olds tested
in 28 countries (approximate N = 90,000) and the upper sec-
ondary students tested in 16 countries, respectively (approx-
imate N = 50,000).

Each country could add “national option questions” tai-
lored to its educational and political context and demograph-
ics. For example, the United States included questions asking
students about their racial and ethnic background, using cat-
egories employed by the United States Census. Finally, the
students’ surveys were complemented by surveys completed
by one teacher and one administrator per school. This allows
for data from students to be linked to contextual data about
classrooms and schools.

The current analysis

We conducted the current analysis on the test and survey data
from the IEA Civic Education’s nationally-representative
(weighted) sample of 2,811 ninth-grade students (i.e., the
modal grade for 14-year-olds) from the United States. We
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also used data from a survey of teachers, one per school,
matched to the students who took the tests within each
school (N = 124) and one question answered by administra-
tors. The weighted sample size in each school ranged from
3 to 60, with a median sample size of 21. Baldi et al. (2001)
present specific information about the IEA Civic Education
Study in the United States, while Hahn (2001) and Torney-
Purta (2002) suggest the implications of the results for
educators.

The focus of the current analysis is on similarities and
differences between Latino and non-Latino students’ civic
knowledge, expectations of voting, and positive attitudes to-
ward immigrants’ rights. Civic knowledge is thought to be
an important precursor of informed citizenship. Voting is the
most commonly studied type of political participation. We
were also interested in the extent to which Latino students
identify with calls for recognition of immigrant rights. The
analysis of contextual influences on these outcomes reported
here focuses on characteristics of teachers’ practices and
characteristics of students attending the school.

In this sample there were 380 Latino students and 2,373
non-Latino students (58 students did not answer this ques-
tion and were excluded from analysis). The proportion of
Latino students in a school ranged from 0 to .95, with a
median proportion of .08. It is important to remember that
Latino ethnicity was considered in this study separately from
“race.” Students who responded that they were Hispanic or
Latino were also separately asked to identify themselves as
American Indian/Alaskan Native, Black/African-American,
Asian, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, or White. The cur-
rent analysis examines only the Latino/non-Latino differ-
ences.

Outcomes

In order to assess these students across a range of out-
comes important in civic engagement we compared groups
on scales developed from items in the student survey. These
scales were created using item response theory (IRT) tech-
niques based on the results of confirmatory factor analy-
ses (see Husfeldt er al., 2005, for a complete list of IRT
scales constructed and additional references). IRT scales of-
fer several advantages over simple composite scales, most
notably an improved handling of missing data and the abil-
ity to develop comparable scores across countries and age
groups.

A multi-dimensional approach to understanding and mea-
suring the outcomes of civic education that goes beyond a
simple focus on factual knowledge is an important character-
istic of the IEA Civic Education Study. Therefore, we chose
three scales to analyze as outcomes in this analysis, rep-
resenting important characteristics of students’ knowledge,
expected participation, and attitudes. First, our scale of civic

knowledge was comprised of two types of items: content
knowledge of basic democratic processes and concepts, and
skills related to interpreting political information. A sample
content knowledge question read, “In democratic countries,
what is the function of having more than one political party?”
In assessing cognitive civic skills, students were asked to in-
terpret political information presented as a political cartoon
or a mock election leaflet (see Torney-Purta et al., 2001 for
details of this scale which was also used in international com-
parisons). Second, our scale of informed voting consisted of
two items, measuring whether students expected to vote and,
more specifically, to collect information on candidates before
voting. Finally, our scale of positive attitudes toward immi-
grants’ rights focuses on political and social rights for those
not born in the United States (e.g., “Immigrants should have
the opportunity to keep their own customs and lifestyle”). We
examined preliminary models for a measure of likelihood of
illegal protest participation (e.g., blocking traffic or occupy-
ing buildings), but chose not to use it because in addition
to the absence of significant differences between Latino and
non-Latino students, a very small proportion of respondents
indicated they were likely to participate in such activities.

Table 1 contains descriptive statistics and shows differ-
ences between Latino and non-Latino students in the three
outcomes and in potential predictors (e.g., individuals’ re-
ports of the openness of the classroom climate and whether
politically relevant topics had been studied).

Analytic techniques

We analyzed the three outcomes with multilevel modeling
techniques using HLM software (Raudenbush et al., 2004).
Multilevel techniques are ideal for the IEA Civic Education
Study’s student data, which sampled clusters of students by
school. The student-level score variance is separated from
the school-level variance, giving a more appropriate estimate
of the size of effects that can be attributed to differences
between individuals rather than groups. This is especially
important for the study of ethnic minority and/or immigrant
students, who tend to be clustered into relatively few schools.
This analytic method also allows for the use of school-level
characteristics and the responses of a teacher linked to stu-
dents in his or her school to predict student knowledge and
attitudes. We identified predictors at both the school and the
student level that might contribute to an understanding of
how schools influence Latino and non-Latino students’ civic
development, and subsequently selected several predictor
variables that were potentially malleable through changes in
educational or social policy. Finally, HLM also allows us
the opportunity to test whether the size of the gap between
Latino and non-Latino students varies among schools and,
if so, what school characteristics influence the size of this
gap. In fact, the size of the gap varied significantly for only
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Table 1  Descriptive statistics

Non-Latino Latino

Student-level
Outcomes:
Total civic knowledge
Expectation of informed voting
Positive attitudes toward immigrant rights
Step 2:
Not born in U.S.
Speak English at home
Step 3:
Read news in newspaper
Discuss politics with parents
Step 4:
Openness of classroom climate
Study political topics

School-Level
Outcomes:
Total civic knowledge
Expectation of informed voting
Positive attitudes toward immigrant rights
Step 3:
Suburban location
Step 4:
Teacher’s use of interactive activities
Avg. parental education
Avg. classroom climate
Teacher’s use of official curricula

110.24*(22.18)
10.34*(1.91)

98.62 (19.41)
9.77 (2.15)

10.24 (2.08) 11.017(2.32)
0.08 (.27) 0.25%*(.44)
0.96%*(.19) 0.66 (.47)
0.63 (.48) 0.59 (.49)
0.05 (.98) —0.02 (1.06)

10.61%(2.19) 10.24 (2.40)
0.88*(.41) 0.70 (.45)

Low Latino enrollment High Latino enrollment

107.32%%(12.98) 97.62 (8.32)
10.517(.84) 9.71 (.69)
10.26 (.62) 10.43 (.98)

0.57 (.50) 0.50 (.50)
—0.03 (1.07) 0.03 (.83)
0.38**(.71) ~0.20 (.82)
0.14 (.84) 0.16 (.62)
0.80 (.39) 0.76 (.46)

Note. Standard deviations are indicated in parentheses. Standard errors for the t-tests at level 1 are corrected to take into account

design effects.

**T-test indicates that difference between two groups on variable is significant, p < .01.

*T-test indicates that difference between two groups on variable is significant, p < .05.

one of the three outcomes (positive attitudes toward immi-
grants’ rights), and modeling this gap will also be part of this
analysis.

Breaking from more traditional model-building proce-
dures, in which level 1 predictors are entered before level
2 predictors, we entered predictors in 4 blocks relating to
various explanations of differences between Latino and non-
Latino students. Further information on the construction of
these variables, including handling of missing data, can be
found in Appendix A. Descriptive statistics for the predic-
tors, reported separately for Latino and non-Latino students,
can be found in Table 1.

The first set of predictors entered related to Latino ethnic-
ity itself. At the student level we included a dichotomously
coded predictor indicating Latino or non-Latino ethnicity.
At the school level, we included a dichotomously coded pre-
dictor indicating whether the school had an above-average
or below-average number of Latino students as compared to
other schools surveyed in the study. By entering these pre-
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dictors first, we could determine the average differences be-
tween non-Latino and Latino students, as well as the average
differences in schools with high or low Latino enrollment,
that exist in each of these three outcomes.

The second set of predictors included factors likely to be
associated or confounded with Latino ethnicity. In the anal-
ysis of civic knowledge, we included an indicator of whether
the student always spoke the language of test (English) at
home. This is designed to address students’ comprehen-
sion of English, which could potentially explain lower civic
knowledge scores among Latino students. In the analysis
of expectations of voting and attitudes toward immigrants’
rights (but not civic knowledge), we included an indicator
of whether the student was born in the United States. This
is designed to address citizenship in the analysis of voting
(as those not born in the United States cannot vote unless
naturalized), and to address immigrant status in the analy-
sis of attitudes toward immigrants’ rights (as those Latino
students who consider themselves immigrants may have dif-
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ferent opinions about immigrant rights). Further examination
of this relationship between Latino ethnicity and immigrant
status is the subject of a related analysis in Torney-Purta ez al.
(in press).

The third set of predictors related to home factors. As the
ultimate purpose of this analysis is to determine how school
influences political socialization, it is important to consider
other potential influences that come from activities at home,
including interactions with parents. This includes the extent
to which students discuss politics with parents, and whether
students read national news in the newspaper (presumably
at home). At the school level, suburban locale was added to
control for neighborhood type.

The fourth and final set of predictors related to school
factors, which are the main variables of interest in our
analyses. At the student level, we included individual stu-
dents’ perceptions of the openness of their classroom cli-
mate for discussion (especially of potentially controversial
topics), and a categorical variable indicating whether they
have studied several political topics in school (for exam-
ple, the Constitution or the courts). At the school level,
we included four variables. First, the average perception
of open classroom climate assessed a school’s overall dis-
cussion climate, over and above how an individual student
experienced the school. Second, the average parental edu-
cation of students in the school represented the educational
resources at home for all students in the school. Finally, we
considered two characteristics of teachers surveyed in the
school: their use of interactive activities in the classroom
(e.g., role play activities), and their use of official curricu-
lum and materials from state or local authorities in planning
civics lessons. In the context of this particular study we were
interested not only in whether these school characteristics
were significant predictors of various student outcomes, but
even more in the extent to which the addition of these pre-
dictors helped to explain the gaps that remained between
Latino and non-Latino students (level 1) and between high-
Latino and low-Latino schools (level 2) after including other
variables.’

21n each set, all level 2 predictors were centered on their grand mean,
with the exception of whether the school had high or low Latino en-
rollment. This was done to facilitate interpretation of the intercept as
the average score for schools with low Latino enrollment, considering
all other variables at their averages. Additionally, all level 1 variables
were entered centered on their grand mean. This allows for the effects
of these individual variables to be completely addressed both within
and across schools. (Had the variables been group-mean centered, in-
dividual variables would have only controlled for the variation within
schools that could be attributed to these predictors.) Because of this
centering, however, it is important to remember that the addition of
individual predictors can influence school predictors. What follows
should not be considered separate but concurrent analyses of individual
and average scores of knowledge, voting expectations, and immigrant
attitudes. Rather, they should be considered singular analyses provid-

Results

Latino and non-Latino students’ means are compared in Ta-
ble 1. Non-Latino students have significantly more civic
knowledge, are more likely to expect to vote, and are less
likely to hold positive attitudes toward the rights of immi-
grants than Latino students. The gap is about half a standard
deviation for knowledge, and between a quarter and half
a standard deviation for expected voting and immigrants’
rights attitudes.

In terms of individual level variables, Latino students, as
expected, are more likely to be immigrants and less likely to
speak English at home than non-Latinos. There are no signif-
icant group differences in the two home variables (newspaper
reading and discussion with parents). On both of the school
variables (perceiving an open classroom climate and study-
ing political topics) Latinos give lower ratings. The only
school level variable with a significant difference is average
parent education in the school, with schools of low-Latino
enrollment having more educated parents on average.

The results from multilevel analyses of students’ civic
knowledge, expectations of informed voting, and positive
attitudes toward immigrants’ rights are found in Tables 2, 3,
and 4, respectively. To facilitate understanding, we included
the results from each step of adding predictors for each out-
come. This allows for a more explicit illustration of how each
group of predictors can help to explain the gaps observed be-
tween Latino and non-Latino students, and in particular how
school-level factors can help to explain these gaps over and
above other influences such as individual characteristics and
home background.

Civic knowledge analysis

A multilevel analysis of civic knowledge is especially
appropriate given that a sizeable proportion of the variation
in students’ scores exists between schools (ICC =30.56%).
In particular, as illustrated in the first column of Table
2, it is important to conduct a multilevel analysis of the
gap in civic knowledge between Latino and non-Latino
students, as significant differences are found both at level
1 (between Latino and non-Latino students) and at level
2 (between schools with high and low Latino enrollment).
Latino students have lower civic knowledge scores than
non-Latino students. Likewise, schools with larger numbers
of Latino students have lower civic knowledge scores than
schools with fewer Latinos (Tables 1 and 2).

The second column of Table 2 indicates that while the
knowledge gap between Latino and non-Latino students
does decrease when adding a predictor for English spoken

ing pictures of how school characteristics and individual experiences
simultaneously impact the civic development of young people.
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Table 2  Multilevel model of civic knowledge (HLM coefficients)

Latino only  Add individual variables ~ Add at-home variables Add school effects

Intercept (average) 109.067 109.094 109.257 107.224

High-Latino school —11.900** —11.393** —10.042** —4.647*

Suburban school 7.203** 3.4351

Teachers’ use of interactive activities n.s

Teachers’ use of official materials in planning n.s

Avg. openness of school climate 2.206"

Avg. parental education in school 5.8921
Latino ethnicity —3.643* —2.204f —2.763" —2.517t
Speak English at home 6.769** 5.582** 3.391**
Reads national news in the newspaper 2.999** 2.240*
Discusses political topics with parents 3.432% 2.735%*
Perception of open classroom climate 0.724**
Studies political topics in the classroom 5.239**

Note. Variables in italics have been centered on the grand mean. Other variables are uncentered.

p < .10, *p < .05, *p < .01.

at home, it does not fully explain the gap. This student-level
gap does not appear to be further explained away with the
addition of at-home variables or of individual experiences in
school. This is indicated in the bottom portions of columns 3
and 4, respectively. In other words, discussing politics with
parents, reading the newspaper, studying political topics in
the classroom, and experiencing an open classroom climate
all relate positively and significantly to higher civic knowl-
edge across the sample of students. However, these variables
do not explain why non-Latino students score higher on tests
of civic knowledge than Latino students.

The addition of school variables in column 4 (top por-
tion), however, does help explain why high-Latino schools
have lower civic knowledge scores on average than low-
Latino schools. Taking into account level 1 characteristics,

Table 3 Multilevel model of expectations of informed voting

suburban location, and various other school characteristics,
the gap between schools with high-Latino and low-Latino
populations decreases from 10 points to 5 points, or from a
.5 SD difference to under a .25 SD difference (Table 2; see
Appendix A for information about standard deviations). To
contrast, the gap between Latino and non-Latino students at
level 1 (discussed in the previous paragraph) is only low-
ered from .18 SD to .12 SD. In particular, it appears that
differences in average civic knowledge between high-Latino
and low-Latino schools are largely related to differences be-
tween these two groups of schools in the extent to which
students in the school perceive an open climate for discus-
sion in classrooms and in the average parental education of
students within the school.

Latino only  Add individual variables ~ Add at-home variables Add school effects
Intercept (average) 10.300 10.293 10.239 10.159
High-Latino school —0.443** —0.389** —0.275* n.s
Suburban school 0.281* 0.1797
Teachers’ use of interactive activities n.s
Teachers’ use of official materials in planning 0.2091
Avg. openness of school climate n.s
Avg. parental education in school 0.160*
Latino ethnicity —0.432%* —0.387** —0.296* n.s
Not born in the U.S. —0.381* —0.458"* —0.414*
Reads national news in the newspaper 0.630** 0.480**
Discusses political topics with parents 0.589** 0.485**
Perception of open classroom climate 0.158**
Studies political topics in the classroom 0.655**

Note. Variables in italics have been centered on the grand mean. Other variables are uncentered.

fp <.10,*p < .05, *p < .01.
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Table 4 Multilevel model of positive attitudes toward immigrants (HLM coefficients)
Latino only  Add individual variables ~ Add at-home variables Add school effects

Intercept (average) 10.302 10.324 10.337 10.325
High-Latino school n.s n.s n.s n.s

Suburban school —0.247" —0.304*

Teachers’ use of interactive activities n.s

Teachers’ use of official materials in planning n.s

Avg. openness of school climate 0.181*

Avg. parental education in school —0.130f
Latino Ethnicity 0.759** 0.690** 0.735* 0.711*
Teachers’ use of interactive activities 0.363*
Not born in the U.S. 0.527** 0.571* 0.653**
Reads national news in the newspaper 0.224* n.s
Discusses political topics with parents 0.178** n.s
Perception of open classroom climate 0.158**
Studies political topics in the classroom 0.512**

Note. Variables in italics have been centered on the grand mean.

Variables in bold only have been centered on the group means. Other variables are uncentered.

p < .10, *p < .05, *p < .01.

Informed voting analysis

Although the differences in expectations of voting that
exist between schools are somewhat smaller than the
observed between-school differences in civic knowledge
(ICC=9.20%), there is still a sizeable enough proportion
that analyzing between-school differences is warranted. In
particular, there is approximately a difference of .4 (or a
difference of .2 SD) between high-Latino and low-Latino
schools that we attempt to explain at level 2, along with a
similarly sized gap between Latino and non-Latino students
that we attempt to explain at level 1.

Column 2 of Table 3 indicates that overall, non-immigrant
students (i.e., those who were born in the U.S.) rate them-
selves as more likely to vote than immigrant students. How-
ever, the immigrant variable does not have a substantial ef-
fect on the size of the gap in expected likelihood of voting
between Latino and non-Latino students. Adding at-home
experiences of students in column 3, however, somewhat re-
duces the size of the gap for informed voting. Taking into
account suburban location, whether students read the news-
paper, and whether students discuss political topics with their
parents reduces the gap between Latino and non-Latino stu-
dents to less than .3 at level 1, and the difference between
high-Latino and low-Latino schools to less than .3 at level 2.

It is with the inclusion of school-related variables in the
model in column 4 that the gaps between Latino and non-
Latino students (at level 1) and between high-Latino and low-
Latino schools (level 2) are rendered non-significant. Thus,
after considering home background and place of birth, the
discrepancies in voting expectations between these groups
can be further explained by differences in the extent to which

students study political topics and perceive an open class-
room climate for discussion, and in whether a school’s stu-
dents come from high home educational backgrounds and
have teachers who refer to official curricula as they choose
content for and prepare civic-related lessons.

Attitudes toward immigrants’ rights analysis

In the previous two analyses we were interested in explaining
why Latino students (and schools with many Latino students)
had lower civic knowledge scores and were less likely to ex-
pect to vote. Here Latino students have higher scores on a
measure of positive attitude toward rights for immigrants
than non-Latino students. Although the between-school pro-
portion of variability in attitudes toward immigrants’ rights is
smaller than the between-school variability for either of the
other two outcomes (ICC =5.05%), multilevel analysis is
still warranted because of the significant variability between
schools in the size of the attitude differences between Latino
and non-Latino students. Overall, Latino students have sig-
nificantly more positive attitudes toward immigrants’ rights
than do non-Latino students; however, this difference be-
tween the two groups in some schools is larger than the
difference between groups in other schools. Thus in this
analysis (in contrast to the previous ones), school character-
istics can be used not only to explain average differences at
level 2, but also to explain differences in the size of this gap
in different schools.’

3In order to facilitate the modeling of the gap between Latino and non-
Latino students, Latino ethnicity was centered on its group mean, rather
than its grand mean, when entered into the analysis.
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As illustrated in Table 4, the difference between high-
Latino and low-Latino schools at level 2 is not significant,
even without considering additional variables. The gap be-
tween Latino and non-Latino students at level 1, however,
is significant, with .759 points (or .4 SD) separating the two
groups before adding other variables. Being an immigrant,
at-home experiences, and school practices have little impact
on the magnitude of this gap (though some of these variables
have a positive relation to these attitudes for the students
overall). Of considerable interest, a significant cross-level
interaction is found: in schools where the teacher reports
more frequent use of interactive class activities such as role-
playing or group work, Latino students report more posi-
tive attitudes toward immigrants’ rights. The use of these
activities, however, has little impact on the attitudes that
non-Latino students have toward immigrants’ rights. This
interaction is displayed graphically in Fig. 1.

Discussion

This analysis comparing Latino and non-Latino students
from a nationally representative sample of ninth graders
tested in 1999 allows an examination of the extent of dif-
ferences in preparation for citizenship and life in a demo-
cratic system. This is examined at both the individual and
school levels and allows us to investigate aspects of context
that vary in a large data set. These results, when considered
in light of previous work on Latino adolescents’ develop-
mental assets and political socialization, have implications
for policy and also for further research using both quan-
titative and qualitative methodologies. These analyses also
extend the developmental assets framework by examining
internal and external assets in more than one social context
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(school as well as family) and by looking simultaneously
at several strands of developmental outcomes. Outcomes in-
clude academic competence in the form of civic knowledge,
character or positive values reflected in support for immi-
grants’ rights, and contribution to democratic society in the
form of willingness to participate in voting. It is clear that
14-year-olds are already members of the political cultures
they share with adults, and that schools can provide expe-
riences that serve as external assets to provide a foundation
for the development of civic and political knowledge and
engagement. The results extend the study of Latino politi-
cal engagement by looking at precursors to activity among
adolescents.

In this section we will first review the group differences
(Latino/non-Latino), then discuss findings relating to home
and school influences for the group as a whole. The discus-
sion will then turn to gaps at the individual level and the
school level including home and school influences. We will
consider strengths and weakness of the analytic method and
this data set, then conclude with future research directions
and policy recommendations following from the analysis.
The advantages of conducting analysis of large data sets will
be highlighted at several points.

Looking first at the extent and direction of differences,
non-Latino students have higher civic knowledge and are
more likely to expect to vote than Latinos, while Latino stu-
dents are more likely than non-Latino students to endorse
rights and opportunities for immigrants. The differences at
the individual level hold even when controlling for language
spoken at home, whether the student was born in the United
States, and experiences at home such as discussion with
parents. The size of the gap between the scores of Latino
and non-Latino students is fairly similar across schools for
civic knowledge and for voting. However, for immigrant
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rights the gap is larger in some schools than in others. These
differences by school (and associated contextual character-
istics) can only be examined effectively in a large data set
where schools have been drawn at the first level of sampling,
followed by drawing a class of students.

A number of school-related characteristics predict the
three outcomes across the entire sample, in ways that are
consistent with the positive youth development framework.
This indicates that these aspects of school experience can
function as external assets and therefore make a difference
for both Latino and non-Latino students. Creating an open
climate for discussion, and explicitly including the study
of political topics in the curriculum should be encouraged
in practice and by policy. Including interactive classroom
activities as part of classroom pedagogy also appears to
have potential benefits (particularly in building identity).
Although educational policy is the focus of our recommen-
dations, the finding that discussion with parents plays a
role in encouraging political knowledge and engagement
is also of interest. Studies of immigrant youth playing a
role in mediating a new culture for their families (Jones
and Trickett, 2005) and also studies of students who bring
home school programs encouraging electoral participation
suggest that there are policy directions to be explored in the
involvement of families in their children’s positive political
development. McDevitt (2006) describes the “trickle up”
effect of in-school programs such as Kids Voting.

Much of the discussion that follows has a focus on the
size of the gaps or differences between Latino and non-
Latino students and the gaps between schools with high
and low proportions of Latino students. The nature of these
gaps differs for the three outcomes, and illustrates the im-
portance of considering political socialization as multidi-
mensional. In civic knowledge, for example, differences in
the school’s climate for discussion serve to explain part of
the achievement gap between high-Latino and low-Latino
schools, which indicates that the presence or absence of ex-
ternal assets can affect academic outcomes. When analyzed
at the individual level, however, the gap between Latino and
non-Latino students is much more difficult to explain away.
This mirrors the findings from studies of achievement gaps
between white students and marginalized minorities, includ-
ing African-American students, which have been observed
in large national data sets. On average, Latino students differ
from non-Latino students not only in language spoken and
cultural background, but in educational background of the
home and socioeconomic status. A detailed consideration of
the home environment supporting education might help to
further address these differences in knowledge. This analysis
certainly makes it clear that various school activities (most
notably, respectful classroom climates encouraging political
discussion and teaching of civic or politically-related topics)
can foster civic knowledge regardless of background. How-

ever, it is important also to identify other factors associated
with knowledge inequalities between groups.

In contrast, it does appear that certain school factors have a
considerable influence in explaining the gap between Latino
and non-Latino students in their expectation to vote. Fol-
lowing the notion of a school as a community of practice
(Torney-Purta et al., 2006), those students who experience
the most exposure to the practice of democratic ideals in their
classrooms are those who plan on participating the most in
the democratic process as adults. On one hand, this exposure
may come in the form of formal instruction in civic-related
topics. The gap between Latino and non-Latino students in
expected likelihood of voting at level 1 is explained partially
by the presence or absence of instruction in these topics and
at level 2 by the use of official curricular guidelines (which
often revolve around conventional citizenship activities like
voting: Gonzales et al., 2001). On the other hand, this gap
also seems to be driven in part by differences in students’
perceptions of an open classroom climate, in which students’
own ideas about these political topics are respected and wel-
comed. A supportive educational environment is important
for positive development, as indicated by outcomes such as
civic participation. Students from varied backgrounds who
feel as if their ideas are respected in the classroom environ-
ment are more likely to expect to extend their participation
into the broader society as adults. It follows that teachers
who are interested in reducing between-group differences in
expectations of participating in the political process should
work to create a classroom in which all students—regardless
of background—feel encouraged to express their opinions.
Early adolescence is not too early to begin to make discussion
aregular part of classroom activities. Future research should
use a variety of methods to explore more directly why Latino
students perceive their classroom climates as less open to dis-
cussion, with the purpose of identifying those ways in which
teachers may best target their efforts to encourage participa-
tion. In short, policy support for teacher preparation (at both
the pre- and in-service level) to establish and maintain an
open and respectful class climate is vital.

Finally, the analysis of positive attitudes toward immi-
grants’ rights extends the notion of the school as a “commu-
nity of practice” (Torney-Purta et al., 2006) by taking into
account the important role of cultural identity and democratic
practice in the everyday contexts of students. These findings
suggest that active participation in the classroom encour-
aged by teachers relates to a stronger positive attitude to-
ward immigrants’ rights among Latino students. Even in the
case where the Latino students themselves were born in the
United States, their families’ immigrant history leads many
to identify with immigrants’ perspectives. When they have an
increased chance to practice democracy through the school,
most notably through an open classroom climate or through
participating in interactive activities with the leadership of
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their teacher, these students appear to be encouraged to en-
gage in political issues relevant to their own identities. Just
as political awareness within a community relates to a higher
political engagement on the part of Latino students, schools
that encourage students to become more politically aware
may encourage political engagement because of an interest
in the needs and rights of immigrants. Future analysis in this
area could focus on how this strengthening of attitudes to-
ward immigrants’ rights in turn may lead to an increase in ex-
pected political participation, either through community in-
volvement or through various petitioning or protest activities.

The mode of analysis used in this article (modeling the gap
between individuals from two groups and between schools
where these groups are concentrated) and presenting it in
a series of hierarchical models (first adding at-home ex-
periences and then at-school experiences) has illustrated a
methodology that could expand the value of analyzing large-
scale data sets. These techniques could be used to study
socioeconomic gaps or gaps between immigrants and non-
immigrants, or gaps between college bound and non-college
bound students.

This data set has some weaknesses, however. The surveys
did not ask the students about their parents’ status as immi-
grants or citizens, nor regarding the country from which they
had immigrated. This precluded replication of some analy-
ses of adult Latinos’ participation. Furthermore, ninth-grade
students have difficulty accurately reporting their parents’
educational level, and this could be analyzed only as a school
average. Analysis at the individual level could provide more
in-depth understanding of the effects of socioeconomic sta-
tus on the development of Latino students.

A number of further hypotheses can also be generated
from the current analysis regarding the role of the school
in forming identities, fostering attitudes, and providing in-
struction to effectively develop knowledge and skills among
Latino adolescents and immigrant adolescents in the United
States (and also elsewhere in the world). Earlier analy-
sis (Torney-Purta, 2002) has shown the significant role of
schools in civic education cross-nationally. These analyses
indicate the importance of looking at immigrants’ prepa-
ration for citizenship along multiple dimensions of knowl-
edge, engagement, and attitudes, recognizing the potential
strengths of cultural identities in fostering adolescent de-
velopment, and enhancing the aspects of civic education at
school that relate to higher knowledge and engagement. Fu-
ture analysis will address aspects of political socialization
in the United States left unexplored in this analysis, and
will also look at patterns among various ethnic minority and
immigrant groups in other countries (including those which
have more comprehensive policies about immigrants’ ac-
culturation such as Sweden, or a different mixture of ethnic
groups such as England or Australia). Further, the role of peer
groups and formal organizations in and outside school will be
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explored. Some hypotheses could be derived from the adult
literature and tested with this national data set, such as the
extent to which perceived discrimination prompts political
activity and how activities in the community such as volun-
teering or signing petitions function as political engagement

Other hypotheses could be drawn from the youth devel-
opment literature and tested using national data sets, for
example, the role of student empowerment in schools and
the influence of the peer group context. Although the study
of Latino students in the ninth grade is important, given the
high drop out rate for this group, it would also be valuable to
study older adolescents and the developmental assets related
to political and civic engagement that they possess.

The developmental assets literature helps to formulate
policy directions by focusing on the aims of policy in differ-
ent arenas. Benson and Pittmann (2001) identify six arenas
of action in youth development, which we have elaborated.
First is the research arena, which includes statistical analysis
of large data sets, ethnographies in particular locales or
settings, and evaluations of interventions; second is the arena
of philanthropy carried out through public, private, and non-
profit entities; third is policy itself, including legislation at
every level from local school boards to state mandates
to federal laws and regulations; fourth is advocacy at the
grass-roots level as well as by organized national interest
groups; fifth is public opinion; and sixth is practice which
is reflective, documented, and evaluated.

To move effectively in these policy arenas requires clear
aims. We want to increase civic knowledge and the likelihood
of voting on the part of all students (as well as reduce the
gap between Latino and non-Latino students); both of these
outcomes are critical to learning to participate in a demo-
cratic society. We want to better understand how support for
immigrant rights develops and motivates students, especially
Latino students, when it becomes part of their identity. Con-
ditions in school that can be addressed by education policy
can help to achieve these goals. This includes mandating a
curriculum rich in conceptual content for all students, devel-
oping and teaching toward standards, and encouraging open
and respectful discussion in all classrooms. The fact that such
contextual factors have a significant influence on students’
knowledge and attitudes, even when they have only been in
high school a short time, speaks volumes about the potential
effectiveness of such policies.

Analysis of a large-scale database cannot provide the tex-
ture of examples of qualitative research, but it can provide
evidence for enhanced attention (and funding) for the de-
velopment of civic-related standards and improved teacher
preparation and implementation (Torney-Purta and Vermeer
Lopez, 2006). It can also provide educators with encourage-
ment that school programs and classroom climate can play
a role in reducing the gap between Latino and non-Latino
students in their preparation to live in a democratic society.
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At the same time it can suggest ways in which identification
with immigrants as a group may serve as a positive develop-
mental asset and cumulate with other internal and external
assets to enhance competence and contribution to society.

Appendix A
Summary of variables
Outcome variables

Civic knowledge: Total civic knowledge scale, comprised of
both content knowledge and interpretative skills items (IRT:
see Schulz and Sibberns, 2004). International Mean = 100,
SD = 20.

Expectations of informed voting: Two-item IRT scale
(Husfeldt et al., 2005; Schulz and Sibberns, 2004). Inter-
national Mean = 10, SD =2.

Positive attitudes toward immigrants’ rights: Five-item
scale of individual’s attitudes toward political and social
rights of immigrants (IRT: see Schulz and Sibberns, 2004).
International Mean = 10, SD =2.

Latino ethnicity predictors

Latino ethnicity: Student’s report that they are of Latino
ethnicity (recoded from national options: 1 =yes; 0 =no).

High Latino school: School has more Latino students
in the school’s sampled class than average across all
schools in the sample. Created from aggregated student data
(recoded 1=high Latino concentration; 0 = low Latino
concentration).

Individual covariate predictors

Not bornin country of test: Student’s report that they were not
born in the United States; i.e., that they are a first-generation
immigrant (recoded from part 2, item 4: I =notbornin U.S;
0=born in U.S.).

Speak language of test: Student’s report that they always
speak the language of the test (English) at home (recoded
from part 2, item 6: 1 =yes; 0 =no).

Home background

Read news in the newspaper: Reports that they read about na-
tional news in the newspaper (recoded from item L7: 1 = yes;
0=no).

Discuss political topics with parents: Composite scale
of frequency with which students discuss topics with their
parents from items L2, L5: Mean = 0, SD=1.

*Suburban locale: Location in the suburbs (recoded from
national option in school questionnaire: 1=in suburbs;
0 =1in urban or rural area).

School variables

Perception of Open classroom climate: Individual student
perception that their classroom is open to discussion of po-
litical topics (IRT: Schulz and Sibberns, 2004). International
Mean = 10, SD=2.

Studies political topics in the classroom: Individual stud-
ied topics related to national politics in social studies class
(from latent class analysis of national options items: 1 =
likely to have studied these topics; 0 = unlikely to have
studied these topics).

*Teachers’ use of interactive activities: Teacher question-
naire report of the extent to which they use activities in their
class that require student interaction, such as role-playing or
group reports (from confirmatory factor analysis of teacher
items 12, IS5, and 16). Mean = 0, SD=1. Missing data
are imputed by taking the average score from schools from
the same locale (urban/suburban/rural) and region (north-
east/southeast/central/west).

*Teachers’ use of official materials in planning: Teacher
questionnaire reports of the importance of official curricu-
lum requirements in planning civics classes (recoded from
confirmatory factor analysis of teacher items G1 and G2:
1 = important; 0 = not important). Missing data are imputed
randomly, while preserving the ratio of teachers who do use
official materials to those who do not.

*Average perception of open classroom climate: School
average of students’ perceptions of an open classroom cli-
mate for discussion (aggregated from student IRT).

*Average parent education: School average of students’
reports of their mothers’ and fathers’ education (aggregated
from part 2, item 12 of student survey). Mean = 0, SD= 1.

* Level 2 variable

Note: Cases with missing data on student-level variables
were deleted from the analysis on an analysis-by-analysis
basis.
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