Pathways to Civic
Engagement among Urban
Youth of Color
L a u r a Wr a y - L a ke & L a u ra S. A b ra m s

Monographs of the Societ y for Research in Child Development
Ly nn S. Lib e n, Edit or

VO L . 85 | N O. 2 | 2020 | SERIAL N O. 337
ociety for Research in Child Development

INFORMATION FOR AUTHORS
The Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development is a quarterly journal which
publishes conceptually rich and empirically distinguished work in support of the SRCD
mission—advancing developmental science and promoting its use to improve human lives.
To be accepted for publication, manuscripts must be judged to serve one or more core goals
of SRCD’s Strategic Plan, which include (1) the advancement of cutting-edge and integrative
developmental science research; (2) the fostering of racial, cultural, economic, national,
and contextual diversity in developmental science; and (3) the application of developmental
science to policies and practices that improve human well-being.
As explained more fully in the document Editorial Statement (https://www.srcd.org/
publications/monographs/monographs-editorial-statement), such goals may be achieved in
varied ways. For example, a monograph might integrate results across waves of a longitudinal
study; consolidate and interpret research literatures through meta-analyses; examine
developmental phenomena across diverse and intersecting ethnic, geographic, economic,
political, or historical contexts; describe and demonstrate new developmental tools for data
acquisition, visualization, analysis, sharing, or replication; or report work contributing to
conceptualizing, designing, implementing, and evaluating national and global programs and
policies (e.g., related to parenting, education, or health).
The journal has an extensive reach via direct distribution to 5,000+ SRCD members and
to readers via access provided through 12,000+ institutions worldwide. Beginning with the
first issue under the Editorship of Lynn Liben (84.2, June 2019), this reach will be enhanced
by a companion web- and media-based forum Monograph Matters (MM)—designed to expand
Monographs’ contributions to scholarship, teaching, and outreach. MM may be reached via
monographmatters.srcd.org. MM includes materials such as invited commentaries, video
highlights of monograph content, video tutorials on methods, teaching resources, and
discussions between authors and end-users (e.g., parents, teachers, and policymakers).
Each Monograph should be a cohesive contribution, written by an individual author or
by a collaborative team. It should be engaging and accessible not only to other experts in the
specialized topic of the Monograph but also to the general SRCD audience. Potential authors
are strongly advised to begin by sending a brief description of the proposed Monograph
directly to the Editor, liben@psu.edu. If the editor judges the idea to be suitable for the
journal, she will invite and then comment on a more detailed prospectus. These initial steps
are completely optional; all editorial decisions will be based on peer reviews of manuscripts
as submitted. Complete manuscripts (text, tables, figures, references, etc.) should be about
150–200 double-spaced manuscript pages, and should be submitted electronically via http://
mc.manuscriptcentral.com/mono. Details about manuscript preparation, submission,
author assurances, and review are provided in the journal’s Submission Guidelines, https://
www.srcd.org/Monographs-Submission-Guidelines.
Inquiries may be addressed to the Editor:
Lynn S. Liben
Department of Psychology
The Pennsylvania State University
University Park, PA 16802
liben@psu.edu

Pathways to Civic
Engagement Among Urban
Youth of Color

Laura Wray-Lake
University of California, Los Angeles

Laura S. Abrams
University of California, Los Angeles

Lynn S. Liben
Series Editor

Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development
Vol. 85, No. 2, 2020, Serial No. 337

Editor
Lynn S. Liben
The Pennsylvania State University
Publications Manager
Rachel Walther

Society for Research in Child Development

Pathways to Civic
Engagement Among Urban
Youth of Color

Contents
Abstract: Pathways to Civic Engagement Among Urban
Youth of Color

7

Prologue

9

I. A Review of Theory and Research on Civic Engagement Among
Urban Youth of Color

11

II. Youth Voice Study: Context and Method

27

III. Community Violence and Youth Civic Engagement

40

IV. Urban Youth of Color’s Definitions and Experiences
of Civic Engagement

54

V. Civic Empowerment and Civic Action

72

VI. Ecological Assets for Urban Youth Civic Engagement

88

VII. Testing a Conceptual Model of Civic Engagement Among Urban
Youth of Color

108

VIII. Conclusion and Implications for Theory, Policy, and Practice

123

Acknowledgments

137

References

138

Authors

153

Supporting Information

154

Subject Index

155

Pathways to Civic Engagement Among Urban Youth of Color
Laura Wray‐Lake and Laura S. Abrams

Abstract Through civic engagement, adolescents can increase community
vitality, challenge injustices, and address social problems. Positive youth development (PYD) theory and research has generated knowledge of ecological
assets (resources and supports in everyday environments) that foster youth
civic engagement. Yet, assets and opportunities are not equally available to
all youth. Youth of color in urban high‐poverty neighborhoods merit more
concerted attention in research on civic development to inform theory, policy, and practice. A primary goal of this monograph is to broaden academic
and public discourse about what civic engagement looks like and how it
develops for urban youth of color who live in high‐poverty neighborhoods.
We conducted one time, face‐to‐face interviews and brief quantitative
surveys with 87 youth of color (90% Black and Black multiracial; 59.8% male;
ages 12–19) recruited from five youth centers in Rochester, New York, from
2015 to 2016. Interviews elicited youth’s perspectives on how they define and
experience civic engagement, community problems, connections and discussions to community, and adult supports. We used an inductive qualitative
methodology.
In Chapter I, we review what is known about civic engagement among
urban youth of color. We lay out evidence for ecological assets that support
youth civic engagement, aligned with a PYD perspective, and articulate
ways to expand beyond PYD to understand youth empowerment and urban
contexts.
In Chapter II, we summarize national and local contexts that may shape
the experiences of urban youth of color in our study. To set the stage for the
empirical chapters that follow, we describe our sample, study design, and
methodology.
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In Chapter III, we examine how urban youth of color in Rochester experience community violence and discuss the implications of these experiences for civic development. Youth articulated violence as a serious
community problem and powerfully discussed frequent, personal, direct and
indirect exposures to violence. Due to fear and lack of safety, some youth
strategically disconnected from community and relationships and experienced disempowerment. Others reacted to violence with a tendency toward
self‐protection. For some, community violence was a catalyst for civic action.
In Chapter IV, we investigate how youth defined and experienced civic
engagement. Youth’s civic participation spanned helping community, engaging politically, participating in school or community organizations, engaging
in social and leisure activities, and taking personal responsibility. Youth’s civic
actions were largely informal and localized. Some civic participation was
contextualized as a response to community violence, such as intervening to
protect peers from harm. Some youth were not civically engaged.
In Chapter V, we map out what civic empowerment looks like for these youth
and how civic empowerment links to civic action. Supporting prior theory, we
found evidence for emotional, relational, and cognitive dimensions of civic empowerment and experiences of civic disempowerment. Emotional empowerment
was most closely aligned with civic action, although any expressions of civic empowerment suggest youth are developing building blocks for civic participation.
In Chapter VI, we investigate ecological assets that support youth’s civic
development. Safe community spaces such as youth centers provided familiarity and comfort, opportunities to forge connections with others, and places
to help and be helped. Adults supported youth by enabling youth to feel
heard, not judging them, serving as role models, and offering guidance and
support. Youth were equally articulate about how adults fail to support or
empower them. We conclude that some assets generally support positive
development and others specifically foster civic development.
In Chapter VII, we integrate findings across chapters into a conceptual
model of four distinct pathways of civic development. We systematically examined differences among youth who are disengaged, personally responsible,
safely engaged, and broadly engaged. All pathways are adaptive, and youth
found different ways to navigate community violence and other adversities.
As summarized in Chapter VIII, our study informs theory and future
research on civic engagement among urban youth of color in contexts of
adversity. We put forward four important elements needed for theory of civic
development to be relevant for urban youth of color. Then we offer policy
and practice recommendations: (a) investment in safe spaces and violence‐
reduction policies should be a top priority; (b) youth should be involved in
decision‐making about solutions to issues of concern to them; (c) civic engagement programs and opportunities should center on local issues and
allow for multiple forms of engagement; (d) all youth should be heard and
taken seriously by the adults in their lives.
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Pathways to Civic Engagement among Urban
Yo u t h o f C o l o r
In this monograph, Wray-Lake and Abrams examine what youth civic engagement
looks like and how it develops among youth of color in high-poverty urban
neighborhoods. The authors conducted and analyzed qualitative interviews
with 87 youth of color in Rochester, New York. Exposure to violence was a
prevalent adversity for these youth. While some youth responded to violence by
disconnecting from community, others responded by becoming more civically
engaged. For these youth, local, informal community helping was an especially
common form of civic engagement. The authors identified four pathways of
civic development: disengaged, personally responsible, safely engaged, and
broadly engaged. The key factors distinguishing among pathways were civic
empowerment and feeling heard and supported by adults. The findings from
this work should be useful for a broad audience of scholars, practitioners, and
policymakers with interests in civic engagement, positive youth development, and
empowerment in urban communities.
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