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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Exploring identity and agency out-of-school 

The potential for intensive study of these ‘extra’ niches of learning lies in their 

capacity to enlist young people in meaningful planning, assumption of ‘real’ roles 

in organizational and management, and sustained focus on details critical to 

quality-level long-term production. These features of learning environments can 

be achieved far more easily in community organizations than in classrooms 

(Heath, 2001, 10). 

  

This passage has been with me since I started my doctoral work in the Cultural 

Studies in Education program. In my first semester in the program, I wrote a paper on 

learning in out-of-school spaces. I remember going into my professor’s office at the 

midway point of the semester, a bit flustered and anxious. I was having trouble 

determining a final project, and I couldn’t figure out what direction I wanted to go. My 

proposed research area, radicalism and motherhood, wasn’t a good fit for a final paper for 

the class, and I really wanted to work on a topic that would allow me to explore learning 

in a non-school environment. My professor recommended looking into Shirley Brice 

Heath’ s work on learning in out-of-school environments, specifically highlighting an 

Educational researcher article. 

I was relieved when I read the article. Heath’s framing of out-of-school 

environments as places where adolescents could explore learning deeply and richly 

resonated with my interests. It became my go-to article to both cite and to turn to when I 
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needed to think about learning outside of school. My projects all revolved around 

learning conceived of broadly—in the family, in the community, in a variety of 

programs—and this article made appearances in quite a few papers over the next few 

years. 

 Two and half years later, I was sitting in my mid-program review. Approximately 

a month before the meeting, I had come to the conclusion that my intended project on 

radical motherhood was untenable at the stage that I was in. I couldn’t do the project 

justice. I had tried to convince myself that it could work, but I just knew that it wasn’t 

time—that project would come later. As I started to think about topics that I was 

interested in, I came back to learning in out-of-school spaces. As I had learned in 

coursework, scholars considered learning in out-of-school spaces important, yet there was 

not much research on what happened in these spaces. This category was still considerably 

broad, though; should I pursue family learning, community-based learning, team 

learning, religious organization learning, or just simply out-of-school learning?  

 As I considered how such a project would fit into a research trajectory for an 

academic career, I was drawn to looking at learning in designated out-of-school spaces 

and working with adolescents. I was interested in creating opportunities to draw on 

adolescent insight and analysis of their learning processes, as I was curious as to how 

adolescents saw their sense of agency within out-of-school contexts that they had a hand 

in choosing and shaping. So, I narrowed my interests to learning in out-of-school spaces 

and adolescent agency—and? So what? I knew that there was something there; I just 

couldn’t articulate it. 
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 The content of the out-of-school program was slightly arbitrary to me; I was 

interested in gardening, sports, and art.  I knew that testing was slowly squeezing the arts 

and physical education out of classrooms, and I was curious about exploring applied 

learning in an out-of-school setting. A colleague in Art Education told me about a few 

programs, specifically highlighting a local public art organization that was developing 

new programming for youth.  I decided to explore arts-based programs, as I was 

interested in art’s role in society and the subject of museum-based education. I thought 

that a program that was housed within a larger organization might provide me with some 

structure, while also enabling me to consider the ways that the program negotiated its 

multiple audiences and demands.  

 I spoke with facilitators for four programs—two programs run by Southern City1 

and two programs run by ContempoArts. 2 In the end, I chose YouthArts, housed in 

ContempoArts, because I was interested in their approach to their supporting art 

exploration within a semi-structured environment. I volunteered with the program for one 

ten-week cycle prior to conducting my pilot study research in spring 2008, and I was 

sold. As someone with no arts background—no courses, degrees, or even extensive 

educational engagement with the arts—I found that ContempoArts provided me with 

interesting possibilities for exploring questions of identity and agency and allowed me to 

interact with the adolescents in multiple ways. After a semester-long pilot study, I 

researched the program for two years. In that time period, the education coordinator who 

had started YouthArts in fall 2006 left, the museum was closed for one year for a 

                                                
1 A pseudonym. 
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complete remodel, and a new education coordinator expanded and enhanced the program 

in multiple ways.  

Three and a half years later, I’m typing up the dissertation that came from my 

interests in out-of-school learning and adolescent agency. As I researched out-of-school 

learning, I found a rich field for exploration. Out-of-school programs take place in a 

variety of locations—in schools, in community centers, in designated out-of-school 

buildings, or in religious institutions (Kahne et al., 2004; Eccles and Templeton, 2002). 

Studies on programs often examine the ways that out-of-school programs can aid the 

school in its academic missions (examples include Miller, B.M, 2001; Colwell, 2005; 

Smith, B.A. et al, 2005); these inquiries range from exploring literacy development (Bitz, 

1999) to investigating after-school homework clubs (Cosden, M., Morrison, G., 

Gutierrez, L. and Brown, M., 2004). Such programs generally work to help students meet 

achievement standards (Slavin, 2006) and are the frequent site of educational research. 

 However, research that addresses how out-of-school activities can engage 

adolescents in meaningful ways beyond school-based metrics has been expanding to 

counter the focus on academic-based interventionist programs (Guzetti and Gamboa, 

2005; Schultz, Buck, and Diesz, 2005; Hill, Hill, and Hull, ed. 2008). This research tends 

to take a qualitative, rather than quantitative, approach to understanding issues of 

identity—in terms of race (Schultz, Buck, and Diesz, 2005), class (Rubinstein-Avila, 

2005), gender (Guzetti and Gamboa, 2005), and their intersections. 

Out-of-school programming has been in flux for the last twenty years. Federal 

educational policies, such as Goals 2000: Educate America Act (H.R. 1804; signed into 



 5 

law by President Clinton in 1994) and No Child Left Behind (H.R. 1, signed into law by 

G.W. Bush in 2002), particularly the 21st Century Community Learning Centers, 

increased funding for after-school support. However, the funding is generally offered to 

provide test preparation to help students achieve higher scores on mandatory testing or to 

reach higher benchmarks on reading fluency tests (Chapman, 2004). Federal money for 

after-school support has increased, yet the demands placed on out-of-school time have 

also increased (Duncombe, Lukemeyer, and Yinger, 2008). For programs that are not 

specifically related to school achievement, funding comes from a variety of sources, most 

notably non-profit organizations and community or national foundations. These 

institutions are sensitive to economic upheaval, which has impacted their ability to 

consistently fund programs and initiatives (Gootman, ed. 2000; Stelow, 2009). 

My study builds on out-of-school research through an ethnographic study of 

YouthArts, an out-of-school, arts-based program that is sponsored by and located within 

a contemporary art museum (ContempoArts) in Southern City, a large city located in a 

University town in the American south. The city and its surrounding areas are growing 

steadily, and the total population of the area is over one million people. According to 

2000 Census data, the population of Southern City is approximately 65% White, 30 % 

Latino, 10% African American, and 3% Asian3, and these demographics are changing as 

the community grows. The city, as the home of a major research university and the 

capital of the state, offers an array of civic and cultural institutions.  

                                                
3 I realize that this number totals well past 100%. I have tried different ways of accessing this data;  I have 
worked with the individual number multiple times, and these are the consistent totals. 
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YouthArts provides high-school aged students from low-socioeconomic status 

(low-SES) backgrounds with materials and activities that the program deemed central to 

becoming professional artists—supplies, critique, studio visits, and gallery shows. 

Adolescents apply to take part in a ten-week cycle, which is offered three times per year 

in spring, summer, and fall. The museum’s education coordinator is responsible for all of 

the adolescent programming, school-museum relations, and adult educational programs. 

As such, YouthArts, although it is a fairly involved program, is but one of her many 

responsibilities. A portfolio advisor, who is an artist, critic, and graphic designer from the 

community, leads YouthArts sessions and facilitates discussions on materials and 

techniques. The adults associated with the program—the portfolio advisor, the museum’s 

education coordinator, an education assistant, and adult volunteers—provide feedback 

and support to the adolescent participants. At the end of each cycle, participants produce 

an electronic portfolio of their work. After completing one cycle of YouthArts, 

participants can apply for additional cycles, dependent on available space, or for 

Advanced YouthArts, which has been offered in the spring cycle since 2010. The 

Advanced program pairs adolescents in a one-on-one relationship with a community 

based artist. The pairs meet over the course of ten weeks and develop a final project, 

which is shown in an art show open to the community.  

My dissertation examines the ways that YouthArts shapes how participating youth 

view themselves as adolescents and as artists through their experiences in the specific 

out-of-school program.  I am not evaluating YouthArts on a formal basis nor am I 

comparing out-of-school activities to school activities. My study addresses the structure 
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and implementation of the program insofar as they affect adolescent identity and/or foster 

a sense of agency in youth participants. My research attempts to address issues that Brice 

Heath highlights in her essay: the ways that identity can be shaped through engaging in 

professional behavior, taking on more responsibilities, and trying out new roles and 

identities.  The main research questions that guided my ethnographic study were  

• How does YouthArts, an out-of-school arts-based program, shape the adolescent 

and emerging artistic and professional identities of its participants? 

• In what ways do the adolescent participants use identities and artifacts from 

YouthArts to reauthor themselves in agentic manners? 

• What can long-term qualitative research with youth tell us about their experiences 

and identity development? 

 

To better understand how out-of-school programs provide students with spaces to 

define themselves, I conducted ethnographic research at YouthArts over a three-year 

period, from volunteering in fall 2007 to researching in spring 2010. I volunteered with 

YouthArts for one cycle, and then I was a participant-observer in YouthArts for seven 

cycles. I documented my time by creating field notes, conducting interviews, collecting 

artifacts, and writing analytic memos. I then used narrative and discourse analysis in 

order to better make sense of both the program and the participants. My study addresses 

issues of identity, agency, and social production for adolescent participants. I aim to 

contribute to a growing field of research that addresses out-of-school programs, while 
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also highlighting tensions that are apparent within the field of out-of-school scholarship 

(Eccles and Templeton, 2002; Schultz and Hull 2002; Schultz, Buck and Niesz, 2005).  

This dissertation is divided into six chapters with three “interludes” included after 

each of the odd-numbered chapters.  The interludes are reflections and analytic memos 

that I generated while constructing the text.  I incorporate these short sections to 

explicitly draw attention to my research and writing process, as well my presence and 

positionality. I include photos of youth art after even numbered chapters and within the 

body of Chapter Five. 

Chapter Two begins by outlining both an overview of out-of-school programs in 

the United States in the twentieth century and of the evolving definitions of “arts-based 

research.” I draw on historical research that situates out-of-school programs within the 

larger social contexts in which they occurred. Building on this historical information, I 

survey the field of out-of-school material using broad surveys (Eccles and Templeton, 

2002) and individual studies (such as Cushman and Emmons, 2002; Vasquez and 

Duncan, 2002; and Fisher, 2006) to contextualize this dissertation within contemporary 

research on learning in out-of-school spaces.  Chapter Two also addresses my theoretical 

framework of figured worlds, positioning, and authoring (Holland et al., 1998); social and 

cultural capital (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977) and community cultural wealth (Yosso, 

2005); situated learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991); and youth studies research (Best, 

2007). These frameworks fall under a broader umbrella of social production theories and 

work together to enable a layered approach to examining YouthArts as an out-of-school 

program.  
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 Chapter Three highlights the postcritical ethnographic orientation of the study 

(Noblit, Flores, and Murillo, 2004) and offers the research design, setting, researcher 

positionality, methods, and analysis processes. I begin by briefly tracing the development 

of ethnography and what such an approach can offer an educational researcher, and I 

situate my postcritical ethnography in YouthArts as a specific figured world. I consider 

the ways that I, as a White, female, first-generation college student, and art novice, 

impacted the study and how I reflected on my positionality before, during, and after my 

time at YouthArts to better understand the implications that it had for my research.  The 

chapter details the four main data collection methods that I used: participant-observation, 

interviews, artifact collection, and analytic and reflective memo writing. I explain the 

iterative analysis process (LeCompte, 1994) that I followed to collect and analyze data on 

both the macro figured world of out-of-school programs and arts-based activities and the 

micro figured worlds of the particular incarnations of YouthArts, as well as the multiple 

and intersecting figured worlds of the individual participants. These analysis methods 

include critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2005) and narrative analysis (Riessman, 

2002).  

Chapter Four offers a thick description (Geertz, 1973) of the figured world of 

YouthArts. I outline the responsibilities, which include showing up regularly and on time 

and using materials to create art, and the activities associated with the program, such as 

critique, fieldtrips, artist-led workshops, and portfolio creation. Through the description 

of YouthArts, I demonstrate how this particular figured world was constructed around the 

idea of the professional artist and how that structure played a role in fostering that 
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identity for the adolescent participants. In each instance, I offer ethnographic evidence 

from my fieldnotes and interviews to show how the adult facilitators positioned the 

program, the participants, and one another in the creation of the YouthArts figured world. 

I show how the adolescents responded to these positions by authoring themselves both in 

accordance with the goals of the figured world and in opposition to it, as well as the ways 

that they positioned one another within the space to demonstrate the dynamic nature of 

figured world construction and maintenance through the ways that participants 

encountered, engaged, and modified activities.  

In Chapter Five, I provide case studies of four adolescent participants: Wayne, 

Lauryn, Bethari, and Emily. In these case studies, I rely on interviews and fieldnotes to 

paint pictures of the different ways that the adolescents authored various identities using 

materials offered by the figured world of YouthArts as part of their agentic educational 

activities.  These case studies highlight the ways that the participants used YouthArts as 

one part of their identity formation process and actively worked to build their identities. 

Through these case studies, I show the ways that the adolescents actively pursued 

multiple occasions to construct themselves through their resourceful use of both 

opportunities and materials.  

In Chapter Six, I offer suggestions for future research in the fields of out-of-

school learning, anthropology of education, and identity and agency studies. In this 

chapter, I outline findings that are related to the ways that adolescents engaged the 

program, actively sought multiple opportunities and activities, and how adolescents saw 

their artistic identities develop and change over their time with YouthArts. Through this 
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exploration, I demonstrate the key roles of relationships, supplies, and artistic freedom in 

adolescent artistic development. I contend that a significant cluster of participants 

involved with YouthArts actively sought opportunities to author themselves in agentic 

ways as they attended magnet schools, developed sophisticated networks, and spent many 

hours honing their practices. This finding extends current literature that frequently 

positions single programs as key interventions; rather, focal participants in this study 

demonstrate that this program was but one activity that they used to help construct their 

artistic, professional, and educational identities. 
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Interlude 1: Jennifer goes to graduate school 

I left a job that I loved at a supportive elementary school community to come to 

graduate school. As the librarian (or my official title of “clerical aide assigned to the 

library” as California schools didn’t have librarians worked into the budget), I helped 

students find books, constructed story times, and worked with teachers on projects and 

assignments. I also became the unofficial go-to—need someone to cover your class for an 

hour—call Jennifer. Need to have a cool down space for one of your students? Call 

Jennifer.  Need someone to set up for an all-school event? See if Jennifer can help. I 

loved my job, I loved the staff, I loved the families I worked with, and I loved the kids. 

 So much so that I had concerns about choosing to leave this space behind to go to 

graduate school. I had been torn between pursuing graduate school and getting my 

teaching credential. I didn’t know much at all about graduate school —I was encouraged 

to go by three of my professors, and so I applied. I did it, as silly as it sounds now, on a 

lark. I didn’t study extensively for the GRE, I didn’t carefully pour over schools when I 

applied, and I didn’t have a sense of what graduate school actually meant. The only 

people in my world who had gone to graduate school were teachers at the school that I 

was working at, and they went to school part-time in addition to teaching, so my view of 

graduate school did not really depict the type of graduate school existence I was signing 

up for. I had decided that teaching would be there for me when I was done with graduate 

school, but since I hadn’t been able to go away for college, this would be the time to try 

out an adventure. 
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 And so I went. I did Americorps my first year of graduate school, opting for a 

work study program that had me commit 12 hours a week in an elementary school in 

Southern City and an hour a week for entire group meetings at the University. I also 

worked with female athletes at the University as a mentor and tutor that first year of 

graduate school, meeting with them from 7-9, Monday to Thursday. My love for school, 

and schooling, diminished that year, as I felt more frantic than I ever had during my 

undergraduate years (even my final two years, when I was juggling three jobs and 

working fifty hours a week), and I felt worried. My writing was not to the level it needed 

to be; I had multiple papers telling me so. I realized that this was a different type of 

schooling, one that I was not prepared for—and that came as a surprise to someone who 

had an identity constructed as a “nerd” and who was highly invested in schooling. 

 My placement for Americorps also highlighted new things about schooling.  I had 

worked at a racially and economically diverse school in California; I worked with my 

mom, and I knew most of the people on the staff before I started. It was the largest 

elementary school in the district, and it pulled from the largest geographical area in town, 

which meant that students came from both the exclusive properties up on the hill and they 

came from the hotels with weekly rates located down the street. The school was 

considered high performing by most measures, and most of the teachers were recognized 

as dedicated, caring, and committed.  

The school that I had been placed in for Americorps was more racially and 

economically homogenous, primarily working-class students, with a high percentage of 

Latina/o children, and was categorized as low-performing, which I came to find had 
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significant and actual meaning in Texas. This was just as No Child Left Behind was 

passed as national law, but the “Texas Miracle” was underway. In the open-classroom 

building where my classroom was housed, the first grade students I worked with were 

taking in the sounds of the daily two hours of test prep from the next-door third grade 

class. Day in, day out, we heard discussions about test taking techniques, practice tests, 

and material that might be on the test.  

 At the same time, in my own academic path, I was pursuing a range of topics—

public intellectualism; the intersections of race, class, and gender; and images of girlhood 

and adolescent women. I was interested in ethnography and working on contemporary 

issues, but I found it hard to pursue those issues in a program that was focused on cultural 

history. I became more interested in alternative schooling movements, working on 

projects that examined Waldorf education, Montessori approaches, and homeschooling as 

a marriage of multiple, disparate social movements. This draw to education, with a goal 

of conducting ethnography, led me to the fairly newly formed Cultural Studies in 

Education program. 

 I applied to and started the Cultural Studies in Education with the plan of studying 

radical mothering—how one became a “radical mother” (looking at both women who 

considered themselves radical prior to motherhood and those who became radicals after 

motherhood), how that identity impacted what children learned, and how radicalism, 

motherhood, and education all come together.  As I sat in multiple courses, however, I 

remember always being the outlier—education out of school? Family education and 

radical mamas?  I also started to worry about the future of such a project—how would I 
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ever fit into a particular discipline? How would I position myself? One thing was certain, 

though—I was committed to thinking about education in an out-of-school environment. 

This was for two main reasons. One, I have not been a K-12 teacher, and I did not want to 

overstep what I see as my boundaries. I knew that I could research schooling, and my 

“outsider” status may have enabled me to see new elements of classroom dynamics, but I 

did not feel comfortable making those assertions. Two, I firmly believed that narrowing 

“education” to only cover school-based inquiry is detrimental. I worry about the 

responsibilities that are levied at the school’s door. I worry about the way that parents and 

families are sometimes written out of educational material. And I worry that different 

types of learning and knowing and educating are not represented or regarded as being 

influential when so much focus is placed on schools. 

So, with this desire to study learning in out-of-school spaces, I started to think 

about the different types of programs that I could consider. I went back to an exploratory 

paper that I had written on learning in out-of-school environments, and I went through 

the main areas that I had covered, trying to come up with a particular field to help me 

narrow my search. And so I began—checking out possible sites, developing an idea, and 

working on shifting my academic trajectory. I went to a few different art spaces, but I 

found myself drawn to ContempoArts—both for the approach to programming and for 

the way that art and adolescents were framed within the space.  

  Knowing my intentions, and knowing the reason why I selected out-of-school 

learning, provides a backdrop for the dissertation, and helps position the discussion in 

specific ways. The underlying questions to this inquiry—what is education? How do 
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people actively construct their identities out of what they envision as possible, out of 

what they think is just, out of what they see as necessary?— have been with me in my 

slightly meandering path of graduate school. 
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Chapter 2  

History and theory of out-of-school programs and research 

Identifying and distinguishing sometimes overlapping figured worlds, roles, and 

relations in classroom interaction is a challenging but promising analytical task. It 

requires deep appreciation for the various figured worlds that are invoked in a 

setting. (Jurow, 2005, 62) 

 
 As mentioned in Chapter One, an overarching goal with my project was to better 

understand learning in out-of-school spaces and to better appreciate adolescent identity 

development and agentic practices. In order to understand these issues, I had to 

conceptualize them within larger bodies of literature, historically and theoretically. In this 

chapter, I offer an overview of literature that is relevant to my research of YouthArts, as 

well as provide my theoretical framework for conducting my research. First, I trace the 

historical development of out-of-school programs to provide a context for YouthArts. 

After this discussion, I explore literature related to out-of-school programs. I then outline 

the sociocultural underpinnings of my project and review related literature. Specifically, I 

focus on Holland et al.’s (1998) concepts of figured worlds, authoring, and positioning; 

Bourdieu and Passeron’s (1977) discussions of cultural capital and Yosso’s (2005) 

community cultural wealth; situated learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991); and youth studies 

(Best, 2003).   

These theoretical frameworks enabled me to view YouthArts from multiple, 

complementary perspectives. I chose these lenses after I had conducted my pilot study in 

Spring 2008, in which I had the opportunity to observe the structure and interactions in 
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YouthArts. As I entered the field, I was interested in learning in out-of-school spaces 

broadly, drawing on social practice models of learning and activity (Vygotsky, 1977; 

Leont’ev, 1981).  As I began to write up my observations, figured worlds, authoring, and 

positioning were useful concepts I used as I worked toward understanding the ways that 

the program guided students in shaping new artistic identities. Figured worlds is the over-

arching way that I have conceptualized YouthArts. Holland et al. (1998) define a figured 

world as  “a socially and culturally constructed realm of interpretation in which particular 

characters and actors are recognized, significance is assigned to certain acts and 

particular outcomes are valued over others” (Holland et al., 1998, 52). Figured worlds are 

historically constituted spaces in which participants’ interactions can take on new 

meanings that help to redistribute and reorganize people across space. Subsumed under 

figured worlds theory are the concepts of figured identity, positional identity, relational 

identity, and authorship. Figured worlds, and its related notions, provided me with a lens 

to view the program within the larger context of out-of-school programs, museum 

education, and grant-seeking activities, as well as helped me make sense of the program 

structure and the participants’ interactions from session to session and cycle to cycle.  

As I continued to review my pilot study information, cultural capital became a 

crucial conceptual tool that worked nicely with discussions of positioning and authoring. 

In many ways, the program’s location—in a contemporary art space—carried social and 

cultural capital connotations to those outside of the program. I wanted to examine the 

ways that issues of access were discussed, avoided, or reconstructed, and I was interested 

in the ways that participants’ community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2006) came to mediate 
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and expand these conversations. Rogoff’s (1990) discussions of apprenticeship into 

learning communities and Lave and Wenger’s (1991) notion of situated learning were 

significant as I thought about the ways that participants with varying skill levels worked 

side-by-side and assisted each other. Cultural capital and situated learning also helped me 

examine the ways that participants were positioned in multiple spaces—in discourses 

surrounding adolescents, in school-based learning, and in out-of-school education, among 

others. Finally, trying to situate the work within a perspective that was additive rather 

than subtractive (Valenzuela, 1999), I looked toward the field of youth studies (Best, 

2007) to consider adolescent agency and identity development. This theoretical 

orientation enabled me to move beyond an abundance of research that focused on deficit 

models of adolescent development (Benson, 2003 cited in Lerner et al., 2006) and to 

center youth experiences and agency within the research process in order to write about 

youth activity from a positive place. 

 

Historical trajectory of out-of-school programs 

 Conducting a historical survey of the field of out-of-school/after-school 

programming provided me with insight on the ebb and flow of programming decisions in 

relation to a broader cultural and political landscape. Constructing an overview of the 

history of the out-of-school field allowed me to situate the programming at YouthArts 

within a larger field and put it into conversation with past initiatives and approaches. 

 Robert Halpern (1999; 2000; 2002; 2003), the leading historian of after-school 

programs, traces the roots of after-school programs to progressive reforms of the late 
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nineteenth century. Out-of-school programs, such as the Young Men’s Christian 

Organization (YMCA) and the Young Men’s Hebrew Association (YMHA), were 

founded in the 1880s to provide rural males moving to the city and immigrant men 

moving to the U.S, a place for supervised socializing and job training, as well as 

programs to Americanize and acculturate immigrants from southern and eastern Europe 

(Putney, 2001; Kaufman, 1999). The creation of these organizations directly facilitated 

the infrastructure for recreational and educational activities in community centers 

(Kleiber and Powell, 2005), which enabled out-of-school programs to exist.   

Building on the infrastructure of the YMCA and the YMHA, two trends 

converged to give rise to after-school spaces: the growth of compulsory education and the 

decline of child labor. The growth of public schooling and new laws that limited the 

scope of labor for minors created simultaneously new child-specific places and opened up 

gaps in the day. While school partially filled the previous workday timeframe, it also 

created a gap in the afternoon between children being let out from school and adults 

returning from work. Initially, after-school programs were largely tied to small 

independent programs, such as settlement houses and individual churches, which were 

created by individuals to “rescue” children in urban areas (Halpern, 2002). Programs 

focused on providing classes, which were small and adult volunteer-led, or clubs, which 

were large and youth-led.  The programs offered vocational training for boys to help 

them transition from school to employment and classes for girls that focused on domestic 

issues and “creativity.”  
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After-school programs thus were created with the goals of offering “care and 

protection” (Halpern, 2002, 186) and more opportunities for play. Embedded within the 

idea of play, Halpern contends, were “more instrumental” goals, such as “fostering 

creativity and self-expression, strengthening group skills (e.g. cooperation, turn-taking, 

setting and following rules), and even building character” (Halpern, 2002, 186). After-

school programs often fashioned themselves in response to perceptions of schooling as 

mechanized; in contrast, out-of-school programs offered places for children to play and to 

“feel successful” (Halpern, 2002, 188), and the programs’ focus was on the well-being of 

the whole child; play and creativity often took center stage at the out-of-school program. 

Lacking a clear, measurable goal, however, caused some strife in the late 1910s and early 

1920s as after-school programs grew and were forced to defend their practices to 

educators and politicians (Halpern, 1999; 2003).  

 The next phase of after-school programs coincided with the economic downturn 

of the late 1920s and the depression of the 1930s.  Sustaining interest, maintaining 

volunteers, wrangling youth into common areas, and minimizing problem behavior in 

youth were all hallmarks of the period (Halpern, 2002). The Great Depression also forced 

after-school programs to respond to questions about the theoretical underpinnings of the 

programs and the professionalization of the after-school field. Programs had to consider 

what the role of play and creativity should be in such dire social circumstances. Officials 

began to consider whether after-school programs should receive federal money to 

continue providing the same programs, or if programs should be altered to focus on job 

training and skills-based activities. Generally, after-school programs saw the need to 
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balance job training with the same activities that they offered before the Depression; they 

recognized the need to provide new services, but they also wanted to maintain consistent 

after-school programs in order to help youth deal with the changes in their lives. During 

this era, programs received funds from both private and public sources to sustain youth 

participation and to offer job-training services. 

 Moving out of the thirties and into the Second World War, after-school programs 

again shifted to recognize emerging social and cultural issues. Programs needed to 

supervise more children, to minimize the damaging effects of war, and to demonstrate 

their contributions to war efforts. These spaces offered food, extended programs, and 

preparedness courses to train youth how to act should the war come to U.S. shores 

(Halpern, 2002). Questions persisted about the role of the after-school program in youth 

development, yet the World War II period saw a rise in financial and public support for 

after-school programs as a way of sustaining U.S. life.  

As the war drew to an end, the goals of after-school programs shifted once again. 

Halpern (1999) writes that the perception of the youth themselves seems to have 

undergone a shift from their earlier counterparts. After-school programs were trying to 

reach out to a growing number of “alienated,…resistant, personally disorganized, and 

unaffiliated” youth (Halpern, 2002, 199) as “‘the first line of defense against 

delinquency’ ” (UNH, Box 24, Folder 333; cited in Halpern, 2002, 199; for more on 

issues of delinquency in the 1950s, see Gilbert, 1986). Although changes in the postwar 

years should have qualified after-school programs for more funding, programs found 

themselves competing with school-based initiatives and programs for federal money. As 
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part of the perceived rise in delinquency, both out-of-school programs and school-based 

programs sought to squelch the problem of teenage rebellion. 

After-school programs continued to compete for funds as a part of the Great 

Society’s programs in the 1960s (Casey, Ripke, and Huston, 2005).  As a part of the 

“War on Poverty,” these programs sought to position themselves as responding to fears of 

“community isolation” (Halpern, 2002, 69) by providing spaces for children to come 

together. Programs started to target more racially diverse youth. The 1960s  also saw the 

rise of non-profit foundations that provided programs with another path to financial 

support. More available money meant that established programs found themselves 

competing with newly formed organizations for funding and audiences, which led to 

programs evaluating their purposes and goals once again. Existing programs faced 

multiple questions: should they undergo structural changes in order to make themselves 

more desirable candidates for funding sources? How much program control they were 

willing to relinquish for increased funds?  How could they compete with programs that 

were created solely in response to federal funding initiatives and could tailor their 

approaches to particular schemes? 

In addition to these funding and approach issues, the 1960s and 1970s also saw a 

shift in the adults who facilitated the programs. Prior to this period, most programs were 

fun by career facilitators who came from outside of the community or were involved with 

social work causes. In the 1960s, many new staff members were hired from the 

communities that were being served. The push to hire from within communities often was 

beneficial for programs, as participants were more likely to attend programs with people 
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who shared similar life experiences, further diversifying the bases of out-of-school 

programming (Stagner and Duran, 1997). Moving to hiring within and attending to 

particular community needs harkened back to community-based programs of the first-

generation of after-school programs (Eccles and Gootman, 2002), which were largely 

community initiatives and shaped by particular contexts. Once again, the out-of-school 

program was seen as a way to strengthen a community, as well as a way to address school 

issues. 

 Out-of-school programs received a rhetorical boost in the seventies, eighties, and 

nineties as images of “latch-key” children (Fasrelli, 1984) and gang violence (Aiser, 

2004) filled media outlets.  Youth were treated simultaneously as a group in peril and a 

group to fear. Research began to appear that positioned the after-school hours as the most 

dangerous for adolescents and stated that crime rates increased in crucial “3pm-8 pm” 

time period (Nicholson, Collins, and Holmer, 2004), which helped foster after-school 

program expansion in the early 1990s (Larner, Zippiroli, Behrman, 1999; Pedersen and 

Seidman, 2005).  Communities began offering more programs for middle- and high-

school students to help ward off “destructive behavior”, and the federal government 

followed by providing grants to create and sustain programs (Nicholson, Collins, and 

Holmer, 2004). After-school programs found themselves responding to new issues and an 

expanding base of participants, including new immigrant groups and more racially and 

ethnically diverse audiences. Debates about their purposes continued: should after-school 

programs be used as a way to extend the school day, or should they continue to be 

conceived of as a separate space (Halpern, 2002; Noam, 2003; Woodland, 2008)? The 
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simultaneous widening and redefining of after-school spaces related to earlier questions 

in the field of after-school programs: how much impact does, and should, the larger 

community or political atmosphere have on program development? How do programs 

demonstrate their “effectiveness” within increasingly narrow definitions of what that 

effectiveness means (Hollister, 2003)? Additionally, how do programs meet diverse 

programming needs and maintain consistent levels of funding? 

 Recently, initiatives, such as 21st Learning Center programs, have been enacted to 

provide after-school programs to a wider group of school-aged youth (Dynarski et al., 

2003; Schwartz and Stolow, 2006). These programs are tied frequently to educational 

outcomes, which are tied explicitly to No Child Left Behind (2001) and school-based 

growth (Neil, 2003). Concurrently, some after-school programs are shifting back to 

locally based organizations that are able to respond to the immediate concerns of the 

community (Mahoney, Larson, and Eccles, ed. 2005). The competition between programs 

that exist to respond to national, standardized academic challenges and programs that aim 

to provide local, community-based enrichment is evident in the type of research that is 

conducted on out-of-school programs and the funding structures that are available to both 

(Friedman and Bielberg, 2002; Halpern, Deich, and Cohen, 2000). 

 This brief tracing of out-of-school programming ties together the larger cultural 

history of the United States and the field of out-of-school learning. As I will show, all 

figured worlds are historically constituted, thereby bringing the broader context of social 

conditions, political debates, and economic concerns to bear on the particular program 

and programming future for YouthArts. 
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Recent research literature on out-of-school programs 

Corresponding with the growth in out-of-school programming options, research 

on out-of-school programs has steadily grown (Eccles and Templeton, 2002). 

Traditionally, research on after-school programs has been conducted by policy makers to 

determine funding protocols (Roth and Brooks-Gunn, 2003), by psychologists who favor 

a developmental approach to learning (Rosenthal and Vandell, 1996; Posner, 2008), by 

education scholars interested in exploring the academic benefits of out-of-school spaces 

(Bitz, 2003), or by interdisciplinary researchers in broad-based programs located in urban 

communities (Strobel, Kirshner, O’Donoghue, McLaughlin, 2008).  With more programs 

in place, there has also been a rise in approaches highlighting the complexity of out-of-

school learning (Guzetti and Gamboa, 2005) and expanded program offerings (Eccles and 

Templeton, 2002), melding together multiple fields and goals.  

Eccles and Templeton’s (2002) “Extra curricular and other after-school activities 

for youth” offers a comprehensive exploration out-of-school programming. In this 

appraisal of out-of-school programs, which was funded by the National Research Council 

and published in the Review of educational research, Eccles and Templeton surveyed a 

range of contemporary after-school programs to examine main trends in out-of-school 

research. Their findings demonstrate that successful programs offer activities that are 

developmentally appropriate, provide a space for youth to receive social support from 

peer groups and adults, reiterate social norms, include explicit learning situations, 

scaffold participants, and facilitate “opportunities to experience mattering and leadership” 

(170).  
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Eccles and Templeton shape their article by stating that, “[i]n our opinion, the 

most appropriate method of studying after-school experiences depends on several factors. 

Most important, the method used depends on the question being asked. The method also 

depends on the nature of the ‘thing’ being studied” (116).  The out-of-school programs 

that the authors focused on tended to be structured, and the studies that were conducted 

were often quantitative and aimed to discover clear outcomes. Forty-three studies used 

quantitative methods, two used mixed methods, and two used qualitative methods4. 

This article, as a review of trends in research, supported by a major organization, 

and written by leading out-of-school researchers, establishes a particular type of program 

and a specific research protocol as primary and frequently studied. Although the studies 

represent a sample of research on out-of-school programming, the overwhelming amount 

of quantitative research with clear outcomes demonstrates a predilection within the field 

of out-of-school studies.  It also highlights a need for studies that focus on out-of-school 

programs qualitatively and with an eye toward the complex ways that they enable 

experiences and activities. 

I was initially concerned by the overwhelming amount of quantitative studies that 

focused on clear-cut outcomes for participation. Drawing on Eccles and Templeton 

(2002), I wondered about explorations that looked at the interplay of reasons for 

adolescent participation and was curious about complex outcomes and experiences. 

Where was the place for longer term qualitative studies that focused on processes rather 

than outcomes? How would my work fit into the larger field of out-of-school studies? I 
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then started to focus more concretely on studies that had approaches that I would like to 

emulate—methods, analysis, and research questions. I have grouped programs into 

specific types: “interventions” for youth, often as seen as a corrective to problematic 

behavior or a preventive mechanism for limiting problematic behavior (for example, 

Reichert, M. et al., 2006; Gardner, R. et al., 2001; Gottfredson et al., 2004; Posner, J.K. 

and Vandell, D. L., 1999; Lauer et al., 2006); academic achievement, which can be 

remedial, supplemental, or enriching (such as Bitz, 2003; Cosden, M. Morrison, G., 

Albanese, A.L., and Macias, S. 2001; Cosden, M., Morrison, G., Gutierrez, L. and 

Brown, M., 2004) ); health and athletics, such as sports programs  and anti-obesity 

initiatives (for example, Pate et al., 2003; Watson, D.L. et al., 2000); and community-

based programming, which are far-reaching and created to respond to particular issues 

within a particular context  (such as Garner, ed. 2002; Strobel, Kirshner, O’Donoghue, 

and McLaughlin, 2008).  

These categories are not as distinct as I present them. In fact, almost all programs 

could be viewed as an “intervention” of some sort; “intervention” programs are the larger 

umbrella under which academic, sports/health, and community-based programs reside. 

Intervention studies focus on the ways that after-school programs can intervene into 

youth’s lives. Intervention research examines the ways that after-school programs can 

curb gang involvement (Witt and Baker, 1997; Beck, 1999) or can help modify 

behavioral problems (Pettit, Bates, Dodge, and Meece, 1999; Pierce, Hamm, and Vandell, 

1999). Often situated within educational psychology and education, these studies 
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examine programs that attempt to alter the youth’s trajectory by providing a key after-

school program or activity.  

I separated them to highlight main threads of research for out-of-school studies, 

yet these divisions are my own creation. The variety of studies of out-of-school programs 

are situated within a variety of academic fields and discussions: educational psychology 

and counseling, medicine, sociology, anthropology, policy studies, government, 

economics, social work, and educational studies of different disciplinary approaches. 

While interventionist studies are important to demonstrate the wide field of after-school 

programs, they are not necessarily aligned with the goals of my study.  Although 

some may view YouthArts as an intervention into the lives of the adolescent participants, 

that framing does not suit my approach to research. Although the adults shaping the 

program in some ways that could be viewed as “interventionist,” for instance, by 

focusing on providing participants with supplies and lessons, YouthArts does this in 

order to support art creation and discussion program goals. The goal is not necessarily to 

intervene into the participants’ lives to modify “trouble” behaviors, but rather to offer a 

space to focus on creating and discussing art. My research interest lies in the ways that 

these processes of creating and discussing art were negotiated and reauthored by 

participants. My focus was not on any sort of intervention, but rather how participants 

made sense of the activities of YouthArts in their identity production. 

Academic development programs comprise the largest field within educational 

research and are broad in approach and content. Academic research on these programs 

focuses on the ways that they assist academic achievement for students of different 



 30 

ethnicities (Riggs and Greenberg, 2004; Cooper et al., 1995), different genders (Kahne et 

al., 2002), or different geographic locations (Shumow, 2001). The academic structure of 

the program focuses on ways to support state-mandated benchmarks (Bitz, 2003) or how 

after-school spaces can help students meet grade-level goals (Pittman, Irby, Yohalem, 

and Wilson-Ahlstrom, 2004; Lauer et al., 2006). This field has also grown as the federal 

government has created more standards for all students to meet and has put forth more 

funding to help support school-based efforts in the out-of-school hours. 

Questions of academic development bear on my inquiry in relation to the ways 

that participants bring those questions into the discussion. YouthArts is not directly 

supporting a school goal, but participants did blend their school activities and their 

YouthArts activities. Most notably, participants use materials and projects from 

YouthArts to include in their high school Advanced Placement portfolios. Using material 

for multiple purposes, while not an official part of the “curriculum” at YouthArts, is 

encouraged and supported. 

Research on programs that highlight health and athletics out of school have also 

grown as concerns about obesity, activity levels, and lifelong health have risen. Few 

studies holistically explore after-school sports, but there is a significant field of health 

research that examines the ways that after-school programs can mitigate obesity 

(Colchico, 2000; Elkins, Cohen, Koralewicz, and Taylor, 2004); limit risky behavior, 

such as smoking, drinking, or early sexual encounters (Richardson, Radziszewska, Dent, 

and Flay, 1993; Roth and Brooks-Gunn, 2003); or encourage healthy choices in life 

(Dzewaltowski, Estabrooks, and Johnston, 2002).  These programs explore the ways that 
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after-school programs can help young people develop “risk-averse” behavior through 

learning in an out-of-school space. 

Tracking community-based programs includes focusing both on programs created 

by outside agencies as well as from within communities. These spaces can be places that 

are already constructed and youth attend after-school (Vandell and Shumow, 1999), or 

they can be spaces where youth become part of the process of creating and researching 

through the after-school space (Kirshner, O’Donoghue, and McLaughlin, 2006). The field 

of community-based research details programs that offer safe spaces to youth after-school 

(Grineski, 2003; Hill, 2000; Lee and Hawkins, 2008) and programs that pair youth and 

adults in mentorship relationships (Rhodes, 2004). Studies on community-based 

endeavors frequently look to the relationships between community organizations, 

families, and youth. 

YouthArts’s creation and approach fits well within a community-based 

framework. The program was created in response to community needs, which I discuss in 

Chapter Four, and the facilitators try to encourage an array of adolescents and community 

artists to participate. I drew heavily from studies within this field to better shape the way 

that I saw the program functioning within the community. 

Studies on arts-based projects in out-of-school spaces often focus on the ways that 

art can reach “at-risk” students (such as Rapp-Paglicci, L.A., Ersing, R. and Rowe, W., 

2006). Campbell, Connell, and Beegle (2007) explored the role of music in and out-of-

school in adolescent identity processes, relying solely on essays produced as part of a 

popular essay contest to show support for music education. While certainly interesting, 
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these studies do not necessarily explore the arts in the same manner that Brice Heath 

(2001) encourages exploration—looking for ways that youth take on new leadership roles 

and identities; looking for the complex set of skills necessary to complete projects from 

beginning to end; and looking for the complicated negotiations that occur in out-of-

school arts-based programs. However, they do help illustrate the ways that adolescents 

and art are positions—as in need and therapeutic/ rehabilitative/interventionist, 

respectively—and demonstrate ways that adolescent experiences are used to help 

maintain arts funding. 

As I dug deeper into the field of qualitative research on out-of-school spaces, I 

found research that was more complicated and focused on the interplay between space 

and participants, goals and negotiation, process and product. These studies explore issues 

such as the need for out-of-school programs to support complex educational development 

(Fisher, 2006), the creation of programs and the negotiation of expectations (Cushman 

and Emmons, 2002), the ways that programs recognize multiple facets of participant 

identity (Vasquez and Duran, 2002), and the ways that programs can encourage 

adolescents to engage in “professional” practices (Rubinstein-Avila, 2006). In these 

studies, I saw a home for the research that I wanted to conduct, and I found them to be 

extraordinarily helpful as I constructed my approach to examining YouthArts. As I found 

these articles to be central to my thinking about researching YouthArts, I consider them 

in more detail. 

 Maisha Fisher’s “Earning ‘dual degrees’” (2006) highlights Fisher’s experiences 

researching two Black-owned bookstores in the Bay Area, and how these bookstores 
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functioned as places for people to gain a second “degree”—one that was rooted in 

community and heritage and could complement a “first degree,” such as an academic or 

school-based degree. Fisher examined events sponsored by these bookstores and the 

organizers, the expectations of the participants, and the attendees’ expectations to see 

how these activities shaped participants’ educational lives.  Fisher’s study positions 

learning out of school as necessary to one’s development. These bookstores are spaces 

where people can learn “alternative” literacies and histories; these spaces encourage 

learning that may run counter to processes in schools or “official” academic spaces. The 

notion of a “second degree” that is rooted in learning that takes place outside of the 

school is helpful to frame the discussion about YouthArts. While the participants may not 

earn a “second degree” in the same way, the space for discussion that YouthArts provides 

and the range of artists who came in to share their craft, from university professors to 

skateboard designers, offered the participants with a broader notion of “art” than their 

school-based art lessons often did. YouthArts could help educate the participants about 

the extensive world of art and provide them with a richer understanding of what it means 

to be an artist and what it means to create art. 

 Ellen Cushman and Chalon Emmons’ “Contact zones made real” (2002) examines 

a service-learning project between the University of California, Berkeley and a YMCA in 

the neighboring community of Richmond that was created and negotiated between the 

YMCA staff and members and the UCB instructors and students. The youth at the 

YMCA chose whether or not they would participate in language activities, how much 

they wanted to be involved, and the end result of the language activity. The youth had 
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freedom to write poems or songs at the YMCA and to incorporate material from a variety 

of contexts into their work. This freedom challenged the university students’ 

understandings of literacy, as they needed to recognize multiple literacies to appreciate 

what the youth were doing. The adults had to negotiate with the youth and be willing to 

“let” the youth take control of some of the activities. This article highlights the 

complexity in working with youth in multiple contexts and the negotiations that take 

place in voluntary spaces.  

The context of the program and the information that the researchers unearthed 

both relate to my work at YouthArts. The program was born out of a need in the 

community—the YMCA wanted to strengthen its after-school program, and the 

University wanted to engage their students in service learning. YouthArts was created 

due to a lack of arts-based programs for adolescents; it both serves a population that was 

not being solicited, as well as offers the museum a featured program that they are able to 

tout as serving a specific, and often neglected, audience. The way that YouthArts was 

initially created may not have aligned with the participants’ expectations, and the 

program has evolved in response to youth input. Both the adults and the adolescent 

participants have to alter their expectations over the course of a YouthArts cycle, 

although the adolescents may do more of the changing. This give-and-take and adjusted 

expectations is a part of YouthArts’ planning for both the long-term and each 10-week 

cycle. 

 Another significant aspect to YouthArts, and specifically to my study, is the 

exploration of multiple and hybrid identities. Olga Vasquez and Richard Duran’s (2002) 
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study of two after-school computer clubs examines how these programs support bilingual 

students and encourage them to maintain and use both of their languages. The authors 

highlight the two programs ability to tap the funds of knowledge of their communities in 

that multiple literacies and social practices are not only accepted, but are encouraged in 

the program. The authors contend that experiences that actively engage children in 

learning processes can help youth see multiple forms of communication in order to 

navigate the world more easily. They stress that projects like these show that “learning 

and development are context specific and socially based” (187).  

  This article illustrates a possible way that after-school programs help children use 

and recognize all parts of their literacy “tool kit” (Gee, 1996).  In this program, 

participants’ choices are respected, and the amalgam of approaches that they use to better 

engage in the after-school program are honored and encouraged. In the out-of-school 

space, multiple identities are recognized and celebrated. These programs appreciate the 

special skills that bilingual children have and encourage the children to use them, which 

is something that does not always happen in school settings. Similarly, YouthArts 

promotes and celebrates skills in areas that were not always appreciated in the school, 

such as graffiti or cartooning.  All adolescents presented their work and were subjected to 

the same type of critique and discussion whether they worked in traditional or non-

traditional media. YouthArts’ ability to foster skills that were not recognized or 

developed by other institutions was central to my study. 

 Rubinstein-Avila’s “Publishing  ‘Equinox’”  (2006) illustrates what can happen 

when youth are provided with new skills in the service of their own interests. Adolescents 
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apply for positions on Equinox, a once-a-year magazine; develop a topic in which they 

are interested; and spend eight months on paid internships putting together an issue. 

Youth are provided with the opportunity to conduct real research—part of the program 

includes ethnographic training and feedback sessions—in order to produce articles on 

subjects that they are interested in for publication in a magazine with a broad circulation. 

Youth are guided through their activities, but the activities are not overly deterministic. 

The students pursue material that they are invested in, bringing together their knowledge 

from a variety of places and providing a wider context for their experiences and 

interviews to be discussed. Rubinstein-Avila found that the youth were authentically 

connected to the material that they produced and that the adults provided necessary 

guidance in helping the youth create a quality product. The youths’ knowledge was 

accessed, yet pushed to a level where they could critically interrogate the world around 

them.  

 Rubinstein-Avila’s study has much to offer me in the ways that I conceptualize 

and highlight the skills that I view as central to the practices of YouthArts. Adolescents 

applied for the program, which helped attract serious participants. While they did not 

receive compensation for their time, they did receive free art supplies and were 

encouraged to explore a wide range of media. Participants chose the art that they would 

like to make, but they were also persuaded to try new projects. Additionally, the 

adolescents were taught new art vocabulary and were encouraged to use it when they 

critiqued each other’s work and spoke with visiting artists. The realness of the program 

and the ways that the participants engaged in multiple activities offered them powerful 
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opportunities to be positioned and to reauthor themselves through these art materials and 

processes. These facilitators shaped YouthArts with the goal of helping the adolescents 

engage professional activities. The adolescents were being helped in their transition from 

high school student interested in art to Art Student or Artist. 

 These studies highlight both the richness of out-of-school learning and the 

complexities of researching these spaces. From these core studies, I drew on ways to 

describe YouthArts, to look for the negotiations that occurred in YouthArts, and to 

illustrate the messiness of learning and doing. Additionally, developing my 

methodological approach to data collection and analysis with these studies in mind 

encouraged me to include thick description, interviews, and critical discourse analysis in 

order to consider YouthArts, identity, and agency.  

 

Arts-based research 

The content of YouthArts—visual arts—is also a crucial component to the out-of-

school form of the program. Arts-based research provides a context for further 

understanding YouthArts beyond simply an out-of-school space, but rather an arts-based 

out-of-school space. As Cahnmann-Taylor asserts in her co-edited volume, Arts-based 

research in education: Foundations for practice (Cahnmann-Taylor and Siegesmund, 

2008), there are two main threads of research that use the term “arts-based research.” 

One, which is an older utilization of the term, researches arts environments; it 

encompasses work on arts-based practices, participants, and spaces. The second 

definition refers to research that takes on an artistic format, such as sculpture, poetry, or 
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performance art. In this version, which is becoming the preferred usage, the data are 

represented artistically. Although my use of arts-based research looks toward older 

definitions, as I am focusing on the environment of an art program and not representing 

my material in an innovative and artistic manner, arts-based research still offers me 

considerable material from which to draw.  

Barone, also a contributor to the above edited volume, establishes the need for 

“socially engaged” and “epistemologically humble” qualitative arts-based research as a 

way to reengage discussions about education writ broadly (2008, 35). Barone calls for 

research that is contextually grounded and taps into the social questions that are present 

in the community. For Barone, arts-based projects research can be demonstrated in 

powerful ways, by foregrounding the socially engaged perspectives of individuals or by 

representing research in an artistic format that may reach a broad cross-section of people. 

As contemporary art often invokes questions of identity by highlighting 

multiplicity and hybridity (Drucker, 2005) and can challenge dominant narratives 

(Garoian, 2002), an arts-based program can foster new identities for participants. Cahan 

and Kocur (1994) explore the multiple ways that contemporary art and multicultural 

education can work well together. Lucy Lippard (1990) contends that contemporary art 

can lead to powerful new ways of naming one’s self and crafting narratives. 

Contemporary art can afford people, and perhaps especially historically marginalized 

people, a space to challenge, refute, and negotiate positions that they have been offered. 

Lippard’s text examines ways that art can to counter dominant and privileged positions 

while simultaneously recognizing the multiple ways that identity is shaped and formed. 
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The visual arts can, and often do, provide a space for artists to work through questions of 

self, through addressing colonization, subversion, place, and in-between-ness.  

In explaining how art can be tied to processes of transformation, Koppman (2002) 

contends 

[T]he idea that art is involved with, the impetus for, or the source of, various 

levels of transformations of viewer, artist, or materials is seen cross-culturally in 

both secular and sacred contexts. This may mean that art functions as a 

transformative agent, as a symbolic bridge between the daily world, the 

supernatural world, and the material world; it may mean that art transforms an 

otherwise harsh or difficult environment; it may mean that art transforms the 

viewer who becomes immersed in the work; or it may mean that art simply 

transforms unformed material or trash into beauty….artists are essentially agents 

of transformation, invoking past ideas, power, and spirit, recombining them in the 

present in magical and mysterious ways. (132) 

 

The notion of art as transformative, in multiple ways, provides a rich context for 

considering identity development. There is a long history of Artists of Color, female 

artists, and other artists drawing on the power of art to demonstrate and transform counter 

dominant positions, through murals, new forms of music, and underground art 

movements (Cordova, 2005; Demo, 2000; Goesner, 2007; Jackson, 2009). 

Transformative art is intimately connected to community-based arts perspectives where 
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art is viewed as being situated within particular contexts and responding to particular 

needs. 

 The community-based art education framework, as Bustos (2002) outlines it, 

focuses on “art education practices that are attentive to possible relationships between the 

arts and communities” (70). Community-based arts, Bustos argues, can be seen as 

analogous to multicultural education movements that aimed to incorporate more voices 

and experiences into the curriculum. Community-based arts can take on a variety of 

forms, but are rooted in community needs and aim to offer democratic access to arts for a 

variety of community members (Blandy and Congdon, 1988; Congdon and Blandy, 

2003). Historically, community-based arts may be tied to “folk art” discussions, which 

makes trying to trace their impact rather difficult as folk art has not been preserved or 

documented in the same way as museum art (Desai, 2000).  

 Goldbard (2006) suggests “community cultural development” (20) as an umbrella 

term that considers the multiple ways that artists, community organizers, and activists 

may work together to affect change; active participation in cultural life is seen as central 

to a thriving community. Artists within a community-based arts context can band 

together to have an impact on the ways that communities are framed and responded to. 

This tradition has an extensive history in the United States. Goldbard shows how 

movements and policy initiatives such as the Popular Front, the New Deal, and the Civil 

Rights Movement brought together coalitions of writers, artists, and performers who 

banded together for progressive means and to document the history and struggles of 

marginalized populations. She connects these movements to present-day developments 
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that use oral histories to detail current conditions in order to create transformative spaces 

and practices. These movements contain artistic components that enable communities to 

respond to subject positions and author themselves in new ways. 

Galligan and Alper (2000) examine how the “artist” is created and maintained by 

examining Census Bureau data, longitudinal studies, and association reports to argue that 

there is a “matrix” of organizations that help provide training and funding to produce 

artists. These materials, taken together, generate an image of an artist who is supported 

by a variety of formal and informal organizations and creates a life out of his/her craft. 

Drawing on cuts to fine arts budgets in public schools, they outline the need for new 

artistic avenues, such as informal and out-of-school arts programs, to help further artistic 

careers. Additionally, by combing through self-reported data, the researchers determined 

that, on average, artists remembered thinking about pursuing art as a career at age 

fifteen.5 The notion that artists are “produced” and that there are multiple influences and 

sites that come together to form the “artist” is directly related to my research questions as 

I am interested in considering the ways that YouthArts helps shape artistic identity 

processes through activities and artifacts.  

These studies, when taken together, explore the ways that art supported in out-of-

school environments can provide participants with space to explore personally and 

politically meaningful artistic practice. Additionally, as Galligan and Alper (2000) assert, 

artists are supported by a wide net of activities and sponsors. With cuts to school budgets, 

                                                
5 The authors note that this average age is impacted by the inclusion of those who pursue dance as a career. 
Additionally, the category of “artist” is quite broad and can include those who pursue acting from an early 
age as well. Bearing these caveats in mind, the young age is still noteworthy and poses a compelling reason 
to study adolescents. 
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community-based artists have to create a broader support system and draw on out-of-

school activities to play a significant role in developing artists. Additionally, institutions, 

such as museums, orchestras, and dance companies, may face new challenges as they are 

tasked with expanded roles in helping visitors better navigate these structures and better 

use their offerings (Mayer, 2005). 

Situating my project within nested bodies of research on the history of out-of-

school learning, current trends in research on out-of-school programs, and arts-based 

approaches offers me multiple ways to view the activities, practices, and interactions of 

the YouthArts program. By considering these fields, and drawing from a range of 

interdisciplinary and disciplinary approaches to exploring adolescent lives out-of-school, 

I aim to draw from and contribute to multiple conversations on adolescent engagement, 

learning, and identity development. 

 

Theoretical framework 

 When considering theoretical perspectives to help me research the interplay 

between large-scale discourses about adolescents and small-scale discourses about the 

particular adolescents who participated in YouthArts, I concentrated on social production 

theories. These theories take into account the ways that adolescents are produced and 

produce themselves through their participation in YouthArts and other activities in their 

lives, which enabled me to think about the interaction between structural and individual 

forces. Being able to consider the tensions between the macro and the micro (Urrieta, 

2009), as well as the ways that structural and individual forces operate in tandem and in 
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opposition, I focused on research that highlighted such interactions and recognized the 

multiple forces at work on both adolescent and adult participants. 

 I first focus on Holland et al.’s (1998) theoretical idea of figured worlds, 

positioning, and authoring as the main lens that I used to examine YouthArts. The bulk of 

both the discussion of my framework and my own analysis is couched within this 

theoretical perspective. I then turn my attention to Bourdieu and Passeron’s (1977) theory 

of cultural capital and Yosso’s (2006) concept of community cultural wealth as 

theoretical means to conceive of activities within YouthArts and the adolescents’ lives.  

Next, I briefly describe the fields of apprenticeship in learning, situated learning, and 21st 

Century skills to provide a context for activities within the out-of-school realm. The last 

section draws on youth studies research (Best, 2007; James, 2003) to highlight 

approaches to researching and writing about youth that bear on my project.   

 

Figured Worlds: Multiple and overlapping 

The most influential component of my theoretical framework has been Holland et al.’s 

(1998) concept of figured worlds. They define this concept as follows 

Figured worlds in their conceptual dimensions supply the contexts of meaning for 

actions, cultural productions, performances, disputes, for the understandings that 

people come to make of themselves, and for the capabilities that people develop 

to direct their own behavior in these worlds. Materially, figured worlds are 

manifest in people’s activities and practices: the idioms of the world realize selves 
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and others in the familiar narratives and everyday performances that constantiate 

relative positions of influence and prestige. (60) 

 

Figured worlds are historically and contextually situated; they help facilitate activity and 

give that activity meaning. A figured world exists both as a generalized idea of the 

structure of a space, as well as the particular incarnations of that space. As Holland et al. 

argue, figured worlds are not independent, they overlap and inform one another; likewise, 

activities in a figured world are within the realm of understanding. Therefore, we all 

belong to multiple figured worlds with varying degrees of interest and inclusion. 

Examining figured worlds as presented in research (Holland et al.  1998; Boaler and 

Greeno, 2002; Jurow, 2005) provides a theoretical context for understanding the program 

both as a general figured world and the particular incarnations of YouthArts experienced 

differently by different participants over time. Within a figured worlds approach, two 

main points are important for better understanding my project on YouthArts: one, they 

are multiple and overlapping, such as the idea of a macro figured world of “art program” 

and a micro figured world of YouthArts (Urrieta, 2009), which can have significant 

consequences for those within the worlds; and two, through the use of particular artifacts 

and narratives, identities are offered, shaped, and negotiated. 

A similar way to think about the relationships between YouthArts and the arts in 

general is highlighted by Boaler and Greeno’s (2000) “Identity, Agency and Knowing in 

Mathematics Worlds, ” which uses the concept of figured worlds to examine the 

relationship between ideas of “math class” and the way that actual classes are taught.  As 
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Boaler and Greeno write, “mathematics classrooms can be considered figured worlds 

because the teacher and the students ‘construct interpretations of actions that routinely 

take place there’ ” (172). The figured world of the mathematics classroom exists on 

multiple levels—there is abstract, or macro-, figured worlds of mathematics and of the 

high school math class, and the concrete, or micro-, figured worlds of the particular 

classrooms and their participants. Boaler and Greeno highlight two Calculus classes: one 

that relied on teacher-directed lessons on mathematical concepts and one that relied on 

cooperative methods for understanding mathematics. The different interaction styles led 

to different figured worlds of calculus within the classrooms. 

 The researchers found that the perception of the individual figured worlds of the 

math class greatly impacted the students within that space; the particular figured world 

enabled different senses of competency with math, which in turn led to students who 

either saw themselves identifying with the larger figured world of mathematics or 

avoiding future interactions with mathematics. The space that was created within the 

classroom had ramifications on students’ math identities in the future; the specific micro-

figured world of math within that class impacted the students’ sense of the figured world 

of math.  

Jurow also highlights the figured worlds of mathematics and school in her article 

“Shifting engagements in figured worlds” (Jurow, 2005). Jurow’s article traces how the 

figured worlds of school learning, math, and the real place of Antarctica intersect and 

overlap in an eighth-grade classroom that implemented a project-based approach to 

learning math. The class worked on an Antarctica project, which featured activities based 
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on creating building designs for an Antarctic environment. Jurow followed a focal group 

through their activities and highlighted the ways that the figured world of the classroom, 

the figured world of the Antarctica project, and the figured world of mathematics 

intersected for this team. Jurow highlights how the students understood the different 

figured worlds they entered into, their positions within each of them, and the ways that 

the figured worlds, and therefore different positional identities, had bearing on each 

other. 

 In the last scene that Jurow examines closely, the teacher chooses two student 

groups to present the graphs that they had developed in order to illustrate the insulation 

costs. She chose two groups that had created two wildly different looking graphs from the 

same project and the same data.  The students were given a set of questions before the 

presentation; these questions asked the groups to compare their graphs with the other 

team and to explain different properties of their graphs. Students entered the figured 

worlds of Antarctica, mathematics, and the class simultaneously in the moment: they 

drew on Antarctica as a continent for their project, using mathematical equations in order 

to graph their results, within a teacher-directed inquiry. Jurow highlights how the figured 

world of the classroom became most significant as the students’ activities were in 

response to the teacher, not necessarily Antarctica or mathematics. For example, although 

the students did not see the graphs as helpful and they did not fully understand them, they 

acquiesced to her requests to utilize them in their presentation. The presentation was 

bound by all three figured worlds, which then had an impact on each of the figured 

worlds separately. 
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 Jurow’s article highlights the ways that multiple figured worlds can bear on 

activities. Students in the Antarctica project demonstrated how participants move back 

and forth between worlds and show how they intersect. Likewise, the participants at 

YouthArts are participants in multiple figured worlds: YouthArts, their particular high 

schools, their families, etc. Through their interactions in YouthArts, they also navigate 

the figured worlds of their schools, their conceptions of art, and their identities and 

positionalities. For example, many of the participants brought art from their high school 

art classes to share in YouthArts. They discussed the techniques that they were being 

encouraged to demonstrate in their art classes through the critique process in YouthArts. 

They were navigating both of these figured worlds within one interaction. Sometimes 

they acknowledged this process; sometimes they did not. But, they consistently moved 

through and between these figured worlds and considered art through these multiple 

contexts. 

These two articles demonstrate the relationships between macro and micro figured 

worlds (Urrieta, 2009), as well as the overlapping nature of figured worlds for specific 

participants. As with Boaler and Greeno’s example of Calculus classes belonging to both 

macro figured world of “math class” and the micro figured world of “Mr. S’s Calculus 

course,” YouthArts as a micro figured world is presented in relation to a backdrop of a 

macro figured world of “arts-based programs” and “out-of-school activities.” The 

adolescents’ relationships to the figured world of YouthArts shape their future 

interactions with “art” and artistic identity by helping shape how they encounter art as a 

larger concept. For instance, some participants may view their Art Class as framing “art” 
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through lessons and skill mastery.  YouthArts, which touts multiple facets of being an 

artist, from workshops to studio visits to critique to portfolio building, encourages 

participants to reconsider the figured worlds of the “art world,” school art, and practicing 

artists.  

Figured worlds as a theory recognizes the complexity of spaces and highlights the 

overlaps and separations that people may experience within their worlds. Importantly for 

my project, figured worlds can encompass larger discourses of “out-of-school programs” 

and “enrichment” by considering the nested ways that figured worlds interact. My 

research on “out-of-school enrichment” can at once be abstract, the idea of arts-based 

out-of-school programming within the large figured world of out-of-school activity, and 

particular, within specific cycles of YouthArts. 

My study considers how the larger figured worlds of both “out-of-school 

programs” and “arts-based programs” relate to particular incarnations of the “YouthArts 

out-of-school arts-based program.” The ways that adolescents viewed the juxtaposition of 

the general macro-figured world of out-of-school programs and art education to the 

micro- figured worlds of YouthArts shapes the way that I constructed my study and 

considered the data (Urrieta, 2009). For example, I asked both the adults and adolescents 

associated with the program what art looked like in their lives. The adolescent 

participants often compared school arts and YouthArts, generally focusing on the role of 

choice and media in both, and the adults shared their experiences in college art classes 

and within the Southern City art community to help provide a bridge for participants 

between high school and post-secondary art options. Both sides invoked school art and 
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YouthArts to explain “art” in their worlds, which showed how these worlds overlapped 

and informed each other. Within these figured worlds, there are the crucial related 

concepts of positional, relational, and figurative identities and authoring, which I describe 

further below. 

 

Figured Worlds: Shaped by artifacts 

 Artifacts are materials that play a role in shaping figured worlds; they become 

powerful meaning makers within the context of a figured world. Artifacts are an 

important part of creating and maintaining figured worlds. As Holland et al. (1998) write, 

“[t]hey are the means by which figured worlds are evoked, collectively developed, 

individually learned, and made socially and personally powerful” (61). For example, in a 

figured world of a scouting troop, a small circular piece of fabric becomes a “merit 

badge,” and the accumulation of these badges relates to one’s ability to perform as a 

scout. The badge may not have significance outside of the troop, but within the troop, it 

helps to shape the activities—doing things in order to get a badge—and the meaning of 

being a scout to the participants—partaking in activities that relate to these badges may 

help participants feel more “scout-like.” 

To help illustrate the role of artifacts, Holland et al. (1998) offer the example of 

objects and storytelling in Alcoholics Anonymous.  “Being an alcoholic” has a very 

particular meaning within the figured world of AA. In the AA figured world, “[t]he 

drinking alcoholic is powerless over alcohol, and out of control. Once one becomes as 

alcoholic, one’s whole life is centered around alcohol, and once the drinking alcoholic 
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takes one drink, she cannot resist the next, or the next…” (p. 69); alcoholism is an illness, 

not a personal failing.  Becoming an “alcoholic” and then going through recovery 

requires participants to think about their actions through the figured world of AA. In this 

process, the person goes from a “drinker” to an “alcoholic.” The label of alcoholic and 

the ways that it is performed in particular spaces helps to explain how AA functions as a 

figured world. In the AA figured world, “alcoholic” comes to have meaning, which is 

developed through particular artifacts and narrative storylines, which may not as easily be 

recognized in other realms. 

The AA figured world uses artifacts, such as “The Big Book,” which offers 

stories of other alcoholics and outlines the 12-step process, and sobriety chips, which are 

poker chips that denote the amount of time one has been sober, to help create the figured 

world. These artifacts provide members a framework for understanding how the world is 

figured around the process that is outlined by the organization. In the case of the sobriety 

chips, they indicate that the alcoholic has recognized his/her powerlessness over alcohol 

and has worked to become a non-drinking alcoholic, which is a meaning that may not 

necessarily be understood outside of that world.  

 In addition to these tangible artifacts, Holland et al. (1998) argue that storytelling 

is an artifact within the AA meeting.  They contend that “success or recovery requires 

coming to perceive oneself and one’s problems from an AA perspective” (p. 71); one 

demonstrates their new AA identity through recognizing the storyline artifact and coming 

to use that storyline. They further explain this process by explaining that 
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 [t]elling AA stories is a way of demonstrating that one has mastered, or at least 

 begun to gain facility with, the appropriate understandings. Telling an appropriate 

 story is thus a means of gaining some validation from listeners for one’s AA 

 identity. But telling is an active process. It is a process of construction. (p. 72). 

 

It is important to recognize that the participants do not just tell “stories;” over time, their 

stories follow a specific trajectory and include similar conventions, such as using 

common sayings of the AA group and recasting their lives within conventional AA 

storylines. Participants must undergo an identity shifting process— from a “drinking 

alcoholic” to a “non-drinking alcoholic”—which is congruent with the new AA figured 

world that they are inhabiting. The AA meeting becomes a place where the identity as an 

alcoholic is shaped and cultivated through the use of multiple artifacts.  

 Considering the figured world of AA helps frame the artifacts in the figured world 

of YouthArts as an out-of-school arts-based program, as it provides a lens for 

understanding the activities that shape the interactions between YouthArts as an out-of-

school space and the other societal spaces that the youth inhabit, such as specific schools, 

families, racial and gender groups, and peer groups. Within YouthArts, “workshop” 

comes to have a specific meaning; workshops are lessons and critiques that are led by 

local artists. The education coordinator and portfolio advisor frame workshops in this 

way, and the youth come to describe workshops as meeting with artists, regardless of the 

meaning of “workshop” outside of YouthArts. 
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Figured Worlds: Positional, relational, and figurative identities 

 Within each figured world, people have identities that are shaped by the 

interactions within that world, in addition to relationships from other figured worlds. 

Positional, or relational, identities “have to do with behavior as indexical claims to social 

relationships with others” (Holland et al., 1998, 127). Holland et al. write  

 Positional identities have to do with the day-to-day and on-the-ground relations of 

 power, deference and entitlement, social affiliation and distance—with the social-

 interactional, social-relational structures of the lived world. Narrativized or 

 figurative identities, in contrast, have to do with the stories, acts, and characters 

 that make the world a cultural world. Positional identity, as we use the term, is a 

 person’s apprehension of her social position in a lived world: that is, depending 

 on the others present, of her greater or lesser access to spaces, activities, genres, 

 and, through those genres, authoritative voices, or any voice at all. (127-128) 

 

Positional identity can be seen in relation to larger issues of positionality, such as race, 

class, gender, and sexuality. Holland et al. use the example of Shanta, a six-year-old girl 

from Nepal to help illustrate positional identity. One day, Shanta reached out to touch a 

blade that was attached to the ox that her brother was using to maintain their land. She 

was beaten by her brother; her appeals to her father led to a severe talking to and more 

physical punishment. Through these interactions, Shanta was taught, implicitly and 

explicitly, that she, as a girl, soiled the blade by touching it.  When she recounted the 

story weeks later, she remembered her transgression. As Holland et al. write “Although 
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Shanta did not understand the wider moral universe in which her act was defined as a sin, 

she did learn in a dramatic way, that because she was a girl, she was restricted from acts 

that her brothers could freely perform” (p. 126). Her positional identity as a woman in a 

specific culture was reinforced, and she was able to understand her transgression within 

the context of her figurative identity in her larger figured world. She learned about her 

figurative identity in these figured worlds by the reactions of those around her when she 

acted in a way that was inconsistent with her position in that specific world. Shanta’s 

position as a girl, and what that meant in the particular figured worlds of her village and 

of her family, was reiterated by the way that her action was positioned and narrated. 

 Although it may seem as if positional identities are separate from specific 

individual figured worlds, Holland et al. advise that it is problematic to divorce the two 

concepts, even if specific identities do not enter into the specific figured world at hand, 

since identities often belong to a figured world where they do carry meaning and can 

impact each of the participants’ worlds. Relational identities vary within different figured 

worlds because people have different statuses and positions in each figured world; these 

identities inform how they interact on a day-to-day basis. Holland et al (1998) write  

 Figurative identities are likened to propositionality, to the referential, semantic 

 facet of speech; relational identities are likened to indexicality, to the pragmatic 

 facet (see Irvine 1989).…..Put perhaps too simply, figurative identities are  about  

 signs that evoke storylines or plots among generic characters; positional identities 

 are about acts that constitute relations of hierarchy, distance, or perhaps 

 affiliation. (128) 
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Figurative identities are those larger narratives about participants, such as, in the case of 

YouthArts “low SES youth,” and positional identities are the identities of specific people, 

in relation to power structures, through the particular figured world. These distinctions 

are useful when considering the macro figured world (Urrieta, 2009) of out-of-school 

programs and the micro figured world of YouthArts, as they highlight the difference 

between the two types of identities and their creation.  

On the surface, these identities seem to be circumscribed almost entirely by the 

world that the participants engage, as they are created within the figured world and come 

to existence through experiences within the figured world. Holland et al. caution against 

such thinking. As they write, 

 Yet positional identities are not without their disruptions. The same semiotic 

 mediators, adopted by people to guide their behavior, that may serve to reproduce 

 structures of privilege and the identities, dominant and subordinate, defined 

 within them, may also work as a potential for liberation from the social  

 environment (143).   

 

Thus, positional identities can act as a way to refigure and challenge dominant narratives. 

Holland et al. use the case of the “sexual auction block” to explain the ability to refigure 

positional identities. In considering the ways that men may inappropriately interact with 

women, sexual harassment allows for women to counter the inappropriate position that 

they have been given and to challenge the way that they have been positioned. Legal 
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interventions to deem certain behavior as not only inappropriate but unlawful enable such 

a challenge; the power of the legal system supports this counter claim. Women are able to 

reposition themselves using the space that they have been offered to make the 

transgressor, who has tried to reposition the woman in an inappropriate way, as the one 

who is violating the space. This example shows how figured world’s narrative of sexual 

harassment can disrupt positioning and demonstrate the ways that these figurative 

identities can be considered both static and fluid in cultural contexts. 

 

Figured Worlds: Authoring and agency 

 The idea of authorship is directly related to positioning and figuring. As Holland 

et al. write, “[w]e conceive the space of authoring, then, as a broad venue, where social 

languages meet, generically and accentually, semantically and indexically, freighted with 

the valences of power, position, and privilege” (191). They contend that one is always 

responding to the world, authoring her/himself. People make choices, conscious or not, 

when engaging their multiple figured worlds. Even if they do not intentionally try to 

position themselves in specific ways, their non-positioning leads to an authorship 

process.  The process of authoring can lead to directly countering or supporting positions 

that people are offered. 

 A particularly helpful example of authoring that Holland et al. (1998) offer is 

Roger, a man who had a series of mental difficulties and was in and out of mental health 

care. Holland et al. document the ways that Roger was able to author himself using the 

tools that he was offered by the psychiatric institutions. Over the course of their 



 56 

observations and interviews, the authors noted differences in Roger’s acceptance of the 

labels that he was offered by the mental health establishment. In fact, Roger began to 

discuss himself in the same terms that were offered, and he reauthored his life in 

accordance to his new identification. He used the language of the medical establishment 

and recast his experiences using that terminology—he was “very manic-depressive;” he 

described his problems as “ a combination of personality and chemical, that’s what I feel, 

more chemical though;” and he stated that “[y]ou have a chemical imbalance that’s 

always there in your synapses and all that, your serotonin uptake” (pp. 202-203). A 

significant element to Roger’s authoring process is that he not only authored himself 

using new concepts in that moment, but he started to reconceptualize his life trajectory 

within this new authoring. Part of his new authorship included tracing the possible causes 

of his mental illness and how he had exhibited signs of these mental conditions 

throughout his life. For example, he recalled how his demanding childhood and his 

genetic code might bear on his diagnosis and his current state. 

 Holland et al. examine these interviews further. As they write  

 [b]y becoming ‘borderline’ at the proper times and places, Roger empowered a 

 sense of his agency, his active self-expression, without letting go of the legitimate 

 disabilities of illness. Borderline personality disorder is peculiarly adapted to this 

 kind of double posture because of its undecided position in psychiatric 

 knowledge. It carries still the signs of schizophrenia, of affective disorder, and of 

 character disorder, in a continually rebalanced mix. And the powerfulness 

 attributed to its volatility, the fact that its balance may come apart at any moment,  
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 served Roger well. It went far to ensure that he, the actor ‘Roger,’ would not be 

 dismissed or overlooked. So Roger reproduced a sense of personal power through 

 his borderline identity (p. 207)  

 

Roger’s authoring of himself, using the professional language of mental illness, afforded 

him a way to shape his own sense of self and to offer a particular conception of self to 

others. He became “a borderline personality,” rather than a man who did not live up to his 

potential, as his parents had previously positioned him. In this way, the space of 

authoring became an agentic space for him to assert himself (Lachiotte, 2002). He was 

able to use labels in a powerful way to help him offer new explanations of himself. 

 Roger’s case presents a key example of how participants can use artifacts and 

narratives provided by a figured world to shape how they author new relationships within 

overlapping figured worlds. He was able to use the psychiatric positioning he was 

presented with to reauthor himself in multiple figured worlds—in therapy, in his family, 

and in his friendships. This ability to author oneself by adopting and refiguring terms 

from specific figured worlds helped me conceptualize how figured worlds are constructed 

and identities are given and reauthored through individual agency.  

Authoring is connected to agency. In many instances, identity creation and 

maintenance is related to agency. I draw on Inden’s (1990) definition of agency in 

Holland et al. (1998), which is  

the realized capacity of people to act upon their world and not only to know about 

or give personal or intersubjective significance to it. That capacity is the power of 
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the people to act purposively and reflectively, in more or less complex 

interrelationships with one another, to reiterate and remake the world in which 

they live, in circumstances where they may consider different courses of actions 

possible and desirable, though not necessarily from the same point of view. (42) 

 

In this view, people make decisions based on a complex set of relationships and 

situations in order to provide their life with direction. Authoring is an active rendering of 

being. Holland et al. build on Inden, writing that “[a]gency lies in the improvisations that 

people create in response to particular situations, mediated by …senses and sensitivities” 

(279). Holland et al.’s expansion focuses on the ways that actions are mediated and 

context dependent, which works well within the context of my study exploring identity 

production and negotiation. 

Within the YouthArts context, authoring occurs on multiple levels, such as 

through participant interaction, responsiveness, and subject matter. For example, some of 

the students in the YouthArts were interested in graffiti, which was frequently figured as 

“disruptive” in school contexts. Within YouthArts, graffiti was considered an art form, 

and their mastery of it was commendable. Such a switch in appreciation for their genre 

and for their talent in it could help them reauthor themselves as artists, since their work 

was taken seriously within the figured world and their skill was recognized as “artistic.” 

If these youths authored their graffiti as “art”, then this newly authored self might then 

impact their other positions outside of the figured world of YouthArts, as they would be 
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able to draw on at least one space where they were artists and were able to cast their work 

as such. 

Beth Hatt’s article “Street smarts vs. book smarts” (2007) also highlights the 

notion of authoring by examining how a group of young adults viewed the difference 

between “street smarts” and “book smarts.” These young adults, who did not finish high 

school, often discussed the differences that they saw between being “school smart,” 

which was related to excelling in school, and being “street smart,” which meant excelling 

in survival. Hatt astutely writes 

Smartness is described as being initially located outside students and then 

culturally produced so that it moves through students as spoken discourse and 

embodied practice. Smartness operates as a figured world that shapes how ability 

is talked and thought about in schools and larger society. Through naming the 

ways smartness operates in schools, we can begin to deconstruct it and start 

problematizing how to not simply ‘reframe’ smartness but, instead, how to disrupt 

simplistic notions of ability and to broaden available discourse. (149) 

 

Although many of the participants in Hatt’s study did not see themselves as excelling in 

school subjects, they recognized that they had skill sets that made them “smart” in 

particular figured worlds. If the youth could consider street smarts to be a type of 

“legitimate” intelligence, then they might be able to author themselves in ways that were 

contrary to the positioning that they had been offered in other figured worlds. The 

negative position of not being “smart,” as construed by school-based assessment, could 
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be refuted if smartness was reauthored to take life experience into account, thereby 

allowing the participants to author themselves as smart in specific figured worlds. 

 Hatt’s operationalization of figured worlds and identity production demonstrates a 

strong way to use authoring in a youth-based environment to examine how youth make 

sense of their worlds and their own knowledge. The participants at YouthArts were able 

to use relational and figurative identities that were offered to them through their 

participation in YouthArts to author themselves differently in the figured world of 

YouthArts than they did in other spaces. When they were able to reconfigure art to 

include the media that they were interested in, such as collage or clothing, which may not 

be viewed as “art” in school, then they were able to more easily claim an “artist” identity, 

which may in turn affect identity in other figured worlds. By authoring and reauthoring 

themselves as artists in YouthArts, the participants experienced new identity positions 

that had impact in their other figured worlds; this process is agentic. For example, being 

open to exploring new media and new ideas in YouthArts was part of the authoring 

process of being an artist and led some participants to new identity positions in other 

figured worlds, such as school, which had important consequences that will be explored 

in chapters four and five.  

 

Cultural Capital and Community Cultural Wealth 

 A central component of YouthArts is providing participants with art materials and 

activities. These artifacts can lead to a new understanding of artistic materials and 

processes, which can help foster the individuals’ abilities to navigate new art situations. 
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These new abilities can be seen as a form of social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977). 

Relationally, the participants come to the program with forms of cultural capital that had 

been cultivated through their families, their school, and their communities (Yosso, 2005). 

Examining the multiple ways that social, cultural, and symbolic capital circulate in 

YouthArts and through the participants’ lives provided ways to examine micro and macro 

figured worlds and the different relational, figurative, and positional identities that the 

participants are offered and take up.  

 Discussing “capital” in numerous forms moves discussions about YouthArts and 

its participants from a solely monetary basis to discussions of the ways that experiences 

and opportunities act as capital for people by providing a way to gain entry into different 

circumstances.  Social capital, as explained by Grenfall and James in Bourdieu and 

education: Acts of practical theory (1998), refers to “ ‘a network of lasting social 

relations’; in other words, an individual’s or individual group’s sphere of contacts” (1998, 

20-21), whereas cultural capital “is the product of education, which Bourdieu also often 

refers to as an ‘academic market,’ and exists in three distinct forms: connected to 

individuals in their general educated character—accent, dispositions, learning, etc.; 

connected to objects—books, qualifications, machines, dictionaries, etc.; and connected 

to institutions—places of learning, universities, libraries, etc.” (21) One can see these 

three forms of cultural capital at work in YouthArts: through the processes of critique and 

lessons, through the art materials that are given to the participants, and through the 

program being situated in a museum with visits to museums, universities, and studios.  
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 One of the goals of the program is providing the vocabulary necessary for a new 

positional identity—one as an “artist.” In the YouthArts program, the adults in charge 

offer the participating adolescents cultural capital in the form of art lessons, vocabulary, 

and information on future educational experiences. The art lessons encourage the youth 

to try out certain techniques, yet the ways that the adults facilitate these discussions allow 

the adolescents to demonstrate their own interpretation of the lesson. Scaffolding is 

important to this process; skills are taught, yet the participants are to elaborate on the 

discussions and generate their own interpretation. The cultural capital that can be gained 

through the new position of artists, and possibly this new way to author oneself, is then 

deployed through the day-to-day interactions within the figured world of YouthArts, but 

also can impact the ways that the adolescents come to be positioned and author 

themselves within other figured worlds. While the students are being offered forms of 

cultural capital, they are also being offered the opportunity to pursue art academically or 

as an immediate career; neither path is glorified and school at multiple levels—

community college, state university, private college, and art school—is discussed at 

different points. 

 A significant component of cultural capital is related to linguistic capital. 

Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) argue that 

  The influence of linguistic capital, particularly manifest in the first years of 

 schooling when the understanding and use of language are the major points of 

 leverage for teachers’ assessments, never ceases to be felt: style is always taken 

 into account, implicitly or explicitly, at every level of the educational system and, 



 63 

 to a varying extent, in all university careers, even scientific ones. Moreover, 

 language is not simply an instrument of communication: it also provides, together 

 with a richer or poorer, a more or less complex system of categories, so that the 

 capacity to decipher and manipulate complex structures, whether logical or 

 aesthetic, depends partly on the complexity of the language transmitted by the 

 family. (73) 

 

Linguistic capital refers to the ways that people are able to manipulate language and signs 

to demonstrate their abilities. Bourdieu and Passeron’s discussion of this form of capital 

is related to my research through the notions of style and the ability to understand and 

present complex information. Although linguistic development is an on-going process at 

YouthArts, critique is the clearest and most specific way to observe how it operates 

within YouthArts. Critique occurs weekly, and adolescents are encouraged to use artistic 

vocabulary when discussing their peers’ progress. Superficial comments of “it’s good” or 

“I like it” are probed further, and the youth must qualify their comments with some sort 

of aesthetic appreciation of the work—“I like the way you shaded the person’s face, “ or 

“How did you choose those two colors to use?” The adults reiterate that this is “what 

artists do”—in both the figured worlds of the classroom and the “Art World.” 

 The conscious decision to include activities that encourage particular habits of 

mind as part of the curriculum lends itself to a more careful examination of the ways that 

cultural and social capital impacts the out-of-school program. The ways that social and 

cultural capital theories intersect with notions of competency/deficiency shape the ways 
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that I conceived of the multiple figured worlds of out-of-school programs and of 

YouthArts. My study focused on how the youth participants came to incorporate these 

positionings into their notions of self, largely through their views about identity within 

the context of one-on-one interviews. I paid close attention to how the artifacts and 

vocabulary of the program, and of arts-based education more generally, impacted the 

authoring process and how the adolescents viewed activities to be significant components 

of YouthArts.  

Discussions of cultural and social capital are implicitly embedded within power 

structures; access and the ideas of appropriate or beneficial skill sets are based on what is 

perceived by dominant standards as “necessary” and are complicated and, at times, 

insidious. Complicating the idea of “necessary skills” and considering the ways that 

activities were framed to the participants—as explicitly unlocking the codes of power 

(Delpit, 1988), or as necessary information for professional development—enabled me to 

look at how tangled cultural and social capital are within particular figured worlds, 

positional identities, and figurative identities. To this end, Yosso’s (2005) extension of 

the concept of cultural capital was instrumental in recognizing how community cultural 

wealth can refigure concepts of cultural capital to include “an array of knowledge, skills, 

abilities and contacts possessed and utilized by Communities of Color to survive and 

resist macro and micro-forms of oppression.” (77) These forms of cultural wealth include 

aspiration, navigational, social, linguistic, familial, and resistant capital, which 

dynamically inform one another and shift dominant perceptions about Communities of 

Color and other marginalized communities. Building on participants’ abilities to extend 
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networks that they have already established allows for a much more complicated view of 

adolescent authoring and identity. 

 Cultural capital and community cultural wealth fit nicely within a figured worlds 

approach because they supplement a discussion of identity and authoring. The youth are 

positioned through YouthArts in multiple ways—they are artists, they are novice 

critiquers, they are adolescents receiving a lesson in how to “do art.” The adolescents can 

then use these languages and artifacts to help them reauthor themselves as artists and as 

learners who know how to manipulate these terms and materials, or they can choose not 

to engage them as intended, perhaps through using the materials in new ways or deviating 

from the script of the critique. Additionally, by considering Yosso’s concepts in light of 

adolescents’ identity production processes, I draw on the ways that the adolescents are 

resourceful in integrating a variety of sources, such as their school and community 

networks, to assert their agency and construct their identities within their multiple figured 

worlds.  

 By offering participants new forms of social and cultural capital and building on 

the funds of knowledge (Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti, 2004) that the adolescents come to 

the program with, YouthArts enables participants to author themselves as artists within 

both the figured world of YouthArts and within a larger community of artists. The next 

section examines the different spaces and contexts in which people learn and the 

development of ever-evolving skill sets. 
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Situated Learning  

One of the elements that struck me most about researching in an out-of-school 

space was the ability to explore learning outside of school—not necessarily to compare 

the two, but rather to expand notions of learning and education beyond classrooms and 

school grounds. I was interested in considering the shifting roles of teacher and student in 

order to better understanding learning environments that could offer adolescents spaces to 

develop new skill sets. In order to contextualize these ideas, I drew on ideas of learning 

within social contexts, such as apprenticeship (Rogoff, 1990) and situated learning (Lave 

and Wenger, 1991). As I reviewed the research and examined material tied to New 

Literacy Studies and practice (New Literacy Group, 1996), I focused on the idea of “21st 

century skills” (Black, 2005; Gee, 2005) and the ways that out-of-school learning could 

foster new knowledges. 

Rogoff’s text Apprenticeship in thinking (1990) examines the ways that learning 

and thinking are socially constructed and contextualized. She posits that 

children [are] .[..as] apprentices in thinking, active in their efforts to learn from 

observing and participating with peers and more skilled members of their society, 

developing skills to handle culturally defined problems with available tools, and 

building from these givens to construct new solutions within the context of 

sociocultural activity. (7) 

 

Thinking about learning in such a manner considers the ways that youth are active in 

their contextually situated development and provides a foundation for examining how 
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learning can be considered a social practice that is partially formed by the particular 

situation.  Part and parcel of this consideration is the relationship between less 

experienced participants and more experienced participants in gaining entrance and 

expertise in new realms. Relatedly, Rogoff (1990) introduced the notion of guided 

participation, which “suggest[s] that both guidance and participation in culturally valued 

activities are essential to children’s apprenticeship in thinking” (8). As people engaged in 

everyday activities, they engage in learning that is facilitated by more experienced people 

and is adjusted according to the relationships, with the more experienced participants 

being “sensitive” to the abilities and needs of the less experienced participants (101). 

Within an apprenticeship framework, the concept of situated learning (Lave, 

1991; Lave and Wenger, 1991) provides a way to consider how adolescents participate in 

out-of-school learning and YouthArts as a figured world. As Lave (1991) explains, 

situated social practice “emphasizes the relational interdependency of agent and world, 

activity, meaning, cognition, learning, and knowing” (67) while embedded within a 

socially and culturally constructed world. Both the actors and the world in which the 

learning practices occur are constructed and reconstructed through the reciprocal actions 

of each—neither stands unchanged in the process. As Lave (1991) contends 

“investigations of situated learning focus attention on ways in which the increasing 

participation of newcomers in ongoing practice shapes their gradual transformation into 

oldtimers” (72). YouthArts, as a specific space of situated learning that encourages active 

engagement, provides participants a context for trying out new identities and adult 

activities. 
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Thinking about learning as situated with multiple levels of skill and guidance was 

helpful for considering the ways that the adolescents interact relationally with one 

another, with the adult facilitators, and with guest artists. Considering how the 

adolescents and the adults are positioned as sources of knowledge for one another helped 

me see the ways that the participants were offered new relational and figurative identities 

within the space, offering multiple ways for the adolescents to then author themselves. 

Learning through doing, where participants worked together to better explore artistic 

practices and identities, was central to my conceptualization of YouthArts as an out-of-

school space. 

Thinking about learning, and the skills that out-of-school spaces can afford, 

initially led me to the New London Group (1996) and New Literacy Studies. Rather than 

focusing on the single skill of being able to read, New Literacy Studies (NLS) repositions 

literacy as a social practice (Marsh and Larson, 2005). As a social practice, literacy 

practices are situated within larger historical, political, and cultural contexts; in other 

words, different literacies can be used in different figured worlds.  Coiro, Knobel, 

Lankshear, and Leu in the Handbook of research on new literacies (2008) outline an 

expansive field of New Literacy Studies: “new social practices and conceptions of 

reading and writing (street, 1998)..new strategies and dispositions required by the Internet 

(Leu et al., 2004)…new discourses (Gee, 2003) or in terms of new semiotic contexts 

(Kress, 2003; Lemke, 2002)…literacy as differentiating into multiliteracies (The New 

London Group, 1996) or multimodal contexts (Hull and Schultz, 2002)…some see a 

construct that juxtaposes several of these orientations (Lankshear and Knobel, 2003, 
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2006)” (10). All of these approaches position literacy practices as culturally and socially 

contextualized. 

In their 1996 “ programmatic manifesto” (63), the New London Group posited a 

new framework for viewing literacy, literacy practices, and literacy pedagogy.  This 

reconceptualization was rooted in multiple perspectives and approaches, including 

situated practices, multimodalities, and semiotics. The goal of such an approach was to 

“chang[e] working lives,” “chang[e] public lives,” and ‘chang[e] private lives” (65-71) in 

order to recognize the diversity of the literacies that individuals navigate and to better 

equip people to engage the world around them. The New London Group offered multiple 

ways that schools could engage a New Literacies framework: through promoting relevant 

practices that actively “recruit” varied subjectivities; by considering the intertextuality of 

discourses and how they are formed and reformed through a variety of processes, people, 

places, and activities; in generating processes of designing and redesigning one’s self 

through available discourses and materials; and by engaging in critical reflection on 

“metalanguages” that are “flexible and open-ended” (77). This article laid the foundation 

for a vibrant field of studies. Individual members of The New London Group, including 

Allan Luke (2003), James Gee (2000), and Gunther Kress (2003) pushed the field further 

through key texts that explored multi modal literacies, family and community literacies, 

and multiple discourses.  

One key contribution that is linked to my study is the ability to use different skill 

sets. James Gee (2006) explored the ways that access and facility with different literacies 

provide youth with entrée to reimagined and redesigned futures through what he called 
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“21st century skills.” In a study that he carried out with both upper-middle class students 

and working-class students, he explored what he calls “Shape-Shifting Portfolio People” 

(Gee, 2003, 165). These people are able to present their abilities in a fluid manner to 

demonstrate their capacity to rearrange their skills to meet the consistently changing 

demands of a global marketplace. Gee demonstrated the ways that working-class students 

often used their interactions to shape discussions and to contextualize experiences. 

Upper-class students often couched their discussion through argumentative structures and 

abstraction. Gee contends that these distinctions may have far-reaching consequences for 

the working class youth. As Gee writes 

The upper-middle-class teens fashion themselves in and for these interviews as 

well on their way to being Shape-Shifting Portfolio People. This is something at 

which they get a good deal of practice at home, in school, and in out-of-school 

activities. The working class teens do not attempt to display themselves this way. 

…  

And, indeed, at one level, this is understandable and all to the good: they 

[working-class students] are reacting intelligently to an ‘on the ground’ reality 

…At the same time, they may be being left behind in the race for success in a 

fast-changing world, success that might allow them a greater capacity to challenge 

or changes the darker aspects of our new capitalist reality. (182) 

 

Although this argument does not consider the multitude of skills that working-class youth 

do have and focuses on what they lack, it highlights the differential access to a variety of 
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skills that can impact how youth navigate the world around them. In changing economic 

situations in which people may have multiple jobs over the course of their lives, it is 

advantageous to be able to shift in response to different circumstances. Upper middle-

class youth are steeped in opportunities to try out new identities and to present their skills 

in multiple ways, whereas working-class youth are often not provided with as many 

opportunities, which can have far-reaching consequences in an unpredictable 

environment. 

Rebecca Black (2008) also considers 21st century skills in her work on fan 

communities and English Language Learners. She posits that out-of-school sites of 

learning, in her example, online anime fan fiction communities, may help provide 

participants with an array of skills and opportunities “for a flexible range of expertise in 

which all participants are able to take up the roles of both teacher and learner. (Black, 

2005; Gee, 2004; Lankshear and Knoble, 2007)” (694). In this anime fan fiction 

community, participants used collaboration, mentoring, apprenticeship, and scaffolding to 

create co-authored texts, offer feedback on writing and content, and develop more 

advanced technological skills as they become more familiar with the online community. 

While Black’s study focuses on digital literacies and English Language Learners, she 

presents a convincing case for thinking about the ways that out-of-school spaces can 

support new ways of thinking and doing through apprenticeships, shared leadership, and 

flexible environments.  

Situated learning, apprenticeship, and new skill development offer ways to think 

about education more broadly. I drew on these ideas when I thought about the multitude 
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of skills that YouthArts aims to provide, and the ways that those skills are learned within 

particular contexts, yet can be remixed by participants to reauthor their identities in 

different situations and to different ends. YouthArts is able to help participants not only 

develop new skills, but consider how to use them in innovative and interesting ways. 

While there are adult facilitators present in YouthArts, their relational identities, as I 

show in future chapters, are not often the same as a school teacher-student relationship. 

Additionally, as participants cycle through the program multiple times, they are 

encouraged to take on new roles in the program, such as critique guider or gallery 

presenter, and fashion new relational identities. 

 

Youth Studies Research 

 Finally, I situate my work within youth studies research, which has the underlying 

premise that youth are active agents and should be afforded treatment as such (James, 

Jenks, and Prout, 1998). Youth Studies, which primarily is grounded in Sociology and 

Anthropology, focuses on the ways that childhood and youth are constructed through 

research, the law, the media, and across cultures (James and Prout, ed., 1997). The main 

features of youth studies work that I have drawn on are the culturally constructed nature 

of adolescence as an identity, which is laden with significant power differentials and 

dynamics; youth and its intersection with other identities; and youth as active agents. 

(Hall and Jefferson, 1976; James and James, 1990; James, Jenks, and Prout, 1998). In 

youth studies, “adolescence” is seen as an identity position, much like race, class, gender, 

sexuality, or ability, and research on, with, and for youth should be aware of power 
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dynamics and imbalances, which are sometimes forgotten when working with young 

people. Positioning and power dynamics are both embedded within a figured worlds 

theoretical approach. However, I wanted to call special attention to the ways that youth 

are often positioned within out-of-school research as being “in need” or otherwise 

deficient, as well as the ways that youth respond to those figurings.  

 James, Jenks, and Prout (1998) trace different ways that childhood and youth have 

been constructed: the “evil child,” the “innocent child,” the “immanent child,” the 

“naturally developing child,” the “unconscious child,” the “socially constructed child,” 

the “tribal child,” the “minority group child,” and the ‘social structural child.” All of 

these views consider childhood and adolescence to be distinct identity position separate 

from adulthood. Raby (2007) also considers the way that youth is an identity and focuses 

on the idea of “adolescence [as] a social position heavily laden with normative 

assumptions and social meaning (Griffin, 1993, Lesko, 1996)” (48). Raby contends that 

youth are positioned in two main ways. In one perspective, the position of adolescence is 

temporary, which may diminish the actions and notions of youth for particular 

researchers. On the other hand, adolescence can be seen as shaping the “adult-to-be,” 

thereby taking on considerable meaning. In both of these views, discussions of power are 

central to the picture of adolescence that emerges in terms of who has the ability to 

construct youth and through which framework they channel youth actions and 

perspectives. These differing views on youth emerge depending on how adolescents are 

positioned by researchers, as well as relationally within schools, families, communities, 

and policy discussions. 
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The ways that researchers and educators view youth shapes the ways that 

programming and opportunities are afforded to youth—as interventions, as enrichment, 

or as an exploration. Research on youth is shaped through the prism of intersecting 

identities, and the idea of “youth” powerfully shapes the way that research is conducted.  

In other words, youth can be positioned in a manner of “kids will be kids” or their actions 

can be read as a preview of the adult to come. This reading of “youth” is often greatly 

influenced by other positional identities, especially race, class, sexuality, and gender. For 

example, Ferguson’s (2000) examination of African American boys in an elementary 

class demonstrates how youth, race, and gender interact in the ways that that the boys are 

viewed—their actions are adultified and are treated as insight into how the youth will act 

as adults. In this view, youth are sanctioned and interventions are provided to influence 

this path to adulthood. Likewise, youth in positions that are typically privileged, with 

regard to class, sexuality, gender, and race may be viewed as engaging in youthful 

indiscretions. In this view, youth is treated as a liminal space that does not impact the 

future, so transgressions should not impact development to adulthood.   

The intersecting identities of youth and that ways that they are read also shapes 

ideas about adolescent agency.  Keenly aware of the ways that structure and agency are at 

play within research on adolescents, James and James (2008) define agency as “the 

capacity of individuals to act independently” (9). As they write  

[t]he relationship between structure and agency is therefore central to our 

understanding of the production and reproduction of childhood…However, in 

discussions of cultural reproduction, few social theorists have considered the 
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status and position of children; and fewer still have examined the potential of 

children themselves as the agents of social change, their roles being usually cast 

as its victims or, less commonly, its beneficiaries. (38) 

 

They contend that youth are not frequently thought of occupying powerful social 

positions. They are forgotten in discussions about agency, and when they are inserted, it 

is often in a way that diminishes their ability to effectively negotiate and enact change. 

 Tilton (2010) highlights the ways that youth can act as a significant symbolic 

identity that in turn helps construct a “powerful political identity” (194). In her study 

exploring adolescent political work in Oakland, she outlines the ways that youth used 

constructions of childhood and youth needs to assert themselves. For example, she 

documents ways that discussions over private and public demonstrations draw on youth 

needs—the need to be supported by a community and the need to explore their identities 

within a broad social context. Youth used conceptions of childhood and adolescence—

such as broad based support and nurturing—to challenge attempts to “erase” them from 

public space. 

In this study, I specifically call attention to agency and the ways that the youth are 

able to author themselves in agentic manners. Youth studies literature, with its explicit 

call to reflexivity and mindful exploration, works well with both my theoretical approach 

of figured worlds and my methodological approach of postcritical ethnography. Drawing 

on these frames, I worked to position youth as “an important social investment for the 

future” (Giroux, 2009, 31) rather than a group to be feared or guided. I was able to look 
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at the macro figured world of “youth,” drawing on the positional identity that is shaped 

within that world in order to consider the ways that “youth” was authored and reauthored 

through the micro figured world of YouthArts. Youth Studies connects theory and 

practice and provided me with models of work that attend to considerations of youth from 

a positive and generative space. 

 

Conclusion 

 To better situate my work on YouthArts as an out-of-school arts-based program, I 

provided an overview of the history of out-of-school programs and the main veins of 

research into the field. A primary frame for research on out-of-school environments is to 

cast them as spaces for intervention—either as a way to curb detrimental behavior, such 

as gang involvement or unhealthy choices, or as a place to raise academic test scores. 

While such studies demonstrate the breadth of the field and the perspectives from which 

it is approached frequently, including medicine, psychology, sociology, history, and 

education, they also demonstrate the ways that adolescents and their experiences have 

been minimized and problematized.  

 In order to address these issues, I examined studies that address the need for out-of-

school learning, the complications in creating and sustaining out-of-school programs, the 

importance of recognizing hybridity, and the ways that out-of-school programs can 

prepare adolescents for authentic adult engagement with work and school. These studies 

provide a more substantial grounding for my study by focusing on out-of-school 

programs as a space for adolescents to develop facets of their identity and engage in 



 77 

agentic processes, while also highlighting methodological concerns that arose in my 

research. All of the focal studies employ long-term qualitative methods in examining 

their questions, which also connects them to the study that I conducted at YouthArts. In 

Chapter Three, I discuss the ethnographic approach that I took to conducting my research 

and the qualitative data collection methods and data analysis processes that I used. 

Theoretically, I used a figured worlds frame (Holland et al., 1998) and its related 

concepts to consider how participants were offered, negotiated, and created identity 

positions for themselves and others through their participation in YouthArts. Along with 

the overarching framework of figured worlds, positional identities, relational identities, 

figurative identities, and authoring, I drew on ideas of cultural capital (Bourdieu and 

Passeron, 1977) and community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2006) to view how activities 

within YouthArts provide particular forms of social and cultural capital and to consider 

ways that participants leveraged their own funds of knowledge (Gonzales, Amanti, and 

Moll, 2005) within YouthArts. I also considered apprenticeship models (Rogoff, 1990) 

and situated learning practices (Lave, 1990; Lave and Wenger, 1991) within YouthArts in 

order to highlight the ways that participants developed differentiated skill sets to deploy 

in multiple situations. Finally, I worked within a youth studies perspective (James, Jenks, 

and Prout, 1998; Raby, 2007) to consider adolescent participation from an additive rather 

than subtractive space and to consider youth agency as central to out-of-school learning. 

 Overall, I am interested in how the adolescents viewed their own identity 

development and agency. Considering the ways that the figured world of YouthArts can 

act as a pivot for the adolescents to try out new identities and shape their own portfolio, 
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both in the physical sense of an art portfolio and the theoretical sense posited by Gee as a 

collection of skills that one cultivates in order to shape shift in a variety of situations, 

enabled me to focus on the adolescents’ experiences outside of school and permitted me 

to examine these issues on their own—not in direct relation to schooling. These lenses 

allowed me to view YouthArts as part of the multiple and overlapping figured worlds that 

the participants may encounter—from the conceptual worlds of “out-of-school program” 

and “arts-based education” to “low-socioeconomic status youth” to the specific iterations 

of YouthArts over the course of my research. 

 Within the figured world of YouthArts, participants can try on different figurative 

identities—specifically those of professional artists—and negotiate new positional 

identities through their day-to-day interactions. However, youth participants did not have 

to accept wholly the positional identities offered to them; they could reauthor themselves 

using tools supported by YouthArts, in addition to the identities that they may possess in 

other figured worlds. I aimed to hone in on these processes of positioning and reauthoring 

to examine the multiple ways that the adolescents developed and demonstrated their 

agency. 
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 Figure 1. Ink and brush on paper; Daniel, Spring 2010 (courtesy of ContempoArts) 

 

Figure 2. Drafted and Sewn Dress with Acrylic Nails; Clarissa, Spring 2010  
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Chapter 3 

 Methodological approach to researching YouthArts 

Nonetheless, ethnography is, and will always be, something of a wild card. That makes it 

fun to engage in, but something of a risk as well. (Wolcott, 1998, 87) 

 

Sure, go ahead and prepare your research design. Plan away. But my advice, don't hold 

on too tight.  Constructivist/phenomenological methodologies require a certain 

spaciousness of thinking that allows for things to emerge on their own terms. Oh sure, we 

can review the literature and find those that have tromped this ground before us and 

conclude that things will go this way or that. Theories abound.  Conclusions, too. Hitch 

your wagon. But in the end, let the kids or the teachers or the spawning salmon or 

whatever your 'subject' have their way with you; be present to their every word and 

wiggle. Pay attention. Resist that pressing urge to make sense of it all, to impose your 

questions, categories, and order too soon. (Thorp, 2005, 117) 

 

Adopting a figured worlds approach to studying YouthArts as an out-of-school 

space shaped my approach to data collection, data analysis, and researcher positionality. 

The literature that I drew on and the theoretical framework that I established in Chapter 

Two led me to a qualitative approach, as outlined by Denzin and Lincoln (1998), which 

enabled me to fully explore YouthArts in relation to identity and agency. In crafting my 

research questions, I wanted to focus on the moments at which there was discussion 

and/or elaboration of the youths’ multiple identities within various figured worlds. These 
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discussions necessitated a qualitative lens to examine the overlapping, and at times, 

contradictory, figured worlds experienced by the adolescent participants and the adult 

facilitators. A qualitative orientation enabled me to consider the ways that the adolescents 

authored new identities through the program and the ways that those identities might 

influence their views of other figured worlds. Drawing on Denzin and Lincoln (1998), I 

employed multiple methods in order to demonstrate the richness of the site; to encourage 

a plurality of viewpoints; to focus on individual perspectives through sustained 

observation, informal interviews, and formal interviews; to recognize the complexity of 

the participants’ lives and how their actions are embedded within larger social 

relationships; and to employ extensive description of the participants, the site, and the 

activities to provide a more complex understanding of YouthArts.   

In addition to a qualitative approach, I was interested in pursuing research in a 

sustained manner in order to better explore the creation and maintenance of the figured 

worlds of YouthArts and the ways that identities developed and agency was asserted 

within the program. With these goals in mind, I focused on conducting ethnographic 

research (Hammersely and Atkinson, 2005). I used multiple qualitative methods: 

participant-observations, interviews, artifact collection, and reflective memoranda. My 

interest in studying YouthArts was to better understand how YouthArts provided a space 

for adolescents to explore and to actively fashion new identities. To this end, I wanted to 

privilege adolescent participants’ experiences and understandings of the program. A 

postcritical ethnography (Noblit, Flores, and Murillo, 2004), where collaboration with 
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participants and long-term engagement is privileged, was the way I chose to structure this 

inquiry. 

I generated the following research questions at the beginning of the study to guide my 

inquiry: 

• How does an out-of-school arts-based program help shape adolescents’ identities 

and enable an emerging sense of artistic and professional selves? 

• In what ways does the program, both rhetorically and actually, position its 

participants in multiple, and sometimes conflicting, categories both generally and 

specifically in relation to art?  

• How does this positioning affect the experiences of the adolescent participants? 

How does this positioning affect the experiences of the adult facilitators? 

• In what ways are the adolescents able to reauthor themselves within the program 

and in larger discourses through their engagement with the out-of-school arts-

based program and its various activities? 

 

However, as I was in the field and as I wrote up the material, I found that these questions 

were rather clunky and did not provide a clear approach to responses. Therefore, as I 

worked through the notes and drafted versions of the chapters, I worked to combine, 

streamline, and refine these questions in order to better respond to my research site, 

theoretical inquiry, and methodological approach. I then revised the four questions into 

three questions: 
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• How does YouthArts, an out-of-school arts-based program, shape the adolescent 

and emerging artistic and professional identities of its participants? 

• In what ways do the adolescent participants use identities and artifacts from 

YouthArts to reauthor themselves in agentic manners? 

• What can long-term qualitative research with youth tell us about their experiences 

and identity development? 

 

These questions are better aligned with the goals of the study. The more direct phrasing 

reflects my stronger understanding of research design and collection, something that 

came after developing, and revising, this project.  

In this chapter, I provide information about my methodological orientation, my 

data collection methods, and my data analysis methods. First, I offer a broad overview of 

the field of ethnography and detail my framing of this project as a postcritical 

ethnography, including a discussion of my researcher positionality. I then closely 

examine the methods that I implemented in this study: participant observation (Dewalt 

and Dewalt, 2002; Glesne, 1999; Wolcott, 2005), interviews (Riesmann, 2002), artifact 

collection (LeCompte and Preissle, 1994), and reflective memoranda (Coffman, 1999). A 

discussion of my iterative data analysis process follows. Through these collection and 

analysis methods, I aimed to examine the multiple ways that the participants were 

positioned and authored themselves through the activities of the YouthArts figured world, 

including the artifacts associated with the program and through the participants’ 

interactions with other figured worlds, such as their art classes, their schools, their 
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families, and their communities (Holland et al, 1998; Urrieta, 2009). Through this layered 

approach, this study examines the multiple factors that are involved in identity 

construction and provides a detailed look at the process of constructing these stories. 

 

Ethnography 

Historically, the process of ethnology, or the study of groups of people, led to a 

text, or an ethnography. The researcher, usually from Europe or the United States, would 

live with a group, often in communities of color, take copious notes, and write up as 

“realistic” a study as possible. From this experience and the resulting text, one could 

really “know” the Other. These texts were seen as ways to chronicle peoples around the 

world, and the depictions that they offered were accepted and disseminated widely 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2005).  

The ethnographer strove to provide as realistic assessment as possible, remaining 

“objective” while noting cultural similarities and differences. The ethnographer was not 

“present” in these texts in order to better strive for a “truthful” account of the scene 

without an outsider’s presence—the researcher was omniscient within the text as s/he 

wove the tale of “traditional” culture, positioning the group as the “ “Other.” This 

traditional period (Denzin and Lincoln, 1988) is illustrated by the work of anthropologists 

such as Malinowski (1922) and Mead (1928) and was marked by the grand narratives of 

“Lone Ethnographers” (Rosaldo, 1989) who went in search of the authentic ways of “the 

Other.” This type of work aimed to capture the rituals of different cultures with the hope 

of creating an objective text about those groups. These texts today are regarded as narrow 
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and flawed as they present a unified notion of culture that came to reify and objectify the 

participants and their actions. 

This “traditional” period gave way to the modernist period (Denzin and Lincoln, 

1998), which aimed to research “the underclass” and was often marked by a desire to be 

rigorous, with an increase in quantitative methods in order to claim legitimacy in 

burgeoning social science departments. Hammersley and Atkinson (2005) show that this 

approach closely hewed to a specifically defined research inquiry and entailed a careful 

consideration of the context and the ways that the participants interacted situationally.  In 

this approach, it was crucial to ground one’s observations within the specific examples of 

the field in order to better understand the culture. Oscar Lewis’s (1959) text outlining a 

“culture of poverty” and Becker’s (1963) studies of deviance in the fifties and sixties are 

often associated with this time as they provided frameworks for researching marginalized 

populations that would prove to be long-lasting and problematic.  

The modernist goal of broad generalizations gave way in the last third of the 

twentieth century to localized statements that aimed to depict holistic representations of 

the cultural practices of particular groups; the focus was on particular people in particular 

places, not necessarily broad statements about entire cultures. Additionally, the focus on 

realistic accounts of teleological Western processes came under fire as interpretive 

anthropology grew. The field of anthropology came under fire as being intimately 

connected with colonial endeavors and imperialism. Questions about what topics, places, 

and people scholars chose to research and the ways that material was constructed and 
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presented became more prevalent as ethnographers moved from bounded notions of 

culture to more fluid notions of multiple and possibly overlapping cultures.  

This transition impacted both the ethnographic project and the ethnographic text. 

As Marcus and Fischer contend, “[t] he silence about ethnographic writing has been 

broken precisely because the crisis of representation has challenged the legitimacy of 

positivist goals for social science generally, and in this trend anthropology has been 

precocious.” (22) The process of writing about the ethnographic project was no longer 

viewed as being as clear-cut as writing up “what happened.” Researchers were expected 

to think about their role in the creation of both the ethnographic research project and the 

ethnographic text in order to present richer explanations and contexts for ethnography. 

Denzin and Lincoln categorize this period as “blurred genres,” as research drew from the 

humanities and social sciences, and studies utilized hermeneutics, literary narrative, 

action research, and observation in order to create multi-layered texts. Geertz’s The 

interpretation of cultures (1973), with its call for thick description in research, is a 

significant text in this time. The form of the ethnography was considered more carefully 

and fully, yet the researcher him/herself was not fully incorporated into the plan or the 

text. 

Anthropology suffered a crisis in the late 1970s concerning how to reinscribe the 

researcher as part of the process and how to integrate critical issues, such as race, class, 

gender, and sexuality, into the research process. Anthropologists were recognizing their 

role in the colonial enterprise and the ways that ethnographies constructed people around 

the world (Fabian, 1983). Researchers considered the ways that they were re-presenting 
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participants, and how their interactions with the researched population shaped the stories 

that they were telling. Additionally, the researcher began to reflect more upon his or her 

biases and positionality in order to better understand the ethnographic project. 

Researchers felt an epistemological uncertainty as they questioned the idea of objectivity, 

as well as the role of the researcher in both the process of collecting the ethnography and 

writing the text.  The move in this time period, as outlined by Clifford and Marcus’s 

Writing culture (1986), was to challenge notions such as “reliability” and “validity” in 

order to highlight the ways that these ideas were being created and sustained. By 

interrogating the role of the researcher and the claims that were made, a more complex 

understanding of the researcher and those she was researching could be attempted. As a 

response to this work, Behar’s Women writing culture (1996) highlighted how even those 

who were looking to challenge issues within ethnography were not immune to 

perpetuating other problems, such as a narrow focus on who was producing work and 

who was included in discussions.   

Denzin and Lincoln (1998) conclude that ethnography is currently in a double 

crisis: a “crisis of representation and legitimation” (21). First, researchers must 

acknowledge that what they write up is a social creation; it is impossible to directly 

“represent” others in the research. Second, trying to evaluate ethnographic research using 

criteria like reliability does not hold, which leads to vexing questions about how to assess 

a social construction in writing and how to better capture both the researcher and those 

she is researching.  
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 Within educational ethnography, researchers have incorporated these concerns 

about representation into the field at a different rate. As I will demonstrate in the next 

section, the modernist period, coupled with a crisis of representation, led to a growth of 

critical ethnography in educational settings from the 1970s through the 1990s. Following 

this phase and critiquing it, postcritical ethnography developed in alignment with blurred 

genres to address the crises of representation and legitimation.  Post-critical ethnography 

also has important connections to critical race theories, feminist theories, post-structural 

theories, and ideas of intersectionality.  

 

Critical ethnography in educational research 

As Anderson (1989) highlights in his review of critical ethnography in education, 

critical ethnography largely appeared in the late 1970s and early 1980s out of a concern 

that ethnographic educational studies either focused on social structures or on individual 

actors without a regard for the ways that social structures shaped those actors’ 

experiences. The convergence of multiple theoretical perspectives, including 

structuralism, hermeneutics, and symbolic interpretivism, as well as neo-Marxist and 

feminist movements, helped shape the way that critical ethnography was performed and 

discussed in educational research.  

The marriage of a critical social theory and a methodological orientation was not 

without its tensions (Gunzenhauser, 2004). The incorporation of ethnography, 

traditionally within anthropology and devoted to examining culture, into education, 

which had a strong positivist tradition, led to debates on both sides. Anthropologists were 
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frustrated by the ways that educational researchers used ethnography to “meet the 

strategic needs of strategic legitimacy,” and educators wanted anthropologists to see how 

integrating ethnographic research in education could challenge static portrayals of school 

life that more traditional education research constructed (Anderson, 1989).   

 Although there was overlap between ethnography in education and ethnography 

in anthropology, there was also considerable divergence. As Anderson explains, 

educational research and anthropology in the 1970s moved in decidedly different 

directions while sharing similar methodological concerns. Ethnographers in anthropology 

were encouraged to consider ways to “blur the genres” in their work and to view 

narrative construction critically. Educational research also focused on how the study was 

constructed and reported, but it was frequently in ways that harkened to older models of 

ethnography that aimed to present unified notions of the field and the participants, often 

in relation to larger issues of legitimation within the interdisciplinary field of education. 

 Critical ethnography allowed educational researchers interested in ethnography 

and critical theory to conduct tightly controlled studies, frequently called 

“microethographies,” with a clearly articulated methodology and procedure (Anderson, 

1989). As Anderson writes,  

Ironically, however, while anthropologists have been moving in the direction of 

experimentation with more "literary" approaches to ethnography (Clifford & 

Marcus, 1986; Van Maanen, 1988), educational researchers have been moving to 

systematize ethnographic research in an attempt to make it more scientific, often 

even invoking the language of positivism to do so (Goetz & LeCompte, 1981; Kirk 
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& Miller, 1985). The elaborate data analysis procedures of ethnographic semantics 

(Spradley, 1979, 1980) and microethnography (Green & Wallet, 1981) have been 

particularly popular in education because they lend legitimacy to ethnographic 

accounts and protect educational ethnographers from accusations of mere "story 

telling." (252) 

 

This quote illustrates the tensions between educational and anthropological research by 

showing that trends in ethnography were not in the same directions in both fields, nor 

were the researchers responding to the same concerns.  

 Anderson also highlights what he views as a limit within critical ethnography—

namely, the lack of integrating multiple levels of reflexivity and reflectiveness into the 

process. The researcher is largely missing from critical research in education—both in 

relation to the project at hand and throughout the creation of the study. Anderson 

articulates specific areas where critical ethnography could make inroads in challenging 

educational research—among them incorporating oral history methods, considering local 

empowerment initiatives, and conducting sociolinguistic analyses, especially those that 

incorporate Bourdieu’s notions of social capital. Anderson argues that these methods and 

analyses could be powerful in challenging dominant narratives by incorporating history 

from “the bottom up” and by considering the ways that linguistic patterns contribute to 

systems of inequality. 

 Perhaps the most well known work on educational critical ethnography is 

Carspecken’s Critical ethnography in educational research (1995). This text outlines the 
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step-by-step procedure by which one could conduct a critical ethnography, highlighting 

issues of validity at various stages in the research process and the way one can go from 

the field site to systems-based analyses. This methodology is explained through the lens 

of critical theory and Carspecken’s own research projects to clearly establish the link 

between theory and method. Carspecken contends that, through thick description, 

recreated scenes, and multiple iterations of transcript examination, one can reconstruct 

exactly what happened in a research setting; these multiple recreations at different stages 

in the process ensures the validity of the project. 

 He illustrates this point by offering six “techniques to support objective validity 

claims of the researcher” (88): using multiple recording devices, observing on a flexible 

schedule, “practice[ing] prolonged engagement to reduce Hawthorne effects,” writing in 

as value-free language as possible, peer debriefing, and member checking. While these 

techniques outline important aspects of the ethnographic process, they highlight how 

critical ethnography in education can be read as being concerned with validity at the 

expense of the difficult representational issues raised by anthropological theorists6. A 

focus on validity, particularly as constructed here, demonstrates a desire to produce a 

stable and reproducible result in each case. In contrast, Carspecken’s anthropology 

contemporaries were focusing on ways to illustrating the process of creating 

representations in order to minimize questions of validity and focus on transparency and 

                                                
6 These guidelines are modified from Lincoln and Guba (1985) and were within the larger qualitative 
research tradition. However, it is important to see Carspecken presents and frames them. For example, the 
list above is presented in the same order as the list in the text. One could contend that the techniques 
proceed from the most basic consideration, such as including multiple recording devices, to the more 
complicated issues, such as member checking, but they are not discussed in such a way. However, the list is 
stand-alone and doesn’t talk about the different types of considerations that one must have in the field 
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consideration. 

 In Carspecken’s description of critical ethnography, there is no space for engaging 

in reflective practice; one is not encouraged to consider how the researcher is 

constructing him/herself or the site as the process continues. Critical ethnography, as 

described here, focuses on the ways that power is distributed and embodied within the 

school, the teacher, and the students, but the researcher is not considered in the same 

manner.  The researcher is framed as omniscient in the research and writing process. 

Member checking is considered a risky proposition; Carspecken encourages researchers 

to wait to conduct their member checking until the end of their research, lest they be 

tainted by other people’s thoughts. While there are valid concerns raised by these points, 

Carspecken’s overall strong researcher perspective depicts a process in which the 

participants are not engaged and with little consideration given to how the researcher 

represents the context, the participants, or him/herself. 

 Anderson and Carspecken together shaped my understanding of critical 

ethnography as a methodology and a subfield. Although Anderson’s article was published 

before Carspecken’s text, the problems that he articulated were clearly represented in 

Carspecken’s book. Before I entered the field, I could see the ways that I, as a researcher, 

was going to have an active role in the construction of the study and the ways that I re-

presented the participants in the resulting text. I wanted to find an approach to 

considering the ways that intersections between class, race, gender, ethnicity, youth, and 

other identity positions shape the adolescents’ experiences in YouthArts and their other 

figured worlds. These issues encouraged me to adopt postcritical methodological 
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approaches that question tenets of critical ethnography while also attending to issues of 

equity and community. 

 

Postcritical ethnography 

Noblit, Flores, and Murillo (2004) began their text Postcritical Ethnography, by 

stating that “[c] ritical ethnography is at a crossroads.” (1) This crossroads, they explain, 

is related to the tumultuous pairing of critical theory, which is a philosophical movement, 

and interpretive ethnography, which is an approach to understanding micro-relations 

within sociology and anthropology of education fields. Their explanation of the issues 

with critical ethnography is extensive, so I quote here at length: 

These critics argued that critical theory and ethnography was in itself a form of 

hegemony—patriarchal, Eurocentric, individualistic, and white. Wexler helps us 

understand why this became the case. Critical ethnography reproduced positivist 

and functionalist theories by negation, reinscribing individualism, and the Right’s 

critique of liberalism. Critical theorists responded to these challenges with 

attempts to legitimate critical ethnography itself. Thus, when the dominance of 

class-based analyses was challenged, the result was to declare a ‘parallelist’ 

(Morrow & Torres, 1998) position in which critical theory was argued to be 

applicable to the study of gender domination much in the same way it was to have 

worked with social class. The challenge of race led to a further elaboration into a 

‘nonsynchronous parallelist’ position (McCarthy &Apple, 1988). In each of these 

moves, however, critical ethnographers and theorists refused to engage the 
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fundamental challenge of relational knowledge and antifoundationalism. The 

result was a ‘theory which could never be wrong’ (Ludwig, 1996, p. 40), 

revealing critical theory’s ideological base. As Wexler (1987) explains: ‘A 

critical analysis which hides uncertainty and disjuncture in a coherent story is also 

ideological’ (p. 104). This reduction of critical theory’s claim to a rational 

knowledge leaves critical ethnography, ironically, to be a form of ideological 

practice. It becomes an ideology like all ideologies, and although it may claim to 

be a valued perspective, it is only one form of ‘openly ideological research.’ 

(Lather, 1986, p. 63)  (Noblit, Flores, and Murillo, 2004, 15; italics my own) 

 

This quote highlights one of the central critiques of critical ethnography: the often-

unacknowledged ideological bent of the researcher. As Noblit, Flores, and Murillo 

explain, critical ethnography is some ways has become tautological; there is no way to 

critique critical ethnography as it “could never be wrong,” which leads to this frame (like 

all frames) reinscribing the same problems that it was aiming to “uncover.”  For example, 

critical research can be narrowly focused on “giving voice” to particular class groups, 

which leads to patriarchal researcher positions; a limited appraisal of the ways that race, 

gender, class, and sexuality intersect; and work that may not address community needs.  

Noblit, Flores, and Murillo offer postcritical ethnography as a way to correct these 

shortcomings. As they write, “[r]ather than negating politics, postcritical ethnographies 

require the interrogation of the power and politics of the critic himself/herself as well as 

in the social scene studied.”(19) This positioning explicitly connects postcritical research 



 95 

with issues of equity and power dynamics. Additionally, the researcher is integrated into 

the research and is encouraged to more fully see him or herself as being embedded within 

discussions of power and representation.  Researchers, however well intentioned, need to 

recognize the multiple ways that they are a part of the process of research and writing. 

Within this framework, researchers must reflect on ways that power operates in various 

situations, and their role in maintaining, constructing, and representing power dynamics 

in both their research processes and their ethnographic texts. 

 Noblit, Murillo, and Flores are careful, however, not to narrowly define what 

postcritical ethnography looks like. Rather than focus on what it should look like, they 

consider the important tenets of postcritical research. As they write 

Postcritical approaches are many and diverse. Although postcritical ethnographies 

are not any one single thing, it is possible to consider some issues that the many 

approaches address. What is important to remember is that each approach not 

only varies in what else is important beyond these issues, but also in the relative 

importance of these issues to the overall approach. We think it is mistaken to 

argue that postfoundationalism is more important than the status of women in 

feminist critical ethnographies, race to critical race ethnographies, sexual 

orientation to queer theory, and so on. …The issues that need to be considered in 

conducting postcritical ethnographies include but are not necessarily limited to; 

positionality, reflexivity, objectivity, and representation. (21) 
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Positionality, within this frame, asks researchers to consider why they are conducting 

their research and to take into account how their own positions and identities may play a 

part in the ethnographic process. Reflexivity focuses on both the ways that the researcher 

constructs the research participants and their own  researcher identity through 

interactions—in person and through the text. Being mindful of the ways that identity can 

be fluid and situational is important to better understanding the research process. The 

concept of objectivity, in this use, does not mean considering one’s self as free from bias, 

but rather examining the ways that people become objectified through the process of 

constructing and disseminating texts about the research process. Recognizing that there is 

inevitably an objectifying component to research, and determining ways to counter that 

objectification, is central to this theoretical position.  Representation relates to both how 

research re-presents participants and the mediums through which researchers present their 

material. The text presents the postcritical ethnographer with a way to reconsider and 

complicate the researcher’s/author’s role in the process through the multiplicity of 

representations and representational methods. 

Hytten’s chapter in this collection, “Postcritical ethnography: Research as a 

pedagogical encounter”(2004), has been particularly useful in theorizing my uses of 

postcritical ethnography for this project. In the opening to her chapter, she explains   

Yet the alliance between critical theory and qualitative research is problematic 

and uneasy. Many issues have been raised about the relationship between 

supposedly emancipatory social theory and ethnographic research practice. 

Foremost among these are questions about the relationship between the researcher 



 97 

and the researched, the values and agenda brought to the research, and the 

constitutive elements of useful and emancipatory knowledge. Yet, despite the 

challenges, there is something valuable to hold onto in critical ethnography. Such 

a critical approach to research has helped to illuminate how theory informs lived 

experience as well as how larger social structures can inhibit the development of 

transformative social practice. In order to keep alive the valuable elements of this 

approach, yet at the same time seriously attend to criticisms and challenges, the 

time is ripe for the development of a postcritical ethnography. (95-96) 

 

Hytten demonstrates how many critiques of critical ethnography could be tied back to 

issues of reflexivity, the role of theory in the process of research, the relationships 

between researcher and subjects, and the way that the findings are represented, which are 

all intimately connected to questions of reflexive practice. This passage outlines a 

theoretical orientation that my goal of examining the multiple figured worlds and 

identities that are constructed and authored through YouthArts by consistently 

considering my relationship with the participants and the program, reflecting on my 

approach to my research project, and considering the larger purposes and goals of my 

research inquiry, as well as the goals of YouthArts’ facilitators and participants.  

 The reflexivity that Hytten sees as central to research issues is a methodological 

practice where one is willing to question the frames and perspectives that shape research. 

This practice fosters research that attends to issues that have been highlighted by critical 

ethnographers while also recognizing the ideological basis of research; it is dialectic in 
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approach. At the heart of a postcritical approach is taking the participants’ concerns, 

ideas, and ways of knowing seriously and working with the community, as opposed to for 

or on it, for change that the community would like to enact, as opposed to the change that 

the researcher views as best.  This approach calls for work that engages in collaboration 

and dialogue with all participants and recognizes macro issues of power, while 

considering the everyday ways that people negotiate micro relations. 

 The central goals of this orientation—honoring participants and working in ways 

that put myself in the service of the participants—are important to how I conceived of my 

project; I included the adolescents in my research process and focused on recognizing 

and including experiences that they saw as important. Although my work may not be 

grounded in helping the participants transform their environment, the program that I 

chose highlights some of those concerns while working with the adolescents to address 

concerns that they have and helping me respond to calls for “engaged anthropology” 

(Warren, 2006). 

 

Youth studies research 

Amy Best, in the introduction to Representing youth: Methodological issues in 

critical youth studies (2007), explains the overarching goal of the approaches to 

representing youth in the collection: 

[the] central objective [is]…to initiate a serious dialogue about what might be 

considered the methodological, ethical, practical, and conceptual boundaries for a 

more critical youth studies that is attentive to the changing social realities of 
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youth and children as they come of age in a historical moment mediated by 

advanced communication systems and increasingly sophisticated media, 

economic change, and deepening inequalities. As others have noted, the 

contemporary cultural landscape of childhood and adolescence is changing 

rapidly on several fronts, political, economic, and social. This requires us to 

reflect on the methods and strategies, conceptual frames and analytical categories 

youth researchers commonly use as we study and represent children’s and youths’ 

cultures. (6) 

 

Although she is “reluctant to offer any formal principles that distinguish a critical youth 

studies” (9), she outlines four parts that she sees as being a part of the methodological 

agenda:  

a. “A sustained concern for and consideration of the complexities of power and 

exploitation in the research encounter. 

b. An acknowledgement of the connection between power and knowledge. Such 

an acknowledgement requires that we recognize that the accounts we provide 

shape and construct reality as much as they describe it. Youth researchers play 

a significant role in shaping the social experiences of children and youth 

through the discursive constructions or accounts we provide. 

c. A desire to conduct sound ethical research that empowers youth and children 

and to find ways to improve the conditions under which their lives unfold. 
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d. A commitment to a radical reflexivity that interrogates the varied points of 

difference that intersect in our own lives and those we study.”(9) 

 

 In these four principles, Best highlights the ways that research with adolescents is 

charged relationally and socially. She encourages researchers to reflect on these dynamics 

at all stages in the research—from conceptualization to completed product. 

 This agenda is closely tied to the way that I considered postcritical ethnographic 

research tenets. Central to these orientations is reflexive practice and the consideration of 

power dynamics. Through a critical youth studies approach, researchers are encouraged 

to recognize the role that researchers play in shaping constructions of youth. The power 

differential that is present in researcher-researched relationships can be heightened with 

youth studies, and researchers must critically interrogate the way that they structure the 

research encounter, their perspectives on youth participants, and their own positionality. 

 This literature was crucial as I considered the ways that youth were framed in 

research and the ways that I intended to research them. I was aware of the power 

dynamics in my relationships with the adolescent participants, yet this field pushed me to 

continually consider the ways that I was interacting with the youth, the ways that I 

thought about the adolescents, and the ways that I wanted to construct the youth in my 

study. I found myself drawing on youth studies research more as I moved toward 

considering youth agency and the ways that the participants authored and reauthored 

themselves through their participation in YouthArts. I was invested in considering the 

richness of adolescent experiences and developing narratives that focused on the multiple 
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ways that they actively constructed their paths, and this methodological orientation 

offered me work on which I could draw. 

 

Research design 

Over a three-year period, I conducted my research at YouthArts, located within 

ContempoArts in Southern City. I interacted with over 80 adolescents and 10 adults over 

the course of the three years, and I observed and participated in the fieldtrips, workshops, 

and critiques that comprised YouthArts activities. I conducted formal and informal 

interviews, I documented and collected artifacts, and I created analytic and reflective 

memos detailing my activities in the spaces and my relation to the participants and 

activities. I then brought together narrative analysis, content analysis, and critical 

discourse analysis to make sense of the data. 

In these sections detailing my data collection and data analysis methods, I discuss 

both my intended research design after conducting pilot research and proposing my 

project and what my actual dissertation research design looked like. While the above 

summary is compact and straight-forward, the process of collecting and analyzing data 

was not.  I recognize that it is conventional to focus on what one actually did in the 

dissertation; however, in alignment with my research orientation, I feel compelled to 

show some of the process behind my data collection and assessment. In order to 

demonstrate the ways that the project proceeded with the participants, within the specific 

space, and under particular conditions, I see my ability to shift, change, minimize, and 

extend ways that I thought about collecting, analyzing, and conceptualizing the data as an 
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extension of my postcritical ethnographic perspective. I differentiate between the plan 

and the actual process when necessary, and I explain why I implemented the changes that 

I did. 

 

Overview 

 I conducted my research at ContempoArts7, a non-profit contemporary art space 

located in downtown Southern City that has hosted programs targeting adolescents since 

fall 2006. Programming for adolescents in Southern City was often tied to schools or 

places of worship, was fairly expensive, or required adolescents to commit a large 

amount of their time. Many out-of-school programs in the Southern City area targeted 

younger age populations, but for the questions that I was interested in examining, I 

wanted to research in a space that catered to adolescents and was not affiliated with a 

school. As I specifically wanted to research a non-interventionist, non-academically 

based out-of-school program, possibly with an arts focus to draw on Brice Heath’s (2001) 

findings, I found that my options were limited. 

These criteria led me to four programs. Two of the programs, which were 

sponsored by the city, had a drop-in approach; participants attended classes or hung out 

whenever they wanted. While this type of program would have provided an interesting 

space to examine what could be done to maintain adolescent interest, the lack of 

continuity would have introduced significant complexity into my research. I worried 

about my ability to develop relationships with the adolescents when there was such great 

                                                
7 all  names are pseudonyms. 
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variation in who attended the classes and for how long. I also wanted a program that was 

more structured in order to help me set-up my study; in a drop-in program, it would be 

more difficult to work with permission slips and interviews. I turned my attention to 

ContempoArts. There were two programs available for me to research: Club 

ContempoArts, a weekly program that Sarah, the education coordinator, presented as art 

appreciation, and YouthArts, a program that she billed as an overview of arts skills. As I 

spoke with Sarah, she explained that she thought of YouthArts as a beginning program 

and that participants should transition from YouthArts to Club ContempoArts8. 

Additionally, YouthArts met on Saturday afternoons, while Club ContempoArts met 

Tuesday evenings. As I was still in doctoral coursework, I had a conflict with Club 

ContempoArts, making YouthArts the program I selected. I thought that the voluntary, 

yet semi-structured, environment of YouthArts and diverse adolescent population would 

enable me to consider how adolescents were positioned and authored themselves through 

the out-of-school program, while also granting me a structure and framework to work 

within.  

YouthArts required that most participants self-identify as low SES in order to 

fulfill grant agency-funding stipulations9. All adolescents who took part in YouthArts 

received free art supplies on the first day and could request supplemental art materials as 

the cycle progressed. The program met on Saturdays for three to four hours. 
                                                
8 The current education coordinator does not see the two programs in the same way; she sees them as 
distinct and serving different adolescent needs. 
This framing of YouthArts as being an introduction to art skills and targeting students identified as low- 
SES is something I consider further in Chapter Four. 
9 This requirement has been lessened over my time researching the program. The latest incarnation, Spring 
2011, no longer had a SES designation, although the facilitators target schools that are shown by 
demographic data to have lower overall SES levels than other local schools. 
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Transportation, either by adult volunteer or free bus pass, was provided to all participants, 

and food, either a snack or lunch, was provided. Programs ran on ten-week cycles, and, 

depending on the amount of applications that the program received, some participants 

attended multiple cycles. 

 The general flow of each YouthArts session was critique, snack, then an activity. 

The adolescents shared their work and engaged in guided critique with adults floating 

from table to table. After discussion, the group prepared for the activity of the day. 

Sometimes, this might include a visit to a local artist’s studio to talk about that artist’s 

process and the profession of being an artist. Other days, we toured a local university, 

museum, or gallery art space and interacted with various members of the art profession 

(university students and professors, gallery or museum curators, artists and employees) in 

order to facilitate concrete conversations about the academic and professional tracks for 

artists. And some days, we stayed at ContempoArts. On those days, the portfolio advisor 

led a discussion, the adolescents worked on their art, or a visiting artist led a workshop. 

The variety of activities offered the participants multiple ways to engage with the 

different and overlapping figured worlds of artists and art spaces—attending post-

secondary school; practicing one’s craft to share; showing their work; renting a studio; 

building portfolios; and meeting curators and other professionals involved in the art 

world in professional capacities. A closer look at the activities of YouthArts is provided 

in Chapter Four. 

 Over the course of my research, Advanced YouthArts was introduced and 

welcomed its first cohort in Spring 2010. Advanced YouthArts was an application-based 
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program for adolescents who had participated in at least one cycle of YouthArts. 

Adolescents submitted an application detailing the ways that a one-on-one mentorship 

would contribute to their developing artistic practice and outlined a possible cycle-long 

project that would culminate in a piece to be displayed in a group show at the end of the 

cycle. Ten adolescents were selected to be paired with ten artists from the Southern City 

community. The pairs were asked to meet for three hours a week, to visit one art space, to 

attend three meetings at YouthArts, and to invite Alex to their work space for a review 

meeting at the three-quarter mark. The first all-group meeting was to introduce the pairs 

and offer some time for them to schedule meeting times, exchange different forms of 

contact information, and get to know each other. At the second of the three meetings, 

which was scheduled for the halfway point of the official ten-week cycle, the pairs 

presented to the assembled artists, detailing their plans for their final projects. The final 

meeting was an opportunity to come together as a group and offer feedback to Alex on 

the Advanced program and discuss logistics for the final show. 

 

Participants 

 I worked with both the adolescent artists and the adult facilitators. These two 

groups fluctuated from cycle-to-cycle and session-to-session. On average, 10-20 

adolescents were accepted into YouthArts every semester. These participants filled out 

application forms that included a two-page adolescent completed form that had questions 

about lunch status or financial hardship and short questions about the art that the 

adolescent enjoyed; a one-page teacher recommendation form; and a two-page parental 
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consent form that documented ContempoArts’s limited legal responsibility and asked for 

emergency information. All forms are included in the appendix. Adolescents did not have 

to submit a portfolio or artwork in order to be accepted into the program10. Up until the 

Summer 2009, all adolescents who returned a completed application were “admitted.” As 

the program grew, the education coordinator had to create a waiting list, and the 

adolescents were selected on a first-come, first-served basis. Attendance data was not 

available to me for the Spring 2008 session or the first half of the Summer 2009 session; 

Alex has maintained attendance sheets since that time and provided me with copies. Data 

on attendance patterns is included in the appendix. 

 The adolescents were a diverse group with regard to race, ethnicity, and gender. 

Over the course of my pilot study, there were African American, Asian American, 

Latina/o, and White youth participants. Additionally, the participants were from a variety 

of high schools, both within Southern City and in the surrounding area. Girls consistently 

outnumbered boys in the program, generally at a ratio of 2-1. ContempoArts does not 

maintain demographic data on the race or gender of the participants, making hard data 

about the long-term demographics impossible to compile. 

 The adults also varied from cycle-to-cycle. There have been two female education 

coordinators over the course of my pilot study. Both have been White, yet one was raised 

in a Mexican American household. There has been one Latino portfolio advisor over the 

span of my research. Different adults have assisted on various cycles, both employees of 

                                                
10 Portfolios are a central component of many art programs; YouthArts first offered the adolescents 
materials and then helped them create a portfolio to demonstrate their work. Although this process may 
appear minor, it carried significance for the adolescents and the program and will be discussed further in 
Chapters Four and Five. 
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ContempoArts and volunteers. These adults were involved rarely for more than one cycle 

and frequently did not complete an entire cycle. 

This project has had IRB approval since March 2008. At the time, I submitted 

four versions of permission forms, in both English and Spanish: one for adolescents, one 

for adults, one for participants under fourteen, and a parent/child together form. These 

forms are included in the appendix of this document. Each interview participant, as well 

as many other attendees, completed and returned a permission form. Each form 

established that I would use pseudonyms for each participant and the locations, and that 

the material would remain confidential, short of situations where the adolescents shared 

stories of abuse.  

 

Researcher 

As with all participant-observer research, especially within the postcritical genre, 

it was and is important for me to recognize and reflect on my role as a researcher, as an 

observer, and as an interviewer whose presence affected the participants and their 

experiences, as well as a writer who constructed texts about these interactions (Best, 

2003). Most studies begin this discussion with a focus on recognizable parts of one’s 

positionality; considering this, I am a White, early thirties, college-educated, 

heterosexual, middle-class female. However, this limited description of my positional 

identities does not enable me to explain how these positions may have affected my 

interaction with the participants or how I may have constructed my representations. In 

considering my positionality in relation to my theoretical orientation to research, it has 
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been important to complicate these statements to better reflect on how they work together 

to impact the ways that I constructed the research process and create the re-presentations 

here. 

Just as the participants enter into multiple figured worlds and are positioned and 

author themselves, I also am integrated into multiple figured worlds and am positioned 

and author myself in particular ways. It may be helpful to note that I am a first-generation 

college student, and that I am not an artist nor do I have an art history background. I have 

not participated in arts-based programs, nor did I grow up going to art museums. I am 

considerably well-schooled and have excelled in structured educational environments, but 

I come to this research project as someone with an interest in education as broadly 

constructed, which led me to focus on out-of-school spaces as a location for research. 

Throughout the process, it has been necessary for me to consider a more complicated 

view of my own positionality and reflect on how my upbringing, my current positions, 

and the ways that others view me have shaped the research process in ways that I both 

recognize and do not recognize.  

While I may have been raised with a working-class background, I am also White, 

which shapes, and has shaped, all aspects of my experience through the privileges that it 

has granted me and through how others view me (McIntosh, 1988). This Whiteness has 

been shaped by my experiences growing up in a diverse suburban community that had 

significant class and race markers. My life has increasingly become more homogenous, 

both with regard to class and race, as I’ve gotten older—from my parents moving to a 

“better” neighborhood when I was in junior high school to my graduate school 
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experiences, which have been less diverse than my work experiences or my 

undergraduate experience—and I have become even more aware of this homogeneity 

over my time researching YouthArts and reflecting on my own peer groups as an 

adolescent. While I grew up within (somewhat) diverse communities, I know that my 

lived experiences as a White woman have been marked differently from the lived 

experiences of being a part of a racial minority group, although class and gender are key 

intersectional identities.  

The most notable and outward discussion of my race within the space of the 

program came in the context of an interview with a focal participant. When speaking with 

Bethari about her school and the possible schools that she could have gone to, she noted 

that she would feel out of place “with all those White people.” After she said this, she 

immediately apologized and said that she “wasn’t racist” (interview, 10/2008)—she said 

that she didn’t know how she would act at that school and that she didn’t really see me as 

being “so White” (interview, 10/2008). I do not include the example to place myself into 

a different category, but rather to show how rare “race talk” (Pollock, 2006) was, both 

specifically in my presence and in the space. My Whiteness was rarely explicitly 

recognized. Additionally, I may not have been continually aware of the ways that my 

Whiteness was read or recognized implicitly by the adolescents and the adults. Drawing 

on Gordon’s (2005) research on White researchers in diverse contexts, I may have 

engaged in “Whitewashing” attempts in viewing the interactions by downplaying the 

impact of my Whiteness; in short, I may not be representing racial politics as fully as I 
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could. I did find myself withdrawing from writing about race, and I realized that it was in 

the process of writing up the “data” that I felt the weight of privilege.  

These were people I was writing about—people with complex identities and life 

experiences that shaped who they were, who they are, who they would become within a 

variety of contexts. I had the privilege of being the researcher who constructed these 

representations. I had the privilege, and all of the ethical considerations that should 

accompany it, of creating identities for the participants that would be read and 

considered. Additionally, my race, my gender, my current class position, and my 

sexuality all shaped my view and the tremendous responsibility I felt. This is not to say 

that this responsibility is only heavy for White, female, heterosexual, middle class 

researchers, but rather that I was apprehensive to include any descriptions of race or class 

or gender or sexuality that participants themselves did not invoke. I was worried about 

essentializing participants through including data points, but not exploring how 

participants saw their identities as lived and interconnecting. 

I also draw on the notion of intersectionality to consider the ways that multiple 

subject positions—my race, my class, my gender, and my sexuality—inform and 

construct one another.  All of these positional markers may carry significance in 

particular figured worlds in complicated and interrelated ways. My life is not only shaped 

by my race, but it is also shaped by my attendance at magnet schools and the school-

based activities that I participated in, as well as my vocal support of gender equity from a 
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young age11. Reconsidering how they were related to my subject positions at various 

times has led me to reflect on the ways that my researcher self has been created and 

deployed. 

Additionally, my age and how I represented myself as an “adult” who was not 

“old” was important to consider in relation to my positioning “youth” as an identity 

category. As someone who was 11-15 years older than the participants, I could be viewed 

as an authority figure in the space, as much as anyone was viewed as an authority figure 

in YouthArts. The relationships fostered between adolescents and adults in YouthArts 

were not stereotypical teacher-student relations. Adolescents called the adults by their 

first names and joking was prevalent. Additionally, all of the adults dressed “down” for 

the encounters—the portfolio advisor was not without his slightly askew green baseball 

cap, the education coordinator had an impressive selection of collector sneakers that she 

wore, and I toted a Puma messenger bag everywhere we went.  The relationship between 

adult and adolescent was thus reauthored in key ways—formally, verbally, spatially, 

sartorially.  In my interactions with the participants over time, largely through my 

genuine interest in their work and their experiences, as well as how I chatted and joked 

around with the participants and the adult facilitators, the youth engaged me differently 

than they initially did. Reflecting on this process and the ways that adolescent and adult 

relationships are considered—to borrow the title of a youth studies article “across a great 

gulf” (Raby, 2007)—was also a part of my reflective practice.  

                                                
11 I distinctly remember “feminist” being used as an insult against me when I was 10; I was confused at 
how being a feminist was a bad thing. 
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Additionally, it was important to be aware of times when I wanted to map 

researcher desires onto the participants, which may be heightened with adolescent 

participants. How could I make claims for these participants? What if they hadn’t 

expressed, specifically, the ways that racialization or other processes had impacted them? 

How could I construct participants, who themselves have very different situational 

identities from one another, in writing? I never resolved these issues; in fact, I finish this 

project more confused and anxious than when I began. 

To help reflect on my presence in the space and my role as a researcher, I created 

reflective memoranda that helped me work through ideas of positionality, reflexivity, and 

objectivity as I observed the program (Kleinsasser, 2000). These texts acted as a space for 

me to think about my interactions with the participants, to further reflect on incidents in 

the program, and to reconsider parts of my life that I think bear on different elements of 

the research process. The process or reflecting and considering helped me better 

understanding the project and consider myself as part of the project. Yet, I still feel the 

inability to fully account for myself in my research and writing (Pillow, 2003). I cannot 

understand how I was viewed within the program or how my interactions were received.  

 To integrate some of these issues within the text, and to explicitly draw attention 

to my process and my presence, I have included what I call “interludes” in between each 

of the odd numbered chapters. I provide these writings as a way to offer a more 

integrated notion of positionality and to show how I struggled with re-presenting—the 

participants, the interactions, and myself.  
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Data collection 

Wolcott, in The art of fieldwork (2005), explains the importance of 

conceptualizing fieldwork as a craft that requires more than a mastery of a static set of 

tools. As Wolcott posits, it is important 

[T]o remind fieldworkers of the many ways in which their forebears exercised 

intuition, regardless of whether they called attention to it… Perhaps fieldworkers 

need only to feel less cowed by demands for rigorous science that may in fact be 

neither as demanding nor as rigorous, nor even as prevalent, as is generally 

assumed. (18) 

 

For Wolcott, participant observation is more than creating field notes; it is also being 

aware of the interpersonal and extra-personal aspects that are embedded within the 

process. Recording what is happening is one part of the data collection process; being 

aware of the dynamics of the situation and being able to interact with participants are also 

crucial components. To this end, I knew that it was important for me to be attuned to the 

interpersonal relationships in YouthArts and to reflect on how those relationships 

impacted the participants’ actions. I drew on Kathy Hytten’s (2004) challenge to 

ethnographers to recognize youth as active participants in their lives as I worked to 

examine the ways that the participating adolescents thought about themselves as artists 

and how this knowledge impacted their senses of agency.  

My dissertation covers material from my pilot study in Spring 2008 through 

Spring 2010, for a total of seven 10-week cycles. Each cycle was comprised of weekly 
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sessions that lasted between three and four hours. The adolescent population of these 10-

week cycles varied between 10-20 participants, so I encountered between 70 and 140 

adolescents in approximately 210-300 hours of observation in sessions; I estimate that 

there were approximately 80 new participants over the course of my research. My 

ethnographic approach was impacted by Lassiter’s call for more collaborative forms of 

ethnography (2005) in that I aimed to produce work that was in the service of the 

participants and included both the adolescents’ and adults’ views on what was important 

to discuss. I solicited feedback from the adults and the adolescents at various stages, such 

as during activities and at the end of cycles, to shape my research process. 

I collected data in four ways: through participant-observation, through formal and 

informal interviews, through artifact collection, and through reflective journals and 

memoranda. These methods allowed me to address the ways that the participants 

interacted in the program, which highlighted how adolescents viewed and enacted agency 

in their educational paths and their lives more broadly writ.  

While researching, I tried to be attuned to the tensions that the adolescents felt—

between the different identities that they were being offered, the identities that they 

fashioned, and the relationships within their multiple figured worlds. These offered 

positions, and the ways that both the adults and adolescents responded to them, provided 

another layer of complexity to the study. Examining these identities with an eye toward 

how the participants’ classed, raced, and gendered selves impacted the offered positions 

enabled an examination that highlighted the contradictions inherent to working with 

adolescents.  
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Below I include the research questions and the chart I created to show the links 

between the data collection method and my research questions. 

• How does YouthArts, an out-of-school arts-based program, shape the adolescent 

and emerging artistic and professional identities of its participants? 

• In what ways do the adolescent participants use identities and artifacts from 

YouthArts to reauthor themselves in agentic ways? 

• What can long-term qualitative research with youth tell us about their experiences 

and identity development? 

Table 1. Research collection methods 

Method Rationale Data 

Participant 

Observation 

 

 

 

 

*Consider YouthArts’s ability to 

shape adolescent experiences 

*Examine YouthArts’s ways of 

providing professionalizing elements 

*Consider YouthArts’s positioning in 

day-to-day 

*See how adolescents respond and 

reposition 

* Consider how adult respond and 

reposition 

*Consider adolescent demonstrations  

of agency 

*Field jottings 

 

*Field notes 

 

*Field Recordings 

 

*Analytical Memos 
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Table 1. Research collection methods (continued)   

Method Rationale Data 

Interview 

 *Formal 

 

 *Informal 

 

 *Focus group 

See how YouthArts 

“officially”/”unofficially” 

positions participants 

*See how participants 

reflect on their positioning 

by reauthoring themselves 

*Consider direct 

authorship possibilities 

*Interview questions over 

time 

 

*Digital recordings 

 

*Transcripts 

Artifact Collection 

 *From program to 

community 

 *From program to 

funders 

 *From adolescents 

 

 

*Examine the multiple 

levels to positioning that 

occurs for participants 

and adults 

*Focus on ways that 

adolescents respond to 

positions 

*Examine the adolescent 

authoring processes 

* Contemplate the 

professionalizing aspects 

of the program 

*Paperwork distributed to 

community 

 

*---Grant applications--- 

 

*---Grant reports--- 

 

*Critique forms 

 

*Goals forms 

 

*Artwork 
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Table 1. Research collection methods (continued) 

Method Rationale Data 

Reflective Memoranda *Examine the ways that 

my subjectivity shapes 

how I view YouthArts 

processes 

*Consider the stories that 

I engage in discussing 

agency and positioning 

*Field journals 

 

*Analytical memos 

 

Participant observation 

My primary data collection method was participant-observation (Spradley, 1980; 

Atkinson and Hammersley, 1983).  Although participant observation is often conflated 

with fieldwork, Dewalt and Dewalt (2002), in their text Participant observation, offer a 

specific definition of participation observation:  

a way to collect data in naturalistic settings by ethnographers who observe and/or 

take part in the common and uncommon activities of the people being studied. We 

take this position because, while much of what we call fieldwork includes 

participating and observing the people and communities with whom we are 

working, the method of participant observation includes the use of information 

gained from participating and observing through explicit recordings and analysis 

of this information…The method of participant observation requires a particular 
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approach to the recording of observations (in field notes), and the perspective that 

the information collected through participation is as critical to social scientific 

analysis as information from more formal research techniques such as 

interviewing, structured observation, and the use of questionnaires and formal 

elicitation techniques. (2) 

 

Using this definition, participant observation takes on a formal quality; it is not just 

observing what is happening and taking part in certain activities. Rather, it is a process of 

learning how to participate, observe, and maintain a process for recording and 

understanding what is happening. Participant observation includes “living in the context,” 

“actively participating in a wide range of daily, routine, and extraordinary activities,” 

“using everyday conversation,” “recording observations in field notes,” and “using both 

tacit and explicit information in analysis and writing” (Dewalt and Dewalt, 2002, 4). 

These activities together form a participant observation experience. Defining participant 

observation in such a way highlights the importance of weaving together the multiple 

activities to see how they interrelate and help shape the space over time. 

As I was a part of YouthArts for an extended amount of time, I generated a 

substantial amount of material through my presence in the space. On Glesne’s (1999) 

spectrum, my interactions in the group fell somewhere between “observer as participant” 

and “participant as observer” (44), although I often fell more on the “participant” side 

than the observer side. I chatted with the adolescents, looked at their portfolios, and 

helped out in whatever way I could—putting out snacks, driving for field trips, and 
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gathering youth on field trips. The program staff asked my opinion on aspects of the 

program and youth participants asked me for feedback on their work or wanted advice on 

their future plans; I attempted to minimize suggestions to the program staff and 

consistently reminded the adolescents that I had no art background and that they were 

much more talented than me. I did, occasionally, in keeping with my role as a participant, 

join in discussions about programming and artistic development, but tried to position 

myself as one of the group instead of the outside researcher. 

My interactions with the individual groups varied from cycle to cycle. At some 

points, particularly fall 2008, summer 2009, and fall 2009, I felt very incorporated into 

the group and seemed to take on more of a role in the day-to-day operations. I found 

myself in charge of critique sessions or facilitating discussions in fieldtrip locations more 

frequently over the course of these cycles. I was positioned as the adult in charge of that 

group, which did lead to a bit of confusion on what my role was—for both the 

adolescents and myself. 

I drew on multiple ways to document my participant-observation, primarily by 

writing notes in the field, writing analytic memos to help me better analyze activities and 

synthesize material across cycles, and recording digital notes. Taking a note from Glesne 

(1999), I maintained field notes in a bound notebook that I had in front of me at all times, 

in an attempt to remind participants that I was conducting research. I recorded notes 

while in the field, which included material from all sessions that I attended and all of the 

session activities—the critique sessions, artist-led workshops, fieldtrips, and portfolio 

reviews. I noted the informal discussions that transpired before and after sessions, during 
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snacks, while driving from one location to the next, and those that occurred during 

activities.  Recording both the official conversations, such as those led by the facilitators 

or during critique, and the unofficial conversations, such as those in which the 

adolescents chatted about their lives outside of the program, provided me with a stronger 

sense of the figured world of YouthArts, as well as a better understanding of the identity 

positions of the participants within the figured world, outside of the figured world, and in 

relation to one another. I took notes fairly openly. Although I introduced myself as a 

graduate student researching YouthArts and had the participants fill out permission forms 

at the beginning of each session, the adolescents in the program often viewed me as just 

another adult. If I took notes in secret, I felt as if that assumption might continue. By 

taking notes while the youth undertook their activities, I was signaling to them that I had 

an added purpose to being at YouthArts.  

My fieldnotes were rather extensive in nature, as I write quickly and I wanted to 

preserve as many of the details as possible. There were several shifts in my field note 

taking process as I developed different skill sets while researching and became better 

attuned to the research site. In the beginning, I focused on limiting my notes strictly to the 

proceedings in the space; I highlighted the setting, the dialogue, and the interactions 

between the participants with little interpretation or theorizing in order to have a stronger 

understanding of the activities. As I continued my research, I blended both observations 

of the activities along with some initial theorizing of the interactions and notes to myself 

about similarities and differences from previous activities. Even though I was recording 

more information, my field notes became shorter as I developed a type of shorthand to 
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describe the activities and to write notes to myself. Over time, however, I found it harder 

to take extensive notes as I became more integrated into the activities at YouthArts and 

became more participant than observer. 

I had intended to type up long field notes when I returned home to accompany my 

in the field writing. I quickly realized that this process did not add much to the extensive 

field notes that I had compiled, and that it was deadening my notes—the notes became 

much more factual, relying on a who, what, when type of approach, without much 

description and expansion. I found the process of typing out the notes to remove a lot of 

the life from my notes, as I could not type as fast as I could think and I was too concerned 

with getting the material “right,” with regard to grammar, writing, and style, something 

that I was not inhibited by in my notebook. I decided to write up some overall notes in 

my notebook at the end of the day in order to have something more substantial to draw on 

at the end of the process. 

Beginning with the summer 2009 session, I began to digitally audio record notes 

onto my computer after each session, fleshing out the notes in my notebook and 

reflecting on the day’s experiences. I found that this method helped me mitigate some of 

the consequences of being more involved, as well as some of the problems that I 

encountered with writing out long field notes as I was able to speak freely, and quickly, 

to help detail the interactions and activities that I hinted at in my written notes. I then 

listened to these files to help me better understand the day’s activities. I found that the 

process of recording the notes, not necessarily the re-listening, was beneficial to gaining a 

fuller understanding and appreciation of the activities. Recording the notes shortly after I 
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got home was key; the recordings acted as a way for me to synthesize the material and to 

start thinking about the bigger picture.  

A combination of field notes and audio notes was the most helpful in maintaining 

a record of my research. These different forms worked together to help me consider the 

research in multiple ways; I took notes, talked about the day, and reviewed the notes. I 

was able to record my immediate impressions as well as the larger impressions in a more 

layered way. I was also able to talk in a stream-of-consciousness manner, which allowed 

me to highlight small and large details and provide thick description of particular 

activities. However, this process of digitally recording the material came with a 

significant downside: losing data. I used Transcriva, a computer program for recording 

and transcribing interviews, to help me record my fieldnotes and interviews and then 

transcribe and export the transcription. The program crashed on my hard drive, and I 

realized that I had missed two months’ worth of backing up that data in multiple 

locations; I had them saved in multiple places in Transcriva, but not on an external drive. 

Therefore, I lost my recorded data from that period and learned a very tough lesson about 

backing up material in multiple places as single hard drive locations are not reliable. I did 

have my notes from that period, so I did not lose all of my data. 

The bulk of my data came from my observations and interactions at each session. 

I paid special attention to the comments that related to life outside of YouthArts and how 

participants shared aspects of themselves with each other in regard to the multiple 

contexts of the program (Narayan and George, 2002, 819). Being a participant-observer 

allowed me to interact with the adolescents to draw out the ways they came to author 
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themselves through their participation in the program, specifically in relation to the ways 

that the program attempted to increase adolescents’ arts-based cultural capital (Delamont, 

2004).  I was committed to developing rapport with the participants in as natural a way as 

possible: chatting with them at various points, following up on previous conversations 

that we had, encouraging the adolescents to explore media and subject matter, and 

offering support to the facilitators. I saw relationship building in the research space to be 

an important part of the project, and one that I approached in a manner consistent with 

relationship building in different aspects of my life—trying to be a good listener who is 

genuinely interested in what the other party is saying and doing. 

 

Interviews 

Informal and formal interviews provided another source of data. I conducted 

informal interviews with two to four participants from each session. Informal interviews 

occurred in most sessions. These were conversations while participants were working, 

when they were in the car going to a fieldtrip, or while they were on a fieldtrip. These 

interviews were short, generally 5-10 minutes, and provided me a way to better 

understand how the participants made sense of the program and how the activities shaped 

their positional identities. Typical questions from informal interview situations included: 

*What were interested in seeing today and why? 

*What are you looking forward to today on the field trip? 

*What’s going on in your life right now? 

*What art are you creating? 
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*Does anything that we’ve seen today inspire you? How? 

*How does this activity compare to other art activity you’ve done? 

 

These informal interviews shaped the study in subtle ways. They offered me the 

opportunity to engage participants on the spur-of-the-moment, often through a grounded 

artifact or experience—such as their work or a common piece of art—to better consider 

how they see these processes at work. These interviews also led to “unexpected stories” 

(Cary, 1999). For example, in talking with Aria, a Latina participant, about her parents’ 

views on her becoming an artist, she said that they encouraged her heartily. Her father 

had been invested in art when he was in high school, but he did not feel like anyone 

supported his interest. He became a mechanic shortly after high school, and he did not get 

to pursue art further. Her dad wanted to offer her the support that he felt was lacking in 

his own experiences, so he wanted her to work on her art and made sure she had time to 

draw. Her father brought out his own set of art materials, and he passed them on to her. 

She shared this story after others in the group talked about their families not really 

understanding their interest in art, and it served as a reminder to look to the multiplicity 

of experiences and to really listen to each participant’s story. 

Formal interviews were semi-structured and involved similar questions across 

participants. The semi-structured interview allowed me to refine my interviewing 

techniques, to build on different conversations, and to incorporate new material into the 

interview process (Narayan and George, 2002; Wolcott, 2005). Additionally, this 

approach enabled me to employ feminist interviewing techniques (Reinharz, 1992) to 
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encourage a more open-ended dialogue about participant experiences. Some of the 

general questions that shaped the formal interviews included: 

*How did you come to YouthArts? 

*What do you like best out of YouthArts? Why? 

*What do you think is most beneficial about YouthArts? 

*What do you like least? Why? 

*How does art in YouthArts compare to art in different spaces in your life? 

*How does art play a role in your life? 

*What kind of art are you interested in—both to create and to look at? 

*Do you have plans after high school?   

 

These interviews, which lasted between 30 minutes and two hours, were audio 

recorded and transcribed. All participants signed consent forms and were asked if they 

allowed for these conversations to be recorded and to be included in the dissertation. The 

interviews took place in a coffee shop that was adjacent to the museum or at the museum, 

either in the director’s office or in another quiet location. 

I formally interviewed six adolescents and six adults—the two education 

coordinators, one portfolio advisor, one education assistant, and two mentors from the 

advanced program. I maintained contact with each of the adolescents after their session 

ended, and in three cases, had follow-up interviews with them. I interviewed five female 

adolescents and one male adolescent; three participants were Latina, two were African 

American, and one was White. They went to a variety of high schools in the area, and 
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they were at different stages of their high school career when I interviewed them, from 

freshman year to a senior planning for college. Participants were selected largely through 

their involvement with the program and my relationship with them. I interviewed 

participants who attended most meetings and who consistently brought work. 

Additionally, the formal interviews I conducted were with adolescents with whom I had a 

connection, established through informal interviews and conversations.  

The amount of adolescent participants who I interviewed was significantly less 

than the number I had anticipated at the outset of this study. There were two main issues 

that I encountered in setting up interviews. First, I had to ensure that all participants 

understood the consent form, took the consent form home, had it signed by a parent or 

guardian, and returned the form. As I was auxiliary to the program, my form was not part 

of the application process and returning it did not have any bearing on their participating 

in the program. Second, setting up a meeting time was more difficult than I anticipated. 

There was at least a three-week process to meeting; I would ask participants to participate 

one week, they would ask their rides/check their schedules and confirm the next week, 

and we would meet in a third week.  As YouthArts only met on Saturdays, if they forgot 

to speak with their rides or did not return the consent form, I had to wait another entire 

week before we could reschedule. I tried to meet with participants around the meeting 

time of the program to limit transportation issues, but that was difficult if participants 

forgot to ask their rides. In a ten-week session, this delay proved to cause scheduling 

difficulties, especially as I wanted to observe the participants before I approached them 

about an interview, which meant that I approached them in the third or fourth week of the 
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session. No one turned me down for an interview; in fact, all possible participants seemed 

excited to be included. Twice, participants called their rides to prolong our interview 

session.  The interviews lasted from thirty minutes to two hours each. Meetings that 

included multiple people, such as mentor and adolescent together or focus groups, took 

place at a place of the participants’ choosing. If possible participants did not get 

interviewed, this was due to scheduling, not lack of interest. I did conduct multiple 

interviews with several participants, over a few years, which I had not anticipated. I also 

found that the informal interviews and thick descriptions from field notes helped fill in 

many of the gaps that I thought would appear with fewer interviews. While I still would 

have liked to conduct more formal interviews, I do not believe that their absence weakens 

the overall study. 

Interviews proceeded along a similar trajectory: I would explain what my 

dissertation was about (many times this meant explaining what a dissertation was); asked 

the participant how they came to the YouthArts program; talked about YouthArts; and 

discussed art in different places in their lives. Some interviews were fairly free flowing 

and more closely approximated conversations; other interviews were initially a bit more 

formal and followed an ask-and-respond structure. Interviews that started out haltingly 

became freer as the interview progressed, and we both got a better sense of what we 

expected from the interview (Gubrium and Holstein, 2003). As part of my goal was to 

focus on how the adolescent participants saw the program, I tried to minimize directing 

the interview too much and encouraged the participants to expand on their ideas and 

came to appreciate silences in the interview discussions. My goal was to engage in 
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interviews that were mostly open-ended and conversational in order to better align myself 

with my theoretical and research orientations. 

 In addition to the particulars of the situation, the theoretical underpinnings of the 

interview process are important to highlight. Drawing on the concept of active 

interviewing, I strived to consider the “hows” of the interview as well as the “whats,” 

both during the interview and the analysis processes. My goal was for a dynamic 

interview, one where the “focus [was] on how meaning is constructed, the circumstances 

of construction, and the meaningful linkages that are assembled for the occasion” 

(Gubrium and Holstein, 2003, 71). I considered the structure and flow of the interview 

both before and after the occasion, and I focused not only on the information that the 

participants shared, but how they shared it: the language they used, the digressions they 

shared, their tone, and the cadence of their responses. In re-presenting this material, I 

aimed to incorporate some of these ways of presenting one’s self throughout the case 

studies: I include long sections of unedited interview transcript, and, from time-to-time, 

offer asides as to tone infliction or pace of speaking. Through presenting the material in 

this manner, my goal is to highlight the ways that the adolescents made sense of their 

interactions and the ways that our interviews transpired (Woodson, 2007).   

I had two different focus group experiences. One involved repeat YouthArts 

participants and took place in ContempoArts, and one was a group of two focal 

participants. In the summer 2009 YouthArts session, there was a group of repeat 

attendees who were tasked with special responsibilities: leading discussion, presenting on 

a piece at the art museum, and participating in a museum-wide critique project. I thought 
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of their meetings as focus group sessions, as they came together to discuss the process of 

YouthArts and what they would like to see done differently.  These meetings enabled me 

to understand adolescent perspectives (Morgan, 2004) with relation to the program and 

the art that they were making. The focus group meetings in YouthArts lasted 

approximately 30-45 minutes.  

The second type of focus group was one that I set up to meet with the focal 

participants from Chapter Five. Drawing on Krueger and Casey (2008), I aimed to have a 

small group of participants who were able to lead the conversation in the focus group that 

I initiated. I invited all four focal participants to attend a meeting in Summer 2010: one 

was out-of-town visiting family, one was celebrating her birthday, and I met with the 

other two.  This meeting took place at a coffee shop, and it lasted one-hour-and-forty-five 

minutes. Over the course of this discussion, Wayne and Lauryn, the two participants, 

discussed their plans, their art, and their views of the future. I was able to see both the 

benefits and the possible downsides to focus group interviews as we had lively 

conversation but did not always follow up on the questions at hand. However, the 

spiraling and far-reaching talk and general camaraderie easily outweighed a controlled 

interview conversation. 

 Informal focus groups, much like the informal interviews, were another way to 

incorporate focus group information in the dissertation. These were largely small groups 

discussions where participants engaged in more of a conversational atmosphere and often 

relied on other participants to help articulate considerations or to expand on their ideas. 

These informal focus groups took place during free-time drawing sessions at 
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ContempoArts, on a car ride to a field trip, or on one of the field trips. In these 

conversations, I had to be mindful of group dynamics—how participants interacted, the 

ways that particular participants could take over the discussion, and how the discussion 

was shaped by the task at hand (Krueger and Casey, 2008).  

Paying special consideration to the adolescent participants was important to my 

study. Although all participants were engaged carefully, I felt an added responsibility to 

contemplate seriously how to research youth populations. Eder and Fingerson (2002) 

offer considerations for researchers working with youth populations. They posit that it is 

“essential that researchers begin by examining the power dynamics between adults and 

youth” (182). I found that recognizing and working to mitigate this power imbalance, by 

extending the observation and research period, considering issues of reciprocity, and 

working toward ways of representing the youth on their own terms, helped me better 

conceptualize my role as a researcher and participant in the space. 

These considerations shaped and continue to shape the ways that I have viewed 

the youth interviews. Eder and Fingerson argue that one must observe adolescents for 

some time to better understand their syntax and ways of interacting to make the interview 

experience more valuable for all participants. My interviews started, at the earliest, 

during the fourth week of the cycle in order to foster a better relationship with the youth 

participant and to see how she or he interacted within the group. I encouraged the 

participant to help shape the interview, through asking open-ended questions, following 

up on their comments, and trying to minimize my role by keeping questions short and 

supporting responses that they offered, which followed Eder and Fingerson suggestions 
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for integrating reciprocity into the relationship. My interviews followed many tenets 

related to feminist interviewing practices, starting with a stronger focus on interactivity 

and a more open-ended approach to interviewing (Reinhart, 1992; Best, 2007).  

Another consideration to this interview process was my own participation in the 

interviews and how it shaped the interactions.  As Ellis and Berger (2002) demonstrate, 

interviews are relational. Interviews take place within specific contexts; all participants 

have identities that may be heightened in the interview process – such as “researcher,” 

“participant,” “adult,” or “youth”—that may not be as marked in other situations. I 

considered the interview participants’ needs in the interview process, which included my 

positionality as a researcher. I tried to share elements of my life when necessary without 

trying to overly determine the process. This balance was hard to strike; I did not want to 

come across as trying to map my experiences onto them, but rather be someone who 

maybe experienced some similar issues. 

 

Artifact collection 

 A crucial component of data collection was collecting the various artifacts 

associated with the program. These broadly fall into two main categories: materials 

offered from the program to the community and to the participants and the materials that 

the youth participants generated (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007; LeCompte and 

Preissle, 1994). I had intended to look at grant applications and material that the program 

used to solicit funding, yet I decided to put aside that research for a separate study as it 

would be a considerable undertaking unto itself. The material that ContempoArts 
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distributed, such as the application form and website information, was often the first 

interaction that the participants had with the space. Closely looking at the application 

form, and what it asked for, helped me see possible ways that the adolescents approached 

the program. I also considered the ways that YouthArts was positioned on its website in 

relation to ContempoArts and in relation to other educational programs. Additionally, the 

breadth of work that the adolescents created in the space, brought in to share, and 

constructed using materials from YouthArts helped create a particular type of art 

environment. The content, approach, and media were all important to consider as I 

thought about the particular figured world of YouthArts because they indicated what the 

participants and adults considered to be “art” and the process by which they developed 

that understanding. 

 YouthArts offered material to the community through its website in order to 

encourage participation. This included descriptions that were distributed to possible 

participants, i.e., the overview of the program that accompanied the application form and 

portfolios and art shows featuring past participants. By filling out these documents, 

participants were positioned in specific ways, simultaneously as burgeoning artists 

engaging in art processes and as adolescents needing permission. These documents, both 

as they were created by and distributed by the adult facilitators and the filled out forms 

that the adolescents returned, helped demonstrate ways that the figured world was 

constructed and how adolescents were positioned and reauthored themselves in the 

program. Adolescents also saw work from past adolescents featured prominently on the 

website, which offered the possibility of having their work included in this official space. 
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YouthArts also created material to shape the participants’ experiences in the program, 

such as handouts distributed to participants in the program, including the goals form and 

the guidelines for critique. These materials helped demonstrate the ways that the program 

was positioned to the adolescent participants and the ways that the figured world of art 

and YouthArts were created and maintained. ContempoArts also includes YouthArts’s 

activities in material that they distributed to their members and to the general public. 

Using this material to see how participants were positioned and how their work was 

discussed provided another perspective on YouthArts as a figured world that was created 

and maintained in “official” ways.  

Material provided by the adolescent participants was the most nebulous of the 

categories of artifact collection. This data included artwork created by the youth, 

statements that they generated to supplement the art that they created, or any other 

material that they offered me. This category of data is included in a supporting role in this 

dissertation. 

 The artifact data set proved to be some of the trickiest to work with and often 

highlighted for me the differences in doing ethnography versus a different type of 

qualitative project. I did not prepare any of the paperwork that was distributed to 

participants, nor did I create extra paperwork, beyond permission slips or short forms for 

interview demographic collection. Additionally, I do not use student work extensively in 

this study; I use it to complement focal participant case studies and to illustrate different 

sections of the dissertation, but I do not engage extensively with the work as a way to 

better understand identity production and agency. I intend to engage more extensively 
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with the material that the participants produced in future work with this data set and 

explore the ways that production was an active part of identity construction. 

 

Analytic and reflexive memoranda 

I noticed that my role, even though it was explained on the first day of each cycle 

and I took notes throughout the research period, was quite confusing for some of the 

participants to understand. If I drove them places, showed up every week, and asked them 

what they were interested in exploring next, how was I really all that different from the 

other adults in the room? What did it mean to be a researcher, and why should that matter 

to them or shape their experiences in any way? I would explain my project at different 

times over the course of the cycle, and I would focus on different elements of the project 

in order to help participants better understand what I was doing studying the program and 

what my goals were as a participant-observer. However, my researcher identity within the 

program seemed nebulous, both to members of YouthArts and to myself. 

To help me work through these considerations and reflect on my consistently 

shifting role in YouthArts, I wrote reflexive, reflective, and analytical memoranda on my 

experiences as a participant-observer to help me see the larger contexts of the program 

and to begin to make sense of the interactions that I saw therein.  Reflexive memoranda 

allowed me to view my own participation in relation to the research project as it 

progressed. In reflective memoranda, I focused on ideas that I had about the space or my 

role in it. These were quite informal as I tried to trap momentary thoughts onto the page. 

The analytic memos helped me start to make sense of the major themes that I saw in the 
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program and the ways that the participants were positioned. These memos are separate 

from the field notes and highlight connections that I saw between the research site and 

theory. Analytical memos acted as a space for me to work through on-going questions 

about the ways that the program positioned adolescents and the ways that adolescents, or 

particular adolescents, responded. Reflexive memos also helped me consider my role in 

constructing the field and the participants and provided me with a space to explore my 

relationship to the program, the participants, and the research project. 

  

Data interpretation 

 I used a multiple-step process to analyze my data (Davies, 2008). While 

researching, I wrote field notes (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, 1995), recorded audio notes, 

and generated analytical memos (Strauss and Glaser, 1967; Strauss, 2002) that 

synthesized common themes as they emerged. These memos also acted as a space for me 

to consider important developments and to theorize the program while I was still in the 

field. Writing the analytical memos helped me begin coding data by providing me with a 

space to figure out what was happening with the data and to generate codes as I worked 

in the field (Charmaz, 2002). I spent considerable time reviewing my fieldnotes and 

generating new memos (Lederman, 1990). The process of note taking, memo writing, and 

considering themes continued over the balance of my research as I analyzed the data and 

developed approaches to thinking about them (Pryor and Kuhn, 2004). I read material 

and made initial groups, which shifted as the project developed.  
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Initially, I had broad categories of identity, agency, and multiple spaces and 

figured worlds. The next step was to refine the themes to develop notions of adolescent 

identity production and agency in the out-of-school space.  In this stage, I started to look 

more closely at those elements that I had considered “identity” and went carefully 

through that material to get a better sense of identity—in relation to others in the 

program, in relation to media, and in relation to their perception of being an artist. This 

process was similar to one LeCompte (2001) offered— organizing my data, sorting 

through them for specific subjects, creating categories and groups, and generating 

patterns. I conducted this process iteratively; I coded and recoded and subcoded the 

sections of the data to help develop the most helpful categories for both the data and to 

respond to my research inquiries, and I remained open to developing new lines of inquiry 

and analysis through my search. I created clusters of similar material (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994), noting different amongst the data. 

In addition to analyzing participant-observation material, I devoted significant 

time to processing and grouping the interviews and written program materials. This 

processing and grouping involved transcribing interviews, listening to the interviews 

multiple times, and considering similarities and differences between interviews—

including considering myself as a researcher, the questions that I was asking, and the 

issues that participants raised. I transcribed the interviews and coded the material in a 

manner similar to the field notes (Miles and Huberman, 1994). I coded each interview, 

created master data sheets with different groupings of the material, and then combed 

through the interviews to develop vignettes. These vignettes were informed by the cycles 



 137 

that the participants were a part of, the work that the participants were interested in, and 

the material that participants shared in formal and informal interviews over the time that I 

knew them. As far as the written materials, I coded them and included some of them 

within this dissertation in order to highlight the ways that program positioned itself to 

participants, as well as the ways that the participants authored themselves through their 

artwork. 

All of these processes were very tactile for me: I printed out copies of the 

transcripts, I poured through my notebooks, and I used a rainbow of Post-its, note cards, 

big paper, and markers to help me make sense of the data. I combined and re-arranged 

groupings, highlighted elements, jotted out possible developments, and created groups, 

and then I further considered these groups and started again (Davies, 2008). This process 

is not as linear as presented in the following sections. In the next sections, I discuss 

narrative analysis, discourse analysis, and reflective analysis; it is in the stages of data 

interpretation and analysis that I ultimately deviated the most from my intended plan.  

 The role of performance and positioning in considering interviews brought 

together my theoretical approach, my methods, and my analysis to clearly connect the 

different components to the research. Riessman (2001) outlines ways to analyze personal 

narratives that considers personal performance as central to the construction of identity. 

Through narrative analysis that focuses on ways that participants use “performative 

features” (Cussins, 1998), such “I” statements that indicate the ways that the person is 

considering their actions and positioning themselves in relation to others, I could have a 

better sense of the participants’ “local achievement of identity” (Cussins, 1998). Using 
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this perspective, interviews can allow the interviewee opportunities to respond to 

positions that they have been offered and to respond to these positions in the course of 

authoring themselves.  This analytic tool enabled me to directly reflect on relational 

identities, positional identities, figurative identities, and authored identities. I worked 

toward better understanding the ways that the participants authored themselves in relation 

to YouthArts, their peers, the facilitators, their families, their school experiences, and 

their futures. 

Over the course of my research, I decided to construct in-depth case studies of 

focal participants. In helping to shape these case studies, I focused the ways that 

participants authored themselves in both interviews and in the group settings. I used 

narrative analysis as I coded the materials, developing codes for how the participants 

positioned themselves in their responses. Subcodes of main codes on “art in other places 

in their lives” and “future plans” included ways for the participants to demonstrate their 

agency by illustrating how art played a role in their lives and how they intended to make 

their future plans come to fruition. Through this process, I was able to consider the ways 

that youth authored themselves, their actions, and others through the interview data. 

In conducting this research, I also considered the ways that the interviewee used 

verbs and nouns to better understand how he or she operated within particular figured 

worlds. This analysis was especially helpful in responding to the second research 

question and considering how the participants saw themselves in the program and outside 

of the program. I also was interested in exploring how the youth viewed their future paths 
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and how they characterized such plans. By considering their word choice further, and the 

ways that they constructed their narratives, I was able to better contextualize their stories. 

  Critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1995) of the paperwork associated with the 

program and of the interviews represents a portion of my data analysis. As Rogers et al. 

(2005) explain, “Critical Discourse Analysis [is] an attempt to bring social theory and 

discourse analysis together to describe, interpret, and explain the ways in which discourse 

constructs, becomes constructed by, represents, and becomes represented by the social 

world” (366). Hepburn and Potter (2004) outline the processes inherent to conducting 

discourse analysis with interview material, which includes using both recordings and 

transcriptions to carefully parse through for connections across interviews and 

participants. Carefully comparing the ways that the interviews moved between topics and 

focused on particular elements enabled me to better see the ways that participants were 

both positioned through the ways that they described interactions and authored 

themselves through their responses, specifically, the ways that they use “I” statements 

(Varenne, 1983) to situate themselves. For the artifact collection, critical discourse 

analysis (Fairclough, 1995) was used in comparing how the out-of-school program 

represents itself to different audiences—donors, parents, facilitators, and the adolescents 

themselves.  

Using this process, I thought about the ways that the participants viewed the 

identities that were fostered through the program and how they authored themselves in 

these spaces. I considered the interview material in multiple ways—I listened to it, I 

transcribed it, I listened to it again, and I coded the materials. I wanted to I looked for 
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patterns in the participant’s interviews and the words that they used to guide my analytic 

process. I wanted to carefully consider the ways that I might be objectifying the 

participants through the representations that I was constructing. Through focusing on 

their phrasings, and the ways that they positioned themselves and others through their 

interviews, I aimed to consider the multiple ways that the figured world of YouthArts 

functioned and the ways that the participants interacted within the world. I examined the 

macro-figured world that was sustained through the documents that were distributed to 

the adolescent participants, which allowed me to understand YouthArts within its 

multiple nested worlds. 

Critical discourse analysis ended up playing less of a role than I had originally 

planned. As I worked with the material, I focused my energy on a grounded approach to 

examining the data, followed by narrative analysis of how the youths authored 

themselves and viewed their multiple identities. As I decided to eliminate the grant 

discussion from this dissertation and to limit the focus of the study, the critical discourse 

analysis process was not as central to understanding the data as I had anticipated. 

The final element of analysis that I used was reflective. As Coffey explains in The 

ethnographic self (1999), many components of the field site are inextricably tied to the 

researcher. Entering the field, considering interpersonal relationships, framing myself in 

terms of the field, and incorporating myself into the writing process are all part of the 

research and analytical process. Reflecting on my own subjectivity was essential to 

understanding the larger processes of the program (Kleinsasser 2000). Throughout this 

process, I wrote, or audio recorded, reflective memoranda that helped me contemplate my 
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role in the research process. As I analyzed the data, I needed to consider how I engaged 

the material. These memos also helped me transition into interpreting my data and were a 

middle ground between data collection and data analysis. I used the memos to help me 

work through my field notes, the interview transcripts, and the documents that I 

collected; in the memos, I noted significant issues, emerging themes, and problems that I 

was having making sense of the data. I also wrote memos and responses to the draft 

feedback that I got, reflecting on the suggestions and generating ways to address my 

lacuna.  

The multiple positions that I inhabit—White female researcher, first-generation 

college student, art novice, adult, etc.— shaped my experiences at YouthArts. I looked 

for ways that my position as a participant-observer and researcher and my relation to 

YouthArts shifted over time. For example, my initial observations led me to adopt 

Bourdieu and Passeron’s (1977) theory of cultural capital to complement a figured worlds 

approach. Through conversation with my advisor, I included community cultural wealth 

(Yosso, 2005) to trouble mainstream notions of cultural capital. I remained open to the 

possibility that other theoretical approaches would help me conceptualize YouthArts. The 

process of continually writing, researching, and thinking helped me to reflect on the ways 

that ideas became more complicated the longer I studied YouthArts. Additionally, my 

positions shifted as I continued my research in the program and came to know the 

adolescents.  

Initially, reflective memos were not shared with anyone. I did not create them on 

any specific timeline, and I did not follow a set process when creating them. However, 
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drawing on the postcritical frame that I have adopted, it is important to include some of 

that material within the body of the dissertation to interrupt the text and to offer insight 

into the way that the description of YouthArts, the case study portraits, and the 

conclusions came about. To that end, I decided to include reflexive memos, which both 

offer more insight into me and my own life story and the ways that I grappled with 

researching, analyzing, and writing for this study, as interludes after odd-numbered 

chapters. 

 Drawing on Anfara, Brown, and Mangione (2002) and Miles and Huberman 

(1994), I aim to be upfront with the processes of collecting, analyzing, and synthesizing 

the data. As Anfara, Brown, and Mangione (2002) encourage, I have been aware of the 

politics of qualitative research, particularly surrounding the areas of “trustworthiness” 

and “reliability.” While I do not agree with all of the processes that these two sets of 

authors suggest, finding some of the suggestions to be akin quantifying qualitative data 

and focusing on defense maneuvering, I do find the discussion of forthright inclusion of 

collection and analysis processes to be a crucial part of research.  

To that end, I have included information about my orientation toward research as 

well as the way that I collected research. I rely on thick description, extensive quoting, 

and reflective memoranda to help elucidate my processes. I was in frequent 

communication with the facilitators of the program and the adolescent participants to 

clarify my assumptions and test some of the theories I developed; I found talking about 

the project to be invigorating. I worked closely with my writing group to develop both 

my ideas and my approach to writing up the data. I wrote multiple memos and recorded 
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reflections on my presence in the field and my approach to collecting data. I thumbed 

through these memos when I felt stuck, and I listened to the interviews as I read 

secondary sources and wrote up sections of the dissertation to help me feel connected to 

the participants. I attempt to demonstrate this presence through the way that I structure 

the dissertation, the connections that I drew between the research questions and my 

approaches, and the inclusion of data from multiple sources.  

 Many of my research practices were grounded within postcritical ethnographic 

practices of considering positionality, reflexivity, objectivity, and representation. As a 

researcher, I have been open to moving in new directions and allowing my research and 

theoretical frames to shift and multiply as I conceptualized my research, while I was in 

the field, as I wrote up the data, and when I revised and revisited the work. I revised my 

research questions as my exploration took shape, as I spent more time with YouthArts, 

and as I became more confident in grounding my inquiry in YouthArts. Heeding Thorp’s 

call (2005), I have tried to remain open to the new developments of the field. My 

theoretical framework shifted to include new frames of situated learning and youth 

studies, and I recognized that new literacy studies has not found as much of a place in my 

dissertation as I had thought it would. Additionally, I have been surprised to find that 

fields that have been formative in my development as a scholar, such as third-wave 

feminism, public intellectualism, radicalism, and alternative pedagogies have not made 

more of an appearance in the dissertation.  

 I have considered different ways to re-present the data, and my approach has 

changed over the course of writing this dissertation. I came to the case study approach in 
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Chapter Five in order to better explore individual participants and to include their words 

and actions in more detail. I spent considerable time with the focal participants, and I 

have tried to remain in contact with them. I find my conversations with all of the 

participants, and the relationships that we have created, to be the most rewarding part of 

the research process. I have aimed to be mindful of the power dynamics involved in 

research, which are heightened by working with youth, and to reflect on these issues 

consistently.  

 Drawing on Barone (2008), I also tried to remain “epistemologically humble”; I 

fear making too many assertions from the research that I have, and I aim to present 

possibilities, rather than certainties. I am committed to the participants in this project and 

to larger questions of adolescent identity and agency, yet I aspire to be open to new 

theoretical frames and possible conclusions as I continue to review the data, develop new 

theories, and write new narratives. 
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Interlude 2: Relationships and rapport  

Rather they (relationships) expose ethnography for what it is—relational, emotional, and 

personal. (Atkinson, Coffey, and Delamont, 2003, 56) 

 

 As I worked in the “field” and with the “participants,” I thought a lot about 

relationships: the relationships between the participants and the facilitators, the 

participants themselves, and the facilitators themselves. I also thought quite a bit about 

the relationships that I was forming with all of the people associated with the site. In 

reading, I had come across debates or rapport and interaction (Atkinson, Coffey, and 

Delamont, 2003) and quandaries about entering and exiting the research site (Rossman 

and Rallis, 2003), as well as blurring the lines of relationships in the field (Wolcott, 2002; 

Goldstein, 2007). I read articles that critiqued the very idea of rapport and encouraged 

researchers to be more aware of the inherent power dynamics of research and what that 

may mean for the idea of rapport. Theoretically, I was aware of the debates and the 

issues. But, they didn’t really help me as I negotiated my feelings at YouthArts, talked 

with Lauryn, Wayne, or Alex, or tried to write about the program. 

 I don’t think that it would be a stretch to say that I became a colleague to Alex 

and Antonio. I was included in conversations about programming and plans, and I made 

suggestions that were put into practice. I encouraged them to ask me for help—both with 

“official” and “unofficial” projects, often drawing on my work with teaching writing and 

sociocultural influences on education. Beyond those programming concerns, I also knew 

about their families and their jobs and some of the important things going on in their 
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lives-- I asked about the Science Olympiad and pre-kindergarten adjustment; I was 

familiar with their schedules and their partners.  I still check in with them, and I enjoy 

chatting about new developments. 

 I also found myself in an interesting role in relation to the youth of the program. 

Calling myself a friend is not accurate, but we were friendly, and I found myself filling a 

role as a mentor or invested older person. Particularly with the focal participants, I knew 

about their siblings, their school activities, some of their free-time activities, and some of 

their concerns about the future. I was interested in their work and their lives, and I wanted 

to get to know them better. This interest wasn’t just born out of research and inquiry—I 

was genuinely interested in these really cool people. I wanted to know more about them. I 

want to keep in touch with them and see what life has in store for them.  

 In the moment, I wasn’t concerned with “building rapport” and cultivating my 

research relationships. I wasn’t thinking about the ways that I was establishing 

reciprocity. I am curious about people. I am invested in relationships. I want to work with 

people. And that guided the way that I happened to conduct my research. 

 As I write about all of these participants and our relationships, I feel protective. I 

am, by nature, fairly private and guarded. Additionally, there is a feeling of writing about 

my friends—people who I think are good and trying their best and working hard, people I 

care about. And so, I don’t include all of the conversation topics. I don’t fully include the 

ways that we developed relationships and maintained them. I try to keep focused on the 

“research questions,” which help delineate some of those moments between “hanging 

out” and “researching.” I know that it is not a binary relationship of out/in or a straight 
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line of interaction (Atkinson, Coffey, and Delamont, 2003) or a clear separation between 

“self and Other” (Roberts and Sanders, 2005).  Still, I worry about my desire to remain 

somewhat private as coming across as disengaged. I worry that I am not “present” in 

some of the accounts, that my desire to focus on the questions at hand had in some ways 

worked to erase me from the consideration. I know that I am constructing the tale, and I 

know that I am shaping the depictions of the relationships.  

I worry how this dissertation is going to be received—by my committee, yes, but 

more importantly, by the participants. Does my genuine affection come through? Do I re-

present the participants in ways that they see themselves? How are our relationships 

constructed? The facilitators and focal participants have requested copies. Wayne 

requested that I provide copies of all of the interview transcripts and the completed 

dissertation in an archival box with an elegant bow to keep it all together. He wants to 

place it on a bookshelf in his college dorm and share it with all who enter. I want to 

provide him with a document worthy of that regard. 
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Chapter 4 

“This is what artists do”: An exploration of the program and its activities 

 

“We aim to give you a sampler platter of what it means to be an artist.” 

Alex, education coordinator first day of the 
summer 2009 session 
 

“I hate art class. I don’t get to draw, and I get into trouble.” 

Marcos, first-time participant, last day of the 
fall 2009 session 

 

“I think that it’s important that it [the program] is relaxed and comfortable. It’s not like 
school, it’s not like nothing else I’ve done.” 

Laila, first-time participant, last day of the 
spring 2009 session 
 

“I hate it when people don’t bring in work.” 

Wayne, second-time participant, last day of 
the summer 2009 session 

 

The above comments reflect ways that YouthArts was positioned at various 

points— by the adult facilitators as a “sampler” on the first day of a cycle, by adolescents 

as different from art in other spaces, and on the last day by an adolescent who wanted to 

elevate the practices to meet what he saw as its real possibility. These quotes are 

examples of the ways that different participants positioned YouthArts as a professional 

art space to be explored and engaged. They demonstrate how the facilitators presented the 

program to participants, how participants saw this program as different from other spaces 
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where they engage art, and the ways that the participants viewed their responsibilities, 

and those of their peers, in the figured world of YouthArts. 

These multiple positionings of YouthArts over the course of different cycles are 

important to consider carefully. On the first day, the comments from the facilitators 

served as a way to outline the figured world of art within the space of YouthArts. 

“Sampler platter” indicated a range of activities, and “what it means to be an artist” 

indicated that the facilitators had a defined idea of “artist.” The two participants’ 

comments included in the middle show the ways that the participants were drawing on 

other artistic experiences, namely school, in order to make sense of the figured world of 

YouthArts. The final comment, from a participant on the last day of one cycle, shows 

how one participant reacted to what he saw as a failing in YouthArts—not bringing in 

work. His comment was directed at ambiguous youth—“people”—but shows frustration 

with peers who are, relationally, not performing up to his standard of “artist” within 

YouthArts. 

 This chapter provides a thick description of the program level of YouthArts, 

considering the flow of the cycles and activities that were common across the cycles. I 

draw primarily from my field notes, analytic memos, and interviews for this chapter’s 

data set. My goal with this chapter is to focus on the overall construction of the figured 

world of YouthArts: how the facilitators structured the program and its activities to 

integrate adolescent participants into what they saw as a larger figured world of artists 

and how the participants responded to those activities, using them to author identities 

within the figured world of YouthArts and more generally as artists. The vignettes that I 
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have created here are not “representative” in nature, but rather are a way to show how 

responsibilities and activities were framed, encountered, and negotiated across multiple 

cycles of YouthArts. I selected these interactions to provide insight into the different 

cycles of YouthArts that I observed, to demonstrate the varied ways that the adolescents 

interacted within the program, and to ground my analysis in data. These discussions focus 

on the creation and maintenance of the YouthArts figured world and proceed at a high 

level of examination. In Chapter Five, I use a case study approach to explore the 

experiences of four adolescent participants in order to provide a richer description of the 

ways that specific youth used the activities of the figured world of YouthArts to author 

themselves and to assert their agency.  

In the following sections, I offer the history of the program, a description of the 

program space, and an introduction to the adult facilitators. After situating the program 

within particular contexts and with consistent actors, I look at the elements of the 

program that promoted a professional approach to an artistic identity, which included 

attending regularly, producing work to bring to critique, and participating consistently in 

the different activities that YouthArts offered. I focus on cycles from Summer 2008 to 

Spring 2010 forward, as I highlight YouthArts’s after Alex had been hired and worked 

with Antonio to make changes to the program’s offerings. This description of YouthArts 

illuminates the multiple ways that figurative, positional, and relational identities interact 

and lead to new authorings within the figured world of YouthArts and possibly beyond. 
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Program history  

 As figured worlds are historically and contextually situated (Holland et al., 1998), 

tracing the genealogy of YouthArts is necessary to better understand its goals and 

structure. The YouthArts program at ContempoArt started in Fall 2006, building upon 

pre-existing programming that ContempoArts offered and extending the mission of 

ContempoArts. It has continuously served high-school aged participants from the 

surrounding area, and it has been extended into an Advanced YouthArts program, which 

pairs “graduates” from YouthArts with practicing artist mentors in one-on-one 

relationships that culminate in a public art show with both adolescent and adult work 

shown side-by-side. 

 In a 2008 interview with Sarah, the education coordinator who was responsible 

for the first YouthArts group, we discussed how the YouthArts program was established. 

She began working in the museum in 2003. Her hiring coincided with a strategic rewrite 

of the museum’s goal (ContempoArts, 2003), which included expanding the 

ContempoArts education programs to serve high-school students in the Southern City 

area. ContempoArts determined that the adolescent population of Southern City was 

largely underserved by the arts community—programs often served younger participants, 

and those that were available to older youth were either quite costly or were provided on 

a drop-in, somewhat ad-hoc, basis. There were few consistent, inexpensive or free 

programs for youth that addressed serious artistic production. In addition to the needs of 

the adolescents, ContempoArts also determined that adolescents would be good audience 

for the contemporary work that it showcased as the work may appeal to adolescent 
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sensibilities (interview with Sarah, 4/2008). ContempoArts had a program already in 

place for adolescents, titled “ArtBlast,” but it was not consistent—there was not a regular 

meeting schedule, students were not expected to attend regularly, and there was not an 

overall goal as to what participants would “get out” of the program; basically, high-

school students met on a semi-regular basis and explored art in Southern City. Sarah was 

hired approximately one-and-a-half months after school had started, which she felt was 

too late to get a significant amount of programming underway. She spent the rest of 2003 

forging small-scale collaborations with individual high school teachers and providing 

one-time activities for high-school students while making plans to expand the education 

infrastructure. 

 The following year, in 2004, Sarah created a program, called “Club 

ContempoArt,” with students from one high school. She limited the audience in order to 

get a core group of students involved with the program—the school was the closest 

geographically to the museum, a free bus traveled between the school site and the 

museum, and the adolescents who ended up attending were largely an extended 

friendship group. As she got this group off the ground during the 2004-2005 school year, 

she focused on expanding the base for museum programming. Club ContempoArt 

worked well, and it was opened to all high-school students in the Southern City area for 

the 2005-2006 school year. 

 Over the course of the 2005-2006 year, a local artist and community leader 

approached Sarah to discuss the lack of resources for African American artists in 

Southern City. The African American female artist, who was also a friend of the 
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museum’s director, had determined that there were only six, full-time African American 

artists in Southern City, and she saw a significant lack of support to foster future 

generations of African American artists (Interview with Sarah, 4/2008). The conversation 

with Sarah coincided with a report that the city published (African American quality of 

life scorecard, 2005; Community position paper, 2005), noting the lack of community 

development in Southern City for African American citizens. As they talked about what 

could be done to address these issues, which Sarah had also noticed, the community 

leader was clear in wanting the new program to target a particular geographic area, rather 

than one racial group solely. At the same time, Antonio, the present portfolio advisor, 

contacted Sarah about expanding the base of the teen programs to draw a more racially 

and economically diverse audience. As an alumnus of a high school in Southern City 

with a significant Latina/o population and few advanced art courses, he encouraged Sarah 

to offer programs that would specifically target students at high schools that did not offer 

a broad array of arts courses. 

 Using these two community artists’ suggestions, Sarah explored ways to expand 

programming by actively seek the participation of more racially and economically 

diverse adolescents. First, she opened the annual juried student art show to include 

students in any art class from all high-school aged classes or program, instead of just 

those enrolled in high school Advanced Placement Art classes12.  This move did not 

diversify the student population as she had hoped, as ContempoArts did not receive 

works from new high schools or community centers. Sarah then spoke with the director 

                                                
12 Not all schools in the Southern city’s metropolitan area have Advanced Placement courses, which 
significantly limited the pool of schools for the art program. 
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of the museum about starting a new teen program based on geographic parameters 

offering targeted art instruction. Over the course of the 2005-2006 school year, Sarah 

applied for grants and laid the foundation for the YouthArts program to begin the 

following year. In fall 2006, the YouthArts program began with a small group of 

adolescents from two to three different high schools and a Cuban American photographer 

who acted as the portfolio advisor. This program, in contrast to Club ContempoArts, 

which focused on collaborative art making and “art appreciation” (interview with Sarah, 

4/2008), was billed as an art skills program. At the time that Sarah created it, she thought 

that participants would attend YouthArts first and then join Club ContempoArts. The first 

portfolio advisor was awarded a summer residency for the 2007 summer, and Sarah 

encouraged Antonio to volunteer in spring 2007 in order to take over as portfolio advisor 

in summer 2007. Antonio had been Sarah’s selection for portfolio advisor from the 

beginning, but he felt that he lacked some of the teaching skills that he saw as necessary 

to advise the adolescent participants. After volunteering during that spring cycle, he took 

over as portfolio advisor and has remained as the advisor. Sarah left the program in 

summer 2008 to become an elementary-school teacher. She enjoyed working with the 

adolescents; however, she wanted to have a more regulated schedule. The next education 

coordinator, Alex, was hired in Summer 2008 and is still employed as the education 

coordinator at ContempoArt. She and Antonio continually work to modify the program, 

in both small and not-so-small ways, to respond to adolescent feedback, community 

events, and their own evolving goals. 
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 The program was set up on three annual ten-week cycles: fall, spring, and 

summer. Each session of the cycle was held on a Saturday for three to four hours, 

depending on the cycle. Each cycle was facilitated by the education coordinator and 

portfolio advisor, as well as interns and/or volunteers. The YouthArts program had been 

grant supported from the beginning; however, the museum was committed to keeping it 

running, regardless of funding (Interview with Sarah, 4/2008). Should the program fall 

short of needed funds, the museum made up the difference through the general fund. This 

program was costly—it provided an extensive array of supplies and bus passes to all 

participants—but it was also important to the museum’s mission and goal. The program 

also provided food to participants—at times it was weekly lunch, but it was primarily 

snacks and drinks with pizza once or twice per cycle.  

YouthArts has developed a rhythm over the four years that it has existed. The 

program has core activities each semester, and Alex and Antonio have a solid working 

relationship (interviews with each person). Alex has expanded the network of possible 

sites from which to attract youth, moving beyond a few particular schools to include a 

wider net of possible schools and other out-of-school programs. Alex has added 

components to the program, most notably artist-led workshops, in order to provide a 

broader range of activities to the participants. Furthermore, Alex sees YouthArts and 

Club ContempoArts to be two separate programs: YouthArts does not always feed into 

Club ContempoArts, and some participants are enrolled in both programs simultaneously.  
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Each cycle has approximately seven to fifteen core members and receives high marks 

from adolescent participants on end-of-cycle assessments13.  

Alex, especially in the beginning when she was getting accustomed to the 

program, seemed a little more strict and organized than the previous coordinator or 

Antonio. I noticed that she wanted to have the entire cycle planned before the first 

session, whereas Sarah and Antonio would play things by ear a little more; they would 

meet for a few minutes after every session to discuss what they would like to do the 

following week. Alex wanted to meet with Antonio to map out the cycle and then meet 

every week to check in and refine the sessions. Initially, Antonio and Alex’s relationship 

seemed a bit tense; I got the sense that they were trying to understand each other and each 

other’s approach to the YouthArts. Over time, as I sat in on their weekly meetings, 

watched their interactions in each session, and talked with them in interviews, they 

developed a strong working relationship that was marked by mutual respect and 

compromise. In interviews, Antonio said that he appreciated the structure that Alex 

provided YouthArts, and Alex commented on how much she admired Antonio’s relaxed 

approach, the rapport he had with the adolescents, and the way that he took their artistic 

production seriously.  

 

First impressions: Introduction to the spaces and the facilitators 

 YouthArts, over the course of my three-year study, had two meeting locations. 

For the first two years of my observations, the program was held in the business offices 

                                                
13 A sample of one of these assessments in included in the appendix. 
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of the ContempoArts building (please see the map in appendix A for a detailed drawing 

of the space). For the next eight months, the program moved temporarily to a multi-

purpose, short-term arts space called Reclamation Studios. This relocation was in 

response to ContempoArts being closed for one year to accommodate a massive remodel. 

YouthArts moved back into the new and improved ContempoArts for the fall 2010 

session, after I had stopped collecting data. Diagrams of both of these spaces are included 

in the appendix. 

Over the course of my pilot study in Spring 2008, I recognized the importance of 

the space for the participants’ experiences of the program. When I considered the figured 

world of YouthArts and the artifacts that supported its construction and maintenance, I 

thought that I should also reflect on the meeting area more carefully to have a sense of 

this particular world of adolescent out-of-school art and how it may be differentiated 

from other figured worlds of adolescent out-of-school art. Space seemed to play a 

significant part of the professionalizing function of the YouthArts program. Existing in a 

professional space, a non-profit arts space or museum, the program positioned the youths 

differently from their high-school art classes; they were serious artists in the making 

instead of students in a classroom.  Watching the participants author themselves within 

the space, as artists and as members of the arts community, through their interactions 

with the space itself and with those who inhabited it offered me, as a researcher, a way to 

understand the figured world as an actual spatial configuration.  

The space shaped interactions in multiple ways: through reminders to keep the 

place tidy, through participants’ familiarity and relative comfort with the museum, and 
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through the types and quality of the interactions that were supported within the space. 

Leander’s (2002) work on spatial relationships in a high-school classroom illuminates 

ways that spaces can impact group interactions. Through his exploration of students’ 

physical positions in a classroom, documented by extensive diagrams and field 

recordings, Leander demonstrated how the structure of a space dramatically altered how 

the students interacted and responded to one another in a class discussion.  Examining the 

physical space of ContempoArts provided me with another way of understanding the 

ways that the students were positioned in the program, positioned each other, and came to 

author themselves in relation to physical environment.  

 By taking place in the business offices of the museum, the program had a 

different feel from a program that may have a specially designated art education room (as 

the new incarnation of the museum has) or if the participants had to work in the storage 

area of the museum (which could have happened). The impact of the space was 

particularly noticeable when the program moved from ContempoArts to Reclamation 

Studios, a converted arts-space in a warehouse that rented out a theater, a gallery, and two 

workspaces to various local groups. Over time, I noted the changes in the ways that the 

participants negotiated the spaces and how these two spaces helped the participants 

author themselves in new ways.  

When the program was held at ContempoArts, adolescent participants appeared 

quite struck initially by meeting in the business offices. The business offices were 

directly beyond of the front door, behind the reception desk, a small project space, and an 

enormous wooden door (which was part of the wall) that swung wide in order to be 
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opened or closed—opened at the beginning of the session to invite participants in and 

closed during the session to help minimize the noise from the galleries (although this did 

not stop visitors from walking through the business offices and watching the adolescents 

as they created their work). Adolescent participants often entered and surveyed the 

scene—a collection of cubicles and long tables in front of them; architectural models on 

the left; and a glass office to the right. There were four rectangular tables pushed 

together, two-by-two, to create a long rectangular table in the middle of the room to 

accommodate all participants.  

The set-up at Reclamation Studios was a bit different. The building was 

industrial—concrete floors, a corrugated roof, and frequently changing paint—and loud. 

There were five main areas: an opening gallery, a stage/theater space, an office, a storage 

area, and the two workspaces. The program met in one of the workspaces, which was 

separated from the main parts of the building by an office area and was adjacent to the 

storage room. The room was in the back corner; participants could access it from either a 

side entrance not visible from the front of the building, which was the fastest, or they 

could enter through the front door, walk to the tucked away back corner, through the 

warehouse’s offices, and into the meeting room. Participants would often get turned 

around on their first day in the building, and one of the adults would look for them in 

front of the building to walk them back to the room. The room itself had four to five 

tables that were made into a wide o- or u-shape, depending on the amount of participants, 

and a red leather couch in the corner. Participants likewise surveyed this scene when they 

entered. 
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Consistently, sounds from other activities—such as a performance art piece 

listing, alphabetically, the names of every heavy metal band known to exist (our three-

hour meeting time coincided with the end of the letter “R” and the entire letter “S”) (fall 

2009); a college-level improvisational comedy competition (spring 2010); and auditions 

for Shakespeare’s As you like It (Spring 2010)—wafted into the room. Sometimes, 

participants seemed to find them amusing—straining to hear what was going on while 

they worked or breaking into laughter when they could make out something they thought 

was funny. Most of the time, even when the activities were amusing, I noted that the 

distractions impeded the day, either by forcing everyone to speak louder to be heard or by 

having the distraction drone on in the background for the entire three hours without stop. 

Some participants appeared visibly frustrated as they worked with one hand and tried to 

muffle the sounds of the other rooms with their other hand. This type of distraction could 

happen in ContempoArts as well, particularly if there was a loud sound installation set-up 

near the meeting space. However, closing the door seemed to work more effectively at 

ContempoArts than at Reclamation Studios. 

Both locations were professional spaces in arts environments, which led to 

different figurations than professional spaces in a law firm or a retail space. In the 

downtown museum, being in the business offices positioned the program as important; as 

stated, the group was not shuttled to the back staging area—a drab, utilitarian space—

which could have housed the program. YouthArts was in the midst of museum activities, 

both in terms of the running of the museum and in the actual configuration of the 
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museum. They were visible.14 At Reclamation Studios, thee program was in the back 

corner of the building. They were integrated into an arts space, but not as visible. The 

nature of the building, and its constantly rotating tenants, meant that there were generally 

people around, wandering in and out of the space that was clearly designated as off-limits 

to those outside of the youth programming for ContempoArts.  

The adolescents appeared to be both interested and frustrated by the frequent 

intrusions and would ask Alex and Antonio about the goings-on at the space. While the 

room in Reclamation Studios was not as polished as the downtown location, it had a 

constant buzz of new performances, new art shows, and new people. The adults, 

however, voiced their displeasure with the lack of privacy or regard for their space on 

multiple occasions. In my fieldnotes, I recorded a few times where Alex snapped at 

people associated with various activities who would wander into the room if they did not 

remove themselves quickly enough—she pointed to the signage and explained that there 

were activities going on. If the people who had barged in did not respond quickly enough, 

she asked them to leave, quickly and quietly.  

The cycles where the participants only met at Reclamation Studios had an 

unintended effect: not all of the participants knew that the program was part of 

ContempoArts. In conversation with Alex (informal interview, 1/ 2011), she opined that 

the disconnect from the ContempoArts space had had significant consequences for the 

program. The cycles that met at Reclamation Studios seemed a little smaller than cycles 

                                                
14 The museum is quite open. As mentioned before, and will be followed up on later, visitors can walk 
through the entire museum—it is a large loop. Often, patrons get confused about the business spaces—they 
will peek in, they will walk through, and they will wander about. 
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from ContempoArts. Reclamation was harder to get to by bus. Many of the participants 

had never been to ContempoArts, and their vision of the program was shaped through 

Reclamation Studios; the cramped meeting quarters did not make the same impression as 

the larger museum. Alex did not survey all of the participants to support this hypothesis, 

but she did invite participants from the Reclamation Studio cycles to all events at 

ContempoArts when it reopened. In her conversations with them, they expressed surprise 

at how nice the space was; some said that they would have liked to meet there every 

week. Alex could not hide how happy she was to be back at ContempoArts and the 

benefits that it afforded the group.  

 These two different spaces enabled particular figured worlds to be enacted. There 

were limitations on the activities and media—no welding or spray painting in 

ContempoArts for fear of damaging the space, and no way to spread out to draw or paint 

in the warehouse—that could be included in the figured world. Additionally, the spaces 

presented different figurative identities to the participants: in ContempoArts, the 

participants were surrounded by professional artists with work in the gallery, and in 

Reclamation Studios, they were surrounded by emerging artists who were quickly staging 

shows, cooperating with one another, and developing new programs. Both spaces broadly 

shaped the constructed figured worlds of the cycles and impacted the ways that figurative 

and relational identities were shaped, negotiated, and accepted in YouthArts; participants 

had different senses of YouthArts as program and ContempoArts as a museum depending 

on the program’s location. As I show in the following sections, the figured world of 
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YouthArts is constructed through activities and responsibilities that also help mold the 

space to be one that encourages a professional sense of artistic identity. 

In addition to the spaces, both adults involved with the program were key figures 

in shaping the figured world of YouthArts. Antonio, the portfolio advisor of the program, 

and Alex, the education coordinator, as facilitators shaped the ways that the youths 

viewed the figured world and viewed artist identities through their actions, their 

embodied persons, and their interactions with each other and the youth. 

Alex introduced Antonio as a “knowing artist” and art world member. He was a 

graphic designer who graduated from the local university with a degree in fine arts. He 

wrote art reviews on his blog and for the weekly alternative paper, and he was beginning 

to develop a curatorial career. He was the person who would offer feedback and help 

critique the work that was offered. While Antonio did much to deflect his official 

figurative identity as “the one in the know,” often through self-deprecating humor and his 

extensive knowledge of cartoons and comics, he was still positioned as the expert in the 

group. He provided demonstrations, engaged participants as artists, and shaped the 

critique process. In the first-day introduction, he positioned himself as similar to many of 

them: he attended a high school in the area (in fact, some participants went to the same 

high school), and he went to the local University. In this introduction, he often shared 

about a cartoon that he may have been watching before showing up for YouthArts or a 

movie that he wanted to see that week. Over the weeks, he would occasionally speak 

Spanish in the sessions, particularly in the summer 2009 session when there was a brother 

and sister who had recently immigrated to the U.S., and he would talk with the 
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participants about being a Latino artist and what opportunities he saw for Artists of Color 

in Southern City and in the art world.  

Participants reacted to Antonio and his identity as the portfolio advisor in multiple 

ways. Many of the participants commented that he did not look or act like a “teacher”. He 

interacted with them, as a few participants said, more like a “big brother” (interview with 

Bethari, 10/ 2008). He affectionately teased participants, and he shared in their pop 

culture likes, while simultaneously sharing his collegiate and professional art experiences 

with the participants. He did not sanction them—Alex acted as the disciplinarian on the 

rare occasions that something happened—and he did not tell them what to do. He would 

make suggestions as far as materials were concerned, challenging participants to leave 

their comfort zones, but he never told the participants that they had to create a particular 

piece of art.  Unlike a school space, there were no grades, assignments, or other markers 

of schooled behavior. 

Secondly, his standard jeans, baseball cap, and tee-shirt ensemble was not what 

most of the participants had in mind as “artist-like.” He did not traffic in highly stylized 

fashion or eccentricity, or in “business” wear of any sort. At points, this became part of 

the conversation. He explained that, yes, there were a lot of “artsy-fartsy” kids who went 

to art school. But there were plenty of people in art school who were not like that. Being 

an artist did not mean that one had to be so carefully cultivated; being an artist was about 

making art, not about dressing in a particular manner.   

Both his demeanor and his dress shaped the ways that the participants saw him 

relationally. He could be both the expert/mentor and big brother-like figure; they did not 
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have to be mutually exclusive in this figured world. He was not telling them to do 

something; rather, he was sharing a new technique or encouraging them to consider a 

new direction. Because the relationships that were forged in the figured world were 

different from other relationships with similar adults, the participants were also able to be 

positioned /author themselves differently. They were not students in this situation, and he 

was not a “Teacher” but rather, they were emerging artists, which could powerfully 

impact their work and their sense of future possibility. 

As the cycle progressed, Antonio retained his position as the “knowing one,” yet 

participants started to engage in the similar behaviors modeled on his behavior—offering 

suggestions, asking questions, and joking with the group. Their identity in relation to him 

shifted from just an adolescent participant to a person with an increasing knowledge of 

what artists “do.” Even if they were not always prepared to refer to themselves as artists, 

they were able to more fully engage the range of activities that artists participate in. 

Relationally, they could start to be differentiated from one another—like Vanessa or Amy 

who came to be the “painting experts,” or Emily, who knew all about anime and could 

create such “beautiful characters”—and they could share their expertise from these 

figurative identities. 

Alex’s role in the program is a little more complicated to draw out. She was the 

education and volunteer coordinator. With this title, she was in charge of adolescent 

programming; securing, training, and scheduling volunteers; working with other staff to 

create educational programming, such as artist talks, film screenings, and public lectures; 

and planning and carrying out the three adolescent programs—Club ContempoArts, 
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YouthArts, and Advanced YouthArts. As such, her attention was divided amongst 

multiple projects and people, which shaped her interactions with Antonio and the 

YouthArts adolescents. 

Additionally, Alex’s role did not appear to be entirely clear to the youth 

participants. Alex’s background was not in Studio Art—she held a degree in Religious 

Studies and a degree in American Cultural Studies. Antonio’s role in the program was 

more direct and specifically art-based: he showed them work and engaged with them one-

on-one about the art that they were making. Alex helped conceptualize all of the activities 

behind the scenes and ensured that participants had bus passes and supplies. Alex 

participated in the activities, often providing the framing for them, but she also would 

hang back during some activities and take in the scene or attend to other matters once the 

day was underway. She knew all of the participants, but, depending on the cycle and what 

was happening at the rest of the art space, she might not have been as involved with every 

operation of the sessions. 

However, participants who engaged in multiple programs at ContempoArt or who 

attended events at the art space frequently seemed to have a different relationship with 

Alex as they interacted with her more than Antonio, who was only involved with 

YouthArts. Alex was in charge of Club ContempoArts and she facilitated the Advanced 

YouthArts program as well. Additionally, she was at all ContempoArt events and most of 

the public programming. Participants got to see Alex in multiple settings—the different 

environments of the different youth programs and at public ContempoArts events—

which impressed upon them how much work Alex had to do and gave them the 
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opportunity to develop a longer lasting relationship with her. She was credited with, 

according to at least two of the focal participants, being a key reason why they stayed 

involved for so long and why they saw the programs as beneficial (interview with 

Lauryn, 8/2009; interview with Wayne, 5/2010). 

Something that both adults shared was youth: over the course of the research, they 

both turned thirty. They appeared to be of an indeterminate age to the participants, and 

their sartorial choices did not help place them. Antonio, as described before, was a jeans, 

tee-shirt, baseball cap type of person. Alex often wore a shrunken polo shirt, slim-cut 

jeans, and collector-series sneakers. She vacillated between a few cardigans, often opting 

for a 1960s-era vintage yellow one, and a hooded sweatshirt when it was a bit chilly. Her 

style of dress was always neat, but not easily mappable onto an adult identity. 

Participants knew that the adults involved with the program were young-ish and hip in 

their own ways; as mentioned before, Antonio had an extensive knowledge of comic 

books and cartoon, and Alex was a DJ on the side and wrote her master’s thesis on 

graffiti. These interests, which were divulged over the course of different cycles, helped 

foster relationships with particular adolescents by providing Alex and Antonio with 

forms of “street cred” that gave them a different adult identity than other adults in the 

youths’ lives.  

Additionally, neither of the adults involved with the program had a background in 

education. Antonio had a degree in studio art, and Alex had an undergraduate degree in 

religious studies and a graduate degree in American cultural studies. They both directly 

addressed their apprehension at not having an education background, through their fear 
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that they may not be doing things “right” (interview with Antonio, 5/2008) or that they 

weren’t doing everything that they could for the participants to get the most out of the 

program (interview with Alex, 7/ 2009). In these conversations, they would ask me for 

my educational perspective on how things were going. Most of the time, I would try to 

act as a sounding board. As the program progressed rather smoothly, and my focus was 

not on program development, I tried to steer clear of discussions that were related to 

program evaluation, but I did offer suggestions occasionally, such as different activities 

or strategies that they could use to get more youth involved or possible ways to expand 

the program offerings. 

The space and the facilitators helped shape the figured world that was offered to 

the participants. The space signaled to participants the type of program—outside of 

school and in a professional arts environment. It also shaped activities, such as the media 

that could be explored or the size of the art that could be created. The facilitators shaped 

the program using their own educational experiences. Antonio drew on a similar program 

he participated in while in junior high school and his college art experiences to shape 

activities and approaches. Alex drew on her cultural studies background and connections 

in Southern City to provide multiple fieldtrips and excursions around town; she aimed to 

provide participants with a varied understanding of art through multiple sites and 

activities. The facilitators crafted activities and responsibilities within the space of 

ContempoArts and Reclamation Studios to help provide contours to the YouthArts 

figured world. 
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“Real artists” in the making: Activities and responsibilities 

Over my time observing the YouthArts program and creating analytic memos, I 

realized that there was an aspect of the program that I had not considered prior to 

researching: a professional atmosphere. In addition to the art spaces in which YouthArts 

took place, the program married various responsibilities, such as producing work 

consistently and attending the program regularly and on time, and activities, which 

included critique with peers and the adult facilitators; visits to museums, studios, and 

universities; discussions with the working artists who lead workshops; and portfolio 

creation, to construct a professional, artistic environment. Participants engaged in 

“serious play” (Holland et al, 1998) that afforded them the ability to try out new identities 

and author themselves in different ways through the construction of a figured world that 

took a professional artistic identity to be more than be a good drawer or painter. 

However, simultaneously, participants were expected to engage art in a more professional 

manner: be serious about engaging art, participate in the range of activities offered, and 

develop a body of work. The particular figured world was shaped through the ways that 

activities were presented and the ways that the participants encountered the activities and 

used them to help construct their identities. 

In discussing professionalism, questions of positional identities, figurative 

identities, and relational identities play an important role. Positional identities, or those 

identities which are larger in scope, related to issues of power, provide people with a 

“sense of relative social position” (Holland et al., 1998, 132), describe “a person’s 

apprehension of her social position in a lived world” (Holland et al., 1998, 128), and are 
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maintained through practices of exclusion and inclusion, came into relief when 

participants discussed how they were positioned in other figured worlds and broadly in 

society. These identities include those related to race, class, gender, and sexuality, and 

how they are read by the world at large.   

Figurative identities, which “have to do with the stories, acts, and characters that 

make the world a cultural world” (Holland et al., 1998) were invoked when participants 

acted in particular ways for specific activities or policed themselves within the space. For 

example, during critique the participants could take on the figurative identities related to 

their chosen subject matter or media, such as a mixed media artist or a marker drawer. 

They could also take on leadership roles in the figured world through bringing in work 

and taking a lead in discussions. 

Relational identities, or identities that “have to do with behavior as indexical of 

claims to social relationships with others” (Holland et al., 1998, 127), were used when the 

participants discussed their identities in the figured world in relation to other participants. 

These identities were invoked when participants would claim that other participants were 

“more mature” or “more talented” than themselves or other participants within 

YouthArts. These identities were fashioned (and re-fashioned) through everyone’s 

participation in the worlds and the ways that particular artifacts were used and had 

meaning within YouthArts.   

Within this framework, the concept of situated learning (Lave, 1991; Lave and 

Wenger, 1991) provides a framework for considering the particular learning environment 

of YouthArts. As Lave explains (1991), situated social practice “emphasizes the 
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relational interdependency of agent and world, activity, meaning, cognition, learning, and 

knowing” (67) while embedded within a culturally constructed world. Both the actors and 

the world in which the learning practices occur are constructed and reconstructed through 

the reciprocal actions of each—neither stands unchanged in the process. YouthArts, as a 

specific space of situated learning, provided a context for trying out new identities and 

activities. 

Constructing and maintaining the figured world of YouthArts depended largely on 

how individuals interacted with one another and how they used “artifacts” in the 

program. These artifacts, such as supplies, guidelines, and verbal cues were imbued with 

particular meanings within the figured space and understanding their use was central to 

particular identity positions with YouthArts (Holland et al., 1998).  Participants 

encountered some of these artifacts, such as the website and the application form, before 

they attended the program. From initial interactions with YouthArts, they were asked to 

begin authoring themselves as artists: they needed to explain why they wanted to 

participate in YouthArts, what art they were interested in, and if they had taken art 

classes in school. They also had to secure a recommendation from an adult who knew 

them and was not related to them; this recommendation asked how the adult knew the 

adolescent and the adolescent’s artistic potential and interest. Participants were 

responsible for filling out the forms, securing a recommendation, and having their 

guardian sign liability forms. From early on, participants needed to take an active role in 

participating and shaping an artistic identity. 
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To better understand the process of professionalization, which I contend is 

embedded within the figured world of YouthArts, I analyze the ways in which the 

program framed responsibilities and activities in order to create the figured world in 

relation to “professional artist identity”. While the adult facilitators provided structure 

and some oversight, they were focused on helping the youths become artists and arts 

supporters. The facilitators’ figurative identities were not that of teachers, but rather of 

more knowledgeable guides who were embedded within the art community.  

The first day of each new cycle shared common elements. In some form, there 

were introductions and work sharing, a visit to an art exhibit, distribution of supplies, and 

a mini-exploration of the new materials. The introductions often included the 

adolescent’s name, school, grade, artistic interests, and a fun fact or entertaining tidbit—

i.e. favorite television show, favorite food, favorite cartoon, or something interesting 

about the adolescent. The adults also introduced themselves and, instead of their grade or 

school, explained who they were in relation to the program (although both mentioned that 

they went to a local college and a local university), and they also answered the icebreaker 

question. If they had it, participants shared work that they brought with them—such as 

school projects, sketches on notebook paper, or paintings that they had made.  

After introductions, there was an art excursion. This activity could include 

looking at the art at ContempoArts, or walking to the city’s art museum or to the Mexican 

and Mexican American art museum. The group wandered around the selected space, 

taking in the sights and talking about particular works of art that they were drawn to. The 

group then headed back to the non-profit’s office spaces for supply distribution. All 
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participants received a range of supplies and an 11x14 sketchbook (these supplies are 

discussed in more detail below in the activities section). Antonio introduced the materials 

and the participants “played” with them for the remainder of the session. Participants 

were encouraged to use both the materials and the sketchbook to create work to bring 

back with them the following week as talking about their work and developing new skills 

would be a significant component of YouthArts. 

This first day introduced the responsibilities and activities of YouthArts for an 

entire cycle. The responsibilities of being on time and using the provided supplies were 

discussed at length. The activities of the program, such as critique and artist workshops, 

were mentioned in Alex’s overview of the next nine weeks, and then the group generally 

went on an outing to see art and start conversations about what they though art was. 

These discussions and visits helped structure the figured world of YouthArts and enabled 

participants to consider the ways that they would like to author themselves with the 

space. They had the basic contours to the program: the structure, the guidelines, and the 

supplies; then they had to figure out how to use them. Participants could take on a variety 

of figurative identities based on how they saw the program and understood the 

structure—will they become specialized artists or fearless experimenters or inquisitive 

consumers or unengaged participants or consistent producers?  The ways that the 

participants authored themselves as artists could emerge on the first day, develop over the 

course of the cycle, or shift, change, and overlap throughout the sessions and over 

subsequent cycles. 
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This section examines how the participants made sense of their responsibilities—

arriving regularly and on time; using the provided supplies; and bringing in work to share 

with the YouthArts community—and activities—participating in critique, going on field 

trips, hosting artists to provide technical workshops, and creating an electronic portfolio. 

In the following sections, I address each of these topics more carefully. First, I outline 

how the responsibility or activity was framed and presented to the adolescents. Then, I 

use fieldnote data to show how the responsibilities or activities were understood and 

enacted within the figured world of YouthArts. Finally, I consider how this responsibility 

or activity, and the response that it garnered, shaped the figured world of YouthArts 

within cycles and over time. 

 

Here’s a bus pass and the Metro hotline—be sure to be here on time 

An initial component of the program that supported professionalization was the 

way that Alex framed attendance and tardiness within YouthArts. Although the program 

met on Saturdays and was voluntary, both Alex and Antonio stressed consistent 

attendance to the participants and privately discussed adolescent tardiness and 

absenteeism. Early in the sessions of each cycle, they informed the youth that consistency 

was important for a variety of reasons: to prepare for activities, to help participants 

develop, and to justify turning some students away when too many applications were 

submitted.  

On the first session of each cycle, participants were encouraged to not be late and 

to notify Alex in advance should they need to miss a meeting. As students trickled in over 
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the first three sessions, Alex reiterated the attendance and tardy policy each time. As the 

group went on field trips, timing became a significant concern: an accurate head count 

was needed to provide rides and to maximize the outing time. Alex offered bus passes to 

all participants, and she helped them navigate the bus system. She did this in two ways. 

In the early sessions of her tenure, Fall 2008 and Spring 2009, she would sit at the 

computer with participants and show them how to navigate the city’s bus system. 

Beginning in Summer 2009, she told them about a service that the bus system offered to 

give riders exact information about bus schedules over the phone; if participants appeared 

concerned about navigating the bus system, she would still sit with them, but she also 

wanted to encourage them to take responsibility for getting to YouthArts.  She 

encouraged them to plan ahead and to contact her if they had any questions. The third 

week of the session, her advice was similar—call ahead, take a bus pass, and be sure to 

plan. As the third session often involved a field trip, the necessity of being on time or 

communicating effectively became clear—those who came late might miss out on the 

outing.  

On the fourth session, the message became a little harsher. Those who had been 

sporadic with their attendance so far or who had been consistently late were told that, 

while YouthArts was a voluntary activity, their choices had consequences. Alex let them 

know that she was less likely to purchase “big ticket items,” such as a complete 

watercolor set and a canvas, or to check-out equipment, like a camera, to participants 

who were sporadic in their attendance, as she was not sure that those items would be put 

to use or would be returned. In the third session, with the more direct tone, it became 
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clear that the adolescents were starting to understand the seriousness of the message and 

became a little worried. In the fourth session of spring 2010, Natalie, a first-time White 

female participant who consistently attended late, and would saunter across the room and 

slouch in her chair, ran through a series of questions rather quickly—“am I in trouble?” 

“can I make up the time or day that I missed?”—when she realized that her text earlier in 

the day of “I don’t think that I’m going to make it—I’m in the middle of something right 

now”—was perhaps not the right tone that she wanted to strike with the program. Natalie 

was taking the voluntary nature of the program to its furthest extent without considering 

the ramifications. 

This example helps to illustrate differences between figured worlds for 

participants, or as Rush and Fecho (2008) have phrased it, what can happen “when 

figured worlds collide.” Natalie was using the figured world of school to try to 

understand the consequences for YouthArts; she wanted make-up work to help account 

for her tardiness. When she was told that such a system did not exist at YouthArts, it was 

hard for her to understand initially. How could she demonstrate that she was serious if 

she didn’t make up the work? The facilitators instead were trying to have the participants 

better understand the figured world of YouthArts—there was no way to make up one’s 

attendance and participation, and attendance and participation were tied intimately to 

receiving new materials, taking on more responsibility, and being offered a new relational 

identity within YouthArts. She was being encouraged to view her positional identity 

within this space as a participant in YouthArts vis-à-vis her positional student identity 

within a school setting. Natalie had trouble reconciling these differences. Wenger writes 
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about “conflicting competence in different realms” (160), wherein skill sets and rules 

may not translate easily between multiple settings, and in some ways, Natalie’s responses 

can be seen in the light of conflict between her figured worlds of art creation—school and 

YouthArts. In school, one asked to make-up work and does so faithfully to demonstrate 

commitment; in YouthArts, there was no substitute for showing up.  

With the advent of the Advanced YouthArts program in Spring 2010, which was 

offered to participants who had completed at least one cycle of YouthArts and applied to 

be matched one-on-one with a mentor, Alex started to mention the role that attendance 

and tardiness played in her decision-making process for those slots. As eighteen 

adolescents applied for ten positions for the first iteration of the advanced program, Alex 

explained that she had to consider which participants attended frequently, on time, and 

were invested in taking their work further. She didn’t want to interview potential mentors 

to craft a match if she was afraid from the outset that the match would not be productive 

for all of the “stakeholders”—the adolescent participant who would benefit from a one-

on-one artistic relationship and collaboration; the artist who would like to mentor an 

adolescent and refine their own skill sets; or the museum that would like this advanced 

program to become a central component of the educational programs from which they 

could gather recognition.  

This new program very clearly positioned the role of attendance within a 

professional framework—in order for the pairing to succeed, both partners needed to be 

reliable and set aside time to work. The facilitators struggled with implementing these 

guidelines strictly, as they recognized that the adolescent participants were still at the 
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mercy of families and friends for rides. Alex and Antonio usually talked after each 

session ended, and issues of tardiness and absences were always on the agenda—who 

was missing that day, why they missed, and if there anything that they should do about 

the absence. Within YouthArts, adolescents were encouraged to clearly communicate 

with the facilitators and to take responsibility for their attendance. If they developed a 

reputation of being unreliable, then they were not offered more responsibility or given 

more materials. To help mitigate these problems, Alex stressed the importance of regular 

communication with the program. As she explained, calling ahead to let her know of 

events that would impact their attendance was much better than just not showing up.  

Alex encouraged each participant to take bus passes, even if they had rides just in case 

their ride fell through, and she worked with each of them to determine proper bus routes.  

The ways that the participants were encouraged to consider their actions fits 

within an approach to thinking of the participants as emerging artists. The expectations 

that were set were in relation to helping them engage the world from a professional stand-

point. Participants were encouraged to think about their behavior in a more global 

sense—how does this action reflect on me and how does this action impact my future 

choices? The adults, especially Alex, were explicit in encouraging the participants to see 

their actions from the perspective of other people and to carefully think through their 

choices. Within YouthArts, the consequences for tardiness or absenteeism were fewer 

expensive materials and missing out on activities. Alex would juxtapose these 

consequences to the consequences involved with employment and college courses to 

highlight that the participants were soon going to transition into a world where the stakes 
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may be much higher than missing a gallery fieldtrip or not being able to check out a 

camera.  As these considerations were weighed weekly, participants had multiple 

opportunities to demonstrate their understanding of the YouthArts parameters. 

Participants could demonstrate their commitment by coming to all of the sessions at the 

end or talking with Alex about their attendance.  

This framing of responsibility can be read in a few different ways. Some may 

think that the facilitators were too heavy handed in their approach and that the result is a 

deficit approach to lower socioeconomic status individuals—needing more guidance and 

structure in order to successfully transition to the future. Some may see a program that is 

scaffolding participants into adulthood by offering real consequences for their actions and 

interacting with them in a way that figures them as responsible. And some may see that 

the adults appreciate punctuality as people and encourage the adolescents to respect that.  

I think that the way that attendance was framed and presented was crucial. Alex 

mentioned that timeliness was an expectation across adolescent programming (interview 

with Alex, 10/ 2009). Attendance has consequences. Being inconsistent had an impact on 

both the participant and the program; the group had been held up when going on a field 

trip if multiple people were late and visiting artists had been interrupted in the middle of 

their talks when participants showed up late. However, the facilitators also stressed that 

calling ahead and communicating about what was happening in the adolescents’ lives was 

important. If there was a weekend that they weren’t going to attend, tell Alex. If 

something was preventing them from making it to YouthArts on time, tell Alex. If they 

followed up on these suggestions, and kept Alex and Antonio informed, then the 
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facilitators were able to better help them—such as planning bus routes or encouraging 

them to sign up for a later cycle. The facilitators approached the attendance issue 

seriously, but they also provided multiple routes—personal cell number, office number, 

email address—for participants to communicate. 

 

It’s like Christmas! 

The facilitators recognized that a significant obstacle for young artists to produce 

work regularly was a lack of supplies.  In order to minimize its impact, the program 

offered core supplies to participants on the first day and provided new supplies or 

replenished supplies all cycle long. One of the main activities in the first week of each 

session was the distribution of art supplies: a range of pencils, erasers, charcoal, and 

colored pencils; the participant’s choice of pastels or a pen-and-ink set; a materials 

carrying case; and a sketch book. As Alex said in Summer 2009 and Spring 2010, it was 

like Christmas—she gave out presents to extraordinarily excited recipients. A flurry of 

“clack-clack” followed as the participants opened the carrying cases and pulled out the 

materials one-by-one. Some participants tore into each material, ripping open the package 

to get a better look at what was inside. Some participants lined up the materials, still in 

their packages, to appraise the materials in their pristine, new condition. And yet others 

sat with the box closed, waiting for further instruction. 

After the materials were distributed, Antonio walked the participants through 

what the materials were and possible ways to use them. They discussed variations 

between pencils, determining the differences between a 6H and a 2HB. They worked 
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with a pen and ink set15, trying out different nibs and the relationship between pressure 

and the amount of ink on the paper. The adolescents tried their hand at drawing and 

blending with pastels. At the end of the materials exploration, both Alex and Antonio told 

the participants that they needed to put these supplies to use in their homes. As 

participants packed up, some lined their materials up in the different, apportioned spaces 

in the supplies box, some placed the materials back in their original wrapping before 

placing them in the case, and others haphazardly tossed the supplies into the boxes. 

In addition to the supplies distributed to everyone in the group, Alex and Antonio 

encouraged participants to request new supplies as the semester progressed. Alex 

purchased materials for participants as long as they created art to bring back to the 

program and share during critique. Participants were expected to bring work every 

week—it didn’t have to be completed, it didn’t have to be perfect, it didn’t need to be 

extraordinarily large or complicated. But they had to bring something.  Supplying extra 

materials, or more specialized materials, was one way the facilitators helped shift the way 

participants viewed artistic work. Artists tried out a range of supplies and experimented 

when they were able to. As YouthArts supplied materials, they encouraged participants to 

view the program as an experimental space, one where participants did not have to be 

concerned with the cost of materials but could rather try out some new supplies that they 

had had their eye on. These materials then became tools that helped construct the figured 

world of YouthArts as both an art space that provided a range of supplies to encourage 

                                                
15 Extra sets were available for those participants who chose pastels. Likewise, pastels were shared with 
those who chose pen-and-ink sets. 
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new experiences and as a learning community that provided participants with the tools 

needed to explore different artistic production within the figured world of YouthArts.  

Participants varied in how much they asked for as well as what they asked for, 

and there did not seem to be a clear pattern in who asked for supplies or which cycles 

took more advantage of the free materials than others. Alex asked about supply needs at 

the end of every session and brought the requested items the following week. She 

reminded participants to think about their needs throughout the week and to be sure to 

ask for materials on the weekends.  Antonio recommended materials at the end of each of 

the one-on-one mid-semester portfolio reviews, as well as offered suggestions for new 

media based on what participants shared during critique. Some of the most popular 

requests were for watercolor sets, acrylic paints and canvases, high-quality markers, and 

sketchbooks with bigger paper. Within each cycle, a few participants were hesitant to ask 

for materials at all. There are many possible explanations that one could infer from 

participants who did not request materials, ranging from comfort with particular media to 

not wanting to draw attention to one’s self to not asserting one’s self when getting free 

materials. 

Occasionally, participants asked for supplies that the facilitators had to consider 

further before purchasing. This category included spray paint—a no-go for all 

participants; exacto knifes—okayed as long as there was a safety lecture that 

accompanied their distribution and the participant had a plan for its use; and a screen 

printing set-up—denied as the cost of the set up and all of the materials would prove to 

be prohibitive in the long run and take up considerable space. In these cases, Alex would 
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explain the reason why the program was unable to furnish the materials—too dangerous, 

too expensive, or too bulky—to each participant. She would try to find other materials 

that they may be interested in using that were either similar in nature or were something 

that the participant had been interested in trying out. These included scratch boards, 

metallic markers, and oil paints. 

The facilitators bought middle-grade to high quality materials16 to introduce the 

participants to the range of professional materials available to artists. This was important 

in helping the adolescents view their trajectory in becoming further integrated into the 

world of professional artists. These supplies could be instrumental, for some participants, 

in helping them take on new identities within the figured world of YouthArts. Using 

materials, either by depleting a stash of a particular medium that the participant enjoyed 

or by exploring multiple media to show different applications, increased one’s status as 

an artist with the facilitators, but also often with the other adolescents. They were 

engaging in practices that Alex and Antonio had offered as “artistic”—consistently 

producing material, trying out new supplies, and bringing the materials in for critique. 

The quality of the materials also seemed to carry significance for participants. As 

Lauryn, a female African American participant in two cycles of YouthArts and featured 

in a case study in Chapter Five, shared, she was not able to ask her mother to purchase all 

of the supplies that she would like to try out as it would have been prohibitively 

expensive. Having access to the range of supplies helped her to create her portfolio for 

                                                
16 The distinctions depend on the materials themselves and their availability at the art supply store. 
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both YouthArts and her Advanced Placement Studio Art class and to have a stronger 

sense of the media that she wanted to explore further in the future.  

In addition to supplies, YouthArts also provided tools to check out. These 

included a spray brush set-up or different instruments to use with low-grade ceramics. 

The most popular, and seeming most instrumental in developing an artistic identity, was 

the camera check-out program. YouthArts had two quality Canon cameras that it checked 

out to participants on a short-term loan process. These cameras were film-based and were 

a bit more sophisticated than the point-and-shoot cameras that participants may have had 

experience with. Alex encouraged participants to take time to compose pictures—either 

through considering the setting and lighting changes or through developing a tableau.  

Repeatedly, I noticed the way that checking out the camera and having the 

photographs developed could lead to participants seeing themselves as a “real artist” and 

authoring themselves as such. Each cycle, at least two people checked out the camera, 

and each cycle, at least one of the participants became hooked on photography and 

shifted their work to being almost solely photographic.  

To check out a camera, each participant had to fill out a loan form, which made 

the transaction serious and official. This form, which is included in the appendix, was an 

official loan agreement set up with ContempoArts; it outlined liability and limitations, 

and participants signed that they would keep the camera in their possession and return it 

the following week. Alex offered a short tutorial and encouraged each participant to 

spend time considering the pictures that they would like to take and the different settings 
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that they would like to use as the film cost money to purchase and develop.17 After the 

run-down, participants proudly donned the camera around their necks and practiced with 

the settings and the lens adjustments. Most participants brought the film back to Alex to 

be developed the following week and were anxious to receive the developed pictures the 

week after that. Participants primarily took pictures of their rooms, their homes, their 

friends, and their families. Some created elaborate scenes; some looked for the perfect 

natural setting. All participants who checked out cameras said that they enjoyed using 

them, even if they chose not to continue to check out the camera.  

 In the Fall 2009 cycle, Javier, a first-time, sixteen-year-old Latino participant who 

signed up with a friend, checked out the camera on the third week of the session. He 

brought back the camera the following week and said that he was excited to see the 

pictures that he took. When Alex brought out the pictures to share with Javier and the 

group in the fifth week, we stood in silence and looked at each other, everyone’s face 

registering surprise. Previously, Javier had brought in some interesting work—I noted 

that he liked to use peace sign motifs, and he had been working on an intricate drawing of 

a tree for three of the weeks in YouthArts. However, his previous work did not prepare us 

for the carefully composed and constructed photographs that he took— one with his 

body, staged in his bathroom at home, surrounded by newspapers, and a series of a group 

of his female friends, all stylized to coordinate with one another and posed in an urban 

wooded area, one that juxtaposed trees with graffitied concrete.  

                                                
17 At times, this explanation slowed some participants’ work—it seemed that they wanted to make sure that 
they were crafting the photographs and considering the different ways to create art through photography. 
Both Javier, who is featured here, and Brittany, another participant, voiced concern about using up the film.  
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I watched as the adult facilitators exchanged a glance with each other, that seemed 

to convey a lot of meaning quickly, and then they started asking questions about his 

process, in fast succession— how had he created the work that he did? Had he worked 

with a camera before? How did he come up with the plans for these pictures? He shared 

that he just had a lot of ideas in his head that he did not know how to represent; once he 

had the camera, he saw the possibility for styling people and situations to bring these 

images out. He asked to check out the camera again, and he created a series of 

photographs showcasing his family, in particular his little sister. I watched his work 

during critique sessions carefully to see if photography was a passing interest, or if he 

chose to develop it further; he brought the occasional mixed media work in, such as a 

sketch of a tree with feathers collaged to stand in for the leaves, but he seemed to be more 

interested in developing his photography skills. He did not ask for many supplies, but he 

did ask to check out the camera repeatedly in that ten-week cycle. 

 The camera, as an artifact of the space, enabled Javier to explore a new figurative 

identity as photographer. By using the camera to explore art through composing 

photographs and developing scenarios, Javier was able to implement ideas that had been 

circulating in his head, yet he did not know how to represent them. I would suggest that 

the camera, for Javier, was a tool that allowed him to better express his artistic self.  

 The materials and equipment provided the youths with the tools to help author 

themselves as artists. Participants were able to try out a range of materials that they may 

not have had access to previously, or they may be using an upgraded version of a 

previous tool, such as a range of pencils in addition to the familiar 2HB pencil. Through 
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using the materials, participants could develop new interests, which in turn could lead to 

a new artistic identity within YouthArts and possibly beyond. Javier discovered a way to 

better express himself artistically when he checked out the camera. Charlotte found out 

that she really did not like pastels because they were less precise than the markers that 

she used typically. However, she shared that the experience with the various media 

solidified her opinion on her markers and helped her feel confident in her process. 

Beyond helping the participants develop new artistic identities, trying out new media 

helped them become more conversant with multiple artistic figured worlds. Having more 

experience with media helped them better evaluate the art that they encountered in 

different galleries, shows, classes, and museums; likewise, they could draw on their 

experiences when they spoke with others about their artistic processes. 

 

If you don’t bring in material, the group can’t help you grow 

In addition to attending the program regularly and on time, participants were 

expected to produce artwork using the provided supplies, both those from the first day 

and subsequently requested, as well as with any other materials that they found or had.  

The facilitators regularly reminded the adolescents that they missed out on many of the 

crucial elements of the program if they didn’t produce artwork, such as garnering 

feedback from their peers and the portfolio advisor; trying out new ideas and techniques; 

and receiving new materials. Alex would say that she wanted to see the supplies in use; 

Antonio repeatedly told them that he wanted to see everything that they were doing—

sketches, ideas, works in progress, finished school assignments that they wanted to share, 
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or anything else that they were working on. He would stress the idea of bringing in 

everything—in an October 2009 session; he encouraged the participants to regard “failure 

as part of the process,” as he tried to persuade participants to bring in work, even if they 

did not “like” the work. He told them that it was still important to share their work, talk 

about it, and get feedback on techniques for improving it. My notes show that both adults 

stressed that this was what artists do—they shared ideas, they worked in their 

sketchbooks, and they participated in critique—at multiple points in each cycle of 

YouthArts that I was a part of.  

Over my observations, I saw that getting students to bring work in different stages 

of completion was one of the hardest tasks that the facilitators faced. At the beginning of 

the cycles in particular, participants seemed reticent to share sketches that weren’t perfect 

or work that was not going as planned. In the first few weeks of most of the cycles, 

participants would bring in completed work, often work that had been completed prior to 

YouthArts. As the cycles progressed, participants occasionally brought in something that 

didn’t work or something that they had to produce as part of class, but works-in-progress 

were much harder to get the participants to share. Antonio reiterated at multiple points 

that artists make art consistently in an attempt to encourage the participants to share 

everything that they were working on.  

In one particularly quiet session in spring 2009, Antonio tried to get all 

participants to just open their sketchbooks and share. A few participants seemed to do 

this grudgingly—there was some mumbling under breath, and there were some stall 

techniques, such as s-l-o-w-l-y opening books and going to the restroom, to make it take 
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longer. Even after cracking the books open, some adolescents appeared hesitant to share 

their work with every one, often saying things like “oh…this is just like a quick doodle,” 

or “yeah, I don’t really like this—I was just messing around. We don’t need to look at it.” 

(Fieldnotes, March 2009). In this session, looking through the sketchbooks gave way to a 

discussion about effective ways to use sketchbooks—as a repository of ideas, as a place 

to develop projects, and as a crucial part of considering one’s artistic practices over time. 

A few participants shared that they were worried about filling up the sketchbooks, so they 

were careful to preserve some space for future ideas. Alex and Antonio almost tripped 

over each other to express how ecstatic they would be to purchase participants a second 

sketchbook if they filled it up—all the adolescents had to do was ask.  

This discussion about the sketchbooks, and being careful to reserve pages in them, 

highlighted tensions between figured worlds and ideas about materials. While in this 

program, as long as they showed the facilitators that they were using them by bringing in 

work, participants had access to a steady supply of materials. However, the participants 

also knew that YouthArts was a ten-week program. Some voiced concern over being able 

to replenish these supplies after the ten-week period. Some of the materials were 

considerably expensive, and some of the materials were only available at specialized 

places in Southern City.  Therefore, there was tension between needing to demonstrate 

that one was using the materials, and not using them so much so that they would be 

depleted shortly after the program was completed—it seemed that some participants 

thought that they needed to pace their consumption or that they needed to use the 

materials early enough in the cycle so they could ask for new supplies. Alex and Antonio 
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offered supplies up until the ninth week of the cycle, however participants attending for 

the first time might not have known this.  

YouthArts, as a program, put the process of thinking about and creating art at the 

heart of being an artist, and the facilitators stressed that artists learn how to develop and 

honor their individual processes. While Alex and Antonio did not make a claim that 

producing art was the totality of “being an artist,” they stressed that it was crucial to 

consider new ideas, play around with materials, hone one’s skills, and create art 

regularly. Bringing in work at different stages of completion was a crucial part of the 

learning process this particular figured world (Lave, 1990). Whereas other art-based 

worlds, such as school, may have been more focused on the final product, the figured 

world of YouthArts was one that prized multiple dimensions of being an artist, which 

included all stages of the process of observing and creating work. 

In sessions where the youth had little work to share, the time for showing work 

could segue into a discussion about work practices. Participants would share that they had 

a particularly busy week—perhaps they had more going on at school or they had more 

responsibilities at home— and that had impacted their time to make art. Or, they shared 

that they did not have a consistent space to produce work. For instance, Bethari, a fifteen-

year-old Latina mixed-media artist (and focal participant in Chapter Five), described her 

routine for working on art in Spring 2008, during her second cycle with the program. She 

had to wait until her sister was out of their shared room and would be out of the room for 

quite sometime, as the smell from the supplies annoyed her. She felt rushed to produce 

work in those brief windows of time; if her sister stayed in the room, she couldn’t get any 
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work done. In a spring 2010 session, Daniel, an eighteen-year-old, first-time Latino 

participant who enjoyed drawing, shared that he did his art in the living room, which he 

shared with a television that frequently disrupted him. He brought material in with him 

every week, but he wished that he had more space and privacy in order to work on his art. 

The adult facilitators encouraged the participants to find ways to do work—perhaps move 

outside or try to turn off the television. These tensions highlighted the ways that the 

participants would bring in the constraints of other figured worlds—their homes, their 

schools—to explain their activity within the confines of the YouthArts figured world. 

In what I saw as a way to leverage participant experiences and to substantiate 

what the facilitators would tell the participants about creating, Alex would often ask 

participants who brought in work regularly to explain their processes and how long they 

spent on their work. Emily, a White female focal participant and illustrator (and a focal 

participant in Chapter Five), explained that she spent approximately 25 hours a week 

developing characters for her graphic novel and trying out different ways to render 

them—pen and ink, colored pencils, or digitally.  Many in the group stared at her, wide-

eyed. When asked to offer a break-down of her week and how she figured out the amount 

of time she worked, she explained that she spent approximately 15-20 hours on her work 

over the weekend, and she averaged between one and three hours a day on her drawings. 

Emily explained that she wanted to become a graphic novelist, and she did not see her 

working week as infringing on other activities. She also counted her hours researching 

styles, reading novels, watching anime, and refining her narratives toward her working 

week, as she saw them as part of her artistic process.  As a repeat attendee, and one who 
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was called on by the facilitators to play a mentor role to newcomers as part of attending 

multiple times, she shared her work freely and seemed to respond positively to being 

positioned as a role model.  

Emily highlighted the role of space and a place to work as important. In contrast 

with Bethari and Daniel, Emily had a carved out space—her room—and routine for 

getting her work done. The figured world of home life impacted the identities that the 

participants had within YouthArts—having space and uninterrupted time could lead to 

participants being able to author themselves as disciplined in their practice within the 

space of YouthArts; their figured worlds overlapped in their ability to author themselves 

within YouthArts (Jurow, 2005). 

At times, though, sessions faltered as participants brought in work that they had 

created long ago in order to have “something.” I noticed, time and again, how difficult it 

was for the facilitators to explain the nuances of bringing in past work to the participants. 

The facilitators tried to convey that if the participants brought something in that they 

wanted to further refine, or that was inspiration for new projects, then it was helpful for 

them as developing artists to draw on the work and discuss it in critique. If participants 

were bringing in past work as a way to “bring something in,” not in terms of being 

interested in doing anything with the work, either stylistically or subject-wise, then 

having that work with them became an exercise in checking off a box. The adults stressed 

process and consistency in thought over mere production at multiple points in the cycles. 

I noticed that some participants, after hearing this speech many times over the first four to 

five weeks of the cycle, brought in more work in the later weeks. However, I also noted 
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that these reminders could lead to some participants reducing the amount of material that 

they brought in at all—they ended up not participating in the critique part of the program. 

The adults asked these participants to explain their lack of output, as well as privately 

consider ways to encourage the participants to bring in work of some sort. Often, 

participants would say that they just didn’t have time to make something or that they 

forgot it at home. Sometimes, they would say that they couldn’t think of anything to 

make. They responded to being positioned as not engaged by invoking both responses 

and responsibilities from other figured worlds. 

In many ways, it seemed to me as if the meaning of “work” was being negotiated 

between all of the members of YouthArts (Wenger, 1998). Bringing in work was one of 

the main areas where I saw the adult facilitators push back against what the participants 

had ingrained as the meaning of success in other figured worlds. From my perspective as 

the note taker at the table, I often saw how some of the participants, especially when they 

were new to the program, operated from the perspective that “work” was completed 

artwork. The adult facilitators encouraged participants to regard “work” as both a 

process—jotting notes, sketching out plans, and assembling materials—and a product—

which could be completed or could be in different stages of progress. They were as 

Wenger (1998) posits “[n]egotiating meaning” in a way that was “at once both historical 

and dynamic, contextual and unique” (54). The participants and the facilitators had 

definitions of what “work” constituted based on their understanding of art, which had 

been forged through school, programs, and other art spaces. Through these multiple 
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definitions, each cycle came to new ways of interpreting “work” as each was comprised 

of different adolescent participants and the two facilitators.  

The facilitators began each cycle by encouraging the participants to use their 

sketchbooks in multiple ways and to bring in incomplete works. Although they 

acknowledged privately that most participants wouldn’t use the sketchbooks in this way, 

they would always aim for the biggest goals—using the book as a journal, consistently 

producing, and soliciting feedback/explaining their plans—and modify from that 

position. The individual participants worked with various understandings of what the 

sketchbook was for—completed work, one style of work, works-in-process, ideas, and 

scraps of magazines, ideas, or paint swatches. The facilitators took each cycle to be 

different, and they attempted to help define “work production” as broadly as possible, 

using participants’ own work, in the particular figured world of that cycle.  

As I recorded in my fieldnotes, the facilitators recognized privately in 

conversation with one another that it was difficult for the participants to see the 

sketchbook as a journal for ideas in addition to a repository of drawings, collages, and 

paintings, and they instead focused in the meetings on encouraging participants to 

steadily produce work. As the focus switched from trying to get participants to bring in 

work and to record all of their inspiration and sketches in the sketchbook to instead bring 

in more work, in whatever stage and in whatever receptacle, then participants began to 

bring in material that perhaps was not finished—such as a figure on a blank background, 

or half of a geometric pen-and-ink drawing—and solicited feedback to further their 

progress. It seemed that each side, adult and adolescent, ended up modifying their 
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previous notions of producing work in order to come to a negotiated meaning of what 

was expected of the participants from the program. 

Frequently, those participants who seemed most invested in crafting an artistic 

identity, as offered by YouthArts, which I categorized as those who spoke of becoming 

an artist in the future, who wanted to follow an academically artistic path, or who came to 

most of the YouthArts meetings with work, tended to be willing to bring in works-in-

progress and to focus on their current work. It seemed that they came to understand that it 

was important to bring in “something” in order to author themselves as engaged in this 

figured world, and that “something” could be something that they were currently working 

on and possibly trying to improve/revise/contemplate further (Holland et al., 1998). 

Actually producing the work could take on new dimensions—it was not just making sure 

to bring something in to stall a Antonio teasing, but rather it was a way to engage peers 

and the portfolio advisor and to receive feedback at all stages in the process.   

Daniel, a participant from Spring 2010, took advantage of a full array of materials. 

A tattooed young man who was open with his troubles of being labeled in school, he was 

interested in exploring art broadly as he honed his skills to pursue his goal of becoming a 

tattoo artist. Initially, some of his peers seemed to be intimidated by his presence; he was a 

little older than most of them, and he seemed to have more life experiences. He was very 

interested in pursuing a range of materials—pencils, pens, and paint—and new ideas and 

projects. He drew with markers and with the ink set; he used pastels and charcoal. In the 

fourth or fifth week of the cycle, he asked for watercolor paint and brought in a very 

subdued landscape. He wanted to take it all in and explore as much media as he could. In 
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his desire to explore materials fully and his consistent work production, he became a 

strong and critical participant in the spring cycle; he relational identity went from one to 

be intimidated to one to seek out for feedback and conversation.  

Clarissa, a Latina participant who attended the fall 2009 session and was a part of 

the Advanced YouthArts program in spring 2010, was an example of a participant who 

became more actively engaged in bringing partially created projects and sharing a wide 

array of work as the term progressed. She shared that she was interested in fashion 

design, but initially she didn’t bring in much that was related to that interest: she shared 

drawings that she had made of her friends or of popular culture figures, as well as work 

from her art classes. The facilitators encouraged her to bring in all that she was working 

on, and we soon saw an impressive array of art: pictures using a variety of media, outfit 

sketches, and inspiration collages. She continued to sketch outfits, bringing in new looks 

every week. Additionally, Clarissa was involved with her school’s cosmetology program, 

and she frequently competed in hair and nail shows. She brought in pictures of nails that 

she designed and executed, such as a set that had President Obama on them, and brought 

in a wig that she had made into a boom box for a fantasy hair competition. The pieces 

became part of the discussion for critique as everyone marveled at her talents.  

In the same session, however, Amelia started out by bringing in work that she had 

created before the program. When she would discuss them in the group, she did not frame 

as works to use in new ways; she was bringing them in to bring them in. For a few weeks 

in the middle of the session, she started to bring in new work, but it did not last long. 

Soon, she was bringing in the same partially constructed drawing weekly, as she said that 
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did not have the time to make anything new. She seemed to become a bit defensive when 

the facilitators asked her about creating new work, and she was a little more lax in 

attending the program near the end of the session. 

Within the space of this figured world, not bringing in material positioned 

participants as not engaged, and whether they recognized or not, they were authoring 

themselves as not ready to engage art on a larger, more independent scale. At the same 

time, other adolescent participants started to recognize that the process of developing 

work consistently could be beneficial for all stages of the artistic process—

conceptualizing, sketching, executing, and crafting the final product. Some participants 

saw how working consistently and getting feedback could help them clarify their ideas, 

receive feedback prior to the final product, and shape the work along the way; it was not 

only about discussing the final product, but also about the way that one produced that 

work. 

 

Look look instead of just look 

The work that the adolescents created with the provided materials and brought 

into the program provided the basis for one of the primary activities of YouthArts: 

critique. In most sessions, the first part of the day was devoted to the group considering 

the art that the participants had brought in and providing feedback to the artists.  Critique 

is understood to be a central component of arts-based activity (Lee, 2009), and it was 

positioned as such in the YouthArts program. The ability to talk about art from both the 

perspective of a viewer and a creator was central to the figured world of YouthArts. 
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In YouthArts, a form of critique existed from the beginning of my research. 

Critique included discussing work and sharing techniques by taking time to look at 

everyone’s work. During this process, there would be reminders offered to the 

participants— “remember, we’re big on talking here” (fieldnotes, Antonio, July, 2008) or 

“use your artistic vocabulary” (fieldnotes, Alex, October, 2008)—on how to engage one 

another and their work. After Alex had been in YouthArts for two cycles and had really 

been able to develop one cycle with just Antonio, she thought that it was important to 

provide more structure to this process. After the second week of the Spring 2009 session, 

Alex and Antonio developed critique guidelines specifically for YouthArts modeled on 

Antonio’s college experiences. They met after the second session that Spring to determine 

how to set up the guidelines, and they decided to create them to bring out the qualities of 

art classes that Antonio liked best—engaging the object—and to minimize those he found 

to be problematic—relying too much on the artist to lead the discussion about his or her 

own work. 

Alex and Antonio first presented this formalized critique process in February 2009, 

and thereafter they introduced it in the second week of each cycle to establish the activities 

that the participants would engage in, as well as to demonstrate one of the practices of 

“real artists.” They distributed critique guidelines, and the participants were told that these 

guidelines would help structure the discussions about art in the program. The level of 

introductory discussion varied from cycle to cycle. In the first session that the guidelines 

were used during Spring 2009, the group went through the critique guidelines extensively, 

paying close attention to the phrasing of the suggestions and considering the prompt’s 
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order as a way to better understand the guidelines. They participated in a sample critique 

on Picasso’s Guernica, using the guidelines and discussing the work as a group. In the 

summer 2009 session, the guidelines were distributed, and participants were put into small 

groups with one returning member tasked with guiding the process. In the fall 2009 

session, the critique guidelines were distributed in a more rushed manner prior to engaging 

in a critique session, and then the process was modeled as the group stepped through 

critiquing participant work. In Spring 2010, the group went over the critique guidelines 

and then engaged in a whole group critique. 

The process of and the guidelines for critique provided artifacts that helped define 

the figured world of this particular arts-based program (Boaler and Greeno, 2000). Other 

art spaces in the participants’ lives may also have included a form of critique; however, 

the implementation of critique in this space— shaped through the space-specific 

constructed guidelines and led by the adult facilitators—was particular to the figured 

world of YouthArts. The guidelines encouraged participants to “describe, analyze, and 

interpret,” which was printed in bold across on top of the form. These three processes 

loosely guided the questions listed on the page.  The first section asked the viewer what he 

or she saw in the work and contained prompts such as “what are the formal qualities?,” 

and  “what stands out the most when you first look at the work? Explain.” The second 

section of the critique guidelines encouraged the viewer to consider how the work 

impacted the viewer, as well as to think about how this piece of art fit within a larger body 

of work. This part of critique was marked by questions such as “What do you think it 

means? Why?” and “Compare/contrast this artwork with other artwork, in the group, by 
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the same artist, or in the art world.” The third part focused on whether or not the viewer 

found the particular work to be successful. This section asked the viewer to consider what 

was intended by the artist and whether or not they, as viewers, found the work/artist to be 

successful. For reference, these critique guidelines are included in the appendix. 

The guidelines intended for the viewer to be a key component of the process. 

Participants were encouraged to take time to look at the work before they said anything, 

and then, when they did start to discuss the work, they were asked to focus on the formal 

qualities of art, such as line, form, color, and texture. At times, this discussion was akin to 

an I-Spy game, encouraging the adolescents to pause and list what they saw —the curve of 

the red line, the foregrounding of the ball, the direction of the brush stroke, and so on. The 

youths were then encouraged to consider this work in light of their knowledge of the 

world and of the art world in particular—what could the artist be responding to; did this 

artist’s work look familiar; did the context of the art, perhaps in relation to other pieces 

shown that day, impact how the specific work at hand was considered?  

After they looked closely at the work, the adolescents were encouraged to reflect 

on how the art fit with other art they had encountered, to consider how the piece of art 

made them feel, to determine if it reminded them of other work, to figure out whether or 

not they found the work to be successful, and to end at whether or not it “worked” for 

them as a viewer. The advisors stressed that the viewer had an active role in responding to 

the question: is it art? This question—is it art?— was a guiding consideration for the work 

that the adolescents came into contact with over the course of the cycle. Part of the goal of 

YouthArts was to have participants carefully think about what “art” was, who got to 
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determine whether or not something was “art,” and to consider ways that those definitions 

could be expanded or contracted As the portfolio advisor stressed, the viewer played a 

significant role in helping to determine if something was art. The viewer had to buy into 

the project in order for it to work. Should the viewer not buy in at some level, either 

through not enjoying the composition or not appreciating the conceptual process or effort 

put into creating the piece, then perhaps the artist was not successful. At multiple times 

and in multiple places, such as within ContempoArts or Reclamation Studios, museums, 

galleries, and studios, Antonio stressed that they as viewers could ultimately determine 

whether or not something was “art.” He would caution that these assessments were not 

synonymous with liking artwork—one could very easily not like a work yet still find it to 

be a successful piece of art.  

These definitions of art can challenge both what the students hear in other places 

and in conceptions of art in academic literature (focusing just on art education—Anderson, 

1993; Barrett, 2008; Duncum, 2002; Eisner, 2001; Greer, 1984; Sullivan 1993). By 

framing what art is in terms of the critique, the work that the participants were interested 

in producing, such as anime, graffiti, still lifes, purses, and pen-and-ink drawings, could be 

viewed as art. The process of considering the work and producing the work were both 

valued, and participants were able to reflect on this broader definition both through their 

production and their reception of artwork with which they were presented. The youths 

were able to reauthor themselves, using the definitions of art offered by the program, as 

artists and to help shape a professional identity, which drew on the conversations in 

YouthArts, as members of the larger artistic community.  
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The broad definitions of what art was and how all work was taken seriously were 

highlighted when Raphael, a fifteen-year-old, first-time Latino participant in the fall 2008 

session, brought in a graffiti tag that he was working on. It was put out for critique, and 

the adult facilitators participated in conversation, asking about his tag and his choice to do 

it “wild style,” a particular style of graffiti writing. The conversation focused on the colors 

he had chosen for the different parts of the tag and the way that the composition worked 

together. After the critique, Raphael shared that he was not allowed into an advanced art 

class because his teacher did not consider graffiti to be art. He appeared taken aback by 

the ways that the group, and the adults in particular, framed his work and took him 

seriously as an artist.  

Watching how the participants reacted to the positioning of the critique guidelines 

illustrated some of the larger ways that they made sense of the program and the 

expectations for their work within it. Some seemed fixated on the guidelines and 

approached them as a list of questions to get through, in order, one-by-one; some 

disregarded the guidelines and focused on whether or not they “liked” the art. As each 

cycle progressed, participants continued to engage the critique guidelines, often through 

direct adult prompting. When conversation faltered or the adolescents did not have a clear 

direction for their discussion, the guidelines were brought out, redistributed, and closely 

followed. The critique guidelines were a significant artifact in providing shape to the 

figured world of YouthArts: they were a basis on which to build a relational identity of 

artist within the program space. This modeling of professional artistic practice, while more 
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systematically defined than in some typical art communities, offered the participants 

guidelines for how to discuss artistic practice as a process with multiple dimensions. 

Critique at YouthArts occurred in three main ways: whole group critique, wherein 

everyone present discussed each participant’s artwork one at a time; small group critique, 

where the participants were broken into groups of three or four to discuss each other’s 

work; and a walk-around critique, where participants laid their work on the table, 

everyone walked around to look at it, and then a few pieces of art were discussed by the 

whole group.  The success of critique, in its many iterations, was highly dependent on the 

groupings and the participants. Some adolescents were reticent to make any comments 

about a work of art beyond “That’s cool. I like it.” Referring back to the guidelines and 

asking the participants to take a step back and move through the considerations on the 

critique form—often by encouraging them to share what they first noticed— frequently 

got conversation started. 

 I was drafted into leading a small group in critique in different sessions across 

multiple cycles, and I found that the participants generally were fairly open to discussing 

the work and being led back into the discussion. For instance, after students shared that 

they liked the work, I used this appreciation as a way to encourage them to all consider 

where their eye went first—what element stood out the most to them? Sometimes they 

would all note the same component, but often, different people named different elements 

that struck them as they reviewed the work. This discussion could nicely segue into 

considering how the art made them feel and whether or not the work was successful. 
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One critique I facilitated with four adolescents in the spring of 2010 led to a 

discussion where we considered what it meant that each participant was drawn to a 

different focal element in a painting of a little boy climbing over a fence: one person was 

drawn to the fence, one person was drawn to the child, one person was drawn to the car, 

and one person was drawn to the sun. Did this apparent lack of a core focal point detract 

from the work holistically, or did this actually strengthen the work? What did it mean that 

all of the viewers were drawn to different parts of the painting? While the group did not 

necessarily frame their discussion in ways that considered the work “successful” or “not 

successful,” they did discuss the different ways that they viewed the art and the 

implications of those considerations. One shared that it was a strength of the painting that 

people were drawn to different elements. Another person shared that she was drawn to 

the sun because it was the brightest part of a washed out painting. And another participant 

was drawn to the car because he enjoyed drawing cars himself. 

In breaking beyond the simple binary of a painting either being good or not, the 

participants were refining their approach to considering art. The adolescents appeared to 

be taking elements of their artistic repertoire, the critique guidelines, their own skills, and 

the practices that they had gleaned from other places, to help them assess the art that they 

were viewing. Additionally, it seemed as if participants were also using their own 

interests to help shape the ways that they interpreted art; in the above case, some of the 

focus in the painting was related to individual interests and perhaps not the scale or scope 

of the composition or the intention of the artist.  
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One of the main aspects of YouthArts as a figured world was encouraging 

adolescents to communicate with one another in a manner beyond superficial praise of 

“that’s cool.”  Antonio asked the participants to go through the critique process in order 

to encourage the participants to share processes and to display media uses. For example, 

in a large group critique in week seven of Spring 2010, Antonio pressed Molly to ask 

questions about a drawing that was laid out. Molly, a fifteen-year-old, first-time 

participant, said that she didn’t have much to say about the work. He encouraged her to 

consider the medium and how it was constructed. Molly replied that it was a charcoal 

drawing, and she knew how it was made. Antonio rattled off a list of questions: did the 

artist make it with his eyes closed? Did he draw it in 30 minutes or in a day? How did he 

hold the charcoal as he made the drawing? How did the movement of the charcoal stroke 

impact the overall composition? Molly looked momentarily chagrined but then retorted 

that she did not really like charcoal, so she didn’t think that she needed to develop her 

line of questioning further.  

This exchange helps to demonstrate the positioning of both adults and adolescents 

within the program, how they positioned one another, and how they authored themselves 

within the exchange through the critique activity and within this micro-figured world of 

YouthArts. The adults were pushing the adolescents in their conceptualizations, and the 

adolescents pushed back. This process continued over the course of the exchange, and the 

cycle, and both sides recognized that the other side had a little more traction than either 

anticipated—Molly may know the medium and how it was used, but she didn’t anticipate 
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how a conversation about these qualities could enhance her artistic understanding. 

Antonio had a list of questions to ask, and he didn’t just stop when he got an answer. 

Although the guidelines were generally static from cycle to cycle, the participants 

changed, which meant that critique changed from session to session and from cycle to 

cycle. Each cycle of the program interpreted the critique process differently, which gave 

rise to slight variations within the larger figured world of YouthArts to create versions of 

the figured world of YouthArts on smaller, more specific levels.  In this way, one could 

see the macro figured world of YouthArts and the micro figured world of YouthArts of 

each cycle (Urrieta, 2009). The coming together of an artifact, the guidelines; the 

positional identities of the facilitators, as the education coordinator and the portfolio 

advisor/artist; and the particular adolescents who were a part of the program led to 

different figurative spaces.  For example, in the micro figured world of the summer 2009 

cycle, the guidelines worked “well”—participants kept them in their sketchbooks, and 

they used them when they participated in small group discussions. They became adept 

with the process and were able to call on the main ideas from the guidelines when they 

were in galleries, museums, and studios. In the micro figured world of the fall 2009, it was 

near impossible to break away from “I like it.” The guidelines were still distributed and 

discussed, extra copies were made available, and the adults peppered the discussion with 

specific phrases from the guidelines, yet the critiques fell short. Although artifacts are 

important to the construction of figured worlds, the different ways that the participants 

interacted with them highlighted the role that individual participants and relationships 

played in constructing particular micro figured worlds (Urrieta, 2009). 
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The ways that the critiques succeeded or failed may be connected to the relational 

and figurative identities of the participants. Many of the times when critique succeeded 

there was a particular participant who became, through their engagement with the adults 

and the adolescents and the work that they brought in, for lack of a better word, a leader in 

the program. In some ways, these participants acquired more prestige with both the 

adolescents and the adults. And that participant, or participants, modeled the critique 

process or the work process for the others.  

However, having active participants was not always a guarantee of successful 

critique; sometimes, the active participant/s overwhelmed the group, which sometimes 

happened with Wayne, a focal participant explored in Chapter Five, or were not taken 

very seriously by the group, which happened at times when Ella tried to direct critique in 

spring 2009.  Sometimes, a smaller sub-group of six or so engaged participants emerged 

with the larger fifteen-person session; many variables impacted the micro figured worlds 

and it would be inaccurate to draw a specific and consistent cause and effect. 

Both examples of the critique process—Molly and the charcoal drawing and the 

group of four discussing a focal point—help illustrate the ways that participants 

negotiated the act of critiquing and their relational identities. Some participants were 

reticent to engage on the terms offered to them and bristled when put on the spot. 

Likewise, other participants used the guidelines extensively, seeing the guidelines as a 

way to help position themselves as “real” artists. 
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Art is all around you 

The second most frequent activity at YouthArts was going on an outing. Over the 

course of a session, participants visited galleries, artists’ studios, museums, and 

universities. While they may not have had an opportunity to go to a gallery and a studio 

and a museum and a university, they did get a “sampler” of different places that were 

devoted to displaying or creating art by going to two to three places over the course of the 

cycle. An important part of these field trips was to show the participants how much art 

was being created, shown, and discussed in Southern City, which was a macro figured 

world that contained the micro figured world of YouthArts.   

Each time YouthArts visited a space, the adolescents were offered expectations 

for what they needed to do. No matter the space, they needed to look around at the 

offerings. At each location, the youths were asked to participate in a variety of activities 

that encouraged them to develop as artists. Depending on the space, they could be asked 

to look around and choose one piece of art to share with the group, as they were on our 

trip to Mercer Gallery; to think of one question that could be asked of a professional in 

the space, like when we went to Steam Roll; or to examine all of the work and then 

choose three to five pieces to quickly sketch in twenty-five minutes, like our trip to the 

University museum. The fieldtrips offered both the facilitators and the participants a way 

to expand the figured world of YouthArts and the activities within it beyond the meeting 

room; participants were encouraged to take the skills that they had been honing and apply 

them to the art world more broadly. 
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The museum located on the local University’s campus was a consistent 

destination for YouthArts. Should there be a traveling exhibit, the group would often start 

looking at that work and have approximately thirty minutes to examine the offerings and 

choose something to share with the group. In spring 2009, when the traveling exhibit 

focused on mid-century California art and design, participants could choose from 

paintings, furniture, photography, film, and popular cultural artifacts (such as album 

covers, novels, and television shows). When the group met to discuss the exhibit, the 

education advisor and portfolio advisor first asked for volunteers to share their “favorite 

work” with the group. The group loosely moved through the critique process: what drew 

the adolescent to the work that they wanted to discuss? What did they note as the formal 

qualities of the work? What did they think of the work in relation to the rest of the exhibit 

or the work that it was positioned closely to? At the end, they were encouraged to 

consider whether or not they found the work successful.  

I found the reasons that participants gave for choosing works to share with the 

group to fall into a few groups. When they would respond to the facilitator question, 

“Why this piece?,” there was an interesting list of responses—they knew the artists’ name 

from school or a book; it was old; there were a few pieces by the same person, so he must 

be important; the colors were awesome; it was something that they couldn’t do 

themselves. As an observer, it seemed as if the work’s placement in the museum could 

sway some participants in their thinking—this (painting/sculpture/installation) is art 

because the museum deems it so. Someone who worked in the museum, who was 

considered more qualified at seeing and determining art, decided that it was art. At these 
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moments, it appeared as if the social and cultural capital of the museum exerted a 

powerful influence over the participants’ opinions. 

The gallery spaces that YouthArts visited varied dramatically—from sleek spaces 

in new downtown loft developments to converted storage containers down a dirt path 

next to a thrift-store sorting warehouse. Participants were encouraged to enter all galleries 

and to consider the work with the same expectations and respect, and to disregard the 

outer appearance of the structure and the amenities of the interior space. While the group 

always looked around, selected work, and prepared to discuss it, properties of the spaces 

impacted how they encountered the environment. They would move slower or quicker 

depending on both the space—size and apparent “niceness”—and the art on display—

whether they found something that seemed to warrant close exploration, if there was a lot 

of it on display, or if it did not hold their interest. Not surprisingly, the converted 

shipping container gallery without air conditioning, which was easily over one-hundred 

degrees in the summer 2008 session, was not the most popular fieldtrip; participants were 

visibly uncomfortable as they mopped sweat off their faces and stepped outside to get 

fresh, ninety-five degree air after an approximately seven-minute appraisal of the work 

on display. 

I noted two elements that often separated gallery visits from museum visits: 

participants were more willing to voice their displeasure with the art on display in 

galleries, and participants were aware of the prices that artists charged for their work, as 

galleries provided a price list or included the price of the work on the artist label. Some 

participants seemed to make a distinction between work that had been selected to hang in 
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the museum and work that artists were selling to support themselves. The museum’s 

stamp of approval on a work appeared to carry significant weight with many participants. 

While there were always some works that the participants did not necessarily like, or 

ones that they challenged as not being “art”, the majority of museum visits focused on 

what the participants found to be successful or noteworthy. Even with works that the 

participants did see as “art-worthy,” they would often follow it up with a disclaimer of 

not knowing that much about art or feeling like they could make something similar.  

In galleries, participants seemed much freer in criticizing the work, often tying 

their criticism to a monetary issue—“really, they can charge that much for that?”—in 

response to a collage in a gallery. It seemed that the cost of the work was tied to the 

quality of the work in many participants’ minds— if an artist was charging seven-

hundred-and-fifty dollars for a five-inches-by-seven-inches shadow box collage, then that 

collage should have been appealing to the participants. When we wandered in galleries, 

participants often looked for obvious technical prowess and a clear aesthetic sensibility. 

As they walked around, they would talk in small groups about how well something was 

drawn or painted, or they would say that something looked sloppy or took no time or 

thought. Gallery trips generally had a livelier mode of discussion—there was something 

about the combination of the gallery, the idea of a contemporary, working artist, and the 

range of works that were displayed that elicited a more diverse range of opinions. 

 A third fieldtrip location for YouthArts was an artist’s studio. Like gallery 

spaces, studio spaces varied significantly—sleek, chaotic, small, nicely furnished, 

carefully curated, large, or messy. Often, the artist showed the group around the studio 
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and shared their work and creation process. In this space, it seemed like adolescents often 

looked for ways to relate their process to a working artist’s process. In studios, 

participants had insight into the ways that people worked; the most popular question that 

got asked in the studio space was “do you listen to music when you work?” Nearly all 

artists responded in the affirmative, and the asking party was happy to say that he or she 

did, too. To me, it seemed as if adolescents saw ways to author themselves using this 

information, employing a transitive property of sorts—if this “real artist” listens to music 

when he creates art, and I listen to music when I create art, then perhaps I am a “real 

artist,” too. 

During these outings, the youth were encouraged to reference the critique 

guidelines from their critique periods in the meeting space. Participating in critique in 

multiple spaces demonstrated the transferability of skills for the participants by showing 

them that critique was something that went beyond the first half hour of the program; this 

practice was something that could (and should) be applied in multiple situations in which 

art was created, taught, or exhibited. When the participants engaged in critique in a 

museum or a gallery rather than a studio, I saw that it was easier for the facilitators to 

direct the discussion’s focus on the formal qualities of the work as the participants could 

not rely on the artists to respond to explain their creation. When they visited studio 

spaces, participants often analyzed the material in relation to other art that they had seen, 

drawing on other participants, popular culture, and other fieldtrips. Additionally, if the 

artist was present, the adult facilitators encouraged the adolescents to actively engage the 

artists. While this practice perhaps countered the facilitators’ goal of focusing on the 
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artwork, not the artist, and analyzing the work using the critique guidelines, it supported 

the larger goal of the program of encouraging the participants to view the creation of art 

as a process.  

Many times, seeing the way that people worked and having the artists explain 

their process directly seemed to have a stronger impact on discussing artist identity than 

Alex or Antonio saying what artists did. In the studio visits, participants were able to see 

that artists really did use their sketchbooks. Artists drew inspiration from a variety of 

sources. Artists had work that they did not consider successful. Artists abandoned 

projects in mid-creation because they had talked with artist peers and realized that the 

piece was just not going to work out. Although these were all things that Alex and 

Antonio had said to the adolescents, they seemed to mean more coming from artists in the 

context of the figured world of their own workspaces. The process of learning from 

artists, within the artist’s own space, and surrounded by their materials provided the 

adolescents with a clear view of how the artists put together their work and crafted their 

identities. I would note adolescents nodding in agreement to what was said; additionally, 

critique sessions after artist visits generally had more work and a different approach—

some worked in the same style as the artist we visited, some used similar materials, some 

did very different work, and some brought in more unfinished work or inspirational 

materials. 

These fieldtrips also provided participants with new spaces in which they could 

author themselves to people outside of the YouthArts figured world. When the group 

engaged museum attendants, gallery associates, and artists, they could present themselves 



 214 

in new ways. Participants were often asked to introduce themselves when they met new 

people, and sometimes these introductions included positioning themselves within certain 

mediums or offering information about their own processes. Some participants, who may 

have been apprehensive about speaking up in the meeting space, gladly offered 

information to someone new or asked insightful questions as they explored a new space. 

They could use the tools from all of their art spaces to author themselves as part of the 

arts community to professionals in the field. 

 

Today, we’re just going to go crazy and force ourselves to use everything 

One other activity related to professionalization that was included each cycle was 

the artist-led workshop. Each session had two workshops—one was considered a “skills-

building” workshop, and the other was a more unconventional workshop. For example, in 

Spring 2009, a life-drawing portraiture workshop was coupled with a performance-art 

workshop, where the group created a talk-show world replete with characters who were 

outfitted and prepared to respond to the “talk show host,” the artist.  The fall 2010 cycle 

involved an activity that was being featured in the museum space—the 24-hour Roman 

Reconstruction Project—which endeavored to recreate the Roman Empire within a 

twenty-four hour period. Volunteers and visitors built buildings, walls, and aqueducts; 

scholars lectured on different advances in Roman times, read poetry, or showed slides of 

progress in construction materials; and wrestlers wrestled, singers sang, and Visigoths 

plundered. This layered workshop was paired with a drawing-and-composition workshop.   
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The artist workshop helped illustrate YouthArts as a place in which situated 

learning had important implications. As Wenger (1998) outlines, learning requires both 

support for a process as well as a place to support this particular process—a type of 

learning community.  Wenger contends “a learning community offers an ideal context for 

developing new understandings [of …] because the community sustains change as part of 

an identity of participation” (215). For this to happen, both a sense of participants’ 

histories and futures must be incorporated into the discussion. 

During the workshops, the artists, who were largely professional artists from the 

broader Southern City arts world, first offered a presentation, ranging from a mini-lecture 

complete with PowerPoint slides to an off-the-cuff talk. Either as part of this introduction 

or shortly after, the artist also shared their work, most often finished work, but some in-

progress pieces, too. The adolescents were encouraged to look over the work as the artist 

explained his/her process to creating it, which could include discussions of inspiration, 

working conditions, or cultural context. Alex occasionally required groups to ask five 

questions of the artist before the entire group moved on to the next part of the 

presentation. After the adolescents looked over and discussed the artist’s work, the artist 

led them through the process of working in his/her style. This activity followed both a 

technical arc, by discussing particular techniques and styles, and an informal working 

conditions arc, by encouraging the adolescents to move around, to derive inspiration from 

whatever was available to them, or to listen to music, which the artist often borrowed 

from the participants and connected to a computer with speakers.   
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Throughout the creation process, the artist participated in a variety of ways: 

wandering around and asking questions, talking informally with the participants about the 

art-making process, or sitting down and creating something him/herself. The adolescents 

were encouraged to take the process that they were learning more about and make it their 

own.  It was not uncommon for artists to ask the youths about different techniques that 

they were using during the workshop and to appreciate twists that the adolescents were 

putting upon the process. At the end of the day, the adolescents were prompted to once 

again ask questions of the artists. This question-and-answer period was broader than the 

questioning at the beginning of the day and didn’t necessarily focus on the art products 

that were in front of them but rather addressed questions about the artist’s history (school, 

college, work experience), advice that the artist had for the youth participants, or 

information about the artist’s personal life. Participants were interested in the ways that 

the artists authored themselves in the group, and the adolescents looked for models to 

draw on when discussing their own processes and work. Hearing different artists discuss 

their experiences helped the youth draw on a variety of examples for their own work by 

introducing new media, new approaches, new histories, and new ideas.  

As a key part of the figured world, these workshops showcased a range of artistic 

engagement and identity production. During the summer 2009 cycle, the two visiting 

artists had very different approaches to recounting their histories and their processes. The 

first visiting artist, William, shared that he was just a skater-like guy growing up, and he 

really liked cartoon-y drawings. A White male painter in his late twenties/early thirties 

(who also worked at ContempoArts), William came to the session in a polo shirt, jean 
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shorts, and Vans canvas shoes. He explained that as he went through college, he was 

required to master different styles of art creation, yet he often came back to brightly 

colored paintings that, as he said, looked like something a seven or eight-year-old would 

make. He found himself looking for opportunities to work with elementary-aged kids to 

help hone his artistic eye. He described how he went through different stages of work, 

and yet, he continually found himself drawn to brightly colored, somewhat “juvenile” 

work. As he spoke, he encouraged the adolescent participants to keep their minds open 

and to work in styles that appealed to them—they could find something new that blew 

their minds or they could end up refining something that they did years ago.  This 

discussion helped underline the central question that Antonio asked the participants to 

consider: “is it art?”  By interacting with an artist who followed his own vision of artistic 

production successfully, the adolescents were able to reauthor the meanings of art to 

include their own interests.  

That same session, the second visiting artist came in with a polished exploration 

of her artistic trajectory. Akiko, a female Japanese American sculptor in her late 

twenties/early thirties, had attended an art school for her undergraduate education, where 

she focused on ceramics. She had taught community art after graduating, and she had an 

older artist who was a mentor to her as she crafted her career trajectory. She moved to 

Southern City to earn her MFA. She started her graduate program by focusing on 

ceramics, but she ended up pursuing soft sculpture and site-specific room installations. 

She held a number of artist residencies, and she explained the process of applying for a 

residency, as well as strategies for making the most out of the opportunities that 
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residencies could offer. She wore a brightly colored, fun dress, but she approached her 

session in a professional manner. Throughout her PowerPoint presentation, she 

interspersed the discussion of her work with pictures of other artwork that she found 

inspirational. She encouraged the participants to draw on the art world to look for new 

inspiration as well as the world around them—they should experiment and try new things 

as they never know what would draw them in. 

As both artists spoke, they offered the participants a view of their past 

experiences—his own adolescence and college career, and her undergraduate, graduate, 

and residency experiences. They also outlined their present lives; he makes art as part of 

a collective and works in a contemporary art space, and she, after graduating with her 

MFA, teaches courses through a community art center, shows work, and is establishing 

herself as a professional artist. Both artists were able to draw members of the group into 

the larger Art World through sharing their stories and offering the group frameworks for 

seeing their futures. Although both artists went to school and could therefore be seen as 

similar in their paths, they diverged in what they did after school and how they viewed 

their art processes. Through sharing their stories, they were able to help youth 

participants see themselves as part of a larger learning community. 

 

Constructing one’s self for the future 

 A significant selling point for YouthArts was the end result: a portfolio. The 

process of creating the portfolio was one that spanned the entire cycle. On the first day, 

Alex would introduce the portfolio and encourage the participants to think about the 
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process of constructing the portfolio through the sessions—creating work, getting 

feedback, and discovering new approaches and new media were all a part of putting 

together a portfolio. Portfolios were mentioned each week during critique in relation to 

both the shared work and the offered feedback. Starting in Spring 2009, at the mid-point 

in the cycle, Antonio would meet one-on-one with the participants in a “mid-term 

portfolio review.” The adolescents began constructing their portfolios through discussing 

their work in a one-on-one review sessions with Antonio during the fifth or sixth week, 

and then selected works were photographed using ContempoArts materials: a camera, a 

light, a stabilizer for the camera, and a black velvet backdrop to provide a consistent 

background to each of the works.18.  

 Alex would mention the reviews in the week before the meetings, and she would 

encourage the participants to bring as much work as possible to share in their meetings. 

Antonio would meet with each participant in a removed area—at ContempoArts, he used 

the executive director’s office, and at Reclamation Studios, he used the office in the 

middle of the building. In these ten to fifteen minute meetings, Antonio and an adolescent 

would step through the sketchbook and whatever else the adolescent brought with them. 

Over the course of the individual meetings, Antonio would ask the adolescent to share 

what works they liked the best, the works that they thought were most successful, and the 

works that they thought were lacking in some way—media, subject matter, or approach. 

                                                
18 A variety of people photographed the portfolios—the first three sessions that I observed and researched, 
someone employed by ContempoArts took the pictures. Then, Alex took the photos for a session, then 
Liza, a photography major at a local college and volunteer, took the pictures for two sessions. Then, Alex 
went back to taking photos until the final session that I researched, when she asked me to fill in and take 
the pictures for the cycle. 
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He would offer feedback on their assessments of their work and chime in with his 

opinion on the works that he saw as most successful. He would make suggestions to the 

participants in each of these meetings, trying to persuade participants to try out new 

supplies, or to make much bigger pictures, or to get in the habit of doing multiple 

sketches of the same subject matter. As participants exited the meeting, they rejoined the 

activity and sent the next adolescent in. At the end of the session, Alex would ask for 

supply requests, and she would end up with quite the list—bigger sketchbooks, oil paints, 

fabric and craft scraps, and new ink colors.  

 At the end of each cycle, there was a final portfolio meeting. This final meeting 

was similar to the mid-cycle meeting, but each participant was allocated fifteen to twenty 

minutes to meet with Antonio. In the meeting, the two of them chose work that would be 

included in the portfolio, which would be photographed digitally and saved on a CD for 

the participants to take with them. The goal of this portfolio was to provide the 

participants with a way to represent their work to interested parties: schools, employers, 

and friends. By offering them a digital portfolio, participants were able to send material 

electronically and to have prints made to go into a portfolio to take with them to 

interviews or meetings. The way that the portfolio was shot, likewise, offered the 

participants a professional look to their work. Even when I, a photography novice, took 

pictures of the work, the use of a neutral background and a higher quality camera helped 

mitigate my inexperience.  

For the first year that I observed, there was only one portfolio review, and it was 

at the end of the cycle. As Antonio and Alex refined the program in Spring 2009, and 
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Alex changed the structure, they added a mid-term portfolio review to the activity list. 

They included this second review to help participants have a stronger portfolio at the end 

of the cycle. Antonio had thought that waiting until the end to conduct reviews meant that 

the participants did not have help in constructing the portfolio that would be recorded at 

the end of the cycle. By having a meeting at the midway point, and working with the 

participants to refine their approaches or try new materials, Antonio felt that he was 

better able to scaffold the participants in constructing their portfolios. At the end of the 

cycle, he was able to offer feedback for future plans, but that feedback couldn’t be 

integrated in time to work on new art to include in the portfolio. 

Portfolio creation is perhaps the strongest sign of professionalization within 

YouthArts. Guides on becoming a professional artist stress the importance of careful 

portfolio creation (Michels, 2009), and portfolios are used to access universities, 

advanced courses, art shows, and representation. It can also be viewed as the culmination 

of professionalizing activities: taking the supplies, the feedback offered from critique, 

and the experiences of seeing a lot of art, working with new materials, and trying out new 

supplies to create work that is formally documented. The work included in the portfolio 

was not just created in the program—participants could and did include work made 

before the program or in their classrooms. However, participants always included at least 

one piece of work that they had made over their tenure with YouthArts. Sometimes, this 

work was something that they made during an artist-led workshop, sometimes this was 

work made on a fieldtrip, and sometimes this was work that resulted from a challenge 

that Antonio levied. Occasionally, the portfolio was full of material created during the 
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participants’ time in YouthArts, only using materials provided by YouthArts. Many of 

the pictures provided both in this chapter and in Chapter Five are taken from portfolio 

shoots. 

The portfolio process helped shape YouthArts as a particular figured world 

amongst art spaces. A portfolio was professional, and it indicated a level of commitment 

to art production for both the participants and the facilitators. The facilitators used the 

portfolio as the culmination of “this is what artists do”—artists collected and showed 

their work to people in order to sell pieces, to get into programs, and to demonstrate their 

skill set and artistic philosophy. The participants had something tangible to show for their 

involvement—something concrete that was easy to disseminate to a range of people to 

demonstrate their skill set and their commitment to creating art. Even if participants did 

not want to pursue art as a career or an academic realm of inquiry, they still had 

something cool to show their friends, a way of displaying their work on their Facebook, 

or Flickr, or self-created websites. 

 

The figured worlds of YouthArts and Advanced YouthArts 

The activities of producing art over the course of the cycle, of learning to critique 

that art, and then applying the insights of these activities to interactions with the larger 

figured art world of the community combined to facilitate a figured world of YouthArts’ 

activities that enabled participants to better understand their positional identities within 

the space. As participants came to spend more time in the program and became more 

accustomed to the activities, their positional and relational identities often showed signs 
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of shifting. For example, some participants consistently offered suggestions to their peers 

during critique and become people who were sought out for their opinion and guidance. 

Some participants refined their approach to particular media or started using new media 

over the course of their participation, and they developed an identity in relation to their 

comfort with those materials. Some participants could sketch quickly in new spaces, or 

they would ask insightful questions of gallery attendants. Over time, these ways of 

interacting helped shape new relational identities in YouthArts by shaping the ways that 

the participants interacted with one another. 

In many ways, YouthArts provided the participants with what Holland et al. 

(1998) might call a “play world.” Participants in the program tried out new materials, 

new techniques, and new ideas in their exploration of what it meant to be an artist within 

YouthArts. The program’s figured identity of “artist” as someone who is open to new 

ideas, one who consistently worked on new ideas, and one who interacted with both the 

world and other people in the art world. This identity was shaped through the artifacts of 

the program—the critique guidelines and the materials—and the interactions fostered by 

the program—with the other adolescents; with the adult facilitators; with the visiting 

artists; and with the gallery attendants, curators, and public programming personnel at 

museums and galleries. An artist identity was not framed as static, as a range of 

participants considered themselves artists, or were considered artists by the group; these 

identities were not necessarily tied to technical prowess but were more fluid in a curiosity 

about the world and willingness to make work. Creating art was a multi-faceted process 

that had “personal, public, and professional dimensions” (Sullivan, 1993, 16). 
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Additionally, professional careers related to the arts were expanded beyond artist, as the 

facilitators spoke about teaching, graphic design, tattooing, and therapy as possible career 

paths. 

The world of YouthArts was constructed in such a way to encourage participants 

to try on new figurative identities. In the activities they undertook and with the people 

that they met, the adolescents demonstrated different facets of their artistic identities. For 

example, a participant in the summer 2009 session, Vanessa, a first-time, seventeen-year-

old biracial participant, appeared a bit reserved. She would chat with other participants, 

but for the first few weeks, she was on the quiet side during whole group discussions. She 

consistently brought art in, and she would ask questions of others. During the first artist-

led workshop of that cycle, however, she asserted herself more: she asked questions, she 

really seemed to get into the workshop activity, and she wanted to know more about 

various trajectories into the art world. Immediately after this session, the adult 

facilitators, in conversation with each other, discussed how surprised and excited they 

were by her engagement in the workshop. After this session, the facilitators relied on her 

to lead particular activities and asked her to speak up more during critique and museum 

discussions. Through her increased participation, Vanessa went from being figured as an 

interested participant to a future artist who wanted to push herself in new ways and whom 

the adults thus treated differently. 

In addition to the facilitated activities, there were also multiple times for 

participants to take materials to construct themselves (Lachiotte, 2002). The supply of 

materials and the discussions that the participants had with one another could lead to 
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participants trying out new media or attending to new subject matters. They could share 

their techniques with the group or they could help others refine their approaches through 

conversation. In these moments, they had the opportunity to author themselves in new 

ways and develop new relational identities. 

Even with the support of the adult facilitators, not all the participants took full 

advantage or continued their involvement with YouthArts.  Some participants attended 

sparsely, or stopped showing up completely.  Sometimes they shared reasons for not 

attending, and sometimes they just stopped attending. Some participants realized that 

they were not as interested in art as they had thought— perhaps the weekly commitment 

made them consider this. Some participants had other responsibilities—related to school, 

family, and employment—which made consistent attendance and work production 

difficult. And, I think, although I do not have actual quotes to support this assertion, that 

some participants did not feel welcomed and/or did not enjoy the activities. They perhaps 

liked art but did not enjoy the activities—multiple participants said that they had thought 

that they would get to make more art in the program rather than the professionalizing 

activities associated with art production. Participants in the end-of-term feedback 

sessions in fall 2008 and fall 2009 shared that they just wanted time to work on their art. 

In an informal interview, Antonio voiced concern about not being able to meet all of the 

participants needs; he realized that some who participated wanted more time to create, 

and he knew that it was hard to fit that into the schedule. He liked all of the activities that 

the group did, but he also wanted to include more drawing time; as he said “there just 

isn’t time to do everything.” (interview, 3/2011). 
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Occasionally, there was tension between a macro-figured world identity of artist 

and the micro-figured world identity of artist. Within the macro-figured worlds of 

“artist,” YouthArts offers a micro-figured world conception of what it means to be an 

artist within its structure. This figurative identity is tied to engaging in the activities that 

YouthArts offers—bringing in work, speaking up during critique, and taking in new ideas 

on fieldtrips and during workshops. For some participants, an artist was figured as one 

who could master a medium or style: a realistic drawer or an outstanding photographer. 

The other activities of the program detracted from what their view of an artist was 

because those activities took time away from building one’s skill set. They were trying to 

navigate what being an “artist” meant in multiple figured worlds simultaneously (Boaler 

and Greeno, 2000; Jurow, 2005).  

For a participant like Juan, a Latino participant who really wanted to have a skills-

building course, the difference was hard to overcome. In the Fall 2009 session, he seemed 

to resist attempts to break out of using any materials beyond his Bic pen. He was 

comfortable with the pen, and he wanted to figure out how to draw better with it. He was 

not really interested in trying out different materials, nor was he incredibly interested in 

leaving the workspace to go on a fieldtrip. He wanted to be a better artist, which meant a 

better drawer. Over the term, he came to be okay with the activities of the program; the 

portfolio advisor was able to get him to branch out slightly—to a thin-diameter art pen. 

Showing up intermittently and not attending were also forms of identity 

production. As Wenger (1998) writes, “[w]e not only produce our identities through 

practices we engage in, but we also define ourselves through practices we do not engage 
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in” (164). Since the program had no punitive stance toward those who didn’t fully engage 

in the program activities, those participants could go through the program, get the 

materials, and have the experience of going to different art spaces. And for them, that 

may have been what they wanted. Some participants were not necessarily invested in 

being an artist as constructed in the figured world of YouthArts; they wanted to master 

drawing or painting, and they were not interested in going on fieldtrips or learning new 

media. For them, the figurative identity of artist offered in YouthArts did not align with 

their own view of artist identity. As I explore in the following chapter, one of these 

participants continued to attend and became more involved with more time in the 

program; sometimes, familiarity was necessary to help participants become full 

participants. 

On the other hand, each cycle contained several outstanding participants who 

played an active role in YouthArts.  Several of these participants are examined in depth in 

the next chapter, but it is important to note that these participants were interested in 

taking advantage of the professionalizing aspects of the program.  Many of these 

participants, after one successful cycle, applied for the next cycle and were accepted, 

space permitting.  These participants then played a new role of unofficial youth mentor 

for newcomers. They were often called on to share their experiences of activities before 

the group undertook them or to help lead critique sessions. They were positioned as 

knowledgeable adolescents who could help new members make sense of the program.  

Attending the program for a second (or possibly third time) did have benefits for 

both the participant and YouthArts as a whole. The participants going through the 
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program for the second time seemed to enjoy the fieldtrips more and were able to better 

make sense of the field trip goals than the first-time participants. Some of them shared 

that they were able to better see the field trip’s role in their development of an artistic 

identity, and they felt more comfortable asking questions and engaging the art (Heath, 

2001). Going on fieldtrips, yet understanding the larger point of visiting art in new 

places, could help first-time participants see the benefits of fieldtrips; they had a peer 

model alongside them. Sometimes the repeat participants chafed during some activities, 

such as Antonio-led demonstrations and work at the YouthArts space. There appeared to 

be a feeling of “been there, done that,” and they wanted new challenges and activities. 

As the involved participants finished multiple cycles of YA, the facilitators 

recognized that YouthArts would not be able to continue to meet their needs. Going 

through the same program, even if there were different field trips and artist workshops, 

was not going to help push the adolescent artists further. Alex and Antonio determined 

that the participants could benefit from a mentorship-type program, where adolescents 

would be matched in one-on-one relationships with working artists in Southern City. In 

spring 2010, ContempoArt added an Advanced YouthArts program to address the needs 

of participants who had gone through YouthArts several times and who needed to move 

to another level of development as an artist. Adolescents had to complete an application 

form that required them to propose a substantial final project, articulate what they were 

looking for from a one-on-one relationship, and explain why they should participate in 

this program. For the first incarnation, Alex and Antonio sifted through the applications 

and narrowed the field from eighteen applicants to ten participants. The selection process 
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took multiple issues into consideration: the strength of the application overall, the youth’s 

proposed project, the youth’s engagement during YouthArts, and the youth’s attendance 

at YouthArts.  

These criteria , as one could infer, were not clear-cut. For example, the question 

of engagement was one that Antonio and Alex struggled with. What did it mean to be 

engaged? It was not a binary question, and the nuances to “engaged” were hard to 

delineate when the facilitators sat down to choose participants. Likewise, the question of 

the project could be a productive avenue for consideration. Did the adolescent participant 

spend time developing a project, or did it seem to be dashed off? Was the proposed 

project “do-able” in a 10-15 week session? The participants were being asked, explicitly, 

to author themselves as artists and to demonstrate their understanding of the artistic 

process by articulating a field of interest, a project to complete, and a narrative explaining 

how the program would help them meet their future goals. In some ways, preparing for 

this project was akin to applying for a grant where they would have to describe 

themselves and their work to a board of interested funders. Participating in the program 

was a step that demonstrated a particular trajectory within the figured world of 

YouthArts: these participants were those who were positioning themselves as artists and 

who had demonstrated facility with the skill set that YouthArts cultivated. 

Additionally, there were some YouthArts participants who the facilitators took a 

special interest in helping to develop through the Advanced program. These participants 

did not fall clearly into the “always present, always with new work” category. They were 

participants who came to the meetings and were interested, but more than that, they were 
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participants with whom the facilitators had some sort of connection. For example, Juan, 

the participant who drew extensively with a Bic pen, applied to the Advanced program 

and was accepted. Alex said that she just really liked him and felt that he could benefit 

from the program.  

 Some participants were easily selected—those who attended regularly, brought in 

work consistently, stayed in contact with ContempoArt, and made use of ContempoArt 

programming activities and services.  Some were a little easier to not select—those who 

turned in incomplete applications or those who did not fully consider the advantages to 

being in an advanced program. However, there was a significant group of six to eight 

applicants who proved to be the hardest to consider. For these applicants, questions of 

attendance and engagement became much more significant and substantial. Did the 

participant write a passionate description of a final project? Did the participant attend 

most of the YouthArts sessions on time and with artwork? Did they play an active role in 

critique? For the students in the middle, it was important to Alex and Antonio that they 

engaged in the program and could conceivably give and get a lot from participating in the 

advanced program. 

 This selection process had consequences for both the adults and the youth. For 

example, a pair of best friends applied for the program. They went through the program 

together in fall 2008 and produced some quality pieces. However, they were both erratic 

with their attendance and with communication. One member of the pair took the spring 

2009 semester off and then applied to be a part of the YouthArts group for a second 

cycle. During the summer 2009 cycle, he attended most of the meetings, brought work, 



 231 

and participated consistently in critique. They both applied for the Advanced Program, 

and Alex and Antonio were both concerned about accepting the one who had consistently 

participated and not the other. They contemplated inviting both of them to participate but 

decided that was not fair to the other applicants who had gone to all of the meetings of 

their cycle but were on the waiting list. They ultimately decided to ask the participant 

who went through YouthArts twice to join the advanced program and to put his friend on 

the waiting list. At the first meeting, they found out that this decision had indeed caused a 

rift, but that the participant was going to attend nonetheless. 

 The advanced program helps demonstrate one way that the facilitators recognized 

the participants’ participation as peripheral or central. Participants belonged to the 

community through their engagement, which as Wenger writes (1998), is a three-fold 

process: “the ongoing negotiation of meaning, the formation of trajectories, and the 

unfolding of histories of practice” (174).  The Advanced YouthArts figured world was 

loosely formed through a long-term goal—a final art show with work from both the 

adolescent and the adult. In their one-on-one relationships, the adolescent and the adult 

mentor came to negotiate expectations between one another—determining who took the 

responsibility for setting meetings, how much art they should produce, and what this 

relationship meant for each person. Each member came to the dyad with a set of personal 

histories and dispositions that they had to honor and try to mesh in order to work well 

with one another. 

 This chapter has provided an ethnographic description of the YouthArts program 

as a figured world as a context for the construction and maintenance of such a space. 
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Additionally, by examining the activities and responsibilities embedded within the world, 

the positional and relational identities of the participants took shape. In the next chapter, I 

focus on individual case studies to provide an in-depth view of the ways the identities are 

shaped through the program, as well as how the participants author and reauthor 

themselves through their participation in YouthArts.  
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Figure 3. Mixed Media; Bethari, Summer 2008 (courtesy of ContempoArts) 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4. Mixed Media; Wayne, Summer 2009 (courtesy of ContempoArts) 
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Chapter 5 

Connoisseur, photographer, crafter, creative director, manga creator psychiatrist: 

Authoring one’s self 

 

I'd say they were more significant than my art classes. 

 Lauryn, when asked about ContempoArts 
programming and her artistic development 

 

It’s like I can be myself here. 

 Bethari, on YouthArts 

 

It was just like really comfortable to talk to each other, I think. I mean like, I  

occasionally like talk to my friends about these things, but like not really. It's different  

with like friends cause you just want to relax and stuff. But I really want to be into the  

art cause she seemed really cool. So I just like brought the questions out. 

 Bethari, on her mentor relationship 

 

In trying to determine a powerful way to address issues of identity and agency 

from individual perspectives, a case-study approach (Yin, 2004; Gerring, 2005) of 

individuals made sense. Exploring identity and agency through the lens of particular 

participants enabled me to focus on the lived experiences of those participants, which in 

turn led to a more complicated and richer view of identity than if I had remained only at 

the group level of exploration. Additionally, looking at the interplay between the 



 235 

individual participant experiences and the figured world of YouthArts enabled me to 

tease out different ways that identity was formed and enacted and the nuances to 

individual identity construction and agency.  

In this chapter, I offer four case studies of adolescent participants in the program. 

I constructed these studies through observational data, artifact collection, individual 

interview material, and focus group interview material. The intertextual nature of this 

creation process enabled and encouraged me as a researcher and a writer to provide a 

dynamic view of the participants and their identities in relation to the YouthArts program, 

to their schools, and to themselves (Atkinson, 1990; Atkinson, 1992).  The layered, 

intersecting, and diverging ways that the participants authored themselves provides 

insight into the construction of relational and positional identities and agentic authoring, 

as well as helps demonstrate the complex manner in which identity takes shape within 

different, but overlapping, figured worlds. 

Each case study follows a similar path. Using observational material, I offer my 

first impressions of the participant and information about them within the context of the 

program. I offer broader information about the participant in this section—drawing on 

their application to the program, field notes, and initial interactions. The most substantial 

part of the case studies is derived from interviews that I conducted with each of the focal 

participants.19 Interviews, which Gubrium and Holstein (2003) claim are “the most 

widely used technique for conducting systematic social inquiry” (67), offered me a direct 

way to speak with participants about issues that were closely aligned to my research 

                                                
19 The final case study relies heavily on field notes and YouthArts paperwork as I was only able to schedule 
one interview with this participant. 
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questions (Davies, 2008; Fontana, 2001 and 2003).  Combing through this interview data 

and selecting information to include, I concentrated on material related to the identity and 

agency of the individual participants. I then bring the three sources of information 

together—observations, documents, and interviews—to illustrate the larger questions of 

the dissertation, specifically the construction of figured worlds, how the participants’ 

roles within the figured worlds impacted their positional and relational selves, and the 

ways that the participants authored themselves in agentic manners. 

The participants I profile in this chapter had long tenures with the program 

(multiple ten-week cycles over the course of one to three years), stayed involved with 

multiple programs offered through the museum, and were willing to participate in sharing 

their views in interviews (Reinharz, 1992).  I interviewed six adolescents (after 

approaching eight) and five adults in total. I had anticipated interviewing more adolescent 

participants per cycle and in total; however, as I outlined in Chapter Three, it was more 

difficult to arrange the interviews than I had anticipated. The youths that I discuss tended 

to be more involved in the program and took advantage of the opportunities of out-of-

school programming.  

The goal of the case studies is to demonstrate , both through the words and actions 

of the participants and through my analysis of them, the ways in which the participants 

experienced new artistic (as well as professional, personal, and educational) identities 

through their time in YouthArts. I also consider the ways in which these new identities 

were based on, and allowed for, important forms of agency for the youth involved.  
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In this discussion, questions of positional identities, figurative identities, and 

relational identities play an important role. Positional identities, or those identities that 

are larger in scope and related to issues of power and provide people with a “sense of 

relative social position” (Holland et al., 1998, 132) and describe “a person’s apprehension 

of her social position in a lived world” (Holland et al., 1998, 128) maintained through 

practices of exclusion and inclusion, come into relief when participants discussed the 

ways that they were considered as youth or the advantages afforded to them by pursuing 

particular school tracks.  Figurative identities, which “have to do with the stories, acts, 

and characters that make the world a cultural world,” were invoked in discussions of how 

YouthArts provided a place to invoke a particular sense of “being an artist, ” as well as 

how the youth chose to take part in those identity creation activities. Relational identities, 

which are identities that “have to do with behavior as indexical of claims to social 

relationships with others” (Holland et al., 1998, 127), were used when the participants 

discussed their identity in the figured world in relation to other participants, i.e., if they 

are regarded as a “photographer” or a “crafter” by others and how they viewed this 

relational identity writ large. 

Demonstrating agency through the actions of others is difficult—extraordinarily 

difficult. In the beginning of my research, I had anticipated this issue, yet I had not fully 

thought through the problems inherent to claiming to see agency within others and 

pinpointing ways that agency is enacted. I looked for ways to show how the adolescents 

acted upon their worlds and responded to their circumstances in order to show a broader 

context of how the participants enacted agency at different times and in different 
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situations in their lives. I wanted to focus on how adolescents decided to engage the 

figured world of art as presented by YouthArts. Did they interact on the terms offered by 

the program, did they redefine engagement in the program, or did they choose not to 

engage or participate? But these simple categories did not allow for a deep exploration of 

the ways that adolescents acted and why. Not only was writing about agency difficult, but 

it felt ideologically and theoretically incongruent—how would I, as the adult researcher 

with the power to construct “participants,” look for those moments and then write about 

how the youth, or even the adults, exercised “agency”? How would issues of my own 

positionality, my race, my gender, my class, or my sexuality, impact the process, and how 

would I be able to recognize it? I then decided that my goal was to look for opportunities 

to have the participants describe their actions and show the ways that they thought about 

agency.  

In the following subsections, I offer four case studies of adolescent participants: 

Wayne Deveraux, Lauryn Collie, Bethari Young, and Emily Green.20 These case studies 

address a range of topics: schooling, family, race and ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. In 

each case study, I draw on the participants’ perceptions of the program and of their roles 

in it, and then I open up the discussion to follow lines of conversation and inquiry that the 

adolescents brought up. I conclude this chapter with a broader look at adolescent agency 

and identity in YouthArts. 

 

 

                                                
20 All adolescent pseudonyms were selected by the adolescents themselves. 
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“I want to be in the fashion world, and I want to be in the art world”: Wayne 

Devereaux  

I remember the first day that I met Wayne Devereaux, a young Black21 man with 

distinctive, large, brown plastic-rimmed glasses (he vacillated between wearing these 

brown glasses, a pair of horn-rimmed glasses in a style I connect to Malcolm X, and a 

thick, black plastic pair like that of Buddy Holly or James Dean—I would later find that 

all of these glasses were “for show”—Wayne wore contacts to correct his vision issues 

but liked the look of glasses from time to time).  On the first day of the Spring 2009 

cycle, he was chatting with the other adolescents who had already shown up, and he 

made a point of greeting newcomers and introducing himself. Although this was his first 

day attending YouthArts, he seemed to view himself as an unofficial greeter, a person in-

between the teen-agers in the program and the adults facilitating the program. I would 

soon learn through our interviews and conversations that this in-between status was 

where he was most comfortable, although he would like to be viewed as more in line with 

the adult facilitators. He had brought a satchel with his work and a sketchbook to share. 

When Antonio arrived, Wayne introduced himself without hesitation or reserve. He 

seemed very comfortable negotiating new spaces and talking about various topics with a 

range of people. When he introduced himself to the group, he said that he was interested 

                                                
21 Racial and ethnic descriptors are provided by the participants themselves. Please see the appendix for the 
open-ended form used to elicit this information. 
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in fashion and wanted to become a designer, but he really didn’t like sewing and he was 

not too good at it.  

 As the ten-week cycle progressed, Wayne continued to impress me with his work 

and his sense of self. I noticed that he arrived to the sessions early, often with a lot of 

stuff—new fashion magazines, art books, three-dimensional projects, and drawings, as 

well as an extra sweater or a bag. He shared his materials with those around him, showing 

pictures of work that he liked or thought that others would appreciate, and he used the 

materials when discussing what he had been working on the previous week. He was one 

of the few participants who considered “working” to be a process before coming to the 

program—thinking, planning, and executing were all parts of Wayne’s conception of 

“working.” Across my fieldnotes for the two cycles he attended in the spring and summer 

of 2009, I saw that he consistently came to the program equipped to participate with 

materials, ideas, and discussion at the ready. He also was a participant who saw his 

person as part of his artistic expressions; he tended to favor a slightly “preppy look,” 

which included long cardigans, button-down shirts, slightly cuffed pants, and a rotation 

of boat shoes, oxfords, and slip-ons22. His outgoing personality and careful consideration 

of clothing and appearance seemed to be read by some of the participants as an outward 

manifestation of his sexual orientation as gay. Wayne did not have a “coming out” 

moment within YouthArts, but he also did not avoid questions about his sexuality or his 

dating life.  

                                                
22 This issue became a topic of conversation in our interview. He wanted to portray a more polished look 
than other people his age—“none of that Puma stuff.” It should be noted that at the time of the interview, I 
was carrying both a Puma school bag and had red-and-blue Puma shoes on. 
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 Wayne took on multiple artistic identities: fashion designer, photographer, and 

mixed-media artist were some of the titles that he used to describe himself over the two 

cycles that he attended in Spring and Summer 2009. At the beginning of the Spring 2009 

cycle, he described his interests in fashion and brought in collages that he made using 

photographs and magazine pictures. He also shared photo transfers that he completed 

using packing tape, water, and a magazine picture. As the first cycle progressed and he 

came back in Summer 2009, he moved into three-dimensional media projects—using 

cigarette boxes as a structure for one series of work and making elaborate books with 

sewn sections, collages, drawings, and stories as part of a second series. He used material 

at his disposal—magazine pictures, discarded paper, and thread—to craft his work. He 

spoke of his desire to be “green,” or eco-friendly, and thrifty by re-using inexpensive 

supplies. 

 He also borrowed the camera from YouthArts in the first cycle. He used black and 

white film, and he took naturalistic photos—often of his surroundings or sights that he 

found appealing. Initially, he focused on taking pictures of scenery and buildings before 

moving into staging photographs and constructing portraits. After attending a second ten-

week cycle in YouthArts, he worked with Matt, a mixed media and photography mentor 

in the Advanced YouthArts program in Spring 2010. 
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 Figure 5. A sample of Wayne Deveraux’s work: mixed media, Advanced Young 
Artists, Spring 2010 

 
In our interviews, I learned that Wayne came to YouthArts through a combination 

of peer encouragement and his own initiative. He had gone to ContempoArts on a 

fieldtrip in middle school, and he signed up, independent of his classmates, to receive 

emails from ContempoArts on upcoming programming. He occasionally attended 

activities at ContempoArts, and he kept track of developments at the non-profit space. He 

noticed a posting for Club ContempoArts, a different youth program at ContempoArts, 

and he attended with some friends from school during his junior year. While Alex 

discussed the programming options at ContempoArt on the first day of Club 

ContempoArt, he found out about the YouthArts program. He talked with Alex about 

participating in both, and he joined YouthArts the following Saturday. 
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The way that Wayne came to YouthArts was indicative of his larger approach 

toward activity in general—he sought opportunities, and he found ways to maximize 

them. As he shared in his interviews, detailed below, he also found ways to change 

schools, to meet people in the art community, and to develop his work as a contemporary 

artist. Part of this discussion revolved around his independence and desire to better 

explore the world around him. In middle school, he acquired a bus pass, and he started to 

go to new places and walk around, looking for new places and new sights. He would 

wander around the downtown area, going into different places that seemed interesting. As 

he transitioned from middle school to high school, he expanded his exploratory area to 

include different pockets of town—particular neighborhoods and regions. He would drag 

his eleven-year-old younger sister, who was not interested in art, to multiple galleries and 

museums over the summer. He had to make a trade-off with her—for every art-related 

outing that they had together, he would take her to pool. On their adventures, he also 

befriended the people who worked in and/or owned galleries, boutiques, and stores. He 

was on a first-name basis with proprietors all over town—something we, the adults, joked 

about with one another on fieldtrips with YouthArts as we watched him introduce himself 

to new people or greet familiar faces. He was so at ease with networking and meeting 

new people that he caused us, as adults, to reflect on our own networking abilities. 

I interviewed Wayne a total of three times: once by himself in spring 2009, once 

with his adult mentor from the Advanced YouthArts program in summer 2010, and once 

with another adolescent participant in summer 2010. These interviews lasted 

approximately one-and-a-half hours each time. Additionally, in summer 2009, there were 
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four YouthArts participants who were considered advanced YouthArts participants and 

had extra responsibilities and meetings. Wayne was part of this advanced YouthArts pilot 

program, as was Emily, also a case study participant., and I audio recorded these 

meetings to help explore the interpersonal dynamics of the participants and facilitators.  

Talking with Wayne led to multiple opportunities to better understand ways that 

he enacted a sense of agency, both related directly and indirectly to the program.  I see 

three main examples of Wayne’s agency as he shared in interviews: through school 

choice and becoming educated on his options, through his desire to seek out as many art-

related opportunities as possible, and through his goals for the future and how he 

intended to bring them to fruition. 

 

“That school was awful” 

 Wayne quickly demonstrated his orientation toward action when we spoke about 

his schools.  Although this study does not directly address school-related issues or 

compare in-school and out-of-school activities, participants often juxtaposed their school 

experiences to their program experiences, or drew on their schools for examples to 

further explain their responses to me.  Discussions about school were generally related to 

questions that I would ask about the art that they encountered in different places in their 

lives, or, for the purposes of this study, in their different figured worlds. In many ways, 

these comparisons of YouthArts to school were to be expected.  School, as is usually the 

case for adolescents, often impacted the way that they both considered their identity and 

presented that identity to others—they were sophomores or juniors, which could stand in 
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for an age group or level of experience; they attended particular schools, which could be 

read, in the figured world of Southern City, as having particular racial, class, and cultural 

capital markers; and they participated in different activities through school—marching 

band, football, theater, art, etc.. There was symbolic capital attached to one’s school and 

the activities that one belonged to or participated in. Within the figured world of 

YouthArts, school identities often acted as shorthand in conversation—for example, 

describing oneself as a junior who did marching-band at Mason High School23 could have 

specific identity meanings to other participants.  

 In Wayne’s case, school was used to demonstrate what he perceived as inferior 

middle-school preparation and a high-school experience that was distinctly different from 

his previous schools. When we discussed his current school, a fine arts magnet, and how 

he got there, he highlighted his role in seeking out different schools and opportunities. As 

he shared 

Well, I went to Buchanan middle school, which is like an awful school, and it's 

being shut down, some kid got stabbed like a year ago, it's just a horrible school. 

And I got tired of it, and I got sick of being around ghetto mean people and I um 

and I decided that okay, I'm going to Twain, and so, I was the kid that like got 

picked on, and so like, I had my friends, like my friends were the teachers, and I 

talked to the art teachers and I talked to them, and I had like a friend relationship 

with them, and so um I talked to my theater teacher, well, a teacher who taught 

theater because I never took theater at my middle school, and I used to just like 

                                                
23 A pseudonym. 
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help her with the productions and fill in the roles that didn't get like auditioned for 

or whatever and um she told me about Twain (the fine arts magnet) and the 

program and all that and so I auditioned and I got in. And that got me away from 

all of the crazy people and away from Buckley high school and I went to Twain. 

 

As Wayne noted, the middle school that he attended had undergone a series of significant 

changes to ward off being shut down by the state’s education agency. He was aware of 

both the way that the school, which predominantly served Latino/Latina and African 

American youth with low socioeconomic status, was perceived and the ways that it was 

lacking in relation to other schools in the district24. Various changes had occurred at the 

school over the last decade; most notably, the administrative and teaching staffs have 

changed frequently and extended hours and weekend school have been incorporated into 

the school schedule. 

There are three ways that I see Wayne demonstrating his agency through his 

middle school experience and the way that it helped shaped his high school years in this 

portion of interview. One, Wayne didn’t feel like he fit in with the students at his 

previous school, and he drew distinctions between himself and his peers. He offered 

derogatory references about those who attended the school with him, “ghetto mean 

people,” but he also highlighted that he did not have many peers who were friends. In 

some ways he did not possess the “non-dominant cultural capital” of many of his peers 

                                                
24 The problems at the school have been well-documented by the state education agency 
(tea.com), local news organizations (KXAN.com, statesman.com), and community groups 
(austinchronicle.com). 
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(Carter, 2003, 150); he distanced himself from the dominant styles of dress and music 

appreciation of his peers, saying that he “grew out” of hip-hop (interview, 6/2009). He 

drew distinctions between himself and the other students at his school. He described the 

teachers as his “friends,” and he turned to them to help him navigate the system. He was 

not aligned with the students at his school, but he sought out spaces where he would be 

welcomed—with the adults. Whereas he could have totally disengaged, which may have 

been one type of agentic move, he decided to seek out spaces where he would feel 

welcomed, and he made a space for himself.  

McCready (2004) contends that it is important to think about the ways that 

“gender non-conforming Black male students” are considered within school situations.  

As he writes 

Without doubt, the challenges facing urban communities and schools are 

grounded in issues of race, class, and political economy. Gender non-conformity 

and sexual identity, however, also play a role in constructing the space of urban 

school, as well as the experiences of students in those schools. In reference to the 

race-gender gap in particular, more emphasis needs to be placed on the ways 

oppression based on gender and sexuality affect Black male students’ experience 

of marginalization in urban schools. (141) 

 

Wayne mentioned being picked on in middle school and trying to find ways to get out of 

that situation. This teasing may have been related to not conforming to gender roles, and 
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he recognized it.  I surmise that an arts-based magnet school would be a strong choice in 

order to minimize teasing 

Second, Wayne wanted to make a change in his schooling future, and he found a 

way to do it. He approached the teachers at his middle school to determine a way to 

change schools; he wanted to pursue a different path than the one provided to him. He 

found out about the magnet options available to him, decided to audition, and completed 

the application process. Wayne was able to draw on the cultural wealth of his community 

(Yosso, 2006). Wayne made use on both social capital, or his “networks of people and 

community resources” (Yosso, 2006, 79), and navigational capital, or his “skills of 

maneuvering through social institutions” (80).  He was able to pull from his community 

of teachers to figure out how to change schools and then he was able to work with his 

mom to make that happen. Wayne’s resourcefulness in networking offers insight into his 

orientation toward action and change in his life outside of YouthArts. 

Three, Wayne was responsible for making this change. Although his mother 

encouraged him to seek out opportunities and signed all paperwork, it was Wayne’s 

decision and initiative to undertake the change. He wanted to go to a new school, and he 

found a way to do so. He drew on his social network—the faculty at his school—to 

provide him with middle-class cultural capital—the application and audition procedures 

and timelines—necessary to go to a different high school. Therefore, Wayne’s ability to 

seek out information and determine ways to make changes happen was crucial to him 

achieving his educational goals. He used the community cultural capital of his school in 
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order to actively choose his school instead of accepting the school to which he was 

assigned (Yosso, 2006). 

 He actively sought out people, often older people, to act as “mentors” and assist 

him in his goals, and he fulfilled all of the necessary steps to make a change. Wayne 

looked for opportunities, in the multiple communities and figured worlds that he was a 

part of, and he followed through with processes.  

 

 
“It's kind of like an escape in a way from the regular  
mundane life of like staying at home in the middle of the summer I guess.” 

 

Wayne also demonstrated his agency through his very active pursuit of 

opportunities—within YouthArts and within the larger art community. I asked each 

interview participant what their favorite part of YouthArts was, what their least favorite 

part of YouthArts was, and what the most beneficial part of the program was. The 

participants sometimes offered the same answer for these questions, or they might offer 

different responses for each question. As the interview material shows, participants 

discussed critique, fieldtrips, and relationships with other people. This question offered 

another opportunity for Wayne to show how he took what was available to him and 

capitalized upon the advantages in new, and sometimes unintended, ways. Wayne started 

off with a fairly straightforward response—he liked having a place to go every Saturday 

and receive free supplies—which morphed into a discussion of his involvement with 

ContempoArts in general and participating in multiple art openings.  
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 Wayne 

Um...<laughter> um...what I like most about YouthArts is being able to go to a 

place and have it on your calendar every Saturday and having something to do, 

and having people give you free art supplies so that you can create things and 

have people talk about it, and have the opportunity to have that out in the world 

and have people there who've got your back and want you to succeed and, um will 

help you like go um different places in town or like different art venues or to 

college even you know and they give you information and they give you like I 

guess a good mental stability when doing things. Um, which could also be 

something that I really like and that could also be very beneficial but, um, I guess 

something that I like and is beneficial I don't think that I'm really asking.  

 

I'm really not answering your question, I'm giving you like two things that are like 

both beneficial and great, but something else that I like, which actually a lot of 

people don't do, which is very surprising to me is that I volunteer with them for 

like the openings and for like 5x7's and for like NAT 2425 and stuff like that. I 

actually go to the openings where people are buying art--well, for 5x7-- and um, 

                                                
25 Both “5 x 7” and NAT 24 refer to shows that the museum holds—5 x 7 is an annual event where local 
artists and art lovers are asked to produce 5 x 7 pieces of art without any identifying information on the 
front. People purchase the works without knowing the artist, thus increasing the chances that you’ll be able 
to purchase a work from an artist normally outside of one’s price range. Or, that one will find a “new” artist 
to follow. Or, by purchasing a piece of art, supporters are offered a tangible way to support ContempoArts’ 
goals. NAT 24 is New American Talent, which is the museum biennial open to new artists and curated by 
an outside, often notable, curator. 
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talking about it, and seeing the art and talking to the artists and like drinking26 and 

eating food and stuff like that, and that allows me to be more social and talk to 

people and figure out what's opening up. Like who's doing what, who is, what is 

this artist doing and what are they going to go do, and like clubs and bookstores 

and like galleries that are doing like this really amazing thing and it makes me 

more social, it makes me more ..., it helps me adapt to the world that I hopefully 

will be going to when I go to college and when I get into the art scene and into the 

fashion scene, it allows me to be able to be more open to things I guess that I’m 

not already open to. I guess that's kind of limited, but like it's just like giving me a 

more mature grown-up place to go to other than home. It's kind of like an escape 

in a way from the regular mundane life of like staying at home in the middle of 

the summer I guess.  

 

As Wayne discussed, he saw the opportunity to volunteer as an opportunity to “adapt to 

the world that [I] will hopefully be going to.” He viewed going beyond the offerings of 

the adolescent programs to participating in the offerings of the museum as a whole as a 

way to grow as an artist and to get practice with the “world” that he hoped to be 

embedded within.  

 Participating in other ContempoArts events was not necessarily encouraged or 

discouraged by the adults associated with the program.  Alex, as the education 

coordinator at the museum, alerted the adolescents to museum-related programs and 

                                                
26 He is referring to adults drinking, not himself. He declared his straight-edge status (no drinking, no 
drugs) at multiple points in the interview and was employed as a youth anti-drinking counselor. 
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activities, but she did not actively recruit them to participate, nor did she explicitly 

encourage them to volunteer for the museum. Few adolescents went out of their way to 

be more involved in museum activities than to show up for adolescent programming; they 

did not see their familiarity with the museum as an avenue to exploit. Once they had their 

proverbial and actual feet in the door, they were able to use the museum for a variety of 

means—meeting new people, seeing new art, and learning more about different roles in 

the art world. And Wayne saw this opening as an opening to a new world. 

 Wayne used this opening more effectively and actively than any other adolescent 

in the program, and honestly, better any other adolescent I’ve ever seen). He went to art 

openings and gallery spaces frequently. He knew artists by name and would talk to them 

about their process and their products. As he stated above, he wanted to be a part of the 

art world, and he wanted to do all that he could early on to learn the workings of that 

world and become more comfortable with the people in it. He saw the value in learning 

within the context of the art world; he wanted to maximize the benefits that this situated 

learning provided him (Lave, 1991). He was purposeful in his engagement—he wanted to 

soak in as much of the “scene” as he could before he headed off to college. He used the 

museum as a space to practice his networking skills and gain facility with the activities of 

being an artist.  

In these statements, he is also distancing himself, to some extent, from the other 

participants. He says “something else that I like, which actually a lot of people don't do, 

which is very surprising to me is that I volunteer with them;” in this sentence, he is both 

wondering why his fellow youth don’t engage ContempoArts further and reasserting his 
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interest in being included in the art world through participating in every way that he can. 

Through this statement, one can see how he is authoring himself to be different, more 

engaged, more interested, than most of his peers. He is authoring himself here as doing 

all that he can to immerse himself in figured world of Southern City art. More than any 

other participant I got to know, Wayne Deveraux demonstrated his desire to be an artist 

through his actions.   

 

“I want to be in that world” 

Wayne Devereaux was very focused on the future and his next steps beyond high 

school.  One of the most notable parts of my interview transcripts came when I asked 

Wayne what his plans were for the future during my interview in Summer 2009. In this 

section, I offer transcript material at length in order to better capture the ways that Wayne 

discussed his plans and the way that our conversation/interview transpired (Reinharz, 

1992). 

Wayne 

 Yeah, my, um...I would want to like major in fashion or something and have a 

minor in like art and then do photography within that, but um....I don't know 

‘cause see like when you do that it doesn't, I guess it kind of limits you off, and I 

don't want to be limited off, I want to be able to do my art and have photography 

in my art and mix that together, but also have that influence my like fashion and 

stuff like that, and actually get my clothing out there, and I think I would be more 

secure with doing fashion than art if I knew how to sew a little bit better 
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<different hushed tone> It's a long, drawn out, complicated process, and I don't 

mind doing it, it's just, it's just, I don't really know what I’m doing at this moment 

with sewing and it's kind of bad, but I mean, if I knew more, then I'd be more 

secure in saying "Yes, I’m going to do fashion,” but it's more of me wanting to be 

in that world, I want to be in the fashion world, and I want to be in the art world, 

and I want to be a person who's involved with that. 

Jennifer 

And what does it mean to you to be in those worlds? What does that mean when 

you're saying "I want to be in that world" "I want to be that world"--what is that 

world?-- 

Wayne 

I think  mainly-- 

Jennifer 

What does that mean?-- 

Wayne 

I think mainly for me, it's getting me away from [Southern City] and [Southern 

State] and art and fashion and it just screams independency and just like being 

free, and I think that's something that I've always really wanted—to not be around 

my family. I mean like it's not like they're a bad family or anything like that 

because I’ve [been] very fortunate in having a very loving family, you know? It's 

just that they don't necessarily get me, or my art, and I don't really like being 

around them. Um, but it's just like getting away from that, and being my own 
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person, and going to New York and living in a two-bedroom apartment with five 

of my friends and having like two jobs and doing art and doing fashion and just 

like making my own way and having my own world and getting, like, my 

American Dream—you know which is kind of funny and cheesy but I mean that's 

what I want. I mean, doesn't every kid want the American Dream in a way?  Um, 

but, it's just like it's who I am and it's what makes me different and what's been 

with me for all of my life and I’ve been happy with it and I want to keep it with 

me— it's kind of like my, I don't know, my extra guardian angel person that's 

always been there, was the art and was the independence and freedom....... 

<laughter>  I don't if that like answer your question AT ALL, but yeah… 

 

 I can distinctly remember this part of the interview and the enthusiasm with which 

Wayne responded to this question. He had obviously given his future some serious 

thought, and he had both a goal and a dream in mind. And this dream was one that 

seemed to be based both in reality and in an artistic fantasy—moving to the big city, 

barely scraping by, but loving what you’re doing and taking advantage of all that the city 

has to offer—openings, parties, conversations. It’s romantic in a way—the reality of 

living in cramped quarters, trying to work enough to support one’s self, but still having 

time and space to work, is perhaps a bit less lovely than he had envisioned. However, 

integrated into this discussion was the need to move away—to break free from family, to 

try new things, and to live in the big city. He saw Southern City as somewhat stifling—

both through his family and through its smallness. He acknowledged that he had a loving 
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family—they just don’t “get” him. In his phrasing, he wishes to be a part of a bigger city, 

with an established art scene, in hopes that someone better understands what he is 

passionate about. 

 In this exchange, it is important to see the ways that Wayne is reauthoring the 

American Dream; this Dream is not necessarily the capitalist (steeped in racism, classism, 

sexism, and heterosexism) goal of a suburban home with a white picket fence, 2.5 

children, and a job that is secure, won through “merit”, and handsomely rewarding. 

Rather, the “American Dream” that Wayne speaks of draws on elements of his imagined 

figured world of artists and what they do, where they live, and how they interact. He is 

taking this notion of “American Dream” and is opening it up for individual 

interpretation—he mentions that “every kid” has their own American Dream, which 

illustrates further the way that he is thinking about this phrasing and the way that he sees 

this goal.  

 Wayne ended up applying, with some financial support from ContempoArts and 

writing support from Alex, to a range of schools—School for the Visual Arts in New 

York; Parsons in New York; Savannah College of Art and Design; and the School at the 

Art Institute of Chicago. In conversations about schooling, the process of applying to, and 

specifically paying for, school was one of the few times that Wayne referenced 

specifically his race and his socioeconomic status; he referred to himself as a “poor Black 

child” when discussing how financial aid funding made a significant difference in the 

school that he chose. He wanted to attend the school that provided the most financial aid 
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for him. Alex worked with him to ensure that he would be eligible for funding throughout 

his college career, helping him distinguish between one-time grants and sustaining grants.  

Through this process, he selected the School at the Art Institute of Chicago, and 

he declared his major as photography with a minor in critical cultural studies. In his 

interview with his mentor in the summer before he went to college, he said that it was 

important for him as an artist to have an understanding of cultural movements; he wanted 

his work to be situated within larger conversations of “contemporary issues” (interview, 

June 2010) and to be able to reference those issues through his process and his completed 

works. He was excited about this change to his plans—he wasn’t going to go to New 

York—yet—but he was going to a vibrant city that was not in Southern State. 

Within his plans for the future, Wayne also wanted to move beyond the smallness 

of Southern City and to be away from his family. He was close with his mother, sister, 

grandma, and grandpa—he shared stories of going to church, having dinner together, and 

watching movies as group. But he thought that they didn’t “get him, or his art.” He was 

interested in moving to a new place where he could nurture all parts of his identity. 

 

“There are certain things or like certain histories  
or certain places that you don’t need to say anything about” 
 
 A topic that Wayne touched on in his interviews was the idea of “forbidden 

areas.” Wayne saw his openness and maturity as leading to some tense situations that 

specifically were related to sexuality and gender in YouthArts. As he related in an 

interview, he saw both Alex and Antonio to be like an “older brother and older sister” 

(interview, 6/09). He looked to them not as “real authority figures,” but rather as being 
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part of a “mentor-y” relationship. He was careful to explain that this relationship was 

fraught with power dynamics; much as one has boundaries with older siblings and how 

far they can “push” them, Wayne saw boundaries in place in YouthArts. He specifically 

brought this idea of boundaries up in two of the three interviews we had—when we met 

for the first time and when I interviewed him with his mentor. 

 In our first interview in Summer 2009, I asked Wayne questions about his 

relationships with the adults of the program and with his peers. He had hinted at his 

relationships earlier when he shared that he liked being incorporated into the art world 

mix through volunteering at ContempoArts, but I was curious about his relationship with 

the main adults of the program—Alex and Antonio. He recalled an instance, early in his 

involvement with Club ContempoArts, that really shaped his understanding of boundaries 

in his activities at Club ContempoArts. There was a show at ContempoArts that featured 

work with mature content—a male performing a sex act on a simulated/artificial male 

organ, in a non-sexual context, i.e., while shaving. Wayne was curious about this piece’s 

inclusion in the show and wanted to ask Alex about its artistic merit. Here is his 

reflection of that interaction. 

Wayne 

Yeah, and I was like--what was like the meaning of that? Like, why was that 

there? Cause I actually wanted to know because it was more of an artistical like 

thing--is that even a word? Artistical? Artistic thing--like wanting to know like 

why would someone, why was it chosen to be in there, like what type of thing was 

that. And she was like—we can't talk about that now, we're just going to drop 
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that. And I was okay, cool. And it kinda goes into my file of, like um, the things 

that I was kind of like embarrassed of or like ashamed of saying and it goes in 

there and I never touch it. I guess I know, but it like things pop up in my head, 

like what made that so awkward for me, or why was that like not like the thing 

and like, I think about it, but then like [Alex] brings up like I forget, like she 

brought up something else that was, uh, about this artwork, and it was like sexual 

and stuff like that and it was perfectly fine then, and I think that it was because 

she was more comfortable with me and she knew who I was more then, other than 

like in the first few weeks of like YouthArts, no Club [ContempoArts], excuse 

me, but um....but it allows, it let me knew, know like the, um, like borders of 

certain things like that and uh...when to talk about them and I think that's a really 

cool thing to learn from [Antonio] and to learn from um [Alex] about like group 

settings and stuff like that, and it doesn't necessarily matter like how free you are 

as a person, but, it's just who you're around, that type of thing, cause there are like 

people who are like in Club [ContempoArts] and they're like 14 and stuff like that 

and that's just like stuff you don't talk about.. Even though at like 14, I would have 

been completely comfortable with it because like I guess it's just more of my 

background, like because like my mom like is a big action flick junkie and like 

there's like all sex and stuff like that in like action movies and stuff like that, and 

it's just been a very comfortable person and very open about it in my life, so that's 

something… Um... 
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In this quote, Wayne demonstrates his process of better understanding and negotiating his 

relationship with the adults of YouthArts. By quickly shutting down this line-of-inquiry, 

Alex demonstrated the boundaries of acceptable and unacceptable conversation to 

Wayne, which then impacted him as he learned how to navigate their relationship. 

Looking back, he thought that this conversation would have been okay to have at a later 

date, or in an older group of participants, yet he also highlighted his vulnerability by 

bringing up a sexually charged topic and being shut down so quickly. He shared that it 

was quite awkward and that he was embarrassed or ashamed for bringing it up. He used 

that conversation as a metric of “okay” conversations in ContempoArts, and he moved 

forward thinking that these conversations did not have a place in ContempoArts. 

In another way, this interaction was important in Wayne coming to understand his 

place in the program and how the ideas of what adolescents, himself included, were 

permitted to address were defined. He had thought that his mature stance and his 

openness about sexuality would be apparent and provide a framework for this 

conversation. However, in having this conversation early on and in a mixed group, he 

recognized that he was treated as one of the teen-agers of the group—where 

conversations about sex were dismissed or elided. 

The idea that discussions about sex and sexuality with teenagers are forbidden is 

born out by the literature that surrounds adolescent sexuality (Heins, 2001). In many 

ways, sexuality and sex is a prime way that adolescents are characterized as being at risk; 

adolescent sexuality is to be controlled and restrained, particularly gay, lesbian, bisexual, 

and transgendered youth (Talburt, 2004). In cases where sexuality has not been 
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controlled, and this freedom can be seen through the possibility of teenage pregnancy and 

sexually transmitted infections, then adolescent sexuality is a topic of concern, 

discussion, and academic inquiry—articles abound that discuss both pregnancy and 

disease prevention (Greene et al., 2002; Kirby, 2002; Morrison et al., 2003). Relatively 

little literature considers ways to have honest discussions with adolescents about sex and 

sexuality (Kotchick, Shaffer, Miller, and Forehand, 2001). This dearth of literature is not 

necessarily surprising when considered within the context of US society that both revels 

in and actively silences sexuality and open conversation about sex (Heins, 2001). 

However, it is notable that, in this space devoted to art and art that deals with 

sexual content, that this questioning was suppressed. Although Wayne recognized that his 

timing was perhaps not the best, he also noted that he tucked this information away and 

decided not to ask questions about particular topics. He had thought that this line of 

inquiry could be explored in this space, but when he saw the way that Alex responded to 

his question, by telling him that they couldn’t talk about the topic and by the way that she 

moved quickly on to a new subject, he took that to mean that particular topics were to be 

silenced. 

Wayne also brought up the idea of issues that couldn’t be addressed when I met in 

May 2010 with him and his mentor, Matt, a mixed media artist in his late twenties. In the 

portion of the interview where I asked them how they would characterize their 

relationship, Wayne said 

Wayne 

Yeah, see now I know because it like helps me out like learning about things 
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because, like, at [school] and stuff, you try to be as polite as possible and like, 

with certain people, you don't have to be because you know them more, but then 

like, it's just like you never know where to draw the line.  Like I knew, like I 

knew, I'm like the submissive kid when I’m around adults, I can be like on the 

maturity level and I can, like, talk to you about politics or like sex or whatever 

you want to talk about, but it's just like, when it comes to manners and politeness, 

like I’m like a southern belle. Like, I don't like, dot your I's and cross your T’s, 

like I don't really like know what is the --because like manners just like fluctuate 

for like certain people and it's just like, just be submissive. 

….  

Jennifer 

You know, it's not necessarily teacher, and even though hanging out with [Alex] 

and [Antonio] is not a teacher-student relationship, it's still different than a one-

on-one…it's an interesting place to try and figure out like, what are kind of the 

rules, and boundaries, or what do I do here? 

Wayne 

Cause like he has his set of rules, like, given to him by [Alex] like what not to talk 

to, so like I have to kind of in a way guess through him so I don't bring up, bring 

up something that is awkward that he can't talk to me about, you know...so it's just 

like where are we? 
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At this point, Matt chimed in to share his view on their relationship and conversations. 

Although this section takes some twists and turns, I include it at length. In fact, it is 

precisely because it does twist and turn that I think that it is important to include his 

entire quote. 

Matt 

I think it's really good experience in terms, like--if you can picture yourself in like 

a commercial photo shoot as like a creative director, as like a photographer or 

whatever, I think it's a good experience to like just throw yourself in a situation 

where maybe you don't know people as well, but like just by default, just because 

you are working with them on a certain goal, like we have our goal for this 

project. For example, like I think it's really good to go through that motion, like 

especially when you're this young, like I really wish that I took advantage or like 

knew about these kinds of programs when I was your age. I mean, I have, I have a 

lot of drive, too, I guess, but like you're like way beyond …like, seriously. That's 

kind of how I work also, like I just I actually love like not preparing myself for 

meetings. Well, not—not preparing myself, you know for the technical stuff or 

whatever, but I love throwing myself in situations and learning from it because I 

feel like that is the best way to learn, so in this situation, like, you know we have a 

much longer relationship that we're developing like in terms of time, but I just 

think that's a really good thing a good thing about this program, it's just like 

throwing yourself in a situation where we don't know--we don't know each other 

at all, but we have this goal, we have this combined goal of like, I mean, this kind 
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of experience will help you for the rest of your life. You know, so I think it's 

great, great. 

 

This conversation moved in multiple directions over the course of each participant 

speaking, but it is important to note that Wayne brought up the parameters of acceptable 

discussion, and that Matt went in a different direction after Wayne brought that up. 

Wayne mentioned material being off-limits, and Matt then talked about the need to put 

one’s self into multiple situations and figure out what was acceptable, what were the 

ways to engage, and how people come together in the service of a common goal. Matt 

seemed to go back and forth with what he was willing to discuss, couching their 

interactions within the larger field of developing professional relationships and learning 

how to navigate business relationships. Matt did not directly address what Wayne 

brought up in conversation; in fact, what they can and can’t talk about is never clearly 

stated, only alluded to in that short snippet.  

 In recounting this interview, it is important to consider the limits of interviewing 

and the role of relationships in the discussion. I had met Matt and interacted with him a 

few times at all mentor Advanced YouthArts meetings. We had emailed about setting up 

an appointment, and we had a few back and forth discussions about possible interview 

topics. But, I did not have a strong relationship with Matt outside of the context of the 

formal interview. My relationship with Wayne, developed over multiple years and 

previous interviews, was much stronger, and he was following up on discussions that we 

had started previously. 
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In discussing the parameters of the Advanced program with Alex in an informal 

interview in August 2010, I mentioned that I had heard that there was material that the 

pairs couldn’t talk about, and I was curious as to what that list included. She was a bit 

surprised by this; she had thought that she had created an environment where the mentors 

could talk with the adolescents about anything. In the meeting with all of the mentors and 

adolescents, she told the adolescents, “don’t ask them to buy alcohol, don’t ask them to 

buy drugs, don’t ask them to buy cigarettes—keep it cool.” (fieldnotes, January 2010) 

She realized that she provided an “official” line in relation to her role as the education 

coordinator of an art space administering a program with minors when she had told the 

mentors that they should steer clear of conversations about drinking and drug use, but she 

thought that the mentors would be able to navigate most situations. She had envisioned 

the mentors becoming a resource for the adolescents as they navigated critical issues in 

their lives—related to their identity, such as their racial and ethnic understandings, their 

sexuality, and their recognition of gender roles; related to their families; and related to 

their next steps, such as college, internships, and job plans. However, when I shared that 

Wayne and Matt knew that there were certain topics that were “off-topic,” she wondered 

if she had not conveyed the message effectively. 

 There are multiple ways to read these interactions. One, perhaps Matt didn’t want 

to talk about particular issues, and he used ContempoArts and Alex as a way out. Two, 

perhaps Alex provided the program guidelines more concretely than she shared with me. 

Three, perhaps Alex did leave room for interpretation, but Matt did not want to interpret 

the gray area too broadly. Four, perhaps Matt wanted to focus on the process of 
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networking and making art, and he did not want to have conversations that weren’t 

related to those goals. Five, perhaps Wayne was asking questions Matt deemed 

inappropriate, and Matt used the guidelines to redirect the discussion. Six, maybe Matt 

and Wayne discussed sexuality but did not feel comfortable sharing with others the 

content of these discussions.  

 The underlying reason is not clear; however, the idea that there were discussions 

that participants perceived as off limits, and that they often involved discussions of a 

sexual manner, is important because it not only takes that discussion off of the table, but 

it also leads to that topic being taboo. Wayne further understood that there were topics 

that no one talked about, and he came up with ways to then reauthor his interactions. As 

Matt shared, erring on the side of caution in new groups is an important skill for a 

creative director or photographer, so he was helping to initiate him into this professional 

identity. But, this omission does beg the question—where would Wayne be able to have 

conversations about “sensitive” topics, like sexuality or gender, if he wasn’t encouraged 

to have these conversations in the context of art creation and development? 

 

Positioning and preparing 

 Looking at this information together, one sees the ways that YouthArts could help 

position adolescents in new ways that enabled them to prepare for their future goals. 

However, it is also crucial to highlight that this program was not a magical intervention; 

the program did not merely act on participants, rather it provided participants with 

opportunities to position themselves in new ways or to craft new senses of self. In 
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looking at Wayne’s case, it is clear that he was a person of action—he sought out the 

information to change his school, and he acted on it. He heard about volunteering 

possibilities, and he participated. The program did not instill this active sense of 

engagement within him. However, participating in the program led to new ways for him 

to enact this agency—by taking him to new galleries and studio spaces, he expanded his 

knowledge of the Southern City art scene, and he was offered new positional and 

relational identities within some of those networks. Wayne started to see the pattern of 

conversations and networking that went on in artistic circles when artists came to 

sessions. The adolescent participants were encouraged to ask questions and to engage 

artists in conversation in order to extend their figured world as artists. YouthArts offered 

him a figurative identity as a professional artist by his interactions with adults the group 

encountered and by his own work ethic. He was not an adolescent playing at being an 

artist—he was an artist. He interacted with the artists in YouthArts sessions in a way that 

helped put him into a relational identity of “professional peer” or “colleague.” 

Interestingly, in a open-ended questionnaire that I distributed to the focal 

participants to help me compose these case studies, Wayne described his art as growing 

into addressing questions of masculinity and sexuality.  Through the interactions in the 

space, he did not always draw attention to these questions. His work incorporated the 

body—male, female, androgynous—but he did not focus on the male form exclusively. 

His reflection was a nod to the direction that he saw his work going into as he continued 

to develop his portfolio and as he branched out. His final project with Matt addressed 

ideas of strong women and focused on androgyneity as he slicked back his models’ hair 
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and had them dress in big shouldered, sharp suits, and ties. He was interested in playing 

with gender and the way that Lady Gaga was helping to reshape fashion and performance 

through her character of Lady Gaga. Questions of gender and sexuality, which he had 

been trying to negotiate in his relationships, were being integrated into his body of work. 

 It is important to note that, in many ways, Wayne Deveraux was exceptional in 

his agentic prowess, both within YouthArts and as an adolescent.  While other 

participants took advantage of the resources of YouthArts and discussed ways that they 

made decisions in their lives, not every participant did so and certainly not to the extent 

of Wayne Deveraux. That is not to say that they did not actively construct their identities 

or work hard to help redefine processes for themselves, but rather that they did not seem 

to pursue the resources that YouthArts presented as vigorously. 

 

“I’m not like much of an artist-artist, I’m more of a crafter”: Lauryn Collie 

Lauryn Collie was a tall, wiry Black female who frequently wore at least one 

piece of clothing or accessory of her own making. On the first day of the Spring 2008 

session, which was also her first day at YouthArts, she was wearing slim fitting jeans, a 

long-sleeved flannel shirt, large gold hoop earrings, and flat shoes. Her long dreadlocks 

were partially tucked into a hat, with some escaping down her back. She was hanging out, 

chatting with those around her. While she was not very vocal in the sessions, I would 

come to find that she was physically demonstrable; she would exaggeratedly nod her 

head when she agreed with something, sometimes with an audible “yes” or “no,” but 

more often using her vigorous head nodding to stand in for verbal communication. She 
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had a very expressive face and body language. She could make a range of approving, 

silly, quizzical, and frustrated expressions. She was quite adept at constructing her facial 

expressions to mask what she was feeling, to exaggerate a response, or to convey a false 

expression.  

 During the supply distribution and short creation lessons, one got a better sense of 

Lauryn as an artist. She eagerly tried out all of the materials, and she was able to 

construct substantial, quality work fairly quickly. This pattern held for the duration of the 

program: she was one of the participants that Antonio refined his “challenge” process 

with. Antonio would appraise the work of the participants through the critique process 

and encourage them to work on a particular style or with a particular medium the 

following week. He looked upon this challenge as a way to encourage participants to 

make use of all of the materials available to them and to move beyond their comfort 

zones. Participants were free to disregard the challenge, but he tried to get them to look 

upon the challenge as an opportunity to expand their skill sets.  

Often, the participants would come to the meeting the following week and say 

that they didn’t like the media, or the style, or the size. After a bit of discussion to 

determine where the actual dislike lay—was it because the material was much less 

precise than they had hoped, was it because the material was different from what they 

were used to working with, or was it because they really did not want to work with new 

media—Antonio would make other recommendations or work on helping them expand 

their repertoire using familiar elements—media, size, or subject matter. Lauryn quickly 

took to the challenges: she experimented with pen-and-ink, using an expanded color 
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palette and subject matter; she brought in both sketches and completed sewing projects; 

she started working on large projects; and perhaps most notably, she worked with pastels 

and tried to incorporate them with other media. This was notable as the pastels were often 

a hard sell in YouthArts—they’re messy, they’re imprecise, and they do not have the 

sophisticated qualities of similarly messy media, like pen-and-ink. The participant who 

enjoyed pastels was rare. And Lauryn enjoyed pastels. 

 Lauryn produced a wide range of art during her time in YouthArts. She created 

multiple abstract pen-and-ink drawings, as well as sketches for dresses, purses, and skirts 

for which she both drafted the pattern and executed the sewing.  Her electronic portfolio 

at the end of the session was extensive in that she consistently produced a range of work 

that demonstrated her tremendous breadth and ability. The following material comes 

from three different interview sessions: fall 2008, at the beginning of her senior year; 

summer 2009, shortly before she headed to college; and summer 2010, in a two-person 

interview with Wayne Deveraux, where she reflected on YouthArts’ impact on her first 

year of college. In addition to these formal interviews, Lauryn and I interacted in every 

session that she attended, and we would chat at length. We also met over Spring Break in 

2011 to catch up, and I discussed some of my main findings with her. In the following 

sections, I highlight which interview the quote comes from, and I offer quotes from 

different interviews that address the same topic to show the ways that Lauryn came to see 

her future over the two years that we talked.   

 In assessing Lauryn holistically, and thinking about how she described herself and 

used materials around her, it is important to consider the ways that she constructed and 



 271 

re-constructed her identity. When asked about being an artist, she asserted that she was 

“not like much of an artist-artist, I’m more of a crafter” with craft being more 

functional—“expressionism …[with] a purpose.” (interview with Lauryn, 10/08). She 

was aware of the schism in the figured world of art between art and craft, and she felt 

more comfortable claiming one side over the other. In discussion, she demonstrated that 

she viewed her work as an aspiring fashion designer to be more aligned with cooperative, 

do-it-yourself organizations in town than with the museum and gallery set (Levine, 

2009). 

 In the following sections, I explore three different issues that arose in my 

discussions with Lauryn: the role of Achieve, an academic out-of-school program she 

was involved with, in her educational path; the importance of supplies and freedom in 

creating an artistic or crafter identity; and how she discovered ways to both use and to 

undermine the figured identity of “adolescent” to her advantage.  
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Figure 6. A sample of Lauryn Collie’s work: a hand-sewn canvas tote, Summer 2008 

 

“I didn’t think that college prep could be so fun” 

Lauryn came to YouthArts via an out-of-school college preparatory program, 

Achieve, which she joined in the sixth grade. Achieve targeted low-income students who 

would be first-generation college students and required a six-year commitment from 

participants.  It offered an extensive array of services—tutoring; summer programs to 

both attend and to teach; college and financial aid workshops; and individualized 

attention from counselors—as well as a permanent place for the participants to hang out 

and work. Achieve helped Lauryn apply to magnet schools for both middle school and 

high school, they made discussions about college commonplace, and they provided her 
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with content material over the summer that helped her have an edge in her courses during 

the school year. Lauryn joined Achieve as the “second” class participants, and her sister 

was in the first class. In our interview, she estimated that approximately half of the 

participants stayed involved with Achieve in some way. Lauryn found out about 

YouthArts in a meeting with her Achieve counselor; someone affiliated with Achieve 

worked at ContempoArts, and he knew that YouthArts was looking for ways to grow and 

diversify their programming base.  

Similar to Wayne, Lauryn spoke of the inferiority of her boundaried schools; or, 

as she called them, “crappy schools as [her] home schools” (interview 10/08).  When 

pressed to discuss that a bit further, she shared 

Lauryn 

<sigh> They're(students at her boundaried schools) sort of the ones that nobody 

cares about so something bad is going to happen to them. Nobody really cared 

about the kids at Ralston27 until it was about to close, and then they were like "oh 

we should do something." We should have done something like thirty years ago, 

like they really have bad academics, and the kids aren't motivated to learn because 

like the teachers are really like they don't really care about them, but they think 

it's like, it’s sort of like a Catch-22. Like the teachers aren't motivated because the 

kids aren't motivated, so they're trying to bring in new teachers, but it's just 

like...sort that thing where it's like if somebody is driving on a highway and they 

stop at 5 in the morning, it's still going to affect somebody at like 7. So you're just 

                                                
27 All school names are pseudonyms. 
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going to assist someone. It's just like nobody really cares. And I'm kind of glad I 

like didn't have to go to those schools. I feel bad for kids who do...my sister went 

to Smith for middle school. 

 

In the course of this discussion, Lauryn sketched out a complex understanding of her 

schools, similar to what Valenzuela (1999) outlined as authentic caring in the school 

environment. She spoke of the inequity embedded within the school structure in Southern 

City; and the far-reaching impact that it had on student lives (Ginwright, Cammarota, and 

Noguera, 2005). She was interested in social justice and ways to combat inequality, and 

she was able to use Achieve to help her enact change in her own life. In this discussion, 

Lauryn was “consciously engaged in a critique of oppression” (Solorzano and Delgado 

Bernal, 2001, 324). 

Through her engagement in Achieve, she had applied to different schools within 

the district’s magnet network, and she attended magnet schools for math, science, and 

language arts. Similar to Wayne, Lauryn drew on her social network and community 

cultural wealth (Yosso, 2006), specifically Achieve, to provide her with information on 

educational alternatives and support. She also drew on her sister’s experiences to shape 

her choices; as she mentioned, she did not attend the same schools as her sister did for 

either middle school or high school. For Lauryn, her decision to join Achieve, and to 

remain active in it, offered her tools and assistance to negotiate her academic career.  
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 In our first interview in 2008, we discussed Achieve and what it offered. Lauryn 

explained that Achieve participants had to do a three-year summer program that was like 

school—only more fun. 

Jennifer 

So, is it like, you said it's not like school, do you feel, so is it… I'm trying to think 

of a way to phrase a question without leading too much. I’m curious about [the] 

types of things that you do. 

Lauryn 

Well, we learn sort of like things that will help us prepare for like whatever level 

of school that we're going into. Like, we learn how to do like cross-multiply and 

stuff like that, then like it was stuff we didn't learn until eighth grade and then 

when we learned it, it was like, it gave us an advantage in class, and then, um, I 

was really proud of myself last year in physics because when we learned about in 

science Achieve, we had like, we learned about ohms and circuits and like stuff 

like that, and so when we talked about that in physics, I was like "I finally know 

something"—I was really happy.  And so, yeah, they teach a bunch of random 

stuff...I learned how to count in binary to base five—[I] completely forgot [it] 

though--good skill to have.  And then social studies, we learned, like it's all civil-

rights based, so like one year was like the Civil Rights movement in the fifties 

with the Blacks, and then the next year that we went, it was like Cesar Chavez and 

the Delano Grape Strike--it was pretty cool. And the teachers are like really 

passionate about what they teach.  
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 Lauryn highlighted the ways that the summer school could be fun—through 

culturally relevant (Ladson Billings, 1994) and meaningful subject matter, such as a civil-

rights approach to social studies, as well as being beneficial to her future classes, such as 

the physics primer, by providing her with a preview of material that she encountered in 

the following school year.  Attending Achieve programming helped her feel prepared for 

the content of her courses during the year, while also providing her with a new 

orientation for viewing the material she was engaging. She enjoyed both the curriculum 

and the approach to teaching, and she saw the importance of teaching methods that were 

meaningful and relational.  As she said in her description of the program expectations—

“I didn’t think that college prep could be so fun.” 

 In our second interview, in summer 2009, Lauryn also highlighted a different way 

that Achieve helped her—through guidance on the college selection process and 

advocacy on her behalf.  Financial aid and college application workshops began in the 

ninth grade for Achieve participants. In her meetings with her counselor from ninth grade 

to twelfth grade, Lauryn would find out about new colleges and programs to consider or 

to apply to. Lauryn sought out her counselor in a way to provide her with navigational 

capital (Yosso, 2006) to help her with the application process, which enabled her to get 

her college applications done much earlier than many of her school peers. 

 A striking part of the interview came when Lauryn shared a way that her 

counselor advocated on her behalf when she was not accepted to a local university. 

Below, I recount our discussion about the colleges that she had been accepted to attend. 
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Jennifer 

Yeah--how many colleges did you end up applying to in total? 

Lauryn 

Finishing applying to? 

Jennifer 

Yeah--finishing. 

Lauryn 

Um...Memphis, FITM, Texas State, UNT, UT, and…yeah—that's it 

Jennifer 

And UNT gave you the most? 

Lauryn 

Mhm 

Jennifer 

Did you get in to everywhere? 

Lauryn 

Yeah, but after awhile.  Like, um, both UNT and Texas State, I got rejected at 

first, but um, UNT has a personal review? And it's basically like an essay and a 

resume, and that, and so, that's how I got into UNT.  And then Texas State, …[my 

counselor] just called and she's like –"You need to look at this girl's file again," 

and so they did, and then so I got in.  

Jennifer 

Interesting--were you just like "what is this?" 
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Lauryn 

Yeah, cause I was, I was like at home and then [my counselor] called me, and she 

was like—I have some news for you. And I was like--yes. And she told me--you 

got into Texas State. And I was like --What? When? And she said--just now. I just 

got off the phone. So, it was pretty awesome. 

 

Lauryn was pretty surprised at the way that the counselor could make a few  

phone calls and effectively change the admissions committee’s mind. This exchange 

demonstrated the impact of Lauryn’s decision to remain active in Achieve: she had an 

organization that supported her and vociferously advocated on her behalf when she was 

not considered carefully enough by an outside organization. This program proved to be 

crucial in assisting Lauryn in pursuing college and learning how to negotiate the path to 

get there. She was able to use the social capital that she had amassed through her long-

term involvement with Achieve; her counselor helped her negotiate the terrain of college 

admissions and intervene on her behalf in order to secure her admission. 

 Attending and paying for college were major concerns for Lauryn. She mentioned 

that she had no money for college; she needed outside funding in order to attend. She 

jokingly outlined a list of plans for paying for college—ranging for being “discovered” 

by a couple who had lost a quirky daughter as a teenager and wanted to provide for 

Lauryn to “peddling her wares” at festivals and stands to using FastWeb, a scholarship 

service that, in her words “focused on military veterans who had lost a knee or a pinky or 

something” (interview, 10/2008). Lauryn discussed the cost of things—school, supplies, 



 279 

and clothes—more readily than other participants. She was also quick to illustrate her 

incredible resourcefulness by drawing on Achieve, YouthArts, and community-based arts 

activities in order to help her construct her identity. 

 

“With YouthArts, I’d say they’re just giving me  
the tools to doing that and like fueling that” 
 
 A notable part of my interviews with Lauryn was related to discussing how art in 

different figured worlds, such as in school and at ContempoArts, overlapped and 

informed one another. I was surprised to hear that, although Lauryn said that art was 

where she “fit in” (interview, 10/2008), she was only in her second year of art in her 

senior year of high school; in her junior year, she took Art I, and in her senior year, she 

took AP Art. She said that she had decided to “challenge” herself in her last year of high 

school and taking AP Art fell into that category.  

As we talked about her AP Art class and the portfolio that she had to create to 

turn in for AP assessment in the fall 2008 interview, she shared that it was her 

involvement in YouthArts that helped her develop art skills, as well as provided her with 

materials to try new projects.  

All the art that I have in my portfolio, I've made just like this year. And most of it 

I made like with the stuff I've used from YouthArts, like the cameras and stuff 

cause the stuff we did in Art I was just like assignments--like we built cardboard 

chairs and we did other things and they were kind of fun, but it wasn't like my 

work you know. So, with YouthArts, I'd say they're just like giving me tools to 
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doing that and like fueling that. So, if I wasn't in that, I'd probably be like in 

drawing II this year, which is stupid because I don't need to draw. 

 

This reflection is notable in two main ways. One, Lauryn specifically discussed how 

YouthArts provided her with the freedom to create a portfolio that was reflective of her 

developing skills as an artist. While she worked on some projects with her class that she 

enjoyed, they were projects that the teacher conceived of and that all of her classmates 

made. YouthArts did not have set assignments for participants to complete; participants 

were encouraged to work on projects that they were interested in. Two, YouthArts 

offered her the supplies to follow through on whatever she wanted to make. She was able 

to ask for more supplies and to try new concepts and techniques out as the materials were 

provided for her. Lauryn tried different media, but she was drawn to drafting clothes and 

accessories and then realizing these drafts in a variety of media—paper, fabric, and 

plastic. The freedom that YouthArts offered, coupled with the supplies, enabled Lauryn 

to craft a portfolio that better reflected her aesthetic sense and ability to conceptualize, 

draft, and carry out a project. She was able to then submit this portfolio for multiple 

purposes—the Advanced Placement Exam, statewide awards, and college admittance. 

This portfolio, and the way that she was able to construct her artistic identity through the 

materials, subject matter, and approach, became a significant artifact of the YouthArts 

experience for Lauryn. 

 The materials that one uses and the comprehensiveness of one’s portfolio play a 

substantial role in the AP test (Willis, 2004). Looking through the Studio Art archives on 
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the College Board’s website, there is a relationship between the quality of materials and 

breadth of portfolio and the score that the student receives (collegeboard.com). Lauryn 

was able to include photography, dress making, and abstract ink-and-painting works 

largely through the materials she had received from YouthArts. Lauryn’s school did not 

have an extraordinarily strong art program: there are currently two-and-a-half teachers on 

the campus teaching art, and, as she mentioned, one of those teachers was new and 

assigned to AP Art (aisd.net). Art was not a focus in the school, and most students took 

extra classes related to the magnet’s focus on sciences and the liberal arts as their elective 

courses. As she discussed in her 2008 interview, the art that she encountered in Art I was 

highly scripted and allowed for little individual difference. Therefore, a considerable 

amount of work that Lauryn created and included in her Advanced Placement portfolio 

was done on her own time, using YouthArts materials, and not in school. 

 She knew that taking AP Art might be difficult, but she also knew that it would 

afford her the opportunity to push her work further and to open herself up to criticism. 

Her AP Art teacher set up the class as open session for the students to compile their 

portfolios, and he set the end of the first term, in the beginning of January, as the deadline 

for portfolio completion. Through her involvement with YouthArts, she was better able to 

manage her time and her creative process to use the freedom offered in her class to work 

on her portfolio. In the interview in the summer of 2009, where she looked back on her 

senior year, she brought up the ways that YouthArts helped her create her artistic self. 
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Lauryn 

I think if she [the Art I teacher] would have stayed, I would have had to apply to 

AP Art, but I was just like...I really want to do this to sort of challenge myself. I 

did that with a couple of classes this year, like I'm not sure if I will be able to 

make it, but I just want to like see, and since YouthArts is so like free, and not 

like assigned, I think that is what sort of gave me the courage to apply to AP. 

Jennifer 

Because the first year, your first art class, you had just done kind of assignments, 

whereas the AP class was kind of like 

Lauryn 

Just do things- 

Jennifer 

Do stuff 

Lauryn 

Yeah 

Jennifer 

Do you feel like that ended up bearing out the whole year or... 

Lauryn 

Yeah, pretty much 

Jennifer 

Yeah? What did you end up doing? 

Lauryn 
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We were on our own a lot, and um, I made a lot of dresses out of paper, which is 

really fun. 

Jennifer 

And that counted for the class? 

Lauryn 

Uh-huh. 

Jennifer 

Excellent. And did you submit that as part of your portfolio? 

Lauryn 

Yeah. 

Jennifer 

For your studio art? 

Lauryn 

Mhm, got a 3. 

Jennifer 

Very nice--so you passed? 

Lauryn 

Mhm, and then um, part of my portfolio, I used some clothes from Threaded, 

which was that fashion show that my friend made. 

Jennifer 

Uh-huh. 

Lauryn 
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And that was like, that was really fun. So, I took pictures from that and used it in 

my, um, AP portfolio, and that was um, that was same weekend as prom? So, 

Saturday was prom and Sunday was Threaded, and Threaded was like a 

competition, and I won that. 

Jennifer 

Did you? 

Lauryn 

Yeah, and like, Rosie was like, she was asking for donations? Turns out that was 

for the winner, so I got a bucketful of money. It was like $200.  

Jennifer 

Very nice. 

Lauryn 

That was cool. And, I was prom queen. 

Jennifer 

Seriously? 

Lauryn 

I had a tiara--I have a tiara. 

Jennifer 

Look at you! Did you make your prom dress? 

Lauryn 

No, I got it from treasure city for like $4. 

Jennifer 
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Okay…Very nice. 

Lauryn 

I like cheap things. 

Jennifer 

What era is it? Is it like a contemporary dress, or was it...? 

Lauryn 

No, it was really 70s...it had sleeves, but they were see-through. I looked like 

Donna Summer. But I cut the sleeves off and it looked better. 

Jennifer 

Very nice…sounds like you had a great senior year. 

Lauryn 

Yep.  

Jennifer 

Excellent. So, you had also said that you didn't know what role art was going to 

play in your life.... do you think you have a better idea now, or...still trying to 

figure it out a little bit? 

Lauryn 

Still iffy...I might just be like a connoisseur and like just make things on occasion, 

but I don't think that I'll be one hundred percent practicing artist, unless you count 

designer as artist, but it wouldn't be like just studio art… 
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This transcript shows the ways that Lauryn’s out-of-school and in-school art lives 

worked together. She took experiences from her out-of-school life—YouthArts and a 

fashion show—and incorporated them into her in-school life—through including art from 

those places into her AP Art portfolio. The actual artifacts of the YouthArts program—

the materials and the artwork—enabled her to reauthor her crafter identity outside of the 

program, as well as inside. She was able to take her figurative identity as a crafter in 

YouthArts and apply it to her student artistic identity in AP Arts.  The benefits of 

YouthArts amplified and diversified her cultural capital; Lauryn was able to apply to her 

artistic capital from the figured world of YouthArts to the figured world of school and to 

the Advanced Placement exam. This cultural capital, garnered through YouthArts and 

multiplied through school, led to work in her AP portfolio, which had tangible benefits 

for her in the form of college credit. She was able to turn symbolic and cultural capital 

from YouthArts into cultural capital of college coursework. 

 

“Sometimes I’m surprised at how, I don't know, 
 I guess, young and naive they think kids are these days…” 
 
  Another way that Lauryn was aware of her multiple positions and identities was 

when we were discussing the ways that adults perceive adolescents. She made several 

comments during our interviews about leveraging older peoples’ conceptions of youth. 

She saw that she was able to position herself as “in need,” primarily through her status as 

a youth, to unsuspecting adults.  She aimed to capitalize on the Wunderkind aspect of her 

talent and to use her age as an advantage—she was cultivating an artistic identity that was 

even more notable based on her youth and the supposed “juvenile” quality to work that 
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adults expected. She was not looking forward to the aging process, as she felt that this 

would diminish the cache that she had developed associated with her youth. 

 Below, I include two different parts of the interview transcript from our summer 

2009 interview where she discussed how she thought adults considered adolescents and 

their abilities, as well as the ways that she played on these figured identities in order to 

author herself as a designer. 

Well... more open to children. They [adults] assume that we're like, sort of 

incompetent and we can't do much for ourselves. And they're just like this 17-year 

old, duh di duh...  

 

Sure. Sometimes I’m surprised at how, I don't know, I guess, young and naive 

they think kids are these days, it's really weird. But if I can make money off of it, 

I might as well. At the Threaded fashion show, I was standing backstage cause, if 

I wanted to be like in the front where I could see the stage, I’d have to like crowd 

surf, and that's dangerous, but like I was standing backstage and when my 

collection went up there, they were like "this girl is a high-school student." 

Apparently, I was the only high school kid in there, and everyone was like 

"amazing..." 

 

In both of these quotes, Lauryn highlighted the ways that she sees adolescents being 

viewed by adults and how she used this to her advantage. This trope of adolescents as 

deficient or in need is well documented and problematized in research with youth (Wyn 
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and White, 1997; Biklen, 2007; Flacks, 2007; Smyth, Angus, Down, and McInerney, 

2008). The ways that adolescents are constructed, both actively and passively, as “in 

need,” as not-knowing, and as possible persons instead of people in their own right, 

abounds. What is particularly notable about Lauryn’s case, and the larger theoretical 

framework of this dissertation, is the way that she responded to the positional identity of 

adolescent—the one that was in the imagination of many adults and fellow teenagers—

and was able to use the sometimes negative connotations to her advantage. She was 

aware of this positioning, and she used it to author her accomplishments as particularly 

noteworthy given her age. 

In some ways, this mapping of “not fully developed” onto adolescents is 

constructed through adult experiences. As Woodson (2007) writes,  

Childhood exists as a site into and onto which we perform personal and social 

memories, since childhood functions as a type of ‘universal’ social reference 

while occluding race, gender, and class. The simple fact remains that all adults 

were at one time or another children. Unlike the categories of race, culture, or 

gender, all individuals have shared in the temporality of childhood. Thus, 

childhood exists as a location to which everyone has ties—emotional, 

foundational, physical—memories and thoughts. (296) 

 

This connection to childhood as a lived experience for adults, and for adult researchers, 

can impact their appraisal of youth. The stereotypical refrain of “well, in my day…” is a 

clear way to see this. This prism through which experiences are reflected can impact how 
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people in those positions are understood or not understood. In Lauryn’s situation, her 

abilities were often cast as exceptional for an adolescent; the qualifying statement of her 

age playing a role in her talent was not an unusual occurrence. However, this positioning 

was not something that Lauryn objected to consistently; rather, she looked for ways to 

create herself specifically using that positional identity. She knew that people were 

receptive to adolescents who were characterized as being “exceptional” in contrast to 

their peers, and she also knew that people remembered their experiences of being an 

adolescent and used that as a barometer for youth engagement. On both counts, she was 

often seen as exceptional—she outshined her peers, and she actively worked hard to 

construct her identity as a fashion designer while young. She carefully analyzed how to 

approach these situations and was able to author and reauthor herself accordingly. 

 

Crafting an identity 

 In thinking about Lauryn holistically, and considering the ways that she described 

herself and used materials around her, I’m drawn to her ability to construct and re-

construct her artistic identity. She was active in how she was positioned in multiple 

situations, as well as how she thought about being positioned. In reflecting on her 

involvement with Achieve, Lauryn discussed the ways that Achieve helped her negotiate 

school content and procedures. She took advantage of her participation in this program 

and recognized its importance to her success. She was able to craft a particular college 

prep path, one that she considered to be fun, out of this involvement, and she had a 

supportive group of counselors to advocate on her behalf when she was faced with 
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complex school decisions. 

 In the second transcript from summer 2009 and in discussing the portfolio creation 

process, Lauryn highlighted the ways that YouthArts had given her the physical and 

symbolic materials to literally and figuratively craft her identity. The provided supplies 

allowed her to try out different media, which in turn enabled her to try out different 

figurative and relational identities for the program—she could be a specialist in one of the 

fields, she could become the experimenter, or she could become the example by which 

other participants are considered. She was able to use the materials to help solidify her 

identity as an artist and as a crafter. 

 Third, she recognized the ways that youth are often positioned by larger society—

as not capable, as indulgent, as in some way deficient—and she aimed to use those 

positions to demonstrate her accomplishments as more noteworthy. She was successful 

despite her age. She worried about getting older and what that would mean for her artistic 

identity as she had been positioned, and authored herself, as highly talented in light of her 

age, and in some ways, in spite of her age.  

 Fourth, Lauryn created divisions on who she saw as “artists” and “crafters” and 

more broadly, between “art” and “craft.” When asked to describe herself, she preferred 

the term “crafter” to “artist.” She saw distinctions between the two, and she wanted to 

work in a way that would be usable and would lead to a career. When asked how art 

would play a role in her life, she took on the label of “connoisseur” rather than 

practitioner. She felt that art would always play a role in her life, yet she did not feel 

confident in pursuing art as a career. At times, she saw the fields of art and craft as being 
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separate, as she discussed in her interviews. Art was more related to fine art, and to 

extrapolate further, did not necessarily serve a purpose. Craft could be artistic, but it was 

also of use. As she was a designer, she saw herself as a crafter, and she wanted her 

designs to be used. She was clearly savvy in her use of craft, art, and connoisseur; she 

had considerable knowledge and understanding of the fields and used them to actively 

construct her crafter identity and her collegiate path. 

 This debate is one that is cyclical, and especially interesting to consider in light of a 

resurgence of do-it-yourself craft and art movement (various Craft Mafias; Etsy; Levine, 

2009) and recurring academic debates about distinctions between art and craft (Risatti, 

2007; Halper and Douglas, 2009; Adamson, 2010). Lauryn specifically referenced 

artist/crafters in the greater Southern City area, and she saw her work in that tradition. 

She was hesitant to identify as an artist, and through conversation, she shared that it was 

because she was not a two-dimensional creator—she would do abstract two-dimensional 

work, but that was often to fulfill requirements or to provide inspiration for three-

dimensional work. She didn’t mind working with pencils, pen-and-ink, or paint, but they 

were not her first choice; she was able to sketch, and did sketch possible dresses, but she 

would much rather sew and embellish and layer. 

 One could see the ways that Lauryn was aware of financial constraints and her 

desire to be a crafter as interrelated. She was cautious in applying for schools and was 

worried about paying for them; as she joked, she might have to “peddle her wares” in 

order to make money to attend. Creating craft and wearable art that can be created out of 

a range of materials, produced with frequency and purchased readily, may have presented 
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Lauryn with multiple options for success. She was interested in pursuing business in 

addition to fine arts (interview 8/2009)—she knew that it was important to have a sense 

of the financial side of art production. She wanted to take an artistic path, but one that 

was steeped with a higher chance of success and security.  She drew on the figured world 

of YouthArts, and the position of the artist as being more than just technically skilled, to 

help her navigate a future career path. 

 

“This is where I can be myself”: Bethari Young 

Bethari28 was the first participant that I met during my semester as a volunteer at 

YouthArts in fall 2007. We were both trying to find our way in the program, and she 

came back the following semester, when I was collecting data for my pilot study. Bethari 

was a Hispanic29 young woman, with thick, wavy just-past-her-shoulders hair. She 

consistently wore canvas sneakers—vacillating between a pair of Converse shoes that she 

doodled on and a pair of black-and-neon-starred slip-ons. In addition to being the first 

participant I met, she was also the first participant with whom I chatted with extensively. 

It is hard to describe how we came to our genial relationship, and how we would often 

have small conversations on the way to fieldtrips or while the participants were making 

art, but it was noticeable early on.  

                                                
28 Selecting a pseudonym was difficult for Bethari. Her first suggestion was “most super awesome person.” 
She shot that down herself, and asked if she could go by her real nick-name—what was the point of 
changing it? She then came to Bethari,--“Wait, scratch that, I'd like my name to be Bethari (it means 
Goddess in Indonesian, I think it suits me) (http://www.babynames.com/name/BETHARI yeah I looked up 
baby names on Google). Uh, last name Young. Yeah. That's my new name.” (email communication, 9/10) 
29 As with all participants, Bethari provided her racial/ethnic identification. I include “Hispanic” here to 
honor her identification. I use Mexican American or Latina when I speak of her in other places in the 
dissertation. 
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 Bethari found out about YouthArts in her high school. Her Art I teacher made an 

announcement about the programs at ContempoArts and left a pile of applications for 

both Club ContempoArts and YouthArts on a table by the door. Bethari said that her 

teacher did not necessarily encourage the students to participate; rather, she just 

introduced the programs as a possibility. As Bethari was looking for a way to “fill up” 

her days (which I discuss later) (interview, 4/08), she decided to apply to both programs. 

She was accepted to both programs and began attending the YouthArts in fall 2007. She 

attended both YouthArts and Club ContempoArts, somewhat irregularly, up until she 

graduated high school in spring 2010. 

I conducted three interviews with Bethari: one in spring 2008, at the end of her 

sophomore year; one in spring 2009; and one in summer 2010 with her mentor in the 

Advanced YouthArts program. The second interview was lost in a crash of Transcriva, a 

computer program for recording and transcribing interviews, and served as a reminder to 

back up my material in multiple places as single hard drive locations are not reliable; I 

have broad notes from this interview, but not the actual recording or the transcript.  

Therefore, the material below largely comes from our first interview when she was 

figuring out what she wanted to do and our third interview with her and her mentor. I also 

have feedback forms from her participation in the advanced program and field notes, 

informal interviews, and personal work to help me construct this case study. 

 In this section, I explore the ways that Bethari saw her school art experiences 

differing from her YouthArts art experiences.  She specifically drew attention to her 

school experiences in this conversation, and she juxtaposed interactions in YouthArts and 
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her introduction to art high school course. This subsection segues into a discussion of 

Bethari’s relationships with other adults in her life, specifically her art teacher in high 

school and Antonio in YouthArts, to highlight the different ways that she interacted with 

each and how the way that she positioned them impacted how much faith she put in their 

abilities and their feedback. In this section, I also consider the relationship that she 

developed with her mentor, Akiko, and the topics that they covered in their pairing, such 

as culture, religion, and feeling “in-between.”  I conclude Bethari’s case study with an 

examination of her future plans and the limited role that she sees art playing in her adult 

life. In this discussion, I also consider how Bethari’s family, particularly her mom, played 

a significant role in shaping where Bethari went to school and how Bethari conceived of 

her future.  



 295 

 

Figure 7. A sample of Bethari Young’s work” mixed media, Advanced 
YouthArts, Spring 2010 

 

“I don't like that because I don't feel like I'm actually doing anything” 

 As with the two previous case studies, Bethari and I discussed art in different 

places. We spoke about her two different school environments—that of her Knowledge Is 

Power Program (KIPP)30 middle school and her magnet high school. As mentioned 

above, she was looking for a way to fill up her time while in high school because she 

found herself with more time on her hands after leaving the fuller day approach of her 

                                                
30 A particular type of national charter schools that are marked by very long class days and specific forms 
of school branding. 
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KIPP school (kipp.org). She chose YouthArts because she enjoyed art, and she wanted to 

learn techniques for improving. Her mom was pleased that she was doing something that 

would provide her with more instruction, as she specifically chose the KIPP for Bethari 

and her younger sister in order to provide a longer class day with more direct adult 

instruction. Her mother had helped Bethari select a magnet school in Southern City as she 

felt that the magnet school’s curriculum would be more demanding than a non-magnet 

school’s curriculum and would offer multiple opportunities for Bethari to be engaged in 

school-based activities. As the school-based activities plan did not necessarily work out, 

her mom supported her finding other activities to help structure her time. Bethari’s mom 

offered both direct and indirect support of Bethari’s educational path  (Ceja, 2004), 

looking for ways to enrich her daughter’s experiences and encouraging her to apply her 

self in order to be successful. 

Bethari, as a sophomore, was enrolled in an introduction to art class at her school. 

In this class, she was presented with a range of activities and assignments. As this 

approach seemed similar to the “sampler platter” approach of YouthArts highlighted in 

Chapter Four, I was curious to hear Bethari compare art in these two spaces. In the 

following transcript selection, Bethari describes what she sees as the main difference 

between her school-based art class and YouthArts. 

Bethari 

Yeah, she [her art teacher] just kind of says like “yeah.” She's not very she's not 

very opin-she doesn't say what's on her mind really, she just says "Oh, that's good, 
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that's good, good job," that's all she says really. And I don't like that because I 

don't feel like I'm actually doing anything and yeah 

Jennifer 

Do you think it's different over here? 

Bethari 

Oh, yeah. because they actually tell you "I think that's good because of this..." or 

"I don't really like it because of this..." and I just think that kind of helps a lot 

more . .. To have more opinions from more people. 

Jennifer 

Helps in what way? 

Bethari 

Well, then you know kind of what you're trying, like if you're trying to like give 

off a message to something, they just, they like tell you why you're not and like 

how you are and so you kind of just like listen to the negative thing and just like 

make it better. And with the positive thing you can just kind of remember--oh I 

can do that again--and I think that's good. 

 

In this discussion of art in multiple spaces, Bethari seemed to have more respect for the 

adults in YouthArts than her art teacher as she viewed interactions in YouthArts as, for 

lack of a better phrase, more authentic. She said that “they tell you what they think,” 

directly countering what she saw as her experience in art class, where critique was often 

relegated to “I like that “ or “that looks nice”—by both the teacher and the students. As 
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Bethari describes, she enjoyed the depth of conversation and engagement with the art in 

YouthArts. She was interested in the ways that her art was being received—was it 

providing the message or the meaning that she had intended or was it being read in a 

different way? She saw this level of critique as being  “real”; the feedback was more 

genuine in her mind because was longer and more integrated into conversation. She 

further explained the differences she saw in the adult support and interactions when we 

talked about her favorite parts of YouthArts. 

Bethari  

When we go on fieldtrips, I'm like that because I'm kind of like more...I'm trying 

to...I'm getting more aware of like other ideas and other things and more people 

kind of and I'm kind of entering into the art world because I'm not really in it 

really. And I like that, but I also like, I like the critiquing more cause it just kind 

of helps me like improve myself, you know? And I ...the lessons and stuff, I 

mean, I don't really, I don't like them all that much because I just think it's 

something like...I mean, I like them, but just not like all that much as the other 

two things. 

Jennifer 

Yeah. 

Bethari 

But, I don't know why I don't like them—I just don't kind of don't like them. I 

don't know why. 
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Bethari 

Oh no...(unclear) I mean it kinds of similar to my middle school I mean regardless 

of the fact that they were kind of strict. I mean really strict and long…their 

teachers were kind of like you guys...they were, they actually wanted to get to 

know you and stuff and like kind of talk to you and stuff and like at like at other 

places, they're just like hey, you know and then bye. You know? And it is 

different from my school because it's just, the teachers aren't like, oh you know, 

“hey. what are you doing over the weekend?” and stuff like that, it's just kind of 

like--oh, “hi”, and then kind of just—“did you do your homework?” And just kind 

of like “bye” and I don't I don't really like that because then I feel I feel like I’m 

kind of taking some of those like things in also. Like being like "hi" "bye" cause 

like whenever I don't talk to someone any more, I like don't talk to them ever 

again and it's not cool, and so I think I need...I want to uh change that kind of and 

surround myself with people that aren't like that. You know what I'm trying to 

say? Kind of? 

 

Relationships mattered to Bethari, and she was worried that she was letting them slip 

from importance as she adopted more superficial ways of engaging in her high school. In 

the above section, she mentions that she is worried about a “hey” and “bye” type of 

relationship—one marked by just greeting and leaving but without really knowing 

anything about the other person. She felt that her high school was encouraging this type 

of relationship, as she did not feel particularly close to her peers or her teachers; she did 
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not feel as if there was a strong support system of caring in place in her school 

(Valenzuela, 1999).  

Within YouthArts, she developed a noteworthy relationship with Antonio from 

early on; he picked on her, in a good-natured way, in an attempt to have her speak up and 

be integrated into the discussions. She responded to his teasing in the same manner, often 

making some biting remarks followed by a smile and a laugh. As I watched her 

interactions with him, I wondered if this was a typical relationship for her and adults in 

her worlds, or if she thought that there was something different to her interactions with 

Antonio, too. As we talked in the interview, she shared that her relationship with Antonio 

was similar to her relationship with her older brother. As her brother was not as present in 

her life as she would have liked, she saw her relationship with Antonio to be an 

approximation. 

 Bethari’s quote highlighted the way that she was looking for closer connections 

with those around her. She came from a middle school where students and teachers were 

encouraged to create close bonds, and she was looking for a place to help foster that kind 

of connection again. She did not see that happening in her high school, and she slowly 

feared that she would be happy with superficial relationships if she did not actively make 

a change. In YouthArts, she had a few close peers—like Lauryn who went to her school 

but she met through YouthArts—but she mentioned that she did not aim to make good 

friends through YouthArts. Rather, she seemed to be closer to the adults, specifically 

Antonio, and she cultivated that relationship throughout YouthArts. She also found this 

type of close connection with her adult mentor through the advanced program. 
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 “I want to like, you know, be successful” 

 Unlike Wayne, who had fashion and photography aspirations, or Lauryn, who saw 

her identity as a crafter and worked to find a way to use that identity in her future career, 

Bethari did not see a future career rooted in an artistic identity.  In our first interview, in 

the fall semester 2008, she charted the progress of her idealized future career. 

Jennifer 

Yeah…Well, we've informally talked about what you want to do when you're 

older, now what do _you_ want to do? Cause you’ve mentioned that your mom 

doesn't want you to be an artist 

Bethari 

Yeah. I kinda always wanted to be like, when I was little, I wanted to be a model, 

you know? I was just going to be pretty, but then, I kinda like, I was just like, no, 

that's not going to work. And then I kinda always thought that I wanted to be like 

an artist or something, you know kinda of like easy, and it's fun and stuff, but 

then, I'm just kind of like, I don't know whether I should be like a psychiatrist, a 

artist, cause I kinda want to be an artist more, but I wouldn't mind being a 

psychiatrist because I’m taking psychiatry next seme--I mean next year. And I 

don't really mind, but I don't want to be like, you know, making barely enough 

money, I want to like, you know, be successful. 

Jennifer 

How long has your mom wanted you to be a psychologist/psychiatrist for? 

Bethari 
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Like, 4, 3 years maybe. 7th grade, I think, maybe? She was just like--you're going 

to be a psychiatrist, and I was like, okay. I don't mind really, it's just going to be 

pretty boring. And I’d rather take the easy way out, which is pretty bad, but.. 

Jennifer 

You think that art is the easy way out? 

Bethari 

Well, no, it isn't, but it's more fun, I think.  And I wouldn't mind being a 

psychiatrist because I like to read a lot of books, and they read a lot of books, I 

think, maybe, and I don't really...if mom wants me to be a psychiatrist, like I'll do 

it, I don't care.  It's kind of like--okay. 

  

Bethari’s mother was apprehensive about her ability to make a living as an artist, and she 

would rather Bethari choose something with more stability, such as a psychologist or a 

psychiatrist. While these professions may seem a bit arbitrary, Bethari shared that her 

brother has had some mental health problems and that her family has found it difficult to 

navigate the mental health industry. Although Bethari did not make the connection, I 

wondered if this goal of a psychology-based career was tied to better understanding the 

system and becoming a better advocate or helping provide care to her brother. 

Additionally, both Bethari and her mother were worried by the instability of an 

artist’s life. Bethari shared that her mom was very invested in her daughter’s education 

and her performing well in school; her mom wanted Bethari and her two siblings to earn 

straight A’s and spoke to them about their future plans frequently. Her mother expressed 
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concern about pursuing art as a career—Bethari said that her mom would caution about 

becoming a “hobo” if Bethari chose to pursue art (interview with Bethari, 4/ 2008). 

Bethari wanted to be successful, and she was not sure if she could do that within the 

world of art. Her mother’s suggestion made sense when she thought about the future, and 

she decided to pursue psychology. 

When we met again, with her adult mentor in summer 2010, she charted out a 

similar path. Bethari had gone to a college orientation at the school that she had planned 

to attend, which was located approximately an hour south of Southern City, and she was 

using the guidelines for a psychology major to help her select her courses. She said that 

she planned to do art on the side, but she wasn’t sure how it would work with her 

required courses.  

Jennifer 

So are you going to do art at all, or is it all psychology? 

Bethari 

Um, I would to like study art still.. you know like take a couple of classes here 

and there maybe once, once every year. I mean, I don't know much about college. 

I like just chose my schedule and um... 

Akiko 

Did you? Are you going for real? Like I mean are you going away?  

Bethari 

Yeah I think so... 
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She had always planned to have art as her interest “on the side,” and she was 

looking for ways to make that happen. Akiko encouraged Bethari to continue creating art 

and to maintain an interest in aesthetics and new creations; she saw Bethari’s use of an 

“inspiration” folder on her computer desktop as a way for Bethari to draw inspiration and 

stay in touch with her art. 

Perhaps another factor in Bethari’s decision was her lack of confidence in her 

work. In our meetings, Bethari shared that she did not think that she was developed 

enough to become an artist. She felt that her work was “immature” and was not on the 

same level as other participants, especially those who participated in Club ContempoArts.  

Bethari 

I thought some of the kids...some of them were really mature and stuff and they 

were just like at a different level. Like, I'm right here and they were like kind of 

like over here and over here [she indicated two positions above her head and to 

the sides]. And I just thought that I wasn't really there yet, like at their level to 

actually participate in anything. 

Jennifer 

Which- 

Bethari 

What? 

Jennifer 

Mature in what way? 

Bethari 
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Well, I mean, they all seemed...like they were all seniors and juniors and there 

was only like one sophomore, one freshman, or something. And I just kind of felt 

out of place. Cause they were all like pretty smart and mature, and I just kind of 

like...I was off in my own little world, and I was kind of like sad. 

 

She decided to sit out a year of Club ContempoArts, and she rejoined them for one 

semester in her junior year and one semester in her senior year. In an informal interview 

in March 2010, she shared that she still preferred YouthArts activities to Club 

ContempoArts activities, but she liked having more arts-related activities, and she liked 

seeing her friends in Club ContempoArts. She felt more comfortable in YouthArts as the 

participants weren’t mostly from the same school, and the group was more diverse as a 

result. Also, in YouthArts, she was able to create her own work; Club ContempoArts 

focused on collaborative projects, and Bethari was not the biggest fan of that approach. 

Her perception of her ability differed significantly from the adult perceptions of 

her work. In individual sessions, Bethari seemed apprehensive of her work—she would 

say that they were “just doodles” or that she “didn’t really know what she was doing.” In 

interviews, she shared that she felt that her work was “immature.” (Interview, 4/2008) In 

conversations with adults associated with the program—Antonio, Alex, and Akiko— we 

discussed Bethari’s perception of her work, drawing on her feedback in the sessions, her 

conversations with them during portfolio reviews or meetings, and my interviews. Each 

of them was taken aback at Bethari’s lack of confidence in her work. They saw her as one 

of the strongest artists in the program, if she was a bit inconsistent with her production. 
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Many of the comments about her artwork involved qualifiers similar to “when she brings 

work in” or “when we have a workshop in YouthArts,” which indicated that she didn’t 

always have work with her, but the work that she did produce was of high caliber. The 

facilitators also commented on her ability to participate in critique and explore art 

critically. Without fail, each of them saw her as a very talented and strong artist. In 

Alex’s words, “do I have art from any of the other participants hanging in my living 

room?” (Informal interview, 8/2010). 

This contrast between the way that Bethari saw herself and the way that the adults 

saw her was notable. She would quickly praise adolescent colleagues—in our last 

interview, she talked about how impressed she was with Wayne when I had asked if she 

had anything to share at the end (interview, 7/2010)—and she was equally quick to 

highlight the weaknesses that she perceived in her own work. In some ways, I wondered 

if her appraisal of her ability impacted her decision to pursue a different career path. She 

wanted to be successful in life, and she was worried that she would not be able to do that 

through art. Her decision to pursue another avenue, when coupled with her mom’s 

encouragement to consider psychology, could be seen as fitting with this goal of pursuing 

a safer career, one that she saw as having a higher chance of success for herself.  

 

“We talked a lot about a lot of stuff….like deep stuff” 

 In the interview with Bethari and her mentor, Akiko, during the summer of 2010, 

we discussed what they did as part of their mentorship relationship and how they 

negotiated this new and unscripted territory. From the Advanced YouthArts meetings, I 
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knew that this pair had spent a lot of time talking and exploring—they went to multiple 

galleries, openings, and stores, and they shared magazines, manga, and movies with one 

another extensively in the beginning. So extensively in fact, that Alex was a little 

apprehensive that they could fabricate their large-scale three-dimensional installation at 

the end of the term. I was curious as to how this exploration had impacted their “getting 

to know each other” process and how they saw their relationship develop over the course 

of the advanced pairing.  

As with Wayne and Matt earlier, Bethari and Akiko had a very close and amiable 

relationship; Bethari jokingly said “Best friend forever” when I asked her to characterize 

their relationship for me. She then clarified her statement, sharing “We got really close. It 

was easy for us to click” (interview, 7/2010).  They shared that they would have long 

conversations about everything and ventured into what Akiko considered deep (and 

sophisticated) issues, such as religion and cultural heritage.   

Akiko 

And the fact that like...the weird thing that I thought was, like, how well she like 

paired us because there are interests that we discovered later that were like...oh, 

there's sort of like a cultural interests—with both respective cultures...like 

investigating that and bringing that into the work, or our own work. She was 

really interested in Mexican American or Mexican, what like—Aztec and Mayan 

stuff, right? We went to the library and tried to get stuff...anyway that was one 

interest...cultural, like our own cultures... and like then she's totally into like 
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anime and Hayao Miyazaki was like our-- 

 

They had considered what it meant to feel in-between cultures—Akiko tried to navigate 

Japanese culture and Japanese American identity, and Bethari felt a push and pull 

between what she saw as more traditional Mexican identity and her own feelings about 

religion and culture.  

Akiko 

But that was only through getting to know one another that that came out even , 

so I don't know. What else? Interest in like world mythology, or like we talked a 

lot about Catholicism and religion. 

Bethari 

Yeah, we talked we talked a lot about a lot of stuff. 

Akiko 

I know. 

Bethari 

Yeah--I know. Like deep stuff 

Akiko 

Right right. 

Bethari 

Like religion. 

Akiko 

Identity in some ways. 
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Bethari 

Yeah yeah...just stuff like that.  

Akiko 

Right--tradition versus like… 

Bethari 

The new stuff… 

Akiko 

The weird being like in-between cultures. 

 

This part of the interview was striking for a few reasons: one, Bethari rarely made 

oblique references to culture in conversation in YouthArts, but she would raise these 

issues of cultural heritage and ethnicity in one-on-one settings, such as informal 

conversations with me or, as the interview shows, in her relationship with her mentor. In 

our first interview, Bethari said that she did not want to go to one of the magnet schools 

because she “didn’t want to be surrounded by all of those White people” (interview, 4/ 

2008). She thought that she may have offended me, and she wanted to make sure that she 

didn’t come across as “racist.” This could be indicative of her feelings in the large 

group—she didn’t want to discuss anything lest she offend others, or it could be that she 

felt comfortable discussing this one-on-one in an interview. I assured her that she did not 

offend me, and she indicated that she viewed me “differently” than other White people. 

As she shared in the earlier transcript, she included me with the adults from the program 

as being different from adults that she came in contact with in teaching situations. Part of 
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my difference, as she explained in this transcript, was being different from other White 

people, or at least White adults, whom she had come in contact with. 

Second, this was the second mentor interview that hinted at the pairs discussing 

topics that were related to identity development and race, class, gender, sexuality, and 

religion. Bethari and Akiko discussed feelings of being in-between and the role of 

religion in their lives.  They felt that they were able to share these feelings as their 

meetings lasted longer than the required three hours a week and that they spent so much 

time exploring and talking in the beginning. These conversations were jump-started when 

Bethari shared the English version of the Japanese animated film My Neighbor Totoro 

with Akiko, and they discussed the differences in watching the subtitled version and 

having a version of dialogue one understood and trying to piece together parts of the 

dialogue in the non-subtitled version. They then discussed becoming Americanized, and 

the ways that they navigated their ethnic heritages of Japanese and Mexican while 

growing up in the United States.31 

The interviews with the mentor pairs highlighted the ways that issues such as 

ethnicity and sexuality may have been harder to come by in the larger YouthArts group. 

In my interviews and in conversation with the adolescents, race, gender, class, or 

sexuality would come up in smaller group conversations. However, in the whole group 

setting, there were fewer direct references to sexuality or to race or to gender. Alex would 

provide parameters on the first day that all participants were expected to be respectful of 

each participant and that all participants were welcomed; she specifically would tell 

                                                
31 They discussed these issues at length in their pair whereas they hinted at the conversations in the 
interview. 
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students that racial, gender, and sexuality discrimination, put-downs, or slurs were not 

going to be tolerated. While this opening laid the parameters for respectful conversation, 

it also may have had the unintentional consequence of limiting conversation on these 

topics and censoring discussions.  

Additionally, it is important to consider the ways that I may have missed 

discussions about race, gender, class, and sexuality when they were not as direct as they 

are in these interview transcripts or as they are in one-on-one conversations. While 

looking for Racial/Gender/Sexuality/Class discussions to occur, I could have missed out 

on ways that racialized, gendered, sexed, and classed discourses circulated (Gordon, 

2005). In searching for the larger discourses of identity production, I could have missed 

out on ways that the participants engaged in these activities with more frequency than I 

noted. 

 

Other paths, other directions 

Bethari’s consistent participation in ContempoArts offerings, yet her decision to 

not call herself an artist and her plan to pursue non-art related career paths offers a 

different view on identity and agency than the first two case studies. Lauryn saw herself 

as a crafter, and she intended to make her future out of fashion and creative professions. 

Wayne was firmly entrenched in an artistic identity and planned his future paths around 

being part of the “art world.” However, Bethari did not waiver in her plans to not be 

involved in the art world as a professional and to remain committed to “art on the side.” 

She did not feel comfortable pursuing a future in art as it did not offer a secure path, and 
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she was thus pursuing a different path. She was still asserting herself in pushing back 

against those who wanted her to focus on her artistic skills; she wanted to have a set path 

and to continue to produce work in addition to that more secure future. 

 

“Self-taught—Woo!” : Emily Green 

  I met Emily32 in summer 2008, my second session collecting material. I was struck 

early on by her tremendous drawing skill and ability to realistically shade her anime-like 

figures and drawings of magical human-like forms—nymph women, men with elfin 

characteristics, and characters with flowing locks and animal appendages—tails, flippers, 

and furry ears. She showed great technical skill in rendering—her drawings showed 

depth, and she paid great attention to detail—a gleam in the eye, highlights and lowlights 

in hair, and shadowing depending on the character’s positioning. I was surprised further 

when I learned that she had just finished her first year in high school, a “technical” 

magnet, which meant that she did not have art classes. She looked older than many of the 

participants—her reddish hair was cut into a short, and somewhat sophisticated, wedge-

like bob that was popular with some actresses and pop stars at the time. She identified in 

conversation as “a white country girl from Louisiana” in her interview, and she dressed in 

a casual jeans-graphic tee-hoodie-canvas tennis shoe type-of-way. 

 Over the two years that I researched YouthArts, Emily attended YouthArts, Club 

ContempoArts, and Advanced YouthArts—at different times and sometimes overlapping 

                                                
32 Emily is the only case-study participant who did not supply her pseudonym or directly list her racial or 
ethnic identification on an informational form. She did not respond to my email after the focal group 
interview at which I asked participants to fill out the form. Although Bethari did not attend the focus group 
meeting, we communicated via email, and she completed the form. 
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her program attendance. She attended three cycles of YouthArts and one cycle of 

Advanced YouthArts. In each of these programs, she developed her technical skills, but 

she also learned how to discuss her work and how to position her art. In this case study, I 

focus on the ways that Emily developed a professional identity over her time in 

YouthArts and better honed her understanding of art and what artists do to complement 

her skill set.  

 For Emily’s case study, I draw extensively on field notes and small group 

interviews. I conducted one semi-structured interview with Emily in her first cycle of 

YouthArts, and then we had difficulty scheduling subsequent interviews. This difficulty 

could be attributed to a range of possible reasons: her family lived 30 minutes from 

ContempoArts; the family had experienced some hardships and modifications, which 

meant that Emily spent time in a neighboring state; or Emily did not enjoy the interview 

process and did not want to prolong her participation. However, Emily’s parents wanted 

her to be able to stay involved with the programming, although she did miss meetings on 

occasion, and it was a little harder for her to attend supplemental activities or meetings. 
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Figure 8. A sample of Emily Green’s work: mixed media, Advanced YouthArts, 
Spring 2010 

 
“This is how you make primary colors” 

 As with all interviews, I spoke with Emily about how she came to YouthArts. In the 

course of this discussion, we talked about her high school, which was a magnet school 

that focused on technology where she took courses on FinalCut Pro and Flash in her first 

year of high school.  She was looking forward to taking more classes on movie making 

and advanced PhotoShop techniques. Her introduction to digital literacy teacher had 

helped her find YouthArts. She was lamenting her lack of formal art training—she had 

taken a one-semester course in middle school that as she put it “didn’t really teach us 



 315 

anything. She (the teacher) was like ‘this is how you make primary colors’ and secondary 

colors or whatever” (interview, 7/2008)—and her teacher looked up possible art 

programs for her on the internet. This search led them to YouthArts. 

 In describing this search and her background with art, Emily referred to herself as  

”self-taught—wooo!”  (interview, 7/2008) in her artistic abilities. She shared that her 

father was an artist, and that he had told her in middle school that her skill set surpassed 

what he had been able to do at twenty. He wanted to do whatever he could to support her 

talent; this was partially why he had her enroll in the magnet school for technology. He 

thought that the magnet school could prove to challenge her and supply her with more 

options as far as being an artist was concerned. However, the trade-off was that there 

were no art classes in this new school. 

 Emily’s use of the phrase “self taught” is notable. What does it mean for an 

adolescent to think of themselves as “self taught”? Also, what did Emily feel she is 

conveying by using the terminology “self taught”? Was she using self taught in a way 

similar to Lauryn in conveying tremendous ability at a young age—with the bonus of 

little formal instruction? Or was Emily drawing on her lack of classes to indicate that she 

had to work on honing this skill set on her own? She did not have the guidance of others, 

so the praise that she received for her work was in many ways attributed solely to her 

dedication to her craft. As shown through her interviews and discussions in YouthArts, 

where she shared that she spent approximately 25 hours a week on her artwork, Emily 

was authoring herself as a serious artist who had to develop on her own and was willing 

to work to develop her talent. 
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“I hadn’t really looked at modern art before” 

 As with other participants, I spoke with Emily about her favorite activity at 

YouthArts, her least favorite activity, and what she viewed as the most beneficial activity, 

noting that there could be overlap between her responses. In this part of the interview, 

Emily pinpointed going to an artist’s studio as her most favorite part, the lack of actual 

art classes with hands-on lessons as her least favorite part, and learning more about the 

art world as the most beneficial.  

 The session that Emily was interviewed, summer 2008, was a turning point for the 

program: the first education coordinator, Sarah, was leaving, and Alex had been hired to 

take over. The two education coordinators overlapped for the first three or so weeks, and 

then Alex worked with Antonio by herself. However, since she was coming into a new 

position, Alex did not do much to change the program—she wanted to better understand 

the processes, and she was largely content to carry out plans that had been made for her. 

There was not an artist-workshop in the way as described in Chapter Four, as these were 

Alex’s later innovation. Instead, the group went on a fieldtrip to a manga artist’s studio in 

Southern City and walked through the process of creating a full-length, Japanese-style 

comic book. Emily highlighted this fieldtrip as her favorite activity. When I asked her 

why she pinpointed this activity, she said “ because, that’s like my thing. I love looking at 

manga and all the differently styles and all that, so to actually see someone make it, is 

really cool to me.” (interview, 7/08) She met someone who was professionally producing 

manga and who opened her studio and process up to the YouthArts group, which was 

powerful for her, as she wanted to develop ways to chart a similar career path. 
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 The other element that Emily mentioned as being significant in her YouthArts 

experience was becoming more familiar with the world of modern art and participating in 

an art appreciation group.  

Jennifer 

So, you like [artist’s name] stuff. Do you feel like it's (YouthArts) done some of the 

stuff that you had hoped that it would do for you at the beginning? If you wanted it 

to be like an art class--do you feel like it's been an art class?  

Emily 

Well, not so much an art class, but like art appreciation, which I never really had 

much of, so I really appreciate that...as far as art class, not so much...cause I didn't 

learn like any new techniques or anything...but, for the most part, I didn't really 

know what to expect, but I was really just happy I was getting to do art. 

 

Emily noted earlier that she had wanted to have more of an art class, as she did not have 

art courses available at school; she was expecting more direction and to learn new 

techniques. However, when she realized that the program wasn’t necessarily like that, she 

found herself learning about the processes of art—going to studios and museums to see 

contemporary work, going through the processes of critique in individual sessions, and 

producing an electronic portfolio. She did not have much of a framework for modern or 

contemporary art, and she used this program to help provide a primer for her. 

 In many ways, looking back on this interview after Emily participated in the 

program for a few years and seeing how she encountered the program, I am drawn to 
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Emily’s desire for an art class. She seemed to have an established artistic practice, one 

where she worked in a particular manner. When the group engaged in activities that 

encouraged her to work outside of this realm of expertise, she seemed flummoxed. 

Antonio noted that she was reticent to change her practice, as she had honed it for so 

long; he mentioned working on proportions in each of the reviews he had with her, yet he 

felt that she had similar difficulties throughout her time with YouthArts (informal 

interview, 3/11). 

 The most notable moment of this frustration came from a second-hand account of a 

field trip to one of the local colleges. I had been unable to attend the session that week as 

I was at a conference, but Alex took me aside at the beginning of the next session to share 

that Emily had “flipped out” the previous week when they were doing a life drawing 

lesson. The activity was modeled on Antonio’s college courses, and the adolescents were 

instructed to do quick sketches of the entire human form. They had a model, Alex for this 

session, who would strike different poses. Antonio would keep time, and the adolescents 

had different amounts of time to draw a sketch—one minute, thirty seconds, fifteen 

seconds, ten seconds, and then back to one minute. The goal of the activity was to have 

adolescents focus on proportions and form—getting the size of the body to be in proper 

relation to the head and the limbs, striking the right pose, and practicing their ability to 

quickly sketch. The participants undertook this activity on most of their university 

fieldtrips. 

 During this particular outing, Emily became quite frustrated with the time limits 

imposed on her. She went so far as to raise her voice at Antonio to tell him to leave her 
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alone and to take herself out of the activity for a while. Both Antonio and Alex thought 

that her reaction was related to changing her process; as Emily concentrated on drawing 

human forms, she was not too pleased to be forced to accept a process that was contrary 

to what she had developed as her approach to drawing. She ultimately removed herself 

from the activity, but came back to participate in discussions. 

 When Alex told me about this reaction, it was clear that she was quite surprised at 

the way that Emily reacted to the activity and to Antonio’s directions. Emily was seen as 

a conscientious participant: she attended almost all sessions, she brought material every 

week, and she offered feedback to her peers during critique discussions. She would speak 

in situations when she was directly engaged, but she often spent the opening time of the 

sessions refining a picture or organizing her material.  In many ways, Emily closely 

attended to the parameters of the program and performed the role of ideal YouthArts 

participant. This situation at the University was different in that Emily took herself out of 

the interaction. She stepped out of a positional identity as an adolescent participant in 

YouthArts to demonstrate her artistic identity, with her own process for drawing people, 

and it was surprising for those guiding the program.  

 There are many possible interpretations of her reaction to the workshop. One 

interpretation of her reaction saw Emily as seeing her own process as valid and 

questioned what the facilitators saw as the “correct” way to hone figure drawing. She, in 

this figured world, was quite talented at drawing human figures, and this lesson 

challenged her artistic mastery and identity in the space. Perhaps she was not pleased 

with being positioned as a novice in a field where she was closer to being an expert, 
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particularly within the figured world of YouthArts. Or, she could have had a bad day and 

her reaction was more to the day than to the particular incident. Her multiple worlds 

could be conflating and her figurative identity in one could be impacting her identity in 

YouthArts. It seems that she was both asserting her agency by pushing back against the 

plan as well as asserting herself as an artist with a particular process that should be 

respected; she was doing what YouthArts had wanted participants to develop, yet it was 

not without tension. In another perspective, she was also pushing against an idea of an 

artist as being open to new methods and trying new styles; she was asserting her vision of 

being an artist, one who had a specific process of drawing and an expected outcome. 

 

Four-part comic—Four different styles 

 Emily participated in the Advanced YouthArts program in Spring 2010 and was 

matched with a comic book artist who had self-published two books. Alex relayed to me 

that Emily’s mentor, Rachel, was hesitant to work with Emily as Rachel felt that Emily’s 

technical skill was quite advanced; Rachel, a White female in her late twenties, had 

anticipated helping someone refine technical skills, and she did not know what to do if 

skill-building was not a central part of their relationship. Rachel soon found that Emily 

needed help navigating the other parts of being a full-time artist—networking, securing 

publishing contracts, developing storyboards, and adhering to multiple timelines.  As 

Rachel had published two graphic novels, had a developed website, and was a significant 

member of the local comic community, her expertise in the professionalizing aspects of 

being an artist was helpful for Emily as she began to move into the realm of selling her 
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artwork.  

 As Emily and Rachel negotiated their relationship and worked together, they took 

multiple opportunities to engage in more professionalizing activities—they attended the 

local comic convention, they went to multiple comic stores, and they hung out with local 

graphic novelists from early on in their pairing. While all participants engaged in a range 

of these activities, Rachel and Emily discussed their plan for the term and got to work 

within the first two weeks of the Advanced YouthArts cycle. 

 Over the course of their pairing, they maintained a similar level of balancing 

networking and producing the final product, blending the two to create a complete comic 

at the end. They worked together on storyboarding, drawing on Rachel’s previous books, 

and on Emily’s computer knowledge.  They researched how to publish the comic, 

drawing on Rachel’s own books and their conversations at the independent comic book 

convention. In many ways, they were very direct in the connections that they made 

between the networking and exploratory activities that they undertook and their final 

goal. 

 The final project for the Advanced YouthArts participants was a work that was 

either collaborative or to be hung side-by-side with the adult mentor’s work. Emily 

developed her approach to the final project early—she created a choose-your-own-

adventure graphic novel with four different media: black and white pen and ink, colored 

pencil, marker, and Photoshop. By including multiple media, Emily said that she wanted 

to demonstrate her skill set across media and ultimately have a work that could be viewed 

as a portfolio of her skills (mid-program review, 3/10). She developed her idea early, and 



 322 

she planned to publish the book with the same publishers that Rachel had used to publish 

her own books.  

 As Advanced YouthArts was being piloted this first term, Alex wanted to collect 

feedback on the program structure in order to make changes to future iterations and to 

better gage the services and support that ContempoArts offered to the mentorship pairs. 

Alex provided all participants with feedback forms at the end; she held all-mentor, all-

adolescent, and mixed group meetings; and she met with each mentor pair in their 

working environment in order to gain information on how the program was working in 

action. In these meetings, Alex used feedback forms, asked for feedback verbally, and 

saw presentations on the end-of-term projects. As I had limited interviews with Emily, I 

draw on her, and her mentor’s, feedback forms to help round out my case study of her 

and her approach to being a professional artist. This approach also enables me to draw on 

their own appraisals of their relationship in a written form.  

 In the final assessment for the program, both Emily and Rachel discussed their 

project and the role that it played in supporting Emily’s professional development. Emily 

saw that this project enabled her to “sit [her]self down and actually work towards a goal, 

and not just randomly” (final program assessment, 5/10) and to better “understand how to 

pace [her]self better” (mid-program assessment, 3/10). The mentor pairing better 

equipped her to create large-scale projects and see them through multiple stages of 

researching, developing, drafting, and refining. Her mentor also saw the way that the 

program helped Emily develop another skill—story creation and narrative structure.  

They “went through that process [the writing process] step by step” in order to better 
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equip Emily in creating full-fledged comics.  

 In their reflection, Rachel and Emily categorized their relationship beyond building 

skills. While they did do some skill building, it was in a form that Rachel had not 

anticipated—writing and narrative construction in relation to art. They focused on 

building Emily’s professional identity by publishing her final project and working to 

establish Emily within the independent comic book scene. The openness of the pairing—

the minor restrictions and room for wide interpretation—enabled them to chart a path that 

was quite different from other duos and allowed them to pursue a fairly ambitious goal 

freely. 

 Emily had a well-honed artistic practice before she attended YouthArts; she was 

one of the first to share how long she spent working on her art and the multiple stages to 

her process. Through YouthArts, however, her artistic talent was coupled with other 

elements of being an artist. Notably, through her participation with Advanced YouthArts, 

Emily refined her approach to networking, developing storylines, and working with 

concrete deadlines imposed by a publishing schedule. Through this process, Emily had to 

redefine her positional and figurative identities as seen and constructed through 

YouthArts and Advanced YouthArts. Emily, it seemed through discussions in YouthArts 

and her responses in the interview, fashioned herself as a particular type of artist with a 

particular set of practices. She saw herself as self-taught, and she seemed to believe that 

that phrasing held particular meaning for others. She pushed back when she was 

encouraged to work quickly. Although it is impossible to pinpoint the reason behind that 

action, it is clear that she responded and challenged the process that she was being forced 
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to use. She authored herself as competent in this realm and, at times, resisted other 

authorings. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I used a case-study approach to discuss four adolescent 

participants: Wayne, Lauryn, Bethari, and Emily. These case studies highlight the ways 

that participant identities in figured worlds outside of YouthArts—in their schools, in 

their out-of-school programs, in their families, and in the broader context of 

adolescents—came to bear on their experiences and identities as artists and as 

participants in YouthArts. Each of these participants helped illustrate various ways that 

participants used identities offered to them through their involvement with the figured 

world of YouthArts, and each of the participants also authored themselves in agentic 

ways within YouthArts, in their communities, and through their future career paths.  

 As all of these participants were invested in YouthArts, it is important to consider 

these participants as individuals and not as a representative sample of adolescents, 

adolescents involved in out-of-school programs, or even adolescents from YouthArts. 

While I aimed to have variation within the sample of participants with regard to gender, 

race, ethnicity, and sexuality, I did not aim to create a sample of participants that directly 

matched the racial, ethnic, gender, sexuality, region, and ability of the groups as a whole. 

As I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, I realized early on that it would be 

impossible to “represent” all users as the program is voluntary, works with minors, and 

meets for a short cycle; furthermore; “representative” was not a concern to me as 
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personal experience, authoring, and positioning are not interchangeable elements. These 

situational contexts impacted not only the number of participants I interviewed, but also 

the amount of time that I was able to spend with participants and get to know more about 

them and their art. Because my interview process was voluntary and took time to set up, I 

didn’t interview participants who were inconsistent with their attendance.  

Although these case studies focus on participants who had long tenures with 

YouthArts and enjoyed multiple programs through ContempoArts, it is important to share 

that multiple participants attended sparsely and some quit altogether. While I cannot 

know for sure why each participant stopped attending, some shared issues that they had 

with the program in early meetings: the program was at an inconvenient time on Saturday 

afternoons as they had jobs that required them to be available all day on the weekend; 

family obligations made consistent attendance difficult; or YouthArts activities were not 

what they had anticipated—they wanted more direct art lessons, they wanted free time to 

work on their projects, and they wanted to master a select range of media. Likewise, it 

would be wrong to posit that these students lacked agency, in that they exerted their 

agency in their decision to attend or to not attend, but it would be incorrect to offer one 

reason for inconsistent attendance across participants. 

These case studies, by including substantial transcript drafts and sharing work 

from the participants, demonstrate the participants’ complex identities and displays of 

agency. As this study was an ethnography, and I spent a considerable amount of time 

with the participants in the program, over multiple months and in many cases years, I 

knew each participant included in these case studies for at least one year and in some 
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cases up to three years. Additionally, I looked for ways to incorporate a youth studies 

approach to my research, where I would be able to work closely with the adolescents and 

to focus on their interpretations and views. While I see ways that I could have improved 

upon this goal, I believe that this chapter is a step in that direction. 

All of the participants took on different identities through the program. Wayne 

was the networker/planner/long-term goal-oriented art professional. He had a ten-year 

plan that ended with working at Vogue. He was well versed in the Southern City art 

scene. He was confident in his work, and he was confident in a future career grounded in 

the arts. Lauryn was the analyst/social critiquer/crafter /connoisseur of fine art. Lauryn 

carefully considered the arts, design, and craft. She could see the distinctions between the 

fields, and she was committed to an identity as a crafter; one that was rooted in building a 

business that favored handmade, aesthetically pleasing materials. Lauryn was also the 

participant who was most progressively and politically minded; she saw inequity in 

schooling, and she called it out. She knew how she could be positioned as a youth, and 

she reauthored that identity in a way that was beneficial and appealing to herself. 

Bethari was not confident in her artistic skills, although she received praise from 

all of the adults and was considered one of the strongest analyzers of art on museum and 

gallery trips. She wanted to pursue a stable career, so she positioned her artistic skill set 

as something to draw from “on the side” instead of making it her sole path. She also used 

the Advanced YouthArts program to further consider issues of identity and racial and 

ethnic identity through research and conversation with her mentor. She was looking for 

ways to think about herself and her work as she navigated multiple contexts. Emily was a 
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comic artist who wanted to learn how to become a professional artist. She had a well-

honed craft, and she asserted her ability to demonstrate her approach. Through her 

relationship with her mentor, she was able to broaden her artistic identity further, through 

publishing a comic, networking with independent comic producers, and refining her 

approach to narrative construction. 

All of the participants were regarded by the adults associated with YouthArts to 

be extraordinarily talented and well positioned to pursue art, if they wanted to. Each of 

these identities were shaped through the program, whether it be the ways that they 

engaged people through their opportunities in the program, the materials that they 

brought in to share, or their feedback during the sessions. Particular activities in the 

figured world of YouthArts, such as critique, museum and gallery visits, and artist-led 

workshops, helped foster the development of these particular positional and relational 

identities within the figured world. Each of these participants took parts of the program—

activities, critique, and materials—and developed ways to make them their own and to 

use them to shape their artistic identities: Wayne participated in multiple events through 

ContempoArts in order to better prepare himself for his future career, Lauryn used 

materials from YouthArts to construct sketches and develop future plans, Bethari 

developed an inspiration folder to help keep her connected to the art world, and Emily 

produced a comic book with the help of her Advanced YouthArts mentor.  

Two of the four case study participants—Wayne and Emily—viewed themselves 

as artists and planned to pursue that career path. Lauryn, who identified as a crafter, 

planned to design clothes, own a boutique, or to be involved with visual merchandising 
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after graduating from college with a degree in fine art. Bethari never planned to make art 

her career, and she was interested in ways to keep art a side project while she focused on 

psychology, a field that she saw as offering her a better opportunity to be successful.   

These identities were also shaped and mediated by their families, by their cultural 

backgrounds, and by their socioeconomic status; they did not exist solely in a YouthArts 

bubble. The future plans that the participants made were shaped strongly by these other 

positional and figurative identities. Bethari spoke of wanting to be successful and was 

concerned that art would not enable that future; so she pursued psychology at the urging 

of her mother. Lauryn made a considerable amount of alternate plans for the future, and 

she positioned herself as a crafter—one who makes useful things. Emily wanted to 

continue to learn about computers and ways to bring technology into art production in 

order to have more skills to draw on, and perhaps fall back on (Black, 2008). Wayne 

wanted to work at Vogue, but he also recognized that he might have to sacrifice a lot to 

get there; his ideal situation involved working multiple jobs and living in cramped 

quarters to pursue art. 

It is also important to note the ways that the participants were already authoring 

themselves as artists and demonstrating their agency outside of YouthArts. All case study 

participants created paths for themselves by selecting schools that better met their needs, 

by attending openings and galleries around town, and by working on their art upwards of 

twenty hours a week. Substantial research about adolescence and agency often looks for 

the moments or the catalyst for change—looking for a magic cure or intervention, if you 

will. However, these case studies show ways that adolescents were actively constructing 
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their paths and how out-of-school activities, and the opportunities that they provide, are 

often one more part of that path. It is in this area that this case-study approach and focus 

on adolescent agency and identity can offer insight into adolescents themselves by 

privileging their views on their future and considering the ways that they see their 

futures. This approach also is helpful in disrupting multiple strands of research on 

adolescents, in particular intervention studies that focus on the way that single programs 

are the driving force for change and studies that focus on youth from a deficit 

perspective. 
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Interlude 3: The problem with writing 

I am not talented when it comes to writing about people. All of my descriptions 

seem so flat, so uninspired, so not them in light of who these participants are and act. 

How can I accurately convey the awesomeness of Wayne Deveraux on the page—I mean, 

I can explain the way that he agonized over selecting the pseudonym of “Wayne 

Deveraux,” I can describe the cultivated way that he put together his “look”—from his 

carefully cropped hair, to the range of glasses, collared shirts, dress shorts, and shined 

dress shoes. I can describe his devotion to the artistic lifestyle in addition to producing 

top-notch art; the considered way that he approached art activities and events, his busy 

social calendar, the way he seemed to take everything in when we went around town. I 

can try to describe the subtle ways that he showed that he was exasperated with some of 

his peers who did not seem to engage at the same level—the way that he would placate 

with a “oh, that’s nice” but not further engage, or continue working on his own art when 

they were speaking. I could show how he would seek out those he thought were talented 

and push them further or engage them separately.  

All of these elements add up to a picture of someone, a picture that is slightly out 

of focus, run-of-the-mill, and altogether fine. Fine, a word that does not suit Wayne and 

the way that I see him and his abilities—as an artist, as a networker, and as a person. It is 

nowhere near the excitement that I can demonstrate when I speak of him, nor is it 

anywhere near what other people think of Wayne and his presence in YouthArts. Yet, 

through writing, fine is what I’m left with. 
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What is it about the process of writing—of committing words to paper, of drafting 

and plotting, of selecting and revising—that is so hard? As I look to the texts that I 

viewed as models going into this project, I am struck by the ways that they worked 

toward juggling storytelling, offering data, and analyzing and synthesizing everything 

together. I am in even more awe than when I initially read the texts. Because for all of the 

reading that I did on methods, there was very little to the actual construction of multi-

dimensional people. Should I follow some of those guides, I would get little more than a 

view of this person only in relation to questions, but extrapolated to represent particular 

ideas, notions, and views. There is a real art, and probably a bit of a science, to 

developing the narrative, to creating participants, to re-presenting them with a focus on 

honoring their words and their thoughts. 

 I know that I am not the only person to think this—Laurel Richardson (1998) and 

Elizabeth St. Pierre (2003) have discussed the ways that they have grappled with writing 

about and re-presenting those they work with. Being mindful of the ways that the written 

word often cannot “capture” someone is a multi-staged process. One that is full of fits 

and starts, glimmers and voids. For me, it hasn’t been enough to remember that what I 

creating representations of these people; instead, it’s the recognition that no 

representation that I ever write will capture the complications of the participants, the 

ways that identities are authored and reauthored. It is an impossible feat to fully capture a 

person on the page. 

And in knowing this, I don’t feel as resigned as one may think. Knowing this 

means that I change my scope—I work toward the moments. I work toward incorporating 
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as much as I can from the participants in order to help shape the presentation. I try to be 

mindful of the difficulties that emerge in the processes of turning people, interactions, 

and experiences into texts. And the more I work through these questions, these issues, 

these quandaries, the more I realize that I am not talented when it comes to writing about 

people. But, I sure want to do the best that I can. So, I keep trying. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusions and considerations 

 
 The way we speak about young people reflects our attitudes and guides what youth 

development programs and settings can achieve. As caregivers and educators, our 

inclination is to do things "to" youth and "for" youth rather than "with" youth. The 

insight of positive youth development is that young people thrive when we listen to 

them, respect them as current contributors, and engage with them in meaningful 

investment in the community. (Nicolson, Collins, and Holmer, 2004, 55) 

 

YouthArts is continuing to grow and to change. Since the program moved back 

from Reclamation Studios to ContempoArts, Alex has seen a rise in the amount of 

consistent participants, and she is committed to expanding the program base in the 

designated geographical location. She is working on developing a more family involved 

approach to YouthArts by inviting parents and guardians to spend the first half of the first 

session of each cycle with the group; she would offer the overview of the program to the 

participants and the parents to encourage the parents to ask questions or to contact her 

with concerns. She has instituted more teacher nights at the museum and is in the process 

of putting together a teachers’ advisory council to encourage more collaboration with 

local educators, and she has been trying to broaden the participant base by reaching out to 

new organizations, schools, and community groups.  

Alex and two participants from the ContempoArts teen programming have been 

invited to participate in a prestigious adolescent art forum in Boston over the 
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2011summer. This program selected nine programs from across the country; there is not 

an application process, and Alex is unclear if ContempoArts was nominated by another 

museum or if their programming is becoming notable in the larger museum world 

(informal interview with Alex, 3/ 2011). Advanced YouthArts is in its second cycle this 

year, with ten matches and a dedicated show space. 

Wayne Deveraux is in his second semester at the School at the Art Institute of 

Chicago and is enjoying life in the big city. Lauryn Collie is in her second year at the 

University of North Texas where she is pursuing a Bachelor’s of Fine Arts in Textiles 

and Fashion Design. Bethari Young decided not to go to the University of Texas at San 

Antonio and is attending the local community college with the goal of transferring to the 

local university in one-and-a-half years; she is a psychology major. Emily Green is in her 

final semester of high school, and she was accepted to both the School at the Art Institute 

of Chicago and the Savannah College of Art and Design; she has decided to attend the 

School at the Art Institute. Both Wayne and Lauryn stop by ContempoArts when they are 

home on breaks, Bethari has checked in with her mentor to discuss school, and Emily is 

participating in another round of Advanced YouthArts, paired with an animator this 

cycle. 

As the updates demonstrate, time keeps moving. The program is expanding and 

diversifying, and the participants are exploring new paths and new goals. My three years 

of working with YouthArts have come to an end, and I am left to offer overall findings, 

implications, and recommendations on my time at YouthArts, out-of-school learning, and 

agency and identity as related to adolescent participants. 
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 As I highlighted in Chapter Three, my research questions evolved over the course 

of my project. I refined them to specifically ground them within the YouthArts context 

and to better reflect what I was able to research within YouthArts.  

• How does YouthArts, an out-of-school arts-based program, shape the adolescent 

and emerging artistic and professional identities of its adolescent participants? 

• In what ways do the adolescent participants use identities and artifacts from 

YouthArts to reauthor themselves in agentic ways? 

• What can long-term qualitative research with youth tell us about their experiences 

and identity development? 

 

In this final chapter of the dissertation, I use these research questions to guide my 

findings, implications, and recommendations. First, I recapitulate the major themes of 

each chapter. Following these overviews, I have created three main sections, one for each 

research question, and have embedded findings, implications, and recommendations 

within each section. These discussions forefront theoretical and methodological questions 

in my research and consider YouthArts within the situated and historical context of out-

of-school learning, sociocultural approaches to identity development and agency, and the 

methodological considerations of working with youth. 

 

Dissertation overview 

 In Chapter One, I offered a background for my research on the figured world of 

YouthArts, an out-of-school, arts-based program that primarily serves adolescents who 
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self-identify as having a low socio-economic status.  I constructed this study in response 

to multiple issues: the growth and contested nature of out-of-school programs, my 

interest in education in non-school contexts, and my interest in exploring adolescent 

agency and identity development. My goal with this study was to consider the ways that 

YouthArts offered participants various artistic identities and the ways that the adolescents 

responded to and reauthored these identities. 

 In Chapter Two, I provided both a historical overview of out-of-school programs 

in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (Eccles and Gootman, 2002; Halpern, 1999; 

Halpern 2002; Pedersen and Seidman, 2005) and the main currents in the field of out-of-

school research (Eccles and Templeton, 2002). Against this historical and contemporary 

backdrop, I incorporated research on arts-based programs (Bustos, 2002; Koppman, 

2002) to help further situate this study within a content-specific approach. Tying together 

figured worlds (Holland et al. 1998); positional, relational, and figurative identities 

(Holland et al., 1998); authorship and agency (Holland et al., 1998); social and cultural 

capital (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977); community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2006); 

situated learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991); 21st century skills (Gee, 2006 and Black, 

2008); and youth studies research (James, 1997; Best, 2007), I constructed a framework 

that supported a consideration of adolescent identity production and agency within the 

specific out-of-school learning environment of YouthArts. This approach differs from a 

majority of theoretical approaches to researching out-of-school programs, which are often 

situated within social psychology and counseling literature and consider programs’ 

interventions into participant lives.  
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 In Chapter Three, I outlined my methodological and analytical approaches to 

collecting and making sense of the data that I amassed over a two-year period. 

Contextualizing this study within the field of postcritical ethnography (Noblit, Flores, and 

Murillo, 2004; Hytten, 2004), I discussed my participant-observer status and the way that 

I saw myself in the space, as both a person and a researcher. I then explained my use of 

feminist interviewing practices (Ellis and Berger, 2002; Eder and Fingerson, 2008) and 

artifact collection as a way to incorporate both postcritical ethnographic tenets with my 

conceptual framework. To make sense of the data, I employed constant comparative 

analysis (Anfara, Brown, and Mangione, 2002), narrative analysis (Riessman, 2002), and 

artifact analysis (LeCompte and Preissle, 1994) to the material. In Chapter Three, I also 

highlighted the gaps between my intended research plans and what my actual research 

path by including my initial plans from the research construction stage, modifications that 

I made in the field, and changes that I had to make to reconcile the two. 

 In Chapter Four, I offered an in-depth discussion of the figured world of 

YouthArts—the participants, the activities, and the artifacts—in order to describe the 

particular figured world of YouthArts. I provided a thick description (Geertz, 1973) of 

the program in order to better situate this research within the field of figured worlds and 

youth research by attending to the particularities of the site and offering detailed 

information about the constructed world. In this discussion, I considered the 

responsibilities and activities of YouthArts, both in the ways that they were presented by 

the adult facilitators and in the ways that the adolescent participants engaged them. I 

aimed to demonstrate how the people, activities, and artifacts helped create a general 
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figured world of YouthArts, one that shaped interactions and impacted adolescent 

identity and agency. 

 In Chapter Five, I provided detailed case studies of four adolescent participants: 

Wayne Deveraux, Lauryn Collie, Bethari Young, and Emily Green. In each of the case 

studies, I highlighted ways that the participants crafted their identities and asserted their 

agency. Closely attending to individual participants to illustrate how they took materials, 

approaches, and connections from YouthArts to help construct their artistic identities 

aligned with my overall goal of researching adolescent identity and agency with a focus 

on adolescent voices. I shared common elements across cases, such as how each 

participant came to be involved with YouthArts, while also highlighting differences with 

how they envisioned their futures, framed their identities, and saw the benefits of the 

programming and space.  

 

Findings, implications, and recommendations 

I incorporated analysis throughout the text as I viewed conceptualizing, 

collecting, and considering data to be on-going and cyclical practices over the course of 

my research (Davies, 2008). In each chapter, I offered data points and analysis to bring 

together the theoretical framework, my methodological approach, the figured world(s) of 

YouthArts, identity formation processes, and the ways that the adolescent participants 

made sense of these processes in agentic ways. In this final chapter, I focus on overall 

analysis in light of my research questions and focus on future directions for research that 

attends to questions of identity, agency, adolescents, and out-of-school learning. In the 
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following sections, I outline both main conclusions that I draw from this study, as well as 

implications and recommendations for future work in these fields. 

 

How does YouthArts, an out-of-school arts-based program, shape the adolescent and 

emerging artistic and professional identities of its adolescent participants? 

 This question provides a background for considering the program and the ways 

that positional, relational, and figurative identities intersect within YouthArts. A 

significant reason I think that YouthArts “works” is that adolescents are treated like “real 

artists”: they meet and work in a designated art space; they use quality supplies; they go 

to galleries, studios, and museums; they work with local artists through workshops and 

lessons; and they are free to create a range of art. Additionally, the adults of the program 

develop relationships based on mentoring and friendship, rather than student-teacher 

relationships.  There are three main findings that I see emanating from this research 

question: the impact of the conceptual and actual space of YouthArts; the focus on 

supporting professional artistic practices through activities and responsibilities and the 

ability to pursue self-selected art with a range of supplies; and the quality of relationships 

that are fostered within YouthArts.  

The fact that YouthArts occurs in a non-school environment outside of school 

hours played a significant role in the ways that the program was structured, the ways that 

the adolescents encountered the program, and the ways that relationships were fostered. 

The actual physical space—either in ContempoArts or in Reclamation Studios—

encouraged a different way of interacting than a classroom (or other spaces). These 
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spaces were ones in which the arts were the central focus—through the material on the 

wall, on the floor, or on the screen at ContempoArts or through play rehearsal, rotating 

shows, and musical performances at Reclamation Studios. These spaces encouraged 

different types of relationships from other places in the participants’ lives and supported 

artistic identity development in part by immersing participants in a specific art world for 

a few hours each week. 

Additionally, being out of a school environment allowed for different identities to 

emerge and different interactions to occur. Participants shared that they felt “cool” going 

to the YouthArts meetings and that they liked that they weren’t in classrooms (field 

notes). When I spoke with Bethari about YouthArts in ContempoArts, she shared that she 

felt like “she could be herself there” (interview, 10/ 2008). When I followed up this 

response, she indicated that the program seemed to be a “freer” space than her 

classrooms. There were people who knew about the anime and manga that she was 

interested in, and her drawings garnered positive responses from people who were 

familiar with the genre. Wayne also indicated that he felt comfortable “hanging out” at 

ContempoArts; he was at ContempoArts at least one day a week for programming his 

junior and senior years of high school, and he pursued other programming opportunities, 

volunteer activities, and spending time in the galleries.  

These findings support what Quinn and Kahne (2001) discovered in their study on 

out-of-school program locations and the value in programming that was distinct from 

school spaces.  Quinn and Kahne found that being located within the “school” often 

impacted school-based out-of-school programs. Students were more reticent to fully 
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engage, instructors were hesitant to use the spaces that they were “borrowing,” and the 

school administration would try to shape the program to meet the needs of the school 

environment more than in more autonomous community-based programs. In YouthArts, 

the idea of “school” did not greatly impact the activities. Participants were not cast as 

“students,” the facilitators weren’t “teachers,” and the program was not aligned with 

state-mandated curriculum. The facilitators were able to tap multiple resources in the 

community and their own experiences to provide programming that was different from 

school-based art. The absence of assignments and grades shifted the relationship between 

participant and facilitator and refigured the meanings of being an “artist.” 

 This argument does not elevate all out-of-school learning as superior to in-school 

learning, but rather contends that there may be ways that out-of-school spaces, with their 

different spatial arrangements, new interpersonal relationships, and opportunities to 

engage in real contexts, can support a wider range of participant interests. Rennie, Feher, 

Dierking, and Falk (2003) assert that “the physical setting in which learning takes place is 

extremely important” (114), as there is a relationship between the actual physical learning 

environments and learning. Many studies that explore out-of-school learning highlight 

the fact that youth spend more of their time outside of school than in them, yet school 

dominates the literature on learning and education (Braund and Riess, 2006; Quinn and 

Kahne, 2004). Looking through these studies, one sees that these claims have been made 

for the last twenty years, yet research published as recently as 2009 makes a similar call 

for more research on out-of-school learning. Researchers know that there is more to 



 342 

education and learning than school, yet there is still a lag with research that explores the 

richness of out-of-school learning. 

In order to explore the rich contexts of out-of-school learning, researchers must be 

committed to developing new inquiries and lines of thinking to meet the wide array of 

programming and needs. This call also means that more diverse methodologies should be 

integrated into research on out-of-school learning. In particular, research on out-of-school 

programs that are not connected with schools and are in spaces where participants are 

immersed in particular fields of study would be beneficial for exploring how people 

learn. This research could help decouple school and education by broadening notions of 

education and the spaces where it takes place.  

The artifacts and discourses of YouthArts as a figured world— the sketchbooks, 

the fieldtrips, the workshops, the critiques, and the supplies—helped create particular 

ways of being an artist and methods for engaging with the art world. In this figured 

world, artists create work regularly, record their inspiration, experiment with a range of 

media (both official art supplies and found materials), and are interested in the world 

around them. Youths engaged in these identity practices through the use of critique in the 

sessions, via multiple field trips around Southern City, and by the ways that 

conversations encouraged participants to share what they saw that week—movies, 

magazines, web content, etc. This way of being an artist was contrasted with a focus on 

media manipulation and technique expertise that many participants had considered 

previously to be the sign of an artist. In this space, the focus on art and professionalism 

was fostered through the ways that activities and responsibilities were framed and the 
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freedom that the participants had in creating work. 

The facilitators framed this way of being an artist as more about developing 

particular “habits of the mind” toward artistic production and creation than performing a 

specific type of artist identity.  An artist wasn’t only a person who drew well. Through 

YouthArts, the identity of an artist was opened up to those who were curious, tried new 

things, failed frequently, and discussed what they saw, in addition to those who mastered 

particular media or techniques. These possible new facets of “artist identity” were shaped 

through the activities and processes of YouthArts. By engaging in these activities, 

participants could then see themselves through the lens of those activities and that 

exploration. Through scaffolded inquiry (Vygotsky, 1978), participants were developing 

new ways of seeing artistic identity and perhaps reauthoring themselves in line with this 

new figurative identity; this process of coming to understand themselves was dialogic in 

nature (Vygotsky, 1986 cited from Holland and Lachiotte, 2007). In Mead’s perspective, 

as offered by Holland and Lachiotte, adolescents were internalizing behaviors and 

comparing themselves to generalized others through their participation; they were seeing 

how other artists worked, interacted, and produced, and then they considered their own 

processes relationally. Participants such as Vanessa embraced this type of artistic identity 

as the cycle progressed—she engaged multiple artists, she took on a leadership role in 

critique, and she brought in work in a range of “completion.” She was interested in 

creating an artistic identity in the manner of YouthArts. 

Presenting an alternate view as to who an “artist” is and what “art” is has 

powerful implications for participants and researchers alike. As interactions in YouthArts 
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demonstrate, participants engaged this new version of “artist” with varying degrees of 

appraisal. As voiced in the end-of-cycle feedback forms, participants often wanted to 

have more time to draw and paint as part of YouthArts; however, they did not know what 

elements of YouthArts that they would want to eliminate. Different participants 

responded to different activities; most enjoyed the artist workshops and going on 

fieldtrips, and the portfolio reviews, although initially viewed with some uncertainty, 

were viewed as helpful once they were demystified.  

Thinking about art and art production with a focus on “real artists” and the range 

of activities and responsibilities led me to research on science centers and out-of-school 

science instruction. Research on science in out-of-school locations—science museums, 

natural history museums, zoos, botanical gardens, homes, and community centers—often 

highlights differences between classroom science and science in out-of-school contexts 

(Bevan, 2007; Braund and Reiss, 2004; Davis, 2002; Resnick, 2000). While many of 

these studies recognize the dangers of setting up what could be viewed as a good/bad 

dichotomy, with school science being villainized, articles frequently highlight the narrow 

compartmentalization of science in the classroom and show the ways that out-of-school 

learning can blend subject areas and draw on multiple skills to illustrate scientific 

complexity (Rennie, Feher, Dierking, and Falk, 2003). 

 Braund and Riess (2006) address the notion of “authenticity” within their work on 

science learning, highlighting the debates that have surrounded these learning 

environments. 



 345 

There seems, however, to be some consensus, at least in terms of practical work 

in school science, that authentic school science should provide experiences that 

are more in line with the sorts of activities that scientists and technologists do in 

the real world of science and that such experiences should include student-

directed tasks and more open-ended enquiries. In other words, authenticity applies 

both with regard to the subject matter of science as practised out of school 

(“experiences that are more in line with the sorts of activities that scientists and 

technologists do in the real world of science”) and with regard to school students 

themselves (“such experiences should include student-directed tasks and more 

open-ended enquiries”). (1376-1377) 

 

Braund and Riess imagine a broader field of science educators by looking for ways to 

integrate the practices of scientists into the curriculum. These practices include focusing 

on what student scientists are interested in pursuing and integrating unbounded inquiry 

into the classroom space—they highlight both the content of science and the approach to 

studying science.  

This statement is strikingly similar to Heath’s (2001) discussion of art in out-of-

school locations. Heath outlines different skill sets that adolescents can acquire and refine 

through participating in arts-based out-of-school activities. As Heath writes, 

The potential for intensive study of these ‘extra’ niches of learning lies in their 

capacity to enlist young people in meaningful planning, assumption of ‘real’ roles 

in organizational and management, and sustained focus on details critical to 
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quality-level long-term production. These features of learning environments can 

be achieved far more easily in community organizations than in classrooms. (10) 

 

Heath posits that the professional atmosphere and responsibilities that can be experienced 

within arts-based out-of-school programs may be invaluable to participants later in life as 

they are cultivating skill sets that will serve them well throughout their lives. I noted that 

this idea is different than cultivating skills for the future—participants are developing 

skills with the context of an actual project. Both articles highlight the ways that out-of-

school spaces might offer participants spaces to engage in activities that are more in line 

with the behaviors of their professional fields, while also developing skill sets that are not 

context specific and can lead to a deeper understanding of self. Braund and Reiss, 

however, extend beyond thinking about new activities and posit that science in schools in 

not always the strongest representation of “science.” They contend that the approaches 

that out-of-school centers can take, by introducing complexity, responding to authentic 

situations, and drawing on multiple skill sets, often better represent the larger field of 

science to participants than school-based situations. 

 This resonates with what adolescent participants said about art in their classes and 

art in YouthArts. In the transcript included in Chapter Five from an interview with 

Lauryn, she said that she was happy that she did not have to take Art II: Drawing because 

she didn’t need to learn how to draw—it would be “stupid.” There are a few ways to read 

this statement, and I think that Lauryn had multiple intentions with phrasing it in such a 

way. She could be referring to the lack of drawing in her artistic identity, her desire to 
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have a course that included multiple elements of media and technique, or her 

understanding of what the class could offer her as an artist. She was pleased to be able to 

move from Art I, a class that explored multiple media, to AP Art, a class where she 

directed her learning and worked with a range of media and techniques. She distinguished 

between these two classes as well—in Art I, she commented that some of the projects 

were fun, but that she did not choose any of them, as they were whole class activities. In 

AP Art, she was free to choose whatever she wanted to work on. She saw the way that art 

was framed in YouthArts as more in-line with her ideas about artistic identity—exploring 

a variety of media, managing self-directed projects, and curating her own work—and 

developed practices that resonated with that experience; in this class, her self-authoring 

as a fashion designer was accepted as an artistic identity. 

 The structure of YouthArts is, in some ways, a move toward art education that 

Brent Wilson outlines in his 2003 article “Of diagrams and rhizomes: Visual culture, 

contemporary art, and the impossibility of mapping the content of art education.” 

Wilson’s article is aimed at expanding school curriculum and extending conversations 

about what art belongs in school classrooms, but many of the changes that he outlines, 

such as expanding the scope of “art” in art discussions and incorporating student interests 

in a broad range of visual culture, are reflected in how YouthArts operates. The 

program’s home in a contemporary art space and its multiple field trips to studios, 

galleries, and museums provides participants with expanded view of art. Additionally, 

participants are encouraged to reflect on their interests in visual culture broadly. Antonio 

consistently asked what the participants saw in the previous week and about their 
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interests, and he encouraged them to work on whatever they are interested in: anime, 

collage, photography, drawing, mixed media. They are supported in bringing in popular 

culture into their work, and they see work that is situated within the particular cultural 

moment: video installation, popular culture riffs, found object art, and political art. 

 Participants in Advanced Placement Art in school noted similarities between 

YouthArts and their AP classes—the freedom, the discussions, and the portfolio. Many of 

these participants also noted the ways that their earlier high school courses, such as Art I 

or Art II, did not frequently include these elements. Some youth, like Lauryn and Wayne, 

purposefully held off on taking art classes to skip the intermediate courses. They took 

well to having structured freedom—the freedom to choose media and subject matter but 

with an ultimate end date for their work to be submitted and completed.  

 However, not all schools offer Advanced Placement Studio Art courses, which may 

be more likely for YouthArts’ participants. Not all adolescents make it that far in the arts 

or understand the processes of timing classes appropriately. Many of the YouthArts 

participants were accustomed to working on projects created by their teachers as class 

assignments. They were new to the processes of developing their approaches to 

experimenting with new materials, developing complete projects, and constructing 

working definitions of art and artistic practice. Through participating in YouthArts, some 

youth became better equipped to develop conceptual approaches to projects and carry out 

their plans. Some participants struggled with the freedom and the responsibility to 

develop their own lines of interest. Incorporating more opportunities for free-choice 

work, as well as inviting artists to talk about their processes, could be included in more 
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arts-based sites—both in school and out-of-school. 

The ways that relationships were constructed and maintained within the figured 

world of YouthArts was central to better understanding the program. As I researched the 

literature on out-of-school programming, I noted the importance of relationships to the 

“success” of an out-of-school program (Huebner and Mancini, 2003). The voluntary 

nature of many out-of-school programs puts added stress on both the program facilitators 

and the activities that are planned for the participants, as adolescents can and do “vote 

with their feet” by choosing whether or not to attend. If participants do not feel connected 

to a space, either through the mission, the activities, or the people, then they are less 

likely to attend (Borden, Perkins, Villaruel, and Stone, 2005). 

Participants who stayed involved with ContempoArts’ programming often had 

close relationships with the adults of YouthArts. Participants became friends with their 

peers, especially those who they saw as committed to art, yet I noted the bonds between 

adults and adolescents early on, and I asked interview participants about the variety of 

relationships in the program. As highlighted in Chapter Five, participants would often 

discuss their relationships with the adults before they would mention other adolescents; 

Wayne and Lauryn pinpointed Alex as central to their experiences with ContempoArts, 

and Bethari was close to Antonio.  The addition of the Advanced YouthArts program 

fostered additional close relationships between certain youth and their mentors. For these 

focal participants, relationships were an important part of the YouthArts figured world 

and helped shaped their artistic identities. 

The facilitators saw relationship building as central to their mission as well. In 
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separate informal interviews with Antonio and Alex, they noted how relationships were 

crucial to the program’s success. Alex was aware of the need to maintain a certain 

number of participants in order to continue securing funding—if participants don’t 

connect, they don’t stay, and they don’t encourage their friends to participate. Antonio 

noted that it was important to have a mix of participants to aid in relationship building—

all quiet participants made it hard, too many big personalities made it hard. The balancing 

act of developing relationships and helping participants foster relationships with one 

another was sometimes tricky. 

The facilitators structured the activities to promote discussion and hopefully foster 

relationships. The activities support talking with each other, learning to trust one another, 

and drawing on other’s peoples’ approaches and ideas. Prior to the “official” start, 

participants were encouraged to come in and work. They sometimes chatted, Antonio 

would ask them about their current projects, and they got their materials out. Antonio’s 

tendency to joke with participants highlighted the importance of humor for creating the 

figured world of the program.  Once critique began, the facilitators used the refrain 

“we’re big talkers here” in order to persuade the groups to get going. On outings, there 

was a mix of small group and large group activities—sharing favorite pieces of work, 

using the gallery as inspiration, and asking questions of the attendants, artists, and one 

another. In these activities, facilitators asked the adolescents to be honest, yet respectful.  

Conversations about materials and techniques led to some participants trying out new 

materials or avoiding them all together. The conversations did not always lead to 

friendships, but they did lead to discussions about art and engagement with artistic 



 351 

practices and debates. 

Some participants, however, did not connect with the adults or with the 

facilitators, for whatever reason. Some participants were viewed by the facilitators as not 

invested in the program, like Natalie, who continued to be late to meetings even after the 

incident where she expressed interest in Advanced YouthArts. Her perceived disregard 

for the structure of the program caused a rift between her and the facilitators. There is a 

human element to the relationships, and while all participants are encouraged to 

participate, some of the adults and adolescents do not form close relationships. While I 

highlighted participants who were invested in pursuing an artistic identity through 

YouthArts, some of the YouthArts participants stopped attending early on, and some 

participants attended but did not pursue the activities at YouthArts with as much verve as 

the focal participants. For some adolescents, taking part in the activities through 

YouthArts and showing up to sessions was what they wanted from the program. For 

others, the program was not what they had anticipated, but it was still an all right place to 

spend some time (informal conversations). There were multiple reasons that participants 

were sporadic in their attendance or did not continue attending—schedules, 

responsibilities, and lack of connection with the site. As mentioned in the previous 

sections, I do not have substantial data on those who chose not to continue. I know that 

participants would tell Alex that their work schedules changed or that the program was 

not what they had anticipated, but I did not follow-up with those who did not stay 

involved. Exploring why some participants did not continue attending YouthArts, or 

similar programs, is recommended for future research. 
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Additionally, relationships with peer adolescents could impact attendance and the 

number of participants. For example, Serena, a Latina participant in the summer of 2009, 

was inconsistent with her participation for two reasons: she wanted to attend sessions 

when her school friend, Amanda, was able to attend, and she had multiple family 

obligations, such as parties and visitors, over the course of the summer cycle. Amanda 

was fairly consistent with her attendance, but she did miss two to three sessions; when 

coupled with Serena’s family responsibilities, this meant that Serena missed multiple 

sessions in the ten-week cycle.  

Researchers have focused on the ways that relationships shape participant 

experiences (Quinn and Kahne, 2001; Heath, 2001; Borden, Perkins, Villaruel, and 

Stone, 2005). My research supports this finding, and opens the door for more research on 

considering the different ways that relationships help shape participants. Most of the 

research focuses on the role of relationships in maintaining participation, which is a 

consideration. My research extends this by examining the ways that relationships can 

help participants explore their identities within and beyond YouthArts in central ways. 

The out-of-school space, the ways that activities and responsibilities were framed, and the 

role of relationships in YouthArts helped foster a particular figured world that shaped the 

adolescent and emerging artistic and professional identities of adolescent participants in 

specific ways. The focus on creating a program that focused on multiple axes of artistic 

development—including collecting inspiration, discussing processes with other artists, 

seeking out new media and new approaches, consistently working on art, and developing 

ways to discuss art—created a figured world that encouraged participants to recognize the 
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broad matrix of artistic development and production. Such an approach is similar to what 

Sullivan (1993) outlined as an “art-based education,” one that considered the “personal, 

public, and professional dimensions” or artistic practice (16).  These activities also 

encouraged participants to consider a broader range of careers that were associated with 

the art world and to move beyond “master producer” as the sole available artistic career, 

or identity.   

 

In what ways do the adolescent participants use identities and artifacts from YouthArts 
to reauthor themselves in agentic manners? 
 
 Examining ways that participants authored and reauthored themselves through 

YouthArts in agentic ways is a bit trickier than looking at the YouthArts structure and 

interactions within it. The program and the participants work to shape one another; as I 

mentioned, the facilitators try to plan the programming with the participants’ needs and 

interests in mind. They seek out activities that they think that the participants will enjoy 

and get something out of, and the participants provide feedback on the activities at the 

end of the cycle. There is some room to “correct” the path on the fly, such as revising the 

order or activities or offering more guidance in particular areas, but major changes 

generally happen in-between cycles. The feedback that participants offer is in the service 

of future groups, which may include some of the same participants, not for the immediate 

participants. 

 Drawing from my theoretical orientation toward social production theories of 

learning (Rogoff, 1990; Lave, 1990; Lave and Wenger, 1991), I consider the ways that 

different opportunities and groupings led to different senses of self and positionality. 
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YouthArts promotes a hands-on type of learning experience—through fieldtrips, through 

artist workshop, and through creating artwork. In each of these contexts, participants 

interact with one another, with the adult facilitators, and with community members 

associated with the arts—artists, gallery attendants, and education coordinators. 

Participants learn from one another, leading discussions, and helping to shape the 

experiences through their presence in these spaces. The consistent integration of new 

people and new activities enabled many participants to develop facets of their identities—

they were in the process of refining their artistic selves and they had multiple 

opportunities to demonstrate this identity. Over time, they authored themselves in terms 

of their media, or their subject matter, or their particular processes. These authorings 

might remain consistent across sites, or the participants could develop new ways of 

describing themselves and their interests depending on the context and the people 

present.  

From looking at the body of research on out-of-school programming, especially 

programming that targets low socio-economic youth, it would seem that YouthArts 

participants, particularly the focal participants of this study, are atypical or at least are not 

represented frequently within research studies (Eccles and Templeton, 2002; Pierce, 

Hamm, and Vandell, 1999), which tends to be invested in portraying youth as 

disengaged. This construction is particularly notable for those youth that the field likes to 

call “at-risk” (Brown, 2006), which encompasses a swath of identifiers from class and 

race to parental support to region. Viewing youth in this manner does not recognize the 

complexity of youth experiences, nor does it come from a place of positive youth 



 355 

development; it is deficit in nature. The framing of youth as always in need of 

guidance/supervision/management by adults does not recognize or address the multiple 

ways that adolescents take advantage of opportunities to actively construct their 

identities.  

As the case studies in Chapter Five highlight, many of the participants 

demonstrated their agency at multiple times in their lives: actively switching schools, 

selecting multiple out-of-school programs, and availing themselves of multiple 

networking opportunities. Participating in YouthArts was another part of this process for 

them; their participation was not necessarily the defining moment of activity for them, 

nor was it out of their previously established pattern of involvement; it was part of their 

constructed path.  

The youth highlighted in this dissertation were active in their schools, in their 

communities, in their families, and in their religious organizations. They were shaped by 

multiple elements of positionality: their race, their gender, their sexuality, their class, and 

their youth. They led complex lives that could not and should not be reduced to single 

variable outcomes and causal statements. As Scholl (2001) puts forth, they were in the 

process of “dissonant and hybrid nature of identity construction” (157). YouthArts 

provided new ways of shaping their identities, but YouthArts needs to be viewed in 

relation to their other activities. Programs such as YouthArts were one part of a larger 

approach to their lives. These youth were resourceful, determined, and creative people 

and to present them as anything less would be a disservice. 

 Participants discussed their intersecting axes of positionality more frequently in 
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smaller groups than they did in the large group discussion. In the interviews, participants 

specifically drew more attention to their socioeconomic status, their sexuality, their 

gender, and their race and ethnicity. They discussed ways that these positional identities 

impacted their artistic identities or future paths. These discussions could have taken place 

in one-on-one groupings for a few reasons: these conversations are easier one on one, I 

was more attuned to issues of race, gender, class, and sexuality in conversation, or the 

participants I talked with individually felt more comfortable discussing these topics than 

those I did not interview. “As McCready (2001) posits in his discussion of “doing 

difference,”  

First, students’ race, class, gender, and sexuality cannot be fully understood 

through seemingly fixed attributes such as skin color, genitals, or sexual 

orientation. Second, certain aspects of student’s identity become more salient 

during face-to-face interactions in certain contexts, among particular groups of 

peers. These two tenets allow for the microdynamics of racial formation in 

nonessential, historically specific ways that are rooted in social practice. (40) 

 

On the whole, socio-economic discussions occurred more frequently than discussions 

directly addressing race, gender, or sexuality. This finding is not surprising as the 

program targeted participants who self-identified as having a low socioeconomic status. 

Participants would directly reference the prohibitive cost of art supplies and explain the 

ways that they were resourceful in using materials that they already had. Lauryn shared 

her tips for recreating clothes and accessories from thrifted sources; Wayne developed 
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collage projects that used a variety of discarded and free material; and Charlotte created 

her pictures using Crayola markers that were less expensive than art markers. The 

adolescents also asked visiting artists how they managed to make art—how could they 

afford it? They were interested in the ways that the artists cobbled together “day jobs” in 

order to continue creating work. 

Class issues came to the fore when the group discussed future paths. A few 

adolescents expressed concern about following the unstable path of an artist. Antonio 

encouraged them to view multiple “stable” positions as precarious. He used the backdrop 

of the current recession to highlight the instability of all careers. He recognized their fears 

and acknowledged that they were real, but he also encouraged them to reconsider the 

paths that they thought were “safe.” He encouraged all participants to develop all of the 

skill sets that they could, while also trying to follow their interests and do something that 

was personally meaningful.  

These questions and concerns are not unusual, nor are they unfounded. There is a 

surfeit of books dedicated to creating and maintaining a professional artist life, with titles 

like Taking the leap: Building a career as a visual artist (Lang, 2006) and How to survive 

and prosper as an artist: Selling yourself without selling your soul (Michaels, 2009). 

Diemer and Hsieh (2006) and Hotchkiss and Burow (1996) both have documented the 

ways that structural oppression has shaped occupational aspirations of youth. Diemer et 

al.  (2006) demonstrate the ways that youth’s goals for the future and sense of possible 

careers are shaped by socioeconomic status, and that low SES youth expect to attain 

lower paying occupations. Some of the adolescents in YouthArts provided comments that 
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fell in-line with this research when they stated that they wanted to pursue stability and 

consistent pay. Youth were looking for ways to acknowledge the class differences and the 

ways that they viewed particular paths—stable/unstable; lucrative/not lucrative.  

In response to some of these concerns, the facilitators provided participants with a 

range of positions that were related to the art world, but were not artists; they wanted to 

demonstrate that the figured world of art included more than producers of art. They spoke 

of all of the positions in the museum—curators, education staff, preparators, public 

programming, and support personnel. They discussed becoming art teachers or arts-based 

counselors. They encouraged participants to explore “day jobs” that were located in more 

creative fields, such as graphic design, tattooing, advertising, and custom car painting. 

They also encouraged participants to do what they thought was right; they were not 

forceful in trying to get participants to consider art as a future path. Rather, they wanted 

to help participants make more informed decisions and to help those who wanted to 

pursue art but didn’t see how they could. 

Participants raised questions of race and gender less frequently than questions of 

class. Interactions in the program would sometimes indirectly broach race, such as an 

interaction in which Aria, a Latina participant, said that she didn’t like brown—it wasn’t 

pretty. Wayne retorted that “Brown is Beautiful” (field notes)—playing on the idea of 

skin color and racial identification. Aria laughed at his comment, agreeing that yes, 

brown was beautiful, but she still didn’t like to use it in her compositions. Antonio joined 

in the conversation, saying that she should not discriminate…against colors. In this way, 

race was addressed in a joking manner. The back-and-forth of the participants, with 
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Wayne repositioning the discussion and casting it within a raced discourse was short-

lived, happening during a free drawing period. Each person went back to her or his work, 

and the conversation tilted toward other topics—movies, music, school classes, anime.  

But these small instances showed that participants were aware of racial and gendered 

discourses. 

 Race and gender were discussed together at times, particularly for and with 

students who were interested in fashion. Lauryn had purchased a copy of Vogue Italia 

from July 2008 and brought it in to share in summer 2009; this magazine was notable as 

it featured all models of African descent. She went through the magazine with Wayne, 

highlighting their favorite models—Chanel Iman, Jourdon Dunn, Naomi Campbell. They 

discussed issues of representation and the rarity of the magazine; Lauryn had to put in a 

special order for it, and she kept it in good condition.33 They shared the magazine with 

others, and most of the participants flipped through the pages, but few seemed to 

recognize the significance of the magazine’s spread. 

Another way that gender and race were incorporated into the discussions was 

through the participants’ art works and the ways that they would position them to the 

larger group during critique. Some participants drew subject matter that would be 

considered stereotypically gendered male or female: dark comic book art, automobiles, 

fluffy characters, precocious children. Some female participants would say that they were 

interested in “girly things;” some directly shot down the traditionally feminine. Bethari in 

particular would play on the juxtaposition of the cute and the macabre—zombie bunnies 

                                                
33 In our interview from summer 2010, she said that she kept track of what it was worth on Ebay—it was up 
to $400.  
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and ducks with their eyes cut out were some of her specialties. She would discuss her 

desire to make the cute ugly and to work with cutesy images in a non-cutesy way. She 

was interested in the combination of diverging styles and images, wanting to surprise 

audiences with her renditions. 

Some Latino participants also drew on art traditions of Latino artists, such as 

murals, community and family drawings, and religious iconography (Jackson, 2002; 

Latinoartcommunity.org). Their work included common elements of Latino art, drawing 

on the eagle on the Mexican flag or constructing mural-like representations in their 

sketchbooks. Participants also drew on Latino popular culture, working on what Cowan 

(2003) termed “lowrider art ” and within a realm of Latino visual discourse, which 

included depictions of lowrider cars and “cholos.” Cowan effectively asserts that this 

imagery, which has often been read as an indication of gang affiliation, is much more 

complex and should be read as a visual discourse that accompanies the Chicano 

movement. These images are used to create cultural identity, and they can read as part of 

a larger political negotiation of hybrid identity. Alex and Antonio recognized the larger 

body of work that these images circulated within, and they encouraged participants to 

refine their approaches; Alex and Antonio would share work by other Chicano artists and 

encourage youth to draw these artists to help them better situate their work within this 

larger field and vernacular. 

An indirect way that race and gender was approached in YouthArts was through 

the physical presences of Alex and Antonio, as well as through the artists who came in to 

offer workshops. Sarah, the education coordinator who established YouthArts, had shared 
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that she actively sought a male counterpart for the YouthArts portfolio advisor 

(interview, 4/2008). She wanted to present both males and females associated with art to 

possible participants. Additionally, she had wanted a Spanish-speaking co-facilitator in 

order to draw in more participants and to be able to communicate with that population.  

 Alex had expressed a similar process when she and Antonio planned artist 

workshops. They considered multiple elements to putting together their programming 

each cycle: the type of workshops, the artists in the area, and activities that they could 

support from the confines of the art space (i.e., they couldn’t have a welder or a bronze 

sculpture lead a workshop because the materials would be too big and too expensive). 

They aimed to offer a “traditional” workshop, generally something involving painting or 

drawing, and a “less traditional” workshop, which included soft sculpture, crafting beads, 

or performance art. In addition to the content of the workshops, Alex also aimed to have a 

representation of community artists involved: she aimed for one male and one female 

artist each time, and at least one of the two workshops was to be led by an Artist of 

Color. The facilitators were committed to representing diversity amongst the adults 

associated with the program, and they actively sought adults who were visibly diverse in 

hopes of demonstrating possibility for the participants.  

Representation is complicated and has limits. Berta-Avila (2004) contends that 

representation needs to be accompanied by political awareness and activity in order to 

have impact discussions about race. In her argument, it is not enough to have People of 

Color present—political discussions and an orientation toward social justice for the 

betterment of Communities of Color must also be present. I find this critique valid and I 
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recognize the limitations of representation. However, I think that the facilitators of 

YouthArts consciously sought a heterogeneous mix of artists to ensure that participants 

had a broader view of the “art world” than they may have received in other figured 

worlds of art. While it may fall short of a political movement, the active solicitation of 

Artists of Color for workshops and for the mentorship pairs in Advanced YouthArts does 

show the ways that Alex and Antonio were aware of racial, gender, and sexuality politics 

and were acting from a potentially political space.  

 An issue to further consider is how the openness of the program—no assignments 

and few direct instructions—might have led to an absence of discussions about race, 

class, gender, and sexuality. Without an active push for such questions to be interrogated, 

they may end up being absent or avoided. It is not a necessary consequence of the type of 

program, but it may be an unfortunate occurrence if participants are not already 

considering such issues, which might not be considered unless someone else draws their 

attention to them. Participants who were working with these issues in their own work 

would bring them into the group and critique would proceed. As Alex told me, she was 

not focused on any sort of social work mission with the program—she wanted to focus on 

art and questions that arose from the art or from the adolescents’ interests (informal 

interview, 1/11). She knew that many of the participants had been treated as “in need” 

before based on multiple axes of the positionality, and she wanted them to know that she 

was focusing on them as artists. My interpretation of Alex’s statement is that she pursued 

an approach to interacting with the adolescents that focused on providing a space for the 

youth to individually explore multiple identities and issues through their artistic 
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explorations. She did not want to treat them as economically disadvantaged youth who 

were also interested in art; she wanted to focus on their artistic development.  

 Adolescents were supported in exploring their multiple identities through their 

conversations and their work. Some participants used the freedom of the program to 

author or reauthor themselves in ways that were aligned with their positional identities—

exploring their race and ethnicity, their gender, their sexuality, or their class—and 

different combinations of these identities. Some did not explicitly draw on these 

positional identities within the figured world. That is not to say that these positional 

identities did not impact them, for Holland at al. (1998) caution against that logic. Rather, 

it is to say that there were moments of discussion and interaction when these identities 

intertwined with their figurative and relational identities within YouthArts, and not 

necessarily long-term sustained, vocal consideration of these identities. 

 Whereas I recognize that all participants are the products of multiple intersecting 

identities, I may not have focused on those intersections as much as I could or should 

have. Additionally, capturing the intersectionality—or the multiple and intersecting 

positional and relation identities of the participants—is incredibly difficult and must be 

done with tremendous care. As Scholl writes, there is “multiple and dynamic nature of 

our identities” (Scholl, 2001, 159). I attempted to demonstrate complexity through the 

individual case studies in Chapter Five, yet I know that there was more that I could have 

done to show the ways that identities intersect in the youth participants’ lives. 

 Conducting a study in a site that had more regular participants may have allowed 

me to conduct more interviews and better explore the ways that adolescents viewed their 
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identities and the ways that they related to other participants and used artifacts of the 

figured world. Although I do not believe that this study is lacking due to a small 

interview pool, I would have liked to interview more participants—those who stopped 

attending, those who only attended one cycle, and those who stayed involved. More 

participant experiences would continue to enrich the discussion about identity and agency 

and may have led to new theoretical or methodological insights. 

 Conducting a multi-sited ethnography of a variety of programs would be a 

subsequent project that could highlight the ways identities are recruited and developed in 

different spaces. A model of this type of research is Race in the schoolyard (Lewis, 

2003), which explores the ways that race was lived in three different elementary schools. 

Conducting research that would draw on multiple sites in order to explore the ways that 

identities are encouraged and authored through these sites would have provided me with 

an interesting comparative analysis to better examine identity development. A project of 

this type could explore different arts-based programs—structured and unstructured; 

teacher driven, facilitator driven, or participants driven; long-term commitment or drop-in 

basis. Or, I could compare different content-based out-of-school programs or 

communities to explore identity and agency within different fields. These variations 

would help illustrate the ways that identity and agency play a role in multiple aspects of 

adolescents’ lives.  Conducting multi-sited research in addition to long-term research, 

however, proved to be too much to consider for this project. Future research that 

combined the two—multi-sited and long-term—could better explore the processes of 

identity development and agency within multiple contexts. 
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Out-of-school programs are only one aspect in a participant’s life. They can take 

on more or less significance depending on the participant; some participants are deeply 

invested in one program, and it comes to have significant meaning for them. Other 

participants like to be involved, but the program isn’t too important. And yet others may 

decide not to participate at all. However, out-of-school programs are just one part of the 

puzzle of studying youth. It is important to see how adolescents make sense of all of the 

pieces of their lives and how they assign importance to particular elements. Being open to 

this multiplicity means that researchers need to be open to multiple stories, multiple 

outcomes, and multiple processes. 

A significant amount of research on youth is concerned with adolescents as being 

in transition: in their schooling, in their development, and in their overall being. They are 

largely constructed as being solely in process; activities are in the service of a future goal, 

or they should be, and the youth themselves act in particular ways because they are 

transitioning from childhood to adulthood, whatever those two positional identities mean 

to the outside world. I myself am guilty of that at times in this dissertation, when I 

highlight the ways that the participants are preparing themselves for their post high-

school lives and tend to focus on the “transition” from youth to adult, from high school 

student to college student or artist. It is difficult to break away from these all too common 

tropes. However, there is much to be gained from recognizing youth as people in their 

own right and move away from ageist perspectives on adolescents and refigure success. 

Moving beyond “deficit models of youth”(Benson, 2003 cited in Lerner et al. 2006) is 

crucial for better understanding the range of activities and behaviors of adolescents. As 
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Talburt (2004) writes 

Researchers’ focus on adolescent ‘turmoil, instability, and abnormality’ (p. 42) 

categorizes adolescents’ behaviors and emotions as tumultuous or risky rather 

than potentially creative or inquisitive. Instead of inquiring into how adults might 

learn from and nurture their relations with young people, research commonly 

overlooks positive aspects of adolescence and depicts youth as troubled and in 

need of intervention. (117) 

 

Once youth are considered to be people, and not as people in training, then research can 

focus on their identities and activities as they are lived.  

 Nicholson, Collins, and Holmer’s (2004) article “Youth as people” pushes 

forward this challenge by articulating ways that out-of-school programming can employ a 

“youth-centered approach” that foregrounds youth concerns and interests. The 

adolescents are not waiting/transitioning/preparing; they are living. They respond to their 

immediate contexts as well as their future contexts just like other people. Their actions 

are not always colored by not knowing or not being experienced enough; rather, their 

actions can be read situationally, with multiple lenses and considered from multiple 

angles, instead of consistently forecasting their actions onto future outcomes or to their 

age range. 

 Recognizing ways that people act situationally, and within the realm of what they 

view as possible is rooted within Holland et al’s (1998) framework, which encourages 

perspectives that recognize the ways that people improvise based on their life histories 
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and what they perceive as available to them. Extending the notion of improvisation and 

working within and from one’s experiences should be offered to all participants, 

regardless of age. Adolescents’ actions should be considered in relation to the ways that 

they are positioned by multiple forces—the law, the school, the family, other youth, and 

the media; this is especially important young women and Youth of Color. When research 

focuses more on the clever ways that adolescents make use of what they have available, 

and minimize laments on what they “lack,” then a more complicated picture of adolescent 

identity production can emerge. If we as researchers are committed to recognizing 

plurality and minimizing static and staid constructions, then we are also responsible for 

trying to present research as one part of a person’s identity. 

 
 
What can long-term qualitative research with youth tell us about their experiences and 
identity development? 
 

One goal of my in-depth examination of the figured world and artifacts of 

YouthArts as a program was to provide a thick description of the out-of-school program 

and to highlight activities and interactions that were made possible in this one space. By 

focusing my attention on one program, and by detailing the functions of that program in 

such detail, I hoped to illustrate possibilities for out-of-school learning.  

The in-depth analysis also enabled me to create longer lasting relationships with 

participants and to speak with them at multiple times over the course of their involvement 

with the program and after. I started my study after the program had existed for a year, so 

I was able to document the program’s development—through the vision of two education 

coordinators, through the physical restructuring of the site, and through the perspective of 
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participants who were involved with YouthArts’s offerings over multiple years. The new 

staff, location, and participants offered me multiple ways to view the evolution of 

YouthArts and the ways that it adapted to new circumstances and new people. 

Additionally, I helped provide some of the institutional memory for the program as I had 

been documenting the program for most of the time that it had existed. The facilitators 

would ask me about prior activities and my perspective on how well they worked, and I 

was able to draw on my notes and my memories of the activities to provide feedback to 

the facilitators.  

In addition to watching the evolution of the program, I was also able to build 

rapport with the participants and the facilitators through my continued interest in the 

program and in what they were doing. The long-term study helped foster rapport with the 

participants and enabled me to build strong relationships with certain participants. The 

amount of time that I was involved helped demonstrate my commitment to better 

knowing the participants, the facilitators, and the YouthArts program.  

As I indicated in Chapter Two, a significant portion of the literature on out-of-

school programs looks toward intervention. Implicit within texts that position programs 

or interventional strategies is the idea that there are best ways for addressing “these 

issues”—we just have to figure out the best approach to ______ and then replicate that 

approach everywhere. A cursory look at titles such as “The ABCs of engagement in out-

of-school programs” (Bartko, 2005) and “The effects of homework programs and after-

school activities on school success” (Cosden et al., 2004) illustrates this point further. 

The thinking behind such articles appears to be prescriptive: if we, as researchers, as 
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teachers, and as policy makers, look at the primer for getting kids engaged or the ways 

that homework clubs can help solve the “homework problem,” then we will be able to 

succeed. The participants, facilitators, and locations are positioned as interchangeable. 

Such a mechanized approach to developing programs does not consider the community 

cultural wealth (Yosso, 2006) or the funds of knowledge (Gonzales, Moll, and Amanti, 

2005). Many of these studies focus on the short-term—both in terms of goals and in 

terms of study parameters. 

I believe that it is important to recast what the goal of research with/for 

adolescents should be and how that research is able to better serve their needs. Strobel, 

Kirshner, O’Donoghue, and McLaughlin (2008) write about “qualities that attract urban 

youth,” and they situate their exploration with the help of the youth participants. Their 

broad based “qualities” focus on relationships and safe spaces to grow. At a basic level, 

my study has shown that guided practice, a range of supplies, and artistic freedom to 

create art are all parts of what makes YouthArts “work.”  

However, these elements are embedded within a more substantial base; the deeper 

consideration is a program that responds to the needs of a particular community in ways 

that are different from other organizations or in ways that are novel for the participants.  

YouthArts was created to introduce more adolescents, and adolescents from lower-

income areas of Southern City, to ContempoArts and to support their development as 

artists. The facilitators have constructed a program to meet this goal, and they are 

receptive to feedback from participants on ways to better refine their approach. In 

response to participants asking for more art creation time, they opened up the YouthArts 
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area an hour early for “free draw time” and encouraged participants to come draw in the 

galleries over the course of the week. They added new galleries and studios to the 

fieldtrip rotation list to provide participants with a diverse range of offerings from cycle 

to cycle, and they purchased new and different supplies to fulfill adolescent requests over 

the course of the cycle. 

By engaging in long-term research, I was able to consider the ways that 

adolescents worked to weave different parts of their lives together and developed new 

identities. In a short-term study, I may have been able to ask participants about their lives, 

and they may have offered insight into their multiple activities. However, in interacting 

with the participants for a long period of time, I was able to continually ask about their 

activities and the different ways that they were developing their senses of themselves as 

professional artists. I was able to see the new ways that participants reauthored their 

artistic identities; for example, Wayne, at different points, described himself as interested 

in becoming a fashion designer, as a mixed media artist, and as a photographer. He 

developed these new ways of describing himself partially in relation to the new art that he 

explored through YouthArts and partially through his growing awareness of his interests 

and his future goals. Through my long-term engagement with YouthArts, I saw the ways 

that Wayne came to author himself in new ways and in relation to new activities. If I had 

participated for only a short-term project, I would have a snapshot of Wayne at one of 

these points, but I wouldn’t be able to see the ways that he developed. Likewise, I may 

not have seen the way that Bethari was able to refine her ability to discuss and critique art 

over her time in the program. In her Advanced YouthArts relationship, Akiko pinpointed 
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Bethari’s ability to engage art critically as notable; Bethari said that critique and being 

encouraged to have something to say about art that she saw, had shaped her way of 

thinking about work that she encountered. She was aware of this skill set, and she was 

confident in her ability to analyze art in her Advanced Art pairing. She was able to 

discuss art before, but as she participated longer in programming and took more classes, 

her skill set expanded and her confidence grew; additionally, she became more confident 

in exploring questions related to race, ethnicity, and religion with her mentor and 

integrating some of those questions into her work.  

Drawing on both the benefits of long-term research and recognizing youth as 

people, it is important to be mindful of the multiple ways that identity and agency are 

framed through the multiple prisms of families, peers, schools, and communities, as well 

as institutional privileges, national politics, and media sources. These axes overlap and 

inform one another to help shape adolescent experiences. As researchers, we cannot 

know all of the circumstances of participants’ lives, and it is important to take time before 

ascribing characteristics, or “outcomes”, to a single cause.  

It is, of course, crucial to remember that this is one perspective on one program 

and is not to be generalized to all programs, nor is YouthArts a model to which all 

programs should aspire. However, I hope to show that a rich picture of the evolution of 

this program and the participants emerges by closely examining this one program and the 

participants. This type of study illustrates the opportunity for examining programs from 

multiple angles and with multiple lenses, which can lead to studies that helps us as 

educational researchers, ethnographers, and youth studies researchers to better understand 
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how youth spend the approximately sixty percent of their time that is not spent in schools. 

 There are several longitudinal studies of out-of-school programs and learning 

communities that are noteworthy for their attention to detail and breadth. These 

programs, such as the Beacon programs in the California Bay Area, offer a strong and 

compelling case for the continued research on the evolution of community programs to 

meet the changing needs of youth and to better understand the ways that programming is 

created, carried out, and sustained. The Beacon program leveraged existing programming 

and helped extend it and has been documented by various scholars (Kirshner, 2004; 

Kirshner, O’Donoughue, and Laughlin, 2006) associated with the John W. Gardner 

Center for Youth and Communities at Stanford University, which highlights a type of 

partnership that would be important to consider for many programs: community-

program-university relations and support. 

Long-term engagement with sites can provide complex views on what participants 

feel are the benefits and down sides of programming. Considering the range of ways that 

different communities have responded to their needs and developed novel solutions to 

programming would be beneficial to the field of out-of-school learning writ large. These 

issues are perhaps most fully responded to by long-term studies that aim to situate 

participants and the program within larger frames of understanding and consideration. 

Drawing on similar studies in education that have focused on local initiatives and 

community-rooted solutions, such as Rubinstein-Avila’s (2005) study on Equinox and the 

writer-researchers it employed, I focused on the ways that the participants positioned 

their activities within YouthArts as being meaningful and “real.”  
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 While it is important to focus on how out-of-school and in-school programs work 

together, this relationship is often reduced to how out-of-school programs can support 

school programs meet their goals and reiterate school missions. It is also important to 

consider out-of-school communities and programs as places in and of themselves. Out-of-

school programs are designed to meet a variety of needs—academic, social, and 

emotional—and audiences—groups ranging from toddlers to the elderly. This goal of 

better understanding the range of what exactly out-of-school and other community 

education programs do, in relation to schools and in relation to their own goals and 

missions, would be served well by extended engagement and consideration. 

As the case studies chapter illustrates, many of the active participants of 

YouthArts were also actively engaged in other areas of their lives: selecting schools that 

met their needs, participating in extra-curricular programs, and meeting people who were 

involved with projects and activities that they would like to join. This program did not 

“activate” their sense of agency by intervening in their lives; rather, this program offered 

the participants new figured worlds, accompanied by the prospect of new possible 

identities. Through interacting with the participants, I heard about the ways that they 

participated in multiple activities and relied on multiple networks to author, and reauthor, 

themselves. 

 A significant amount of work in the interdisciplinary field of youth studies is from 

the larger disciplinary fields of history, anthropology (James, 1997), and sociology 

(McRobbie, 2001; Best, 2003; Pascoe, 2007). There are some scholars who make their 

homes in schools or colleges of education (Dimitriadis, 2003; Fine and Weis, 2005; 
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Noguera, Cammarota, and Ginwright, 2006) it seems as if the move toward youth studies 

approaches has not found a comfortable place within educational research, which is 

unfortunate. In much the same way that educators have fought to closely attend to 

teaching issues from the perspective of teachers, it is crucial to attend to learner issues 

from the perspective of learners and with the respect that should be afforded all 

participants. There is still a sense of inactivity ascribed to adolescents and youth in 

educational research, inactivity that is dangerous for those studying schools, those 

working with learners, and those wanting to fix spaces of learning.  

 Continuing to write about the ways that education is carried out on youth, which 

is frequently the perspective offered, minimizes the role of youth and works to silence 

their concerns and their perspectives. The youth are talked about, not with. This position 

outlines underlying power dynamics that undercut student voices. That is why a youth 

studies approach to education is necessary and should be welcomed. This perspective, 

along with Critical Race, Critical Feminist, and Critical Sexuality perspectives, can 

challenge dominant representations, using youth as the point of representation and 

analysis (Fernandez, 2002). Youth studies would help foster radical reauthorings of 

student subject positions and to lay bare underlying power dynamics. 

 In this dissertation, I began to explore the ways that out-of-school spaces can 

present youth with new opportunities to develop relational identities and to author 

themselves in multiple ways. Over the course of my three years of research and writing 

on YouthArts, I have come to discover that working with youth and trying to re-present 

their views is harder, more complicated, more complex that I had anticipated. I have also 
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learned that a project that I care about deeply can sustain me through a lot—as I 

remembered to “focus on the awesome,” I knew that this project was deeply satisfying, 

personally and intellectually. This project brought together many of my research 

interests—youth culture, qualitative methods, identity, and agency—and enabled me to 

construct a project that responded to these issues. There is much work to be done in all of 

the fields I engaged, such as learning out-of-school, educational anthropology, and work 

with youth, and I hope that this project contributes to these discussions. 
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Appendix A— 

Forms and Diagrams 
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Figure 9. YouthArts: Sample Application 

 



 378 

 
 



 379 

 

 

 



 380 

 

 

 



 381 

 

 



 382 

 

Figure 10. Critique Guidelines 
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Figure 11. Student Feedback Form 
 

 
Student Evaluation 

Portfolio Development 

Was the selection of art supplies helpful for your art production? 

 _____ Yes, the provided art supplies were good.  I have used or can use them. 

_____ The provided art supplies were helpful, but I had to buy additional 

supplies. 

 _____ The provided art supplies were not useful for me. 

How much did you feel that you learned from this program? 

 _____ a lot 

 _____ a little 

 _____ not much at all 

Do you believe that your art skills have improved? 

 _____ My skills are much improved.  I learned a lot. 

 _____ My skills are somewhat improved. 

 _____ My skills have not improved.  I didn’t learn much. 

Do you believe that you have a stronger portfolio to present to college recruiters? 

 _____ yes 

 _____ no 

Do you feel that the workshop strengthened your skills or understanding of contemporary 

art? If yes, how? If no, how could they be improved? 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Do you feel that the portfolio reviews with (Antonio) strengthened your skills? 

 ______ yes 

 ______ no 
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Was the “open studio” day useful to you in exploring materials or expanding your 

portfolio? 

 ______ yes 

 

 ______ no 

 

Were the critiques helpful to you? Do you feel they strengthened your ability to talk 

about art? If yes, how? If no, how can the critiques be improved? 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

In what ways do you think your art skills have improved the most? 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 
Program Structure 

Do you think ten Saturday meetings was an appropriate number for this program? 

 ______ I think there needs to be more meetings. 

 ______ I think ten is appropriate. 

 ______ I think there should be fewer meetings. 

Do you think the three-hour length of the program is adequate? 

 ______ I think the sessions were too long. 

 ______ I think three-hours is appropriate. 

 ______ I think the sessions should be longer. 

How convenient were the scheduled Saturday afternoon program times? 

 _____ very convenient 
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 _____ somewhat convenient 

 _____ inconvenient 

Would you participate if the meetings were moved to Saturday mornings? 

 _____ yes 

 _____ no 

Was the program schedule clear so you knew what was expected and when meetings 

were held? 

 _____ I always knew about scheduled meetings. 

 _____ I was confused a couple times about the program schedule. 

 _____ I was often unclear about the program schedule. 

 

Please list any additional comments to help us improve the program 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

  

Would you recommend this program to a friend?  (Please Circle.)          YES       NO 

Are you interested in participating in other ContempoArts teen programs?     YES  

 NO 

Which ones? (circle those you are interested in) 

CLUB ContempoArts  YouthArts @ ContempoArts     ADVANCED YA 

Community Art Awareness 
Do you feel that the studios and galleries the group visited were interesting? 

 _____ very interesting 

 _____ somewhat interesting 

 _____ not very interesting 

 _____ very boring 

Do you think that you have developed a better awareness of Southern City’s art venues 

and opportunities? 

 _____ I know about many more opportunities and venues. 
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 _____ I know about a few more opportunities and venues. 

 _____ I don’t know much more than I knew prior to participating. 

 

Did you think the college campus trip gave you a better understanding of what college art 

programs are like? 

 _____ yes 

 _____ no 

  

Which was your favorite field trip? Why? 

_______________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Which was your least favorite field trip? Why?  

__________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Please provide any additional comments about the group field trips to help us improve the 

program. 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

For the following section, please check any arts organizations that you have visited while 

participating in YouthArts@ContempoArts  whether on a field trip or on your own. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Which of these locations have you 

visited?  Please check all that apply.  

______  Southern City Museum of Art 

______  B_ Museum 

______  M_ 

______  A_ P_ 

______  W_ & TW 
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______  F_  

______  University  

         Department of Art & Art History 

______  d G_ 

______ University 

______ Other __________________

Had you visited before? Please circle yes 

or no for each location. 

YES    NO 

YES    NO 

YES    NO 

YES    NO 

YES    NO 

YES    NO 

YES    NO 

 

YES    NO 

YES   NO 

YES  NO
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Can you name two or more careers or jobs using art skills? 

_______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

  

Which career in the arts interests you the most? Why? 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Figure 12. Equipment Checkout Form 
 
LOAN AGREEMENT : ContempoArts 
  
Borrower: __________________________________ 
       
Address:  ___________________________________ 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
 
Phone/Work or Home: ________________________________    
 
Phone/Cell: ________________________________________   
 
Email: ____________________________________________ 
  
 
LOANED EQUIPMENT (please indicate the quality): 
 
_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

LOAN PURPOSE:  _______________________________________ 
       
LOAN PERIOD:   

 Pick-up date: _____________________________ 
 

 Return date: ______________________________ 
 
The equipment must be in the possession of the borrower at all times.  At no time during 
the loan period may the borrower transfer the equipment to anyone other than a 
ContempoArts employee.  The borrower will be responsible for all damages, and 
replacing the equipment if it is damaged during the loan period.                                                                           
 
 
Signed _________________________________ Date ______________ 
            Borrower  
 
 
Signed                                                               Date 

ContempoArts 
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Figure 13. Map of ContempoArts—Pre-Remodel 
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Figure 14. Map of Reclamation Studios 
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