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questions on many good surveys of youth, which typically understand and
measure religion in narrow and deficient terms. Of 18 of the best national
surveys of youth that we investigated in our research, for example, fully 12 con-
tain a mere three religion questions or less; only three high-quality, nationally-
representative surveys of adolescents include 6 or more questions about religion
(www.youthandreligion.org/resources/surveys.html). Moreover, it appears that
few studies have analyzed these few religion questions systematically — which is
what we intend to do here. Sociologists of religion who get involved in this
research need to advise other scholars in family and adolescence on the import-
ance of measuring religion well. We also need to conduct our own surveys of
adolescent religion.

Meanwhile, however, we can move in the right direction in redressing our
lack of knowledge about youth religion by analyzing and compiling available
survey data, as inadequate in some respects as they may be, to provide a big-
picture view of adolescent religiosity. It is possible to scour reputable existing
survey data on youth to learn about some religious aspects of their lives. Even
simple descriptive work can serve to heighten broader understanding of and to
help lay down a baseline of essential information about American adolescent
religion. That is the goal of this article. Here we analyze existing data from two
of the best, recent national surveys of American youth to present descriptive sta-
tistics on three fundamental aspects of youth subjective religiosity (importance
of religion, frequency of prayer, born again status) and four measures of youth
attitudes about religion (agreement with parents, approval of churches, desired
influence of churches, financial donations to churches). We also examine the
influences of age, race, gender, and region on most of these religious outcomes,
as the survey data allow.

We believe that since our collective substantive knowledge of American
youth religion is so relatively thin, and since available datasets do contain a
great deal of interesting and important descriptive information on the religiosity
of American adolescents, a purely descriptive article mapping the contours and
correlates of youth religiosity using frequencies and crosstabs is more than
warranted. In a separate analysis, we have examined three variables concerning
youth religious participation (affiliation, attendance, and participation in reli-
gious youth groups) (Smith, Denton, Faris, Regnerus 2002). Having mapped the
religious terrain descriptively in this article, we intend in subsequent work to
conduct multivariate analyses to predict factors explaining variance in youth
religiosity and religious participation. But first, in this article, we concentrate on
one of the crucial tasks of sociological work: describing the configurations of
(religious) social life.
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