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Abstract Compared to extant studies, this study uses more rigorous analyses to

describe social justice attitudes and their correlates among a nationally represen-

tative sample of 2,811 U.S. ninth-graders. Females and adolescents with more

educated mothers tended to express more support for social justice. Strikingly, about

90 % of adolescents believed that equal opportunity to obtain a good education

exists in the U.S. Adolescents were also more likely to support abstract social justice

principles rather than solutions that promote social justice: about 80 % agreed that

all races and genders should have equal opportunities, but only 55 % reported that

government should be responsible for individuals’ economic needs. Differences

between U.S. adolescents’ and adults’ attitudes are noted, and implications for

future research are presented.

Keywords Social justice attitudes � Political attitudes � Public opinion �
Adolescents � Principle-implementation gap

Introduction

In all democracies, governments’ decisions regarding redressing inequality are

contingent upon the public’s social justice attitudes—or their attitudes toward an

equal society. While many studies have reported on adults’ social justice attitudes,

only one study has examined the social justice attitudes of a representative sample

of U.S. adolescents (Baldi, Perie, Skidmore, Greeneberg, Hahn, 2001). This is

striking given that adolescence is a period in which youth begin to actively negotiate

their political identities and become increasingly able to grapple with complex
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political ideas related to social justice (Berman, 1997; Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998).

Moreover, the attitudes developed toward social justice in youth are likely to inform

attitudes in adulthood (see Krosnick & Alwin, 1989; Miller & Sears, 1986 on the

impact of adolescent political attitudes). More research is needed not only to explore

social justice attitudes among U.S. adolescents but also to examine variation by

demographic groups: these groups often have shared cultural and societal

experiences that may lead to systematic differences among groups’ attitudes.

The purpose of this study is to create psychometrically sound measures of social

justice attitudes and describe these attitudes and their demographic correlates among

a nationally representative sample of U.S. adolescents. As a descriptive study, this

study hopes to inspire further academic research on contexts that influence social

justice attitudes throughout development and to inform practitioners seeking to

understand the terrain of diverse adolescents’ social justice attitudes.

What Are Social Justice Attitudes and Why Do They Matter?

Social justice attitudes are defined as beliefs and judgments about an equal society—a

state of society where all groups have full and equal participation, resources are

equitably distributed, and everyone is physically and psychologically safe (Bell, 1997;

Broido & Reason, 2005; Reason & Davis, 2005). Social justice attitudes are similar to

but not synonymous with political attitudes. Whereas a political attitude is an attitude

about a political situation, entity, or social issue, social justice attitudes are particular

types of political attitudes that focus specifically on beliefs about an equal society.

Social justice attitudes include general attitudes toward an equal society, attitudes

about appropriate interventions regarding social justice, and attitudes regarding

particular social injustices, like racism or sexism (Broido, 2000; Chizhik & Chizhik,

2002). Social justice attitudes are significant primarily because of their relationship

with political behavior. According to social psychological work documenting the

relationship between attitudes and behavior (Glasman & Albarracı́n, 2006; Bohner &

Dickel, 2011), social justice attitudes may relate to individuals’ propensity to engage

in political resistance and their likelihood of supporting various policies, political

systems, and economic systems.

What Do U.S. Adolescents Believe About Social Justice?

Understanding the national adolescent population’s social justice attitudes can

provide one avenue for understanding individuals’ changing political preferences and

behaviors. This study focuses specifically on ninth-graders’ social justice attitudes.

Ninth-grade is a particularly opportune time to assess adolescents’ social justice

attitudes because this grade is characterized by transitions that are representative of

adolescence. The transition to high school, which involves introduction to new

curriculum and interaction with more politically experienced peers, may further

stimulate adolescents’ exploration of their social justice attitudes.

Since little research has explored adolescents’ social justice attitudes, we begin by

examining research on social justice attitudes among U.S. adults. Americans tend to

endorse meritocratic views (Ghosh, 2008; Shepelak, 1989). For example, 62 % of
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18–25 year olds in 2000 believed that Blacks should overcome prejudice and work their

way up without any special favors (Olander, Kirby, & Schmitt, 2005). Kluegel and Smith

(1986) even found that only 10 % of Americans in 1980 believed that all of the following

groups—the poor, blacks, and women—had less opportunity than others. Americans’

belief in meritocracy and perception of equal opportunity are so characteristic of

Americans that they have been deemed the ‘‘dominant American ideology’’ (Kluegel &

Smith, 1986). American adults are also notable for their minimal support for direct

redistributive policies to achieve equality, for example by raising taxes to redistribute

wealth (Jacobs & Skocpol, 2005; McCall & Kenworthy, 2009). Americans are much

more likely to support antipoverty initiatives that intend to equalize opportunity such as

job training, antidiscrimination laws, or increased education spending (Kluegel & Smith,

1986; Kluegel, Mason, & Wegener, 1995; McCall & Kenworthy, 2009).

While several studies have reported adults’ social justice attitudes, only one

study—which utilized the 1999 International Association for the Evaluation of

Educational Achievement (IEA) Civic Education Study data—has examined U.S.

adolescents’ social justice attitudes (Baldi et al., 2001). In this study, using a

nationally representative sample of 2,811 U.S. ninth-graders and analyzing single

items, researchers found a large degree of support for women’s rights and moderate

support for government’s responsibility to provide basic services and equal

opportunities, for example, by ensuring equal political opportunities for men and

women (91.6 %), providing basic health care for all (87.6 %), and reducing

differences in income and wealth (63.5 %).

Baldi et al.’s (2001) study contributed greatly to the literature by being the first to

document the social justice attitudes of a representative sample of U.S. adolescents.

This study builds upon Baldi et al.’s (2001) study by increasing the reliability and

construct validity of the examined social justice attitudes. This study does so, first,

by examining scales of social justice attitudes instead of individual items. Scales

typically have less measurement error than individual items (Nunnally & Bernstein,

1994), it is possible to estimate their reliability, and it is easier for them to represent

complex theoretical concepts (McIver & Carmines, 1981). We also build upon Baldi

et al. (2001) by increasing the construct validity of social justice attitudes. We

explore a more diverse array of social justice attitudes (namely, support for racial

equal opportunity and perceptions of equal opportunity) that were available in the

dataset used in the Baldi et al. (2001) study. Thus, we build upon Baldi et al.’s

(2001) study by increasing the rigor with which the IEA Civic Education dataset is

examined—particularly by using more rigorous psychometric techniques to describe

a more diverse array of social justice attitudes. Therefore, one of the primary goals

of this study is to create multiple psychometrically sound measures of social justice

attitudes and to describe their endorsement among the national sample of ninth-

graders in the IEA Civic Education dataset.

How Do Adolescents’ Social Justice Attitudes Vary by Demographic

Characteristics?

A rich description of U.S. adolescents’ social justice attitudes should also explore

systematic differences across demographic groups. Adolescents in different
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demographic groups are likely to form differing social justice attitudes for a number

of reasons. First, different demographic groups often have distinct cultures, norms,

and socialization practices that impact individuals’ attitudes. For example, females

are socialized into roles that are more empathic than males (Eagly, 1987) and

therefore might adopt political attitudes based on this empathy. Second, demo-

graphic groups are treated differently by other groups and by societal institutions

(e.g., see Skiba, Micheal, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002; Wallace, Goodkind, Wallace,

and Bachman, 2008 on the disproportionate amount of disciplinary action taken

against racial minorities and males in schools). This treatment can impact how fair

adolescents perceive society to be generally (Flanagan, Cumsille, Gill, & Gallay,

2007). Lastly, the material interests of demographic groups often differ. For

example, those in the lower classes have greater material interests in supporting

policies for helping the poor (McCall & Manza, 2011). Taken together, these

various experiences of demographic groups can shape the daily contexts that

adolescents are embedded in, and, thus, their perceptions of the world (see

Bronfenbrenner, Morris, Damon, & Lerner, 2006).

Despite the potential importance of these demographic groups, only two studies

to our knowledge have systematically examined how adolescents’ social justice

attitudes vary by demographic characteristics (Baldi et al., 2001; Flanagan &

Tucker, 1999). Baldi et al. (2001) examined demographic differences within single

items that tapped social justice attitudes. In a smaller scale study of 434 adolescents,

Flanagan and Tucker (1999) examined demographic correlates to political attitudes

among 7th to 12th graders. Other studies (Flanagan, Syvertsen, Gill, Gallay, and

Cumsille, 2009; Flanagan, Cumsille et al., 2007) have reported findings involving

the relationship of demographic characteristics to adolescents’ social justice

attitudes simply because one or two demographic characteristics served as

covariates in their primary analyses. We review both types of studies below, but

primarily draw from the two studies that explicitly set out to examine demographic

characteristics.

In both of the primary studies we review, gender was a significant correlate to

social justice attitudes. In these studies, females were generally more supportive of

social justice. Girls were more likely to support women’s rights (Baldi et al., 2001)

and less likely to believe that Americans experience equal opportunity (Flanagan &

Tucker, 1999; see similar findings in Flanagan, Cumsille et al., 2007). Girls were

also less likely to believe that government support encouraged dependence

(Flanagan & Tucker, 1999) and more likely to believe that the government should

be responsible for guaranteeing various services (Baldi et al., 2001). Consistent with

these findings, research suggests that females tend to have greater prosocial

orientations and egalitarian political attitudes (Beutel & Marini, 1995; Hughes &

Tuch, 2003; Johnson & Marini, 1998).

Race and ethnicity, country of origin, and maternal education have also been

documented as potential correlates with social justice attitudes. In previous studies,

Black and Asian adolescents, U.S. born adolescents, and those in higher

socioeconomic status (SES) families have been more supportive of social justice.

In one study, Black adolescents were less likely than Whites to endorse the belief

that the government is equally responsive to all groups (Flanagan et al., 2009) and,
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in another, Asian and Black adolescents were more likely to say the government

should be responsible for economy-related issues (e.g., guaranteeing a job for

everyone who wants one; Baldi et al., 2001). Baldi et al. (2001) found that

immigrant adolescents supported women’s rights less than U.S. born adolescents.

Finally, results from Flanagan and Tucker (1999) suggest that adolescents with

higher maternal education were less likely to believe that equal opportunity exists or

that government support encourages dependence.

Although all of these studies suggest possible important demographic correlates

to social justice attitudes, they were limited by a lack of statistical sophistication and

generalizability. Flanagan, Cumsille et al. (2007), Flanagan et al. (2009), and Baldi

et al. (2001) took promising steps toward understanding the relationships between

demographic characteristics and social justice attitudes. However, because they

either did not use multivariate analyses (or only controlled for a limited number of

other demographic characteristics), the relationship between each demographic

characteristic and each social justice attitude may have been confounded by other

demographic characteristics. Second, Flanagan and Tucker’s (1999) analyses were

limited by a lack of generalizability to the broader adolescent population. Third,

although Baldi et al.’s (2001) study was nationally representative, the study’s

analyses did not use statistical tests to establish the significance of the differences.

Lastly, only one study (Flanagan & Tucker, 1999) of adolescents’ social justice

attitudes has examined variation by contextual demographics. Different contexts—

for example, different types of schools, geographic regions, and levels of

urbanicity—relate to different cultures, norms, and socialization practices that

may influence adolescents’ social justice attitudes. With regards to school type,

results from Flanagan and Tucker (1999) suggest that adolescents in higher SES

schools had lower belief in equal opportunity and less belief that government

support encourages dependence. Early research suggests upper class schools,

compared to working class schools, orient their students toward much more realistic

views (e.g., emphasizing conflict) of the political process (Litt, 1963). According to

this reasoning, the class composition and the level of resources in schools may relate

to adolescents’ social justice attitudes. Thus, adolescents in private schools or in

schools that have a high proportion of high SES students may exhibit different

social justice attitudes than other adolescents.

Region and urbanicity may also be important correlates to adolescents’ social

justice attitudes. Research on adults has found that, compared to people in other

regions, southerners have held more conservative attitudes toward women and have

been less likely to support policies designed to reduce racial inequality (Twenge,

1997; Tuch & Martin, 1997). Compared to southerners, northerners tend to support

women’s rights more and tend to be more supportive of improving race conditions

(Seltzer & Smith, 1985). With regards to urbanicity, research has documented

differences between suburban and urban adults in political preferences (see Walks,

2004 for a review), where suburban residents are often more conservative. Despite

the importance of examining variation in social justice attitudes by contextual

demographics, only one study (Flanagan & Tucker, 1999 on school SES) has

examined this variation among adolescents’ social justice attitudes.
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The Present Study

The present study addresses the limitations of the literature on adolescent social

justice attitudes in four ways. First, it uses a nationally representative sample of U.S.

ninth-graders. Second, it assesses and describes multiple psychometrically sound

social justice attitudes, including perceptions of inequality of educational opportu-

nity, support for gender equal opportunity, support for racial equal opportunity, and

attitudes toward government’s responsibility for individuals’ economic needs. Third,

it uses multivariate statistical analyses that more precisely assess the relationships of

demographic characteristics to social justice attitudes. Finally, this study examines

contextual, as well as individual, demographics as correlates to social justice

attitudes. Because the theoretical and empirical literature related to these topics are

under-developed, this study is exploratory and no hypotheses are posited.

Method

Sample

This study uses data (IEA, 2004) from the 1999 IEA Civic Education Study, an

international assessment of civic knowledge, skills, attitudes, and participation

across 28 countries, which was sponsored by The National Center for Education

Statistics. This study uses data only from the U.S. sample. A three-stage probability

sampling procedure was used to produce a representative sample of U.S. ninth-

graders. The first stage was a random selection of primary sampling units (PSUs)

according to geographic criteria (Schulz & Sibberns, 2004). Fifty-two PSU’s were

selected from a list of 1,027. In the second stage, schools were randomly selected

within PSU’s. In the third stage, one classroom was selected within each school. The

selected classroom was a ninth-grade classroom in a required civic-related subject,

with top preferences given to government and political science courses, followed by

courses in history and social studies. The instruments were administered in October

of 1998 to students, school principals, and classroom teachers. Student data was

nested within 120 schools. Survey instruments were administered to 2,811 students.

All students were ninth-graders at the time of assessment and, on average, were

14.2 years old (SD = .41). Table 1 describes the sample’s characteristics.

Measures

Social Justice Attitudes

Few studies have assessed social justice attitudes quantitatively using multi-item scales

(Chizhik & Chizhik, 2002; Flanagan, Cumsille et al., 2007; Flanagan, Syvertsen, &

Stout, 2007; Flanagan et al., 2009). Therefore, we used items within the data to create

four original social justice attitude measures. Based on face validity, we extracted every

set of items that concerned beliefs about the current state of social justice, the desirability

of social justice, or the means through which social justice should be achieved. The only
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exception is that we did not extract a set of items concerning equal opportunity for

immigrants, which would have been beyond the scope of this paper. The first two sets of

items (one regarding the government’s responsibility for individuals’ economic needs

and the other regarding perceptions of inequality of educational opportunity) addressed

reality-based social justice attitudes, those involving concrete interpretations about the

state of inequality and solutions to inequality. Two other sets of items (one regarding

support for racial equal opportunity and the other regarding support for gender equal

opportunity) addressed abstract social justice attitudes, those that express judgments

about abstract principles of social justice.

Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2007) was used to perform (separate) confirma-

tory factor analyses on each of the four sets of items. Items were iteratively dropped to

maximize the fit of the items to each construct. The analyses used a maximum

Table 1 Demographic

characteristics of the sample

Percentages of adolescents in the

sample who have each

demographic characteristic.

‘‘Parent characteristics’’

(maternal education) are

represented by cumulative

percentages, not the highest

level of education completed.

Maternal education is an ordinal

variable, with mutually

exclusive levels. Characteristics

under ‘‘Living Situation’’ are not

mutually exclusive

Demographic Characteristic %

Born abroad 11

Female 51

Race/ethnicity

Hispanic or Latino 14

American Indian/Alaska Native 2

Asian 5

Black 14

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 3

White 63

Parent characteristics

Mother finished high school or more 84

Mother completed some college or more 27

Mother completed bachelor’s degree or more 25

Living situation

Lives with female guardian 95

Lives with male guardian 82

School characteristics

Attend public school 93

Attends private school 7

School is in urban region 36

School is in suburban region 55

School is in rural region 10

School is in Northeast U.S. 23

School is in Southeast U.S. 20

School is in Central U.S. 26

School is in Western U.S. 30

Less than 25 % of students in the school

are on reduced/free lunch

53

Over 50 % of students in the school

are on reduced/free lunch

22
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likelihood estimator with robust standard errors and accounted for the complex survey

design. Fit statistics (RMSEA, SRMR, CFI, and TLI) and Cronbach’s alphas for each

social justice attitude are presented in Table 2. RMSEA and SRMR values equal to or

less than .06 suggest a good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999) and values up to .10 suggest a

mediocre fit (MacCallum, Browne, & Sugawara, 1996). CFI or TLI values that are

greater than .95 indicate an excellent fit and CFI or TLI values greater than .90 indicate

an adequate fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). All measures exhibited adequate or good fit to the

data, although government responsibility for individuals’ economic needs exhibited a

TLI value and alpha that were on the lower end of acceptability. The following section

describes the four social justice attitudes.

Perceptions of Inequality of Educational Opportunity

Students responded to four items on a 4-point scale (ranging from strongly disagree to

strongly agree) about whether girls, poor children, rural children, and racial and ethnic

minority children have fewer chances at obtaining a good high school education.

Higher scores for this scale equate to higher perceptions of inequality of educational

opportunity. A sample item is ‘‘Children from poor families have fewer chances than

others to get a good high school education in this country’’ (M = 2.00, SD = 1.06).

Government Responsibility for Individuals’ Economic Needs

Students responded to four items on a 4-point scale (ranging from ‘‘definitely should

not be’’ to ‘‘definitely should be the government’s responsibility’’) about whether

the government should have the responsibility to ‘‘guarantee a job for everyone who

wants one,’’ ‘‘provide an adequate standard of living for old people and the

unemployed,’’ ‘‘provide basic health care for everyone,’’ and ‘‘reduce differences in

income and wealth among people’’ (M = 2.92, SD = 0.87).

Support for Racial Equal Opportunity

Students responded to four items on a 4-point scale (ranging from strongly disagree to

strongly agree) about whether members of ethnic and minority groups in the United States

should receive equal opportunities with respect to education, employment, political

participation, and free speech. Higher scores for this scale equate to more support for racial

Table 2 Fit statistics and Cronbach’s alphas for social justice attitudes

Attitude SRMR CFI TLI RMSEA 90 % CI a

Inequal opp. .021 .978 .934 .070 .048–.094 .78

Government .025 .959 .877 .068 .046–.091 .60

Racial opp. .022 .983 .950 .065 .043–.089 .78

Gender opp. .037 .945 .908 .076 .066–.087 .79

Inequal opp. perceptions of inequality of educational opportunity, government government responsibility

for individuals’ economic needs, racial opp. support for racial equal opportunity, gender opp. support for

gender equal opportunity, CI confidence interval for the RMSEA statistic
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equal opportunity. A sample item is ‘‘All ethnic and racial groups should have equal

chances to get a good education in this country’’ (M = 3.30, SD = 1.13).

Support for Gender Equal Opportunity

Students responded to six items on a 4-point scale (ranging from strongly disagree

to strongly agree) about whether women should receive equal opportunities (with

respect to education, employment, political participation, and free speech), the same

rights, and equal pay as men. Higher scores for this scale equate to more support for

gender equal opportunity. A sample item is ‘‘Women should run for public office

and take part in the government just as men do’’ (M = 3.36, SD = 1.23).

Table 3 presents correlations among all four social justice attitudes. Most

correlations were relatively weak (r = -.29 to r = .18). The only exception was

the moderate correlation between support for racial equal opportunity and support

for gender equal opportunity (r = .55). The only negative correlations were

perceptions of inequality of educational opportunity with support for racial equal

opportunity (r = -.15) and support for gender equal opportunity (r = -.29).

Demographic Correlates

Individual demographics were collected from student surveys and included gender,

race, country of origin, and maternal education. Contextual demographics were

collected from school principal surveys and included reduced price and free lunch

participation (a proxy for school SES), urbanicity, region, and school type (private

vs. public). Means and standard deviations are presented below for demographics

not described in the sample description.

Individual Demographics

Gender was dichotomous (1 = female; M = .51, SD = .80). Race/ethnicity was

measured by six dummy codes representing six racial and ethnic groups—Latino,

Table 3 Descriptive statistics, intraclass correlations, and bivariate correlations among social justice

attitudes

Social justice attitude Descriptives Intraclass correlations Bivariate correlations

M SD Skew ICC SE F 1 2 3

1. Inequal opp. 2.00 1.06 .25 .06 .01 14.99***

2. Government 2.92 .87 -.32 .06 .01 14.68*** .05*

3. Racial opp. 3.30 1.13 -1.13 .14 .02 26.04*** -.15*** .18***

4. Gender opp. 3.36 1.23 -.97 .17 .02 30.82*** -.29*** .13** .55***

Inequal opp. perceptions of inequality of educational opportunity, government government responsibility

for individuals’ economic needs, racial opp. support for racial equal opportunity, gender opp. support for

gender equal opportunity, Skew skewness statistic, ICC intraclass correlations

* p \ .05; ** p \ .01; *** p \ .001
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American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian, Black or African American, Native

Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and White (the reference group). Country of origin

was a dichotomous variable indicating whether or not the adolescent was born in the

United States (1 = born abroad; M = .11, SD = .52). Maternal education was a

seven-category ordinal variable, where 1 indicated that the adolescent’s mother ‘‘did

not finish elementary school’’ and 7 indicated that the adolescent’s mother

‘‘completed a bachelor’s degree at a college or university’’ (M = 5.11, SD = .85).

Maternal education was used as a proxy for students’ SES, as maternal education is

one component of SES (Hauser, 1994).

Contextual Demographics

Reduced price and free lunch participation was used as a proxy for school SES.

Reduced price and free lunch participation was measured by four dummy codes

representing schools with 0–25 % (high school SES, the reference group), 25–50 %

(moderately high school SES), 50–75 % (moderately low school SES), and

75–100 % (low school SES) of students within the school eligible for the National

School Lunch Program in October 1998. Urbanicity was measured by three dummy

codes representing urban, suburban (reference group), and rural locale. Region was

measured by dummy codes representing four categories: northeast, southeast,

central (reference group), and west. School type was a dichotomous variable,

indicating whether the school was public or private (1 = private; M = .07,

SD = .86).

Data Analysis

To answer the study’s research questions, we used descriptive statistics and

regression analyses. In order to obtain stable estimates that represented the national

ninth-grade population in these analyses, we treated the missing data and accounted

for sampling weights included in the dataset. We treated the missing data using the

STATA MI ICE procedure, which performs multiple imputation. Essentially, each

missing variable was regressed on all of the study’s variables. These predicted

values replaced the original missing values, resulting in a fully imputed dataset. In

total, we obtained 10 fully imputed datasets, and, in each analysis, MI ICE averaged

across these datasets to obtain stable estimates. Unlike studies that fail to treat

missing data, this study is able to generalize to the study’s original sample (and the

population the sample represents).

In order to obtain stable estimates (accurate standard errors) that represent the

national ninth-grade population, it was also necessary to account for the study’s

sampling design. IEA provided a stratification variable, which identified the PSUs

from which schools were chosen, a school identification variable, which identified

the schools from which students were chosen, and a student weighting variable,

which identified the nonrandom probability of each student being selected for

participation. We included these variables in each analysis on the multiply imputed

data using STATA’s mi svyset command, which calculates estimates using Taylor
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series linearization. Lastly, we accounted for clustering by estimating cluster-robust

standard errors, thereby addressing concerns that the correlated observations

produced unreliable estimates. This procedure for adjusting standard errors is

equivalent to using MLM to adjust standard errors. We chose not to use MLM

because our primary goal in this paper is to examine adolescents’ social justice

attitudes and their demographic correlates. Thus, exploring between-classroom

differences was beyond the scope of this paper. Instead, we chose to adjust the

standard errors of the estimates. In summary, by accounting for the sampling design

and treating missing data, the results of the study represent the national ninth-grade

population in 1998 and the reliability of the estimated relationships is optimized.

Results

What Are the Social Justice Attitudes of a Representative Sample of U.S. Ninth-

Graders?

To examine this question, we calculated descriptive statistics, including means,

standard deviations, and frequency distributions of all four social justice attitudes

(see Table 3). Adolescents endorsed reality-based social justice attitudes far less

than they endorsed abstract social justice attitudes. 54.8 % believed meeting

individuals’ economic needs probably or definitely is the responsibility of the

government. Strikingly, only 11.96 % of adolescents agreed or strongly agreed that

children within marginalized groups have fewer chances to get a good education.

Adolescents’ strongest agreement was with the abstract social justice attitudes.

77.6 % agreed or strongly agreed that both genders should have equal opportunities.

81.4 % agreed or strongly agreed that all racial/ethnic groups should have equal

opportunities.

What Are the Demographic Correlates of Social Justice Attitudes?

We regressed each of the four social justice attitudes on the following demographic

characteristics—country of origin, maternal education, race, gender, region,

urbanicity, school type, and school SES. These regressions estimate the relationship

between each demographic characteristic and each social justice attitude, partialing

out the linear relationships of all other demographic characteristics. Full results for

the reality-based and abstract social justice attitudes are presented in Tables 4 and 5,

respectively. For ease of interpretation, we present unstandardized coefficients when

interpreting effect sizes in text.

All four of the regression models were significant. However, demographics only

explained about 2 % of the variance in each of the reality-based social justice

attitudes—perceptions of inequality of educational opportunity and government

responsibility for individuals’ economic needs. Demographics explained much more

variance in the abstract social justice attitudes—9 % of the variance in support for

racial equal opportunity and 20 % of the variance in support for gender equal

opportunity.
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Gender was the most consistent correlate across all four dependent variables.

Compared to males, females had significantly higher support for government’s

responsibility for individuals’ economic needs (b = .09, p = .003), support for

racial equal opportunity (b = .30, p = .000), and support for gender equal

opportunity (b = .48, p = .000). This means that, if the average male were neutral

about all of these attitudes, the average female would also be about neutral in their

endorsement of government’s responsibility for individuals’ economic needs,

almost agree that all races should have equal opportunities, and definitely agree that

both genders should have equal opportunities. Unexpectedly, however, females also

had significantly lower perceptions of inequality of educational opportunity (b =

-.17, p = .000) than males.

Maternal education was also a significant predictor of multiple social justice

attitudes. Particularly, maternal education predicted both abstract social justice

Table 4 Demographic characteristics regressed on each reality-based social justice attitude

Social justice attitude (dependent variable)

Inequal opp. Government

b b SE b b SE

Country of origin .03 .04 .05 -.09 -.08 .04

Maternal education -.00 -.00 .01 -.03 -.03 .01

Latino -.02 -.01 .05 .08 .05 .05

Amer. Indian/Alask N. .02 .02 .07 -.09 -.06 .07

Asian -.03 -.02 .09 .15** .15 .06

Black/African Am. .16*** .17 .04 .10** .11 .04

Nat. Hawaiian/Pac. Isl. .15 .24 .09 -.09 -.07 .09

Female -.15*** -.17 .03 .08*** .09 .03

Northeast region .03 .04 .05 .11* .11 .04

Southeast region .04 .04 .05 .06 .06 .05

West region .03 .00 .06 -.01 -.01 .05

Urban locale -.06 -.05 .04 -.02 -.01 .02

Rural locale .06 .04 .07 .02 .03 .04

Private school .13* .12 .05 .05 .05 .06

School SES: mod high .02 .02 .04 .00 -.02 .04

School SES: mod low .05 .06 .05 .03 .01 .04

School SES: low .12 .12 .10 -.03 -.01 .10

R2 .029 .024

F 3.79*** 3.46***

Inequal opp. perceptions of inequality of educational opportunity, government government responsibility

for individuals’ economic needs, Amer. Indian/Alask N. American Indian or Alaskan Native, Black/

African Am. Black or African American, Nat. Hawaiian/Pac. Isl. Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander,

school SES: mod high moderately high school SES, school SES: mod low moderately low school SES,

school SES: low low school SES

p \ .10; * p \ .05; ** p \ .01; *** p \ .001
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attitudes. It predicted more support for racial (b = .06, p = .000) and gender

(b = .04, p = .000) equal opportunity. If, on average, adolescents whose mothers

had less than an elementary education were neutral that all races and genders should

have equal opportunities, adolescents who had mothers with a bachelor’s degree

would be halfway between neutrality and agreeing that all races and genders should

have equal opportunities.

Although race and country of origin were not consistent correlates across social

justice attitudes, there were some notable findings among Black, Asian, and foreign-

born adolescents. Compared to White adolescents, Black adolescents were more

likely to endorse government’s responsibility for individuals’ economic needs

(b = .11, p = .003). They also had higher perceptions of inequality of educational

opportunity (b = .16, p = .000). Interestingly, Black adolescents were significantly

less likely than White adolescents to support gender equal opportunity (b = -.16,

p = .013). Compared to White adolescents, Asian adolescents were more likely to

Table 5 Demographic characteristics regressed on each abstract social justice attitude

Social justice attitude (dependent variable)

Racial opp. Gender opp.

b b SE b b SE

Country of origin -.03 -.09 .04 -.06*** -.13 .04

Maternal education .15*** .06 .01 .11*** .04 .01

Latino .03 .04 .04 -.01 -.02 .04

Amer. Indian/Alask N. -.00 .02 .07 .00 .02 .05

Asian .06** .22 .06 .03 .12 .05

Black/African Am. -.04 -.07 .05 -.12*** -.16 .04

Nat. Hawaiian/Pac. Isl. -.03 -.03 .08 .01 .01 .07

Female .24*** .30 .02 .40*** .48 .02

Northeast region .01 -.03 .04 .03 .03 .03

Southeast region -.04 -.08 .04 -.02 -.03 .03

West region .01 -.02 .04 .02 .01 .03

Urban locale .03 .04 .03 .02 .03 .03

Rural locale .01 .06 .05 -.02 -.01 .04

Private school -.01 -.04 .06 -.02 -.06 .05

School SES: mod high .01 .01 .03 -.03 -.08 .03

School SES: mod low -.05* -.22 .04 -.03 -.12 .04

School SES: low -.02 -.02 .08 -.03 -.09 .09

R2 .09 .20

F 12.77*** 31.46***

Racial opp. support for racial equal opportunity, gender opp. support for gender equal opportunity, Amer.

Indian/Alask N. American Indian or Alaskan Native, Black/African Am. Black or African American, Nat.

Hawaiian/Pac. Isl. Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, school SES: mod high moderately high school

SES, school SES: mod low moderately low school SES, school SES: low low school SES

p \ .10; * p \ .05; ** p \ .01; *** p \ .001
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support government’s responsibility for individuals’ economic needs (b = .15,

p = .013) and to support racial equal opportunity (b = .22, p = .002). Latino,

American Indian or Alaskan Native, and Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander

adolescents did not have social justice attitudes that were significantly different

from Whites. Finally, adolescents who were born abroad had significantly lower

support for gender equal opportunity (b = -.13, p = .003) than adolescents born in

the U.S.

For the most part, region, urbanicity, school type, and school SES were unrelated

or weakly related to adolescents’ social justice attitudes. However, adolescents who

lived in the northeast (versus central regions), on average, reported more support for

government’s responsibility for individuals’ economic needs (b = .11, p = .016).

In addition, adolescents who attended private school, on average, had higher

perceptions of inequality of educational opportunity than adolescents who attended

public school (b = .13, p = .020).

Discussion

The goal of this study was to describe social justice attitudes and their correlates

among a nationally representative sample of U.S. ninth-graders in 1998. This study

added to the literature by using more rigorous psychometric and statistical analyses

to explore U.S. adolescents’ social justice attitudes. Compared to the extant national

study (Baldi et al., 2001) of adolescent social justice attitudes, the use of

psychometrically tested scales instead of single items and inclusion of a more

diverse set of social justice attitudes (support for racial equal opportunity and

perceptions of inequality of educational opportunity) allowed us to gain a more

comprehensive and accurate portrait of adolescents’ social justice attitudes. This

study also set out to examine variation in social justice attitudes by individual-level

demographic characteristics. In addition, it explored contextual demographics,

which have rarely been explored by previous studies. By using multivariate analyses

to describe the relationship between demographic characteristics and social justice

attitudes, this study has increased confidence in the demographic correlates it has

documented. This work has built descriptive knowledge of adolescents’ social

justice attitudes and has provided a foundation for research on the development of

social justice attitudes. Importantly, readers should be mindful, as they interpret the

results that the study’s results generalize to ninth-graders in 1998.

Overall, this study found that ninth-graders in 1998 overwhelmingly supported

abstract social justice attitudes (support for racial and gender equal opportunity), but

they were less likely to endorse reality-based social justice attitudes (governments’

responsibility for individuals’ economic needs and perceptions of inequality of

educational opportunity). About half believed that the government should be

responsible for individuals’ economic needs, and an overwhelming majority

believed that equal opportunity in education exists in the U.S. Finally, individual

and contextual demographic characteristics did relate to social justice attitudes. The

most notable correlates included gender and maternal education. Females and

adolescents with more educated mothers tended to express more support for social
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justice. Surprising group differences included females’ lower perceptions of

inequality of educational opportunity (compared to males) and private school

students’ higher perceptions of inequality of educational opportunity (compared to

public school students).

A primary contribution of this study was to document adolescents’ weak

endorsement of reality-based social justice attitudes, compared to their support for

abstract social justice attitudes. Most strikingly, less than 12 % of adolescents

agreed that marginalized groups have fewer opportunities to get a good education. It

is imperative to investigate the socialization forces that led almost 90 % of ninth-

graders to agree that all groups have equal opportunity to obtain a good education.

This is especially true given the overwhelming evidence that racial and ethnic

minorities, the poor, and other marginalized groups do not have an equal

opportunity to succeed in the U.S.—for example, by attaining an education or

obtaining a job (McNamee & Miller, 2004; Rumberger, 2010). If we desire to

educate a citizenry that is fully informed and prepared to participate in political life,

developing theoretical and empirical knowledge of why U.S. adolescents develop

false perceptions of equal opportunity in education is critical.

While these adolescents tended not to believe in inequality of educational

opportunity, they overwhelmingly supported the notion that there should be racial

and gender equal opportunity. This tension stresses the difference between

adolescents’ abstract social justice attitudes and their reality-based social justice

attitudes. Reality-based social justice attitudes, like perceptions of inequality of

educational opportunity and governments’ responsibility for individuals’ economic

needs, involve concrete interpretations about the state of inequality and solutions to

inequality. Abstract social justice attitudes, like support for racial and gender equal

opportunity, are social justice attitudes that express judgments about abstract

principles without endorsing specific solutions to or representations of inequality.

While there was overwhelming support for abstract social justice attitudes, fewer

adolescents believed inequality of educational opportunity exists or that the

government should meet individuals’ economic needs. This discrepancy is similar to

one documented by Mickelson (1990), who studied educational beliefs and

highlighted large discrepancies between minority adolescents’ concrete versus

abstract beliefs about the rewards of education.

This trend is also consistent with multiple literatures on adults, including the

system justification literature, which emphasizes individuals’ tendency to justify the

status quo (see Jost & Hunyady, 2003). Notably, this study’s results have also

mirrored findings on the principle-implementation gap. Many White adults support

the principles of racial equality (e.g., all races should be treated equally) but oppose

the implementation of policies that intend to minimize group differences (Dixon,

Durrheim, & Tredoux, 2007; Schuman, Steeh, Bobo, & Krysan, 1997). Signifi-

cantly, this study found that this principle-implementation gap might occur at an

earlier age (adolescence or younger) than documented previously. Interestingly, this

study found that Asian and Black adolescents were more likely (than Whites) to

endorse governments’ responsibility for individuals’ economic needs. Effect sizes

of these estimates suggest that the principle-implementation gap might be smaller

among Asian and Black adolescents, but it still may not be closed. The principle-
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implementation gap may exist in some form among adolescents of all races.

Interestingly, this might indicate U.S. adults and adolescents’ political preferences

and behaviors may be discordant with their principles. Because of its implications

for increasing the authenticity of individuals’ political preferences, more academic

research is needed on what produces this gap and how to reduce it.

This study has also highlighted other similarities and differences between

adolescents’ and adults’ social justice attitudes. Adolescents’ overwhelming support

for racial and gender equal opportunity and low perceptions of inequality of

educational opportunity mirrors U.S. adults’ tendency to support equal rights for all

races and women and to perceive equal opportunity (Ghosh, 2008; Kluegel &

Smith, 1986). However, this study’s findings indicated that adults may tend to be

more resistant than adolescents to endorse governments’ responsibility for

individuals’ economic needs. Only 30–35 % of Americans agree that the

government should provide citizens with a basic income, reduce income differences,

or provide an adequate standard of living (Janda, Berry, & Goldman, 2008;

Pammett, 1996; Sawhill & Morton, 2007). However, a majority (about 55 %) of

adolescents in this study stated that it is probably or definitely the government’s

responsibility to guarantee jobs, provide an adequate standard of living and basic

health care, and reduce differences in income and wealth.

Research should further explore these similarities and differences between

adolescents’ and adults’ attitudes. For example, why do adolescents’ perceptions of

inequality of educational opportunity and support for racial and equal opportunity

adhere so closely to adult norms? Is this because there are educational and

contextual experiences that send more direct messages about these attitudes?

Another interesting question is why adolescents’ attitudes about governments’

responsibility for individuals’ economic needs diverges from adult norms. Since we

know that political attitudes typically undergo considerable development from early

adolescence until at least the mid-20s (Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998), there are many

possible developmental reasons why adolescents may agree less with government

support as they develop into adulthood. For example, as individuals age their

sociodemographic group identity (for example, class or race) may become more

salient (for example, see Yip, Seaton, & Sellers, 2006) and they may adopt that

group’s material interests. Similarly, as individuals age, they may be more exposed

to the norms about government support in American society. Research on

differences between children’s and adolescents’ (ranging from age 5 to age 17)

beliefs about the causes of inequality indicate that adolescents are more likely than

children to identify both individual and structural causes for inequality (e.g.,

Flanagan & Tucker, 1999; Harrah & Friedman, 1990; Leahy, 1983), where

researchers have typically attributed this to adolescents’ increasing individual-level

explanations for inequality as they age (Flanagan & Tucker, 1999). Increasing

individual-level attributions could explain why adolescents’ agreement with

government support might decrease over time. Whatever the reasons for these

findings, the similarities of and differences between adolescents’ and adults’ social

justice attitudes provide compelling rationales for further research on adolescents’

social justice attitudes.
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Another contribution of this study was to illuminate differences in the social

justice attitudes of various demographic groups. By using multivariate statistical

analyses, this study was able to provide more robust evidence for the key

demographic correlates to social justice attitudes. This study has lent further support

to prior work (Baldi et al., 2001; Flanagan & Tucker, 1999; Flanagan, Cumsille

et al., 2007) finding that gender is a robust predictor of adolescents’ social justice

attitudes. Females exhibited greater support for social justice (particularly for

support for racial and gender equal opportunity). One explanation for these gender

differences is that girls are socialized differently. For example, girls are taught to be

caring and boys are taught to be aggressive (Fridkin & Kenney, 2007). This study’s

findings, combined with previous research on the socialization of different groups,

indicates that certain demographic groups may be ‘‘predisposed’’ to certain social

justice attitudes simply by virtue of the socialization that occurs on the basis of their

demographic group.

Another contribution of this study is to highlight an unexpected finding regarding

females’ perceptions of inequality of educational opportunity. Although girls, on

average, expressed significantly higher levels of support for racial and gender equal

opportunity, they also expressed significantly lower perceptions of inequality of

educational opportunity than males. At the surface, these findings seem contradictory

with previous literature, which found females were less likely to believe in equal

opportunity in America and less likely to believe in a just world (O’Connor, Morrison,

McLeod, & Anderson, 1996; Feygina, Jost, & Goldsmith, 2010; Flanagan, Cumsille

et al., 2007; Flanagan & Tucker, 1999). However, these studies may have found

opposite results because the constructs were broader than belief in equal opportunity in

education. That is, beliefs about the existence of justice and equal opportunity may

vary according to the domain (e.g., education, criminal justice, housing, etc.) that is

addressed by the construct. This is because individuals have different experiences in

these domains that might influence their attitudes. Specifically, females may be more

likely to believe in equal opportunity in education because they tend to perform better

than boys (Dwyer & Johnson, 1997) and are treated preferentially in school (see Jones

& Dindia, 2004 on teacher–student interactions; Wallace et al., 2008 on discipline).

Maternal education was also a consistent predictor of social justice attitudes.

Consistent with Flanagan and Tucker’s (1999) study, maternal education was

positively related to support for racial and gender equal opportunity. Maternal

education might relate to more support for equal opportunity because higher

education institutions tend to espouse liberal values (e.g., most professors are

politically liberal; Gross & Simmons, 2007) and mothers might transmit these more

liberal messages to their children. Another possible explanation is that mothers who

are more resourced may send fewer messages about self-reliance to their children

because they can afford to assist their children (Flanagan & Tucker, 1999).

Examining what produces attitudinal differences according to family-level demo-

graphic characteristics (like maternal education or social class), contributes to a

more comprehensive understanding of the impact of family and parents on political

development. Exploring differences by education and class also provides a

foundation for understanding contextual experiences that might produce class-

based divides in social justice attitudes.
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This study also documented some interesting racial differences in social justice

attitudes. Consistent with Flanagan et al.’s (2009) finding that Black adolescents

were less likely than Whites to believe that the government is equally responsive to

all people, Black adolescents reported higher perceptions of inequality of

educational opportunity than Whites, indicating that there may be specific

experiences within the social contexts of Black youth that increase their belief in

unequal opportunity. For example, more discrimination experiences generally relate

to less belief in a just world (Lipkus & Siegler, 1993) and personal discrimination

has been related to more belief in unequal opportunity among Black youth in

particular (Cohen, 2010). In addition, consistent with Baldi et al.’s (2001) study,

Black and Asian adolescents were more likely than Whites to support governments’

responsibility for individuals’ economic needs. Cultural norms regarding collectiv-

ism (which are sometimes evident in Asian and Black communities), might be one

of many factors that might have fostered these attitudes among these groups. Like

understanding the impact of class on social justice attitudes, understanding racial

differences in social justice attitudes can help to understand what produces racial

divisions in terms of political orientations and engagement in political resistance.

Another contribution of this study was to extend our understanding of adolescents’

social justice attitudes by examining contextual demographics (region, urbanicity,

school type, and school SES) as correlates to social justice attitudes. Students in the

northeast (versus central) region reported more agreement with government’s

responsibility for individuals’ economic needs. This indicates there may be political

norms within the northeast that promote more support for these ideas. For example, it

is well known that New England states typically vote for the Democratic party, which

is more likely to endorse government-sponsored social programs. Quite unexpectedly,

compared to adolescents who attended public school, those who attended private

school had higher perceptions of inequality of educational opportunity. Research on

upper class schools suggest that this might be because these schools encourage more

critical thinking or encourage students to think about conflict in the political process

(Litt, 1963). It may also be that, by being given a costly education, students become

aware that not all other children have the same opportunity to attain a good education.

These findings emphasize the importance of continuing to examine whether and how

different contexts relate to social justice attitudes.

In sum, this study highlights that the principle-implementation gap previously

documented among adults may also be prevalent among U.S. adolescents. We also

have noted some predictable and some surprising correlates of U.S. adolescents’

social justice attitudes (e.g., girls’ lower perceptions of inequality of educational

opportunity and private school students’ higher perceptions of inequality of

educational opportunity). Lastly, we have emphasized important distinctions

between adolescents’ reality-based and abstract social justice attitudes. In this

study, we found that all demographics taken together explained the largest variation

in abstract social justice attitudes—support for racial equal opportunity and support

for gender equal opportunity. This suggests that adolescents’ reality-based social

justice attitudes may not be as strongly related to demographic characteristics.

Instead, experiences that engage the critical thinking of adolescents might alter

these attitudes. For example, political and educational experiences like explicit
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learning about, witnessing, and discussing racism and sexism may be more related

to reality-based social justice attitudes. This knowledge might guide scholars as they

attempt to build theoretical and empirical knowledge of social justice attitudes.

Separate conceptual frameworks may be needed to describe the development of

reality-based and abstract social justice attitudes. Lastly, we must consider the

consequences of reality-based versus abstract social justice attitudes. Drawing on

Mickelson’s (1990) work finding that concrete educational beliefs better predict

educational outcomes than abstract beliefs, reality-based attitudes might be more

reliable predictors of adolescents’ engagement in social justice actions and

activities. This indicates, perhaps, that more work should be done to understand

the development of reality-based social justice attitudes in particular.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although this study has provided a preliminary exploration of U.S. adolescents’ social

justice attitudes, several limitations of the study should be noted. First, we were unable

to test the mechanisms through which demographic characteristics related to social

justice attitudes. For example, we do not know what types of shared experiences might

have produced differences in the attitudes of demographic groups. Still, this study has

provided preliminary evidence that maternal education and gender have significant

relationships with social justice attitudes. Future studies should delve deeper into the

processes by which social justice attitudes develop among adolescents and the social

contexts that explain differences in social justice attitudes among demographic

groups. For example, studies should document educational and political experiences

that engage adolescents’ thinking about social justice issues.

The second set of limitations concerns the measurement of social justice

attitudes. Significantly, this study examined an array of adolescents’ social justice

attitudes, which were psychometrically tested for reliability and validity. However,

the construct validity of government responsibility for individuals’ economic needs

was not optimal, suggesting further research should be done that replicates or

extends these findings with more psychometrically sound measures. Future studies

should also examine measures of perceptions of equal opportunity that address other

domains outside of education. Other domains must be addressed in order to

comprehensively assess adolescents’ perceptions of equal opportunity, and, in turn,

their reality-based social justice attitudes. Lastly, future work should use social

justice attitudes that elicit more balanced levels of support and opposition.

Although this study made an important contribution by simply describing the

social justice attitudes of a nationally representative sample, the generalizability of

these results must be noted. As this study was conducted in 1998, we can only

generalize to U.S. ninth-graders in 1998. Because 15 years have passed since 1998,

current U.S. adolescents may differ in their attitudes due to changes in the historical,

economic, and political climate, for example. However, previous studies have

demonstrated that some of U.S. adults’ social justice attitudes—for example, beliefs

in meritocracy from the mid-1960s to mid-1980s (Kluegel & Smith, 1986)—showed

surprising consistency across decades, suggesting adolescents’ social justice
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attitudes currently may not diverge far from those of 1998. Still, future research

should explore the development of social justice attitudes among current adoles-

cents. In addition, this study is limited in that only ninth-graders’ attitudes were

examined. Because adolescents undergo changes in their political attitudes, our

study may not generalize to ages beyond the primarily 14-year-old adolescent

represented by this study. Future research must document social justice attitude

development from childhood into adolescence and adulthood.

Despite these limitations, this study has added to the literature on social justice

attitudes by using psychometrically tested scales to explore various social justice

attitudes and their demographic correlates among a nationally representative sample

of U.S. adolescents. This study has illuminated that adolescents’ social justice

attitudes are consistent with U.S. adults’ belief in equal opportunity and agreement

with meritocracy; this ‘‘dominant ideology’’ (Kluegel & Smith, 1986) is likely

embedded in American culture and adherence to it likely starts very young. This study

has also highlighted that, as a group, adolescents’ social justice attitudes may be both

similar to and distinct from adults. The fact that (compared to adults) adolescents

exhibited higher levels of agreement that government should be responsible for

individuals’ economic needs leads to interesting questions about why this difference

existed. In addition, this study has highlighted the need for more research on the

contexts of girls and higher educated families that explain why they typically express

more support for social justice. Finally, this study has stressed that a conceptual

distinction should be made between abstract social justice attitudes and reality-based

social justice attitudes; while U.S. adolescents are strikingly high in their abstract

support for social justice, they are less likely to support interventions regarding social

justice and are far less likely to understand the current state of social injustice (at least

with regards to education). These differences provide preliminary evidence that a

principle-implementation gap, previously documented among U.S. adults, exists

among adolescents as well. Overall, this study hopes (1) to inspire further research on

contexts that impact social justice attitudes throughout the life span and (2) to incite

reflection and action on the part of educators, parents, and citizens committed to

promoting an awareness of social justice issues among youth.
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