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Abstract 

 

Arts for All: Exploring the Ways Arts Serve East Austin Residents 

Affected by Gentrification 

Celina Ngozi Esekawu, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Christopher Adejumo 

 

This study examined two community programs, Helping Everyone Recognize 

Opportunity and Excellence in Success (HEROES) and the Alamo Recreation Center 

(ARC). Both programs incorporated art making in order to serve central East Austin 

residents affected by gentrification in the area. The purpose of this study was to present 

ways these two programs utilize the arts to provide a voice for a population challenged by  

gentrification. 

This study integrated firsthand experiences obtained during participant 

observations of the programs and a historical look at of East Austin to identify the 

significance of HEROES and ARC in their surrounding community. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction to Study 

INTRODUCTION 

Throughout my studies in community based art education, I have been intrigued 

by efforts to make arts accessible for marginalized and disenfranchised groups. In Austin, 

I found many arts organizations serving various populations, however very few of them 

were affordable and available for economically disadvantaged residents. After 

completing my internship at OFF Center Arts, a donation-based community art studio in 

Albuquerque, New Mexico, I was determined to find no-cost art making opportunities in 

Austin. I searched in East Austin because I was familiar with this community after living 

and working there. Historically, it is a lower-income area compared to other parts of 

Austin, and is currently undergoing gentrification. In my search I found two community 

programs that incorporated the arts within their overall structure: a teen summer camp, 

Helping Everyone Recognize Opportunity and Excellence in Success (HEROES), and a 

senior program at the Alamo Recreation Center (ARC). Both were no cost programs 

designed and implemented to serve low-income residents of affordable housing in the 

central East Austin area. This provoked me to study the ways HEROES and ARC served 

East Austin residents affected by gentrification through its arts offerings.  

 Art making in a community setting is a way to further the social, political, and 

economic power of the individual and community (Knight & Schwarzman, 2005). On the 

other hand, gentrification transforms working-class communities into a more affluent 
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residential and commercial area thereby diminishing the power, influence, population, 

and involvement of residents with lower income. (Freeman, 2006; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 

2008). Considering both of these factors, I believe art making can play a significant role 

in communities where gentrification is present. Therefore, I explored how art making 

served economically disadvantaged residents within a gentrifying area.  

DESCRIPTION OF STUDY 

In the summer of 2012, I volunteered at ARC where I assisted a colleague in 

offering art-making sessions to its older adults’ group. At HEROES, I helped facilitate 

activities, donated supplies and food, and transported and supervised the teens involved 

in the program. I observed the various ways participants engaged in art making and the 

significance of the programs within a gentrifying community. HEROES and ARC 

primarily served African American residents with low-income in central East Austin. 

Within gentrification discourse, economically disadvantaged individuals in transitioning 

urban areas are challenged by displacement, diminishing services, and limited communal 

spaces (Buitrago, 2003; Freeman, 2006; Lees et al, 2008; Wilson, Rhodes, & Glickman, 

2007). I examined how gentrification has made a significant impact on that population 

and how gentrification affects HEROES’ and ARC’s sustainability.  

I performed a case study as a participant observer in order to gain insight into 

participants’ engagement at HEROES and ARC. This thesis is a description and analysis 

of my experiences and observations gained while participating in these two programs, 
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exploring what can be learned to assist in the sustainability and development of other 

similar programs incorporating community arts. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 

Within central East Austin, a community recognized as currently undergoing 

gentrification, what ways do no-fee community programs offering art making 

opportunities serve residents with lower income in this area? 

 RATIONALE  

The purpose of this study was to provide increased awareness of community-

focused programs serving low-income residents within gentrifying communities and to 

identify the assets of HEROES and ARC for its participants. This thesis presents valuable 

information on the impact of community-based programs with arts components, serving 

people affected by gentrification. 

My Statement of Purpose was: 

1. To observe and participate in art making sessions at central East Austin 

community programs, 

2. and identity the ways these programs serve participants, 

3. in order to address the need for available and accessible community art 

programming for residents in gentrifying areas. 
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PROBLEM STATEMENT 

A problem within the field of art education is that art making by economically 

disadvantaged minority groups receives little attention, with possibly several impactful 

small-scale programs going on unrecognized. Specifically in East Austin, centers 

promoting community art making are rare. Instead, several arts organizations, studios, 

programs, and events that cater to specific populations within artist communities exist in 

the area. Many of these entities, such as the East Austin Studio Tour (EAST), provide art 

gazing not but art-making opportunities for the community. Nevertheless, those entities 

receive funding, wide publicity, and high participation, unlike HEROES and ARC. This 

is a problem for similar community programs when considering the programs’ stability, 

sustainability, and community impact specifically in areas undergoing gentrification.  

Another concern this thesis addressed is the need for community development in 

gentrifying areas. The loss of a sense of community for economically disadvantaged 

longer-term residents is central to gentrification discourse (Buitrago, 2003; Lees et al, 

2008; Staff Task Force on Gentrification in East Austin, 2003; Wilson, et al, 2007). 

Gentrification has literally reconstructed East Austin living, working and recreational 

spaces in order to appeal to more affluent groups across Austin and beyond (Jackson, 

1979; Staff Task Force on Gentrification in East Austin, 2003, Wilson et al, 2007). By 

examining the connections between art-making outcomes and gentrification in central 

East Austin, one can possibly find a way to heighten the sense of community amongst 

lower-income residents.  
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PROGRAM DESCRIPTION AND GENTRIFICATION IN EAST AUSTIN 

Alamo Recreation Center Older Adult Program (ARC) 

ARC is one of 20 recreation centers associated with the Austin Parks and 

Recreation Department (PARD). The city constructed ARC at 2100 Alamo Street in 1974 

as a replacement location for East Avenue Park. The land was appropriated to expand I-

35 and develop a University of Texas sports field 

(http://austintexas.gov/department/alamo-recreation-center). According to David 

Turnquest, interim Alamo Director, as of March 2013, ARC offered family programs, 

held neighborhood potlucks, and hosted a variety of events in the past. Currently the 

older adult program is its primary service. Other services include free computer and 

Internet access, Totally Cool/Totally Art, and space to host events and meetings. The 

grounds consist of a playground area, field, and Basketball court. ARC’s mission is, “To 

promote individual and community wellness that enhances the quality of life by 

unleashing the human potential through services and programs that meet the emotional, 

social and physical needs of the far Central East Austin community” (Alamo Recreation 

Center Brochure). 

 In 1996, Turnquest created the no-cost older adult program “to increase their 

quality of life.” Since its inception, several older adults from the nearby Blackland 

Community Development housing project take advantage of ARC’s recreational 

activities. Blackland also provides older adult programming and an agreement was made 

early on between the two organizations to coordinate activities with consideration of the 

other’s offerings. Turnquest states the older adults remain dedicated to ARC because it 



 6 

gives them another place to go, offers a hot meal provided by Meals on Wheels, and it 

has a familial atmosphere different from the Blackland program. An added convenience 

is free transportation to and from the ARC. 

 During the time of my observations in 2012, the program was conducted Monday 

through Friday from 8:00 a.m. to 12 noon. Weekly activities ranged from physical 

fitness, arts and crafts, field trips, and game time.  

Helping Everyone Recognize Excellence in Success (HEROES) 

Angela Walton conceived HEROES in 2003 to contribute to teens’ academic 

growth. In 2012, Walton seized the opportunity to implement HEROES after being 

offered the teen summer camp coordinator position at her apartment complex M Station. 

 Located at 2906 E. MLK BLVD, M Station is an affordable housing apartment 

operated by Foundation Communities. The M Station free summer camp is only one of 

the many programs offered by this non-profit organization. Foundation Communities 

aims to “provide first class, affordable homes and support services for thousands of low-

income families and individuals, empowering them with the tools they need to succeed” 

(http://www.foundcom.org/about-us/).  

 In the summer of 2012, HEROES served approximately 25 young people in the M 

Station apartments and surrounding area. Walton enlisted over 70 volunteers and artists 

to assist in supervision, supply transportation, and instruct activities (i.e., visual arts, 

http://www.foundcom.org/about-us/
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literature, cooking and nutrition lessons, creative play, swimming, Capoeira1, video 

production, and dialogue sessions). The camp operated Monday through Friday from 

3:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m. most days from June 11
th

 to August 19
th

. An end of the summer 

showcase presented the students’ artwork, bikes they refurbished, and a Capoeira roda2 

for the community. The summer concluded with a camping trip for the teens.  

East Austin Gentrification  

East Austin is considered a historically African American community due to a 

high population of African Americans since the late 1800s. During that time, the area was 

also home for a significant number of working-class Europeans  (Myers, Mitchell, Ross 

& Jones, 2000). Over time, the African American population increased due to 

discriminatory policies such as red-lining and the 1928 city master plan to make East 

Austin a “negro district” (Buitrago, 2003; Jackson, 1979; Myers et al., 2000; Wilson et al, 

2007). Notably, changes in demographics began in the 1990s. Data from the Community 

Change in East Austin (2007) report shows that the percentage of African American 

population decreased in nearly all central East Austin census tracts since 1980, with the 

Caucasian and Latino population increasing during the same period. Data also shows an 

increase of income levels in the population from 1980 to 2000 (p. 21), property values 

and sales (p. 39) from 1999 to 2005 in HEROES and ARC zip codes, 78702 and 78722 

(Wilson et al, 2007). This appears to be evidence that newer residents to the East Austin 

                                                 
1 Capoeira--A martial art originated by people of close African descent. It is said, the art originated in 

Angola and was adapted by enslaved Africans in Brazil as early as the 16
th

 century. In recent years, 

Capoeira has become an art in the form of a fight-dance used for physical, cultural, spiritual, and social 

reasons (Assunção, 2005). 
2 Roda--“The circle, where the capoeira game takes places” (Assunção, 2005, p. 214). 
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area are wealthier than those who lived in this neighborhood previously. The research 

states, “These changes in East Austin are significant considering the area’s historical 

separation from the prosperity that has developed across the city. An economically 

disadvantaged population with historically less opportunity is transforming into a more 

affluent population with higher income levels” (p. 23). Major demographic changes over 

the past 20 years pose a threat to programs such as HEROES and ARC because African 

Americans of lower income are diminishing within the area of East Austin. 

Gentrification also effects affordable housing available in East Austin. According 

to Community Change in East Austin (2007), forty-four percent of Austin’s affordable 

housing units for lower income residents are on the eastside along with several non-profit 

housing developments (p. 46), two of which housed many participants from HEROES 

and ARC. City-owned affordable housing or Housing Authorities of the City of Austin 

(HACA) were first designed in 1937 to deter homelessness and poverty during the Great 

Depression and contain minority and working-class East Austinites (p. 44). Though links 

between gentrification and displacement are debatable (Freeman, 2006), this data does 

reveal that the lower-income African American population is shrinking and that 

economically disadvantaged East Austin residents are being spatially marginalized and 

more dependent on governmental programs. Wilson et al (2007) state, “Families are 

seeking affordability as it becomes scarcer; the poor are not being displaced so much as 

concentrated” (p. 64) in affordable housing.  

Community programs such as HEROES and ARC can possibly compensate for 

some negative effects felt by economically disadvantaged groups in gentrifying areas. 
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Disenfranchisement and marginalization of lower-income residents are often effects of 

gentrification that can increase concerns of displacement, loss of a sense of community, 

and accessibility for longer-term residents (Buitrago, 2003; Freeman, 2006; Lees et al, 

2008; Staff Task Force on Gentrification in East Austin, 2003; Wilson, et al., 2007). The 

gentrification process threatens community programs targeting economically 

disadvantaged minorities because its population could decrease in its service area and the 

needs in the surrounding community may change. Therefore,  these programs would need 

to adjust to their surrounding neighborhood or close their doors. 

COMMUNITY ART PROGRAM MODEL: PROJECT ROW HOUSES 

I used Project Row Houses (PRH) as a model in my case study. PRH was 

compared to HEROES and ARC because PRH is a financially stable community art 

program serving a population similar to those assisted in these Austin-based programs: 

economically disadvantaged African Americans affected by gentrification in their area. 

Despite gentrification concerns, PRH has been able to continue to serve surrounding 

residents through the arts.  

Artist Rick Lowe, founder of PRH, opened the shotgun homes in Third Ward 

Houston, Texas in 1993. Lowe constructed PRH as a response to the mainstream art 

world. He believed art institutions did not cater to the African Americans he wanted to 

reach through his artwork (Finkelpearl, 2000). PRH serves the surrounding lower income 

community both artistically and socially. Currently, PRH has forty houses providing 

transitional housing for young mothers’ homes, artists’ studios and exhibition spaces, 
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artists’ residencies, a community gallery, and a park on the property. PRH’s mission is 

“to create a community through the celebration of art, African American history and 

culture” (http:// www.projectrowhouses.org). Based on information included on the 

website, PRH offers after-school programs and summer camps, oral history projects, art 

exhibitions, self-help classes, and community art activities. PRH serves the local 

community and beyond by educating others about African American cultural 

experiences, empowering and engaging participants through the arts, offering economic 

support to nearby residents, and also bringing attention to the neglect of African 

American communities while at the same time displaying their vibrancy.  

PRH invests in the surrounding African American community and is heavily 

concerned with historic preservation of the Third Ward. Chang (2001) describes how the 

project’s impact has curtailed gentrification, while the African American cultural identity 

in neighboring Fourth Ward has vanished (pp. 66-67). The co-founder Deborah Grotfeldt 

stated PRH is increasingly gaining in significance over time due to gentrification 

concerns:  

Row Houses’ role in shaping that new development in the Third Ward is even 

more important than it was when we first got here, because Fourth Ward 

essentially doesn’t exist anymore. So, to have an opportunity to celebrate, look at 

the good, the bad, and the ugly of the African-American experience…is 

something that Row Houses has the privilege of being able to shape…To really 

give the people here in this community an opportunity to experience, to really be 

educated about the roots of not only their families but of their culture…(p. 67) 

An examination of PRH reveals the potential sustainability of community 

programming in gentrifying communities. However, sustainability is still a concern for 

programs like PRH, which focused on African American experiences whose target 

http://www.projectrowhouses.org/
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audience is the surrounding community made of African Americans with lower-incomes. 

PRH has been an active agent in combating gentrification thus far, but for many 

programs that serve marginalized groups in gentrifying areas, it is also at risk of losing its 

target audience within the surrounding community. To PRH’s advantage they do also 

attract artists and patrons outside the Third Ward and could still possibly sustain itself if 

their target population dissipates, but this would cause them to alter their mission and 

their offerings to the community.  

The purposed structure of PRH is drastically different from that of HEROES and 

ARC, but important insights can be obtained in comparing the programs. PRH’s impact is 

further reaching because PRH has a variety of programs to directly support the 

community (i.e., out of school time and Young Mothers housing program), when 

HEROES’ and ARC’s range of programs was limited. All programs within HEROES and 

ARC are invested in the surrounding community; however, PRH also attracts 

professional artists outside the community. This action garners attention to the Third 

Ward by people who are unfamiliar with the area. The outside attention PRH brings to 

the neighborhood through its art exhibitions could be interpreted as perpetuating 

gentrification, however the PRH exhibitions offer outsiders the opportunity to engage 

with an unknown community and increase the awareness of the Third Ward and PRH to 

others.  

HEROES and ARC had a set target audience: older adults and youth. This 

focused audience puts it at more risk of closure if its population decreases or if the 

neighborhood needs change. When considering financial support, PRH has multiple 
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sources of public and private funding. Since the conception of PRH, Lowe has garnered 

investments from major corporations and gained support from the city (Finkelpearl, 

2000). Due to the small-scale and lack of funding options available to HEROES and 

ARC, the programs are largely unrecognized across Austin and are financially unstable. 

ARC is a city of Austin organization largely dependent on municipal funding, which has 

decreased over the years. Walton relied on her wide social network to ensure 

programming and food for participants. She was the only paid staff person out of 70 

volunteers. M Station provided space for the program, with no funds for activities.  

Considering the similarities and differences between PRH and the programs in my 

study, I discovered that a programs’ target audience, offerings, and funding available are 

key determinants in a programs’ sustainability in a community undergoing gentrification. 

PRH may be more stable than HEROES and ARC, but all three of these programs remain 

susceptible to similar shifts in the community where the population they serve is at risk of 

displacement. 

IMPORTANCE OF ART MAKING 

This study examines art making within community programs and presents ways 

art making can serve economically challenged participants within an area undergoing 

gentrification. Art making is important for this population because art making provides 

opportunities for participants to engage in their neighborhoods and actively shape their 

surroundings. This holds more prominence in gentrifying areas such as central East 

Austin where lower-income residents become marginalized as city policies, residential 
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developers, and businesses overlook their needs in favor of wealthier residents 

(Freedman, 2006; Lees et al, 2008; Martinez, 2010).  

Within the community based arts (CBA) field, the impacts of art making can take 

on various forms depending on the population served, the programs’ facilitators, and 

purposes of the programs. Krensky and Steffen (2009) describe art making as having 

multiple personal impacts, which “enable participants to develop new skills, to envision 

new possibilities, and fulfill the intrinsic human need to create, [which] yields 

tremendous results for individuals and their communities” (p. 30). Knight and 

Schwarzman (2005) state that art making can take an activist approach within the CBA 

framework. They affirm community art making is “any form or work of art that emerges 

from a community and consciously seeks to increase the social, economic and political 

power of that community” (p. xvi). I observed, through studying HEROES and ARC, 

how art making can serve participants both personally and civically.  

HEROES and ARC are community focused programs  serving residents that live 

in the same vicinity, share similar values, and are comprised of like cultural heritage 

(Adejumo, 2000), while other programs engage diverse participants with differing 

backgrounds, traditions, and ethnicities (Goldbard, 2006). Purposes of art making in 

community programs include increasing cultural awareness, community building, 

increasing cross-cultural and cross-generational understanding, community reformation, 

self-expression, social justice, social inclusion, and art therapy. Some art educators that 

discuss CBA in these ways are Adams and Goldbard (2002), Adejumo (2000), Allen 

(1995, 2007), Blandy and Congdon (1987), Desai and Chalmers (2007), Dewey 
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(1958/1934),  Dissanayake (1988),  Goldbard (2006), Hutzel (2005),  Hutzel and  Resler 

(2010), Krensky and Steffen (2009), Levine and Levine (2011), McFee (1961), and 

Ulbricht (2002). Community programs such as HEROES and ARC consider the needs of 

the participants they serve, therefore the programs depend heavily on the community’s 

commitment and involvement. In these programs, art making serves as a medium for 

creating those social connections because participants come together with a common 

goal: sharing an experience. Thereby increasing their social capital, this is a necessary 

component in community development (Bourdieu, 1986) as well. 

Another important aspect of art making is that it satisfies our innate need to create 

and share. Art making is an instinctual quality within human beings that is dependent on 

survival and generates culture (Dissanayake, 1988; Goldbard, 2006; McFee, 1961). In 

this manner, the creation of art helps us make sense of our world (Dewey, 1958/1934). 

By participating in the arts, we become active agents in creating culture and not just 

merely being consumers within it. 

Considering the effects of community art making and gentrification separately, it 

seems that art making could be an asset to residents living within communities 

undergoing gentrification. A common outcome of gentrification that resonates with 

economically disadvantaged minorities is a loss of their sense of community (Buitrago, 

2003; Freeman, 2006; Lees et al, 2008; Martinez, 2010). Art making in community 

settings may well increase community engagement and awareness, civic activism, social 

reform, sense of ownership, agency, and social capital. 
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MOTIVATIONS FOR RESEARCH 

My personal experiences as an African American woman and feeling unwelcome 

within many art venues motivated me to seek out entities that provide affordable art-

making outlets for marginalized groups. I want to promote organizations providing free 

or low-cost art making opportunities to deconstruct elitist notions of what art is and who 

can make art. Spaces for art and self-expression should be accessible to all, and 

historically arts institutions have catered to affluent people. This could be related to the 

lack of accessible community art centers for disenfranchised and oppressed individuals 

and groups. Throughout my research and my involvement at Off Center I learned that 

community art making can be a constructor of community (Dewey, 1958/1934; 

Dissankayake, 1988; Goldbard, 2007; Hutzel, 2005). Therefore, I advocate for the 

development of spaces offering affordable art making opportunities, especially in areas 

where communities are fragmented, as in East Austin, and people are marginalized.  

In addition to advocating for accessible art-making opportunities, I am also 

motivated to expose some of the many positive activities involving African Americans in 

the central East Austin community. Over the past two and a half years, I have discovered 

a handful of sites providing a community space for engagement, social dialogue, social 

change, and uplifting others, while lower-income people in the area continue to be 

disenfranchised through civic policy, and targeted with negative publicity in the media 

while the community undergoes gentrification.  



 16 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Accessible- programs of low-cost or no cost in close proximity to serviced community  

Community- people with a shared culture and/or ethnic background (black community); 

people living within a specific location (East Austin community); people with shared 

ideals (artist community) 

Community art program (CAP)- entities focused on art making opportunities that benefit 

and educate the surrounding location and population 

Community programs- entities that provide services that benefit and educate the 

surrounding location and population 

Space- a structure (the Alamo Recreation center); the use of the environment (art space); 

the perception of a structure (welcoming space) 

Gentrification- the transformation of a working-class urban area into a more affluent 

residential and commercial area (Lees et al, 2008). 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

I volunteered at HEROES and ARC throughout the summer of 2012. This study is 

limited to two central East Austin programs, HEROES and ARC, with the intent that the 

study could be replicated with other community programs of a similar nature, and that 

information and insights could be drawn from these sites to assist in the development of 

similar programs in other communities. Therefore, the breath of this thesis is far reaching 

beyond the central East Austin area. I am using my personal observations as a primary 

source of data gathering. Being a participating witness provides an outsider perspective 
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of looking at the programs and community holistically, both objectively and subjectively. 

I also studied other CAPs to aid in data analysis and understanding the relationships 

between CAPs and their respective communities. 

 I chose to examine programs within one mile of each other. I spent more time in 

a smaller geographic area to gain insight into one section of central East Austin. 

Concentrating the area of the case study is beneficial in determining the impact of 

gentrification in the neighborhoods relative to HEROES and ARC, since gentrification 

has affected parts of East Austin differently. 

SUMMARY AND DIRECTION 

This chapter introduced the various features of this research study. I began with a 

description of my study and the two programs I examined, and  included a discussion  

about the importance of community art making. At the close of this chapter, I addressed 

my personal motivations for pursuing research in art making for groups affected by 

gentrification and discussed my limitations within this study. 

The following chapters make up this research study. Chapter 2 is a Review of 

Literature; Chapter 3 is a description of the Research Methods I employed for this 

investigation. In Chapter 4, I put forward my Observations of HEROES and ARC, and 

give my analysis of them with specific attention directed toward participants’ art and 

community engagement. I conclude this study with Chapter 5, which provides my 

Conclusion of this study and Recommendations for further research in this area. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review 

INTRODUCTION 

In order to answer my research question, this section reviews literature on (a) art 

programs for low-income affordable housing residents, (b) research on community art 

programs for low-income participants, and (c) East Austin and gentrification. I explored 

these topics to more fully understand the significance of art making for lower-income 

residents affected by gentrification, and help identify the ways HEROES and ARC serve 

their participants. 

SECTION I: COMMUNITY ARTS PROGRAMS FOR AFFORDABLE HOUSING RESIDENTS.  

 The majority of participants served at HEROES and ARC live in affordable 

housing for economically disadvantaged residents. Therefore, I researched community art 

programs (CAPs) that serve a similar population. 

The Arts Build Communities (1996), a handbook published by Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD), cites 17 arts programs that serve residents in affordable housing 

across the country. The programs offer a range of services and benefits to their 

communities. Two programs, in particular, offer insights directly relating to the  cases in 

this study. One intergenerational art project, Living History Arts Program in New York, 

transformed the stories from local older adults into performances to educate local youths. 

According to an article that described this program, urban elders who live in areas of high 

unemployment, substantial service reductions, and drug use can experience isolation and 
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depression due to their loss of family and neighborhood support. This is a detriment to 

the community, as “generations lose access to their elders’ wisdom, creativity, 

resourcefulness, and connection to history” (p. 21). The goal of the program is to combat 

isolation and depression among low-income older adults, and to build their self-worth 

and present them as an integral part of the community. ARC served a similar purpose in 

that it supplies older adults with a place to congregate and share their experiences with 

the community namely through their Juneteenth celebration. 

 Another CAP, Rainier Vista Arts Program in Seattle, Washington, emphasized 

creativity, an appreciation of the arts, and promoting positive interpersonal growth among 

youths in an ethnically diverse community. The program involved several artists 

providing a range of art activities for youths during their out of school time. The goal was 

to empower participants, create cultural understanding, and to deter them from drug use 

(p. 23). HEROES also targeted teens in the neighborhood to provide them with a positive 

outlet to engage in their community and creatively express themselves. 

 According to the 1996 handbook, community arts programs can “increase 

neighborhood pride, enrich lives of public housing residents, revitalize neighborhoods in 

decline, provide safe havens, decrease vandalism, increase tolerance among different and 

ethnicities, improve cultures communication among generations, and foster community 

interactions” (p. 4). The publication states these programs are beneficial to youth in 

danger of drug use and delinquency in high crime areas, and for elders who may lack a 

sense of belonging in the community.  
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SECTION II: EXAMPLES OF COMMUNITY ART EDUCATION RESEARCH ON COMMUNITY 

ART PROGRAMS 

The following literature review section consists of two more examples of CAP 

studies serving affordable housing residents. Reviewing these CAPs gave me insight on 

previous research within the community art education field and the various ways art 

making serves a population similar to HEROES and ARC. 

Example 1: Weinland Park Assets-based Community Art Project 

  In Karen Hutzel and Loring Resler’s article “Sidewalk Encounters” (2010), the 

authors describe an Ohio State University service-learning project in the Weinland Park 

neighborhood of Columbus, Ohio. Prior to 2003, the community was home to many Ohio 

State University students who have since relocated to the suburbs this transformed the 

Weinland Park area both economically and culturally. According to the study, 

neighborhood demographics show that 50% of the families in this neighborhood are 

below the poverty line with low-educational attainment and the majority residing in 

affordable housing or rental units. The population is roughly half  Caucasian and half 

African American and  there is a high percentage of youths in this area..  (p. 45). 

In order to serve this community through the project, the service-learning team 

took an “asset-based approach to community development” (p. 45). Part of this approach 

involved interactions and observations gained from walking down the neighborhood 

sidewalks with community youths living in an apartment complex for single mothers. 

This enabled youth to educate the researchers about Weinland Park and provided the 

researchers with “a path for engagement and perpetual feedback in a constantly changing 
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environment” (p. 48). The team broke down the typical power structure associated with 

projects of this nature by interacting with the community in a direct and powerful way.  

 Throughout the week-long stint in Weinland Park, the organizers worked with the 

youths and mothers at an apartment complex to create a community art piece displaying 

the various assets in the neighborhood. The project incorporated both collaborative art 

making and assets-based mapping, to emphasize positive aspects of the community (p. 

46). The youth and service-learning team gathered information for the art project by 

taking pictures throughout the neighborhood. The service learning team recognized the 

importance of human and environmental assets from their experiences with local 

residents and through the youth’s photography. The project culminated with an art piece 

representing a community garden, which displayed portraits taken by youths surrounding 

a painted tree of statements describing assets within the neighborhood. 

 The most significant outcome of this community development project involved 

the efforts to dismantle hierarchical systems between the Weinland Park residents and the 

service learning team. Throughout the project, the team recognized their role as learners 

in the community; therefore, they relied on the participants to be educators. This created a 

leveling effect between the two groups while still acknowledging everyone’s strengths in 

the project. Hutzel and Resler (2010) state, 

The process of collaboration required us all to recognize the assets we brought to 

the experience; the graduate students brought their years of teaching experience 

and leadership abilities, the youth brought the years of living in the community 

and youthful ideas, and the professor and community partner brought the 

understanding of the collaborative process. (p. 47) 
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Distinguishing everyone’s importance in the success of the project can empower all 

participants and enable greater agency for Weinland Park youth. By acting as educators, 

local youths controlled, to a certain extent, the information obtained by the service 

learning team and shaped the project itself. The youths were able to play a more active 

role in how outsiders perceived community in Weinland Park. 

 The youth participants also benefited from their engagement and exposure to the 

arts. They creatively expressed their ideas through photography, painting, and collage. 

They were able to exhibit their artwork and share it with the community. The piece was 

displayed in a local community center and later in a neighborhood library. Through the 

arts they constructed a piece that projected their perspective of the community. Their 

artwork has the ability to educate others about Weinland Park and represent it in a 

positive way. During a follow up, the researchers discovered some past participants 

continued in the arts, painting and performing in plays. It was found that the project had a 

lasting impact on the youths who participated in the project. One child wanted to go to 

college to be an artist, and their sibling stated, “We’re already artists” (p. 50).  

According to Hutzel and Resler (2010), the team and youths benefited from 

crossing cultural borders, which helped to increase awareness and sensitivity through 

education and exposure (p. 50). Additionally they noted the significance of working as a 

community in the creation of the artwork: “Making the art piece was not meant to be the 

focus of the project; however, completing the art piece itself provided a goal and an 

outcome to work together” (p. 47). Within community based art education, the process of 

forming and engaging as a community through collaboration is highly valued. This 



 23 

provides the participants with firsthand experiences in collaborative learning where 

participants are able to acknowledge multiple perspectives and inhabit roles as teachers 

and students. 

According to the article, Weinland Park’s current state reflects the flight of a large 

percentage of university students, and years of negligence from the university, 

businesses, and property owners (p. 45). Though the opposite is occurring in central East 

Austin, similarly to HEROES and ARC, this project used the arts to give a voice to 

disenfranchised and neglected peoples in a transformed community. The art piece 

exposed aspects of the community in a positive way, despite the statistics that the 

location is economically and educationally disadvantaged. The art showed a thriving, 

prosperous, and dynamic community ripe with life and beauty. This study presented 

CAPs that is committed to expose the invaluable human qualities in a neighborhood that 

could be labeled “depressed.”  

Example 2: Blackwell Arts Program 

  Marjorie Cohee Manifold describes a CAP in a gentrifying community in “The 

Blackwell Summer Arts Program: An Experience in Community Revitalization” (2001). 

The art program, designed for the Blackwell community in Richmond, Virginia, involved 

engaging local youth in reconstructing a neighborhood park. Unlike Hutzel and Resler’s 

(2010) description of a vivacious and supportive community, Manifold portrays 

Blackwell as a “severely depressed area…fallen into decline [which is] blighted by 

decayed and abandoned buildings” (p.175). She described, this community as dead and 
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the role of the federally funded arts program was to “encourage Blackwell’s residents to 

envision a better future for themselves and their neighborhood” (p. 176). 

The arts program involved Richmond Redevelopment Housing Authority 

(RRHA) staff, local youth programs and recreation centers, university members and 

public school art teachers with Manifold as the co-supervisor. The goal was for youths to 

participate in the “future vision” of Blackwell by identifying built structures they wanted 

retained in their ideal community (p. 176). Neighborhood reconstruction interfered with 

the program from the start. Some 440 public housing units had been demolished and the 

new 99 units had yet to be completed leaving the majority of families in temporary 

housing across the city. After a few failed attempts to gather participants they managed to 

round up about 15 displaced youths. The program in 2000 involved designing park 

features representing the community, therefore the children took pictures of different 

parks to identify characteristics they wanted to keep and replicate in their local park. 

They received information on environmental issues, public art, urban planning, landscape 

design, and engaged in art lessons from professionals. By the end of the art project, the 

children crafted a 6’x 10’ topographical model of the park, which they presented at a 

groundbreaking ceremony. 

Manifold identified many challenges with the art program. There were problems 

faced in gathering youth participants because families were displaced across the city. The 

program also did not have a set location, due to construction. These factors played a part 

in developing relationships with relocated families they set out to serve. Nevertheless, the 
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Blackwell art program provided participants with the opportunity for art participation and 

offered real-life experience in urban planning.  

One of the benefits that emerged from the program was the use of art as a form of 

community engagement (Arts & Civic Engagement Tool Kit, 2010, p. 1). Similar to the 

youths in Weinland Park, young people in the Blackwell Summer Arts Program 

experienced their community through a lens and transformed their ideas and observations 

into an art piece. They could interact with their community in a different way, by having 

a heightened awareness for details and important qualities in their environment that 

possibly go unnoticed on a daily basis. In studying art programs in gentrifying areas, the 

Blackwell art program is an example of how devastating the gentrification process can be 

for community art programs. 

Participants also played an active role in the preservation of significant features 

that could have been lost in the neighborhood’s renovation. Manifold mentions that the 

youths noted valuable structures (i.e., a mural honoring people who had lost their lives), 

however Manifold does not clearly state if their suggestions or model were implemented 

in the community’s design for the neighborhood.  

This program also emphasized teamwork, problem solving, and valuing other’s 

contributions. Throughout the educational sessions, the youths decided to include a 

stream, the mural, and a sculpture among foliage, seating, restrooms, and shaded areas. 

Youths collaborated with each other on the layout, placement, and which symbols to use 

for the model to communicate their ideas successfully to the public (pp. 183-184). 
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Manifold’s study also presents information about the effect of gentrification on 

lower-income residents. RRHA’s revitalization plan received grants from HOPE VI, a 

“federal program of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) aimed at revitalizing 

severely distressed public housing and addressing the social needs of their residents” 

(p.175). The policy remains controversial for its public housing renovation initiatives. 

HOPE VI has been criticized as being overly ambitious and glossing over social ills 

instead of finding solutions (Lees, 2011; Manifold, 2001). In this article, Manifold 

acknowledged that the program was misleading in the way it was promoted to Blackland 

residents. According to her, 440 “outdated run-down” housing units were destroyed in 

order to construct 99 multi-family units, which dislocated hundreds of families 

temporarily and some permanently (p. 175). She stated a major discrepancy of the 

program was that organizers sought out residents who may not live in a community that 

they helped to create through the art program.  

[Organizers] imbue[d] residents of Blackwell with pride and a sense of ownership 

in their renovated neighborhood…which calls for Blackwell children and adults to 

participate in the construction of some feature of the park. Indeed, it has been 

suggested that children who are involved in personally relevant community 

experiences become invested in the community as adults (Theobald & Nachtigal, 

1995). Yet, in reality, it is not clear how many of these children and their families 

will be able to return to Blackwell. (p. 186) 

 

Manifold fails to associate the revitalization efforts with gentrification, yet there 

are many subtle and apparent factors such as the RRHA’s public housing initiative 

indicating that the community is transitioning to cater to wealthier populations. She notes, 

“Unofficially, the workshops provide a humane façade for the bureaucratic decision to 

displace many of the poorer original residents and replace them with more financially 
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affluent families…who will benefit from the design and construction contributions of 

these children?” (p. 186).  

This research presents a CAP with the best intentions to incorporate community 

members in revitalization efforts, but realistically those efforts may account for very little 

when it comes to the participants maintaining a place in their own community. This may 

be the result of many CAPs serving populations at risk of displacement, however the 

connections and experiences gained from the art project can potentially influence the 

program participants throughout their lives.  

Examining Blackwell and Weinland Park art programs provided information on 

how research on CAPs deconstruct the experiences in the program to determine its 

outcomes for its participants and the community. 

SECTION III: UNDERSTANDING GENTRIFICATION IN EAST AUSTIN  

The discourse surrounding gentrification includes a multitude of causes, 

intentions, and effects. This section presents information on the gentrification process in 

relation to gentrification in East Austin and its implication on residents.  

I used the textbook Gentrification (2008) by Loretta Lees, Tom Slater, and Elvin 

Wyly as my primary literary source. It provided a range of definitions for gentrification 

and the theories surrounding this displacement process. Lees et al (2008) cites the British 

sociologist Ruth Glass as coining the term “gentrification” in 1964 after observing social 

and economic shifts in areas of London: 

One by one, many of the working class quarters of London have been invaded by 

the middle class…Once this process of ‘gentrification’ starts in a district it goes 
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on rapidly until all or most of the original working class occupiers are displaced 

and the social character of the district is changed. (Lee et al, 2008, p. 4) 

 

Lees et al (2008) define gentrification as “the transformation of a working-class or 

vacant area of the central city into middle-class residential and/or commercial use” (p. 

xv). As more affluent people move to the area, new businesses and financial investments 

catering to wealthier patrons play an important role in redeveloping the area. In central 

East Austin, long-standing businesses that served the economically disadvantaged 

population have been replaced by higher priced restaurants and up-scale lofts and 

condominiums (Pawha, 2001). This action limits the locations that are accessible to the 

participants of HEROES and ARC along with other low-income residents.  

Austin continues to invest in commercial ventures in East Austin such as 

downtown districts that cater to “the new middle class,” which Richard Florida (2003) 

describes as (middle-class gays, youth, bohemians, professors, artists, entrepreneurs, etc.) 

(p. xix). At the same time, such action further marginalizes residents that are not a part of 

this population. He states that this group “desires tolerance, diversity, bike paths, hiking 

trails, [and] historic architecture…, [which] both invites gentrification and stifles the 

diversity and creativity that it seeks” (p. xx).  

The depiction of a transitioning community offered by Florida (2003) and Lees et 

al (2008) mirror the cultural and physical alterations in the East Austin area. According to 

Wilson, Rhodes, and Glickman (2007), since the mid-1990s when the area witnessed 

significant growth in the middle-class population, the city invested in improving roads, 

sewage draining systems, sidewalks, adding bike lanes, and building renovations. 
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Considering the East Austin area was historically deprived of resources, when compared 

to the rest of the city (Buitrago, 2003, p. 46), it appears that recent renovations are 

influenced by the incoming middle-class. Lees et al (2008) state that policy makers are a 

key component in perpetuating gentrification, because those in favor of gentrification 

want to boost the area’s economy and initiate social mixing in urban cores that are 

described as distressed and depressed. On the other hand, Lees (2000) states the 

emancipatory city thesis, which is based on policy makers’ hopes to uplift disadvantaged 

minorities, decrease poverty, and increase tolerance, instead produced divisive 

neighborhoods in major cities such as Chicago and London. She states,   

[The] celebration of social diversity and freedom of personal expression in the 

inner city inadvertently privileges particular subject positions, cultural practices 

and class fractions…By abstractly celebrating formal equality under the law, the 

rhetoric of the emancipatory city tends to conceal the brutal inequalities of fortune 

and economic circumstance that are produced through the process of 

gentrification. (pp. 393-394) 

Therefore, East Austin community programs serving lower-income groups and 

those at risk of displacement can help maintain a place for that population in a rapidly 

changing community that often neglects their needs.    

In Lance Freeman’s book There Goes the ‘Hood (2006) he states, “It does appear 

likely that the presence of the gentry can serve to enhance the local quality of life” (p. 

167). He acknowledges the positives, which include an increase of wealth for 

homeowners, diverse social ties, and improved amenities and services to the overall 

neighborhood, while admitting efforts should be made by the community and city to quell 

the negative repercussions of gentrification (p. 166).  
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Freeman’s (2006) call to action that would lessen fears of displacement and 

inaccessibility involve the implementation of cross-subsidized affordable housing. He 

believes housing that accommodates both working-class and middle-class incomes 

“tap[s] the market to benefit disadvantaged residents” (p. 186). Maintaining and 

producing new spaces that house the poor is a social justice concern, according to 

Freeman. He notes that these disadvantaged areas were strategically designed to house 

low-income minority neighborhoods and the effects of gentrification produce 

inaccessibility to current and future low-income minority residents, but he believes they 

should still be able to encounter benefits from neighborhood improvements. East Austin 

contains forty-four percent of Austin’s affordable housing units (Wilson et al, 2007). 

However, according to the report Community Change in East Austin (2007) by Wilson et 

al, this has produced areas of concentrated low-income that further marginalizes a 

population in need of affordable housing. I found in my research that M Station, which 

housed HEROES, offers housing for various incomes and has had a consistently full 

waitlist for the past two years. This shows that there is a need for more affordable 

housing as economically disadvantaged residents have fewer housing options when 

property rates increase and as more people move into the central East Austin area 

(Wilson et al, 2007).  

To contest cynicism and resentment held by longer-term residents opposing the 

effects of gentrification, Freeman argues for the construction of empowering community-

based organizations to voice the needs of low-income residents in order to combat 

disenfranchisement. Freeman advocates for programs such as HEROES and ARC in East 
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Austin because they are two programs that educate, empower, and increase social 

connections. He states, “[Mobilization] increases confidence, efficacy, power, 

identification with the community, interaction, mutual aid, leadership development, and 

problem solving capacity among residents” (pp. 182-183).  

By reviewing literature in community art making, exploring research on CAPs and 

gentrification, I gained a more full and rich understanding of the current state of East 

Austin, research on community art making, and the various outcomes arts can provide to 

participants. This information helped to build a foundation for the study I conducted, 

which is presented and discussed in the pages that follow. 
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 CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

RATIONALE OF CASE STUDY 

I used case study methodology to investigate the ways HEROES and ARC’s older 

adult programming serve its participants in the central East Austin area. Being a 

participant observer in this case study enabled me to explore real-life functioning 

programs and be immersed in the environment (Becker, Dawson, Devine, Hannum, Hill, 

Leydens, Matuskevich, Traver, & Palmquist, 2005; Creswell, 2009; Yin, 2003). I needed to 

devote my time to investigate the programs and the East Austin community in order to 

obtain substantial data on the programs’ environment, participants’ engagement, art-

making activities, and the programs’ significance in the area. Therefore, the in-depth 

involvement and analysis required in a participant observer case study was appropriate to 

answer my research question, “Within central East Austin, a community recognized as 

currently undergoing gentrification, what ways do no-fee community programs offering 

art making opportunities serve residents with lower income in this area?” 

As a participant observer, I was “both an insider and outsider simultaneously” 

(Spradley, 1980, p. 57). I shared experiences with other participants while having a 

conscious analytical awareness of the overall environment wherein the research took 

place. I analyzed theories and other community art programs within the field of 

community art education to gain insight regarding research methods and learn about the 

various outcomes that occurred through art making.  
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A case study is beneficial to this study because it emphasizes fieldwork in order to 

obtain a descriptive analysis. Yin (2003) states in his book Case Study Research that the 

purpose of a case study is to “contribute to our knowledge of individual, group, 

organizational, social, political, and related phenomena” (p.1). Therefore, a case study is 

a suitable methodology to examine minimally funded, no-cost community programs such 

as HEROES and ARC. The attention on arts institutions serving wealthy patrons often 

overshadow community programming incorporating the arts, hence more comprehensive 

research is needed on these programs serving economically disadvantaged participants. 

Though case studies provide an in-depth analysis, the methodology does have 

limitations. Firstly, a concern within case studies is the “lack of rigor” of the investigator 

when they fail to follow appropriate procedures, have holes in their evidence, or allow 

their bias to influence data (Yin, 2003, p. 10). Creswell (2009) states, “[The 

investigator’s] interpretations cannot be separated from their own backgrounds, history, 

contexts, and prior understandings” (p.176). Bias is a human characteristic that is hard to 

overcome in research. I used my personal experience and previous knowledge to guide 

my purpose and my initial research in the study, yet I used my direct observation and 

involvement to determine the outcomes of the programs. My affinity for community art 

making leads me to advocate for them with this thesis at the same time scrutinize art 

making outcomes and practices. Another goal of this study was to make the case study 

replicable for another investigator to draw similar conclusions.  

This leads to another concern in case study research. At most times findings are 

not generalizable (Becker, et al, 2005; Yin, 2003). The results of a study should be 
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applicable beyond the performed research where universal conclusions can be 

established. This study provides information on the ways community art-making serves 

participants, describes how gentrification affects the programs and its participants, and 

explores what can be learned to assist in the sustainability and development of other 

similar programs. Without much available literature examining both community arts in 

conjunction with gentrification, this study can expand the discourse in both of these 

fields.  

On the other hand, strengths within the methodology are that case studies can be 

extremely flexible and provides for a variety of data collection methods (Becker et al, 

2005; Creswell, 2009; Yin, 2003). I used my participation and observation experiences as 

my primary method to create a people-centered study in order to understand real-life 

implications of HEROES and ARC.  

DESIGN OF CASE STUDY 

 This case study is exploratory in nature. Yin (2003) cites that an exploratory 

strategy properly answers “what” questions. My question asks “Within central East 

Austin, a community recognized as currently undergoing gentrification, what ways do no-

fee community programs offering art making opportunities serve residents with lower 

income in this area?” Therefore, this research is designed to “develop pertinent 

hypotheses and propositions for further inquiry” (p. 6). To answer my “what” question, I 

am primarily concerned with investigating the art making experiences within the overall 

programming of HEROES and ARC. Examining how the participants and community are 
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impacted by gentrification is secondary yet pertinent to understanding the significance of 

HEROES and ARC within a community with diminishing resources intended for the 

participants of the programs. 

Advocacy and Participatory Approach 

 Another integral part of this research design is found in my advocacy and 

participatory worldview. Creswell (2009), in Research Design, states that an 

investigator’s philosophy may be buried in their research, while being a major influence 

throughout the process (p. 5). An investigator’s research with an advocacy and 

participatory perspective brings awareness to social issues and promotes change in favor 

of marginalized groups. Often times the focus of a researcher’s activities involve 

“empowerment, inequality, oppression, domination, suppression, and alienation” (p. 9). 

The conclusion of this type of research may provide an agenda for change in favor of 

disenfranchised groups. Creswell states, “Advocacy research provides a voice for these 

participants, raising their consciousness or advancing an agenda for change to improve 

their lives. It becomes a united voice for reform and change” (p. 9). 

This philosophy is evident in my study because I am passionate about promoting 

community art making for marginalized and disenfranchised groups. Community-focused 

art education places put control in the hands of the community, a group of people who 

have been dominated through various means. The act of creating is a form of liberation 

because it provides a voice, is an outlet for expression, and is a way to make sense of the 

world (Dewey, 1958/1934; Goldbard, 2006; McFee, 1961). Art making is not an 
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exclusive medium available only for a talented few. Unfortunately, throughout history art 

has been used as a form of oppression, exclusion, and domination, which has lessened 

art-making opportunities for disenfranchised and lower-income populations. HEROES 

and ARC address social injustice due to the programs’ presence in the East Austin 

community because it is accessible to lower-income residents. As art galleries that serve 

wealthier populations multiply in the area and as spaces serving economically 

disadvantaged residents diminish, the more relevant free programs such as HEROES and 

the ARC become. 

DATA COLLECTION METHODS 

Within the parameters of a case study, many data collection procedures are 

applicable (Creswell, 2009; Yin, 2003). For my purposes, I used direct observation, 

participant observation, documents, archival records, and historical references to answer 

my research question. My primary form of collecting data involved building relationships 

and engaging in activities with participants. 

I included two detailed observations from both HEROES and ARC in my 

Observations and Data Analysis chapter to present my firsthand experiences. This case 

study relied heavily on my integration into these programs. In ARC, I stepped into a pre-

established environment where some older adults had attended for years. The other 

volunteer and I were both aware of gentrification effects on the community and did not 

want to appear as a threat to the program and compromise the space. Therefore, I entered 

ARC as someone with an arts background interested in helping the center deliver its arts 
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offerings. With HEROES, I was involved early on in the program and was there as the 

environment developed, in order to be a resource and mentor for youth, I had to gain their 

trust. The HEROES’ environment was more flexible with different volunteers coming 

and going, however relationship building between the teens and I was key. If my role 

changed from volunteer to investigator for the sake of conducting interviews, I could 

have lost the trust and openness from the participants in both programs. Hence, I used the 

information I received through informal conversations to use in my analysis and my 

personal observations. 

 I performed background research on the programs in order find an association 

between its presence and the community’s transformation. Understanding this 

relationship helped me determine how the M Station apartments, which housed 

HEROES, and ARC filled a need in the surrounding area. I obtained this information 

from interactions with program staff and participants, online research, and through 

conversations with Austin parks and recreation staff and M Station staff.  

 In order to understand the impact of community arts I conducted a literature 

review on no-fee community-based art programs serving affordable housing residents and 

used Project Row Houses in Houston, TX as a model of a community arts initiative 

combating some of the effects of gentrification in its surrounding community. 

 I also examined the history of East Austin to determine shifts in the social, 

economic, and cultural structure of the location. I specifically concentrated my research 

on African Americans with lower-income in the area for two reasons. One being the 

majority of participants in my study were African American who resided in lower-income 
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housing, and the other being that central East Austin is a historically African American 

area. Studying the community in this way informed me about how the programs’ services 

correspond to the community and helped me to understand the significance of HEROES 

and ARC in the area. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 When analyzing the data collected from my observations of HEROES and ARC, I 

considered the whole program. This was necessary because it would be difficult to isolate 

the impact of only the art activities when they were only a part of the programs’ 

offerings. I used my firsthand observations to understand how participants engaged with 

the programs and with the arts activities. I employed the Arts and Civic Engagement Tool 

Kit (http://www.Americansforthearts.org/Animatingdemocracy), designed by Americans 

for the Arts, as a vehicle to determine ways the programs promote arts engagement and 

how this activity translates to the community. Using the Tool Kit helped “focus, simplify, 

and transform the raw data into a manageable form” (Berg, 2004, p. 39). I organized the 

components of the arts activities according to the categories in the Tool Kit, (a) arts 

engagement,  (b) civic engagement, and (c) effects and transformation, to identify the 

ways the art activities and overall programs serve its participants. I then analyzed my 

East Austin and gentrification research to interpret the impact of HEROES and ARC 

within the community. 

http://www.americansforthearts.org/Animatingdemocracy


 39 

CHAPTER 4 

Observations and Data Analysis 

OBSERVATIONS 

This section contains two personal observations from each program, HEROES 

and ARC. The detailed descriptions present the programs’ offerings and participants’ 

engagement. 

HEROES 

 I have known Angela Walton, the founder of HEROES, since 2004. Within a 

couple of years of knowing each other, we both became passionate about starting non-

profit organizations. She wanted to establish an organization providing educational 

resources and empowering minority youth called Helping Everyone Recognize 

Excellence in Success, HEROES. In 2012, she secured the resources to provide 

HEROES, and asked if I would help her with the program. 

I served as a volunteer in this organization two to three times a week throughout 

the summer. I assisted with supervision, transportation, snacks, and instruction. I 

observed and participated in many activities: primarily creative play, swimming, visual 

arts, and group discussion sessions. The environment was fruitful because it provided the 

time, space and freedom for youth and adults to develop meaningful relationships and 

learn in an interactive way. There were several instances when participants talked about 

their personal concerns and community issues. The arts were a large component of the 

HEROES offerings. The following descriptions detailed two art activities. 
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Art Activity 1: Graffiti Self-Portraits 

Shannon Walton, Angela Walton’s sister an art educator in Lubbock, Texas, 

volunteered for a week at the camp and led the participants in an art class. The class 

incorporated photography, technology, and graffiti motifs to construct a large self-portrait 

painting.  

Walton taught the participants blending techniques to create an eye-catching 

colorful background that contrasted the black outlines of their portraits. First, the teens 

lightly saturated their poster boards with water and applied their colors. Most participants 

used two to three colors and made fascinating designs with swirls and paint splashes. As 

the poster boards dried, Shannon showed participants a phone application that transforms 

photographs into high contrasted graffiti-like images. She took headshots of the teens 

with her phone in various poses and then uploaded the “doctored” photographs to a 

computer. Shannon projected each image onto their painted poster board for the teens to 

trace the outline, which they would paint black. The teens were engaged throughout the 

process; they excitedly painted their image and were intrigued to see the final product. As 

they painted, they relied on each other for help and guidance. Many of the teens talked 

about hanging the painting in their bedroom, making another one, and showing it to their 

families. 

One participant stated he did not like to paint, yet he was encouraged to 

participate. He completed the process of blending the colors for his background, but 

when it came to painting the portrait outlines he shut down and left the room a couple of 
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times out of frustration. After much persuasion by his peers, he finished the project with 

the help of other teens and he admired the result of his art piece. 

Shannon incorporated art and technology the teens were familiar with in order to 

build on their previous knowledge and teach them new artistic skills. The teens learned 

different art techniques in blending, high contrast painting, and digital media. This 

activity also challenged their artistic ability and self-confidence and became a significant 

team-building exercise where the teens encouraged and taught each other their process. 

Art Activity 2: Self-reflection Symbol 

Early on, Angela Walton decided that having a safe space for participants was a 

key component in the program. We brainstormed about what activities might foster this 

environment. She gave the participants a platform to voice their opinions, talk openly 

about their concerns, and decide on their own norms within the program. There were 

several activities focused on inner reflection and outward representation. It was important 

to Walton that the teens see themselves as individuals within the HEROES community. 

Shortly after the program started, cliques formed and there were concerns of acceptance 

among some teens. Consequently, the art activity I instructed offered the opportunity for 

the participants to engage with themselves internally and create a symbol that displays 

those internal qualities to others. 

I told them to sit anywhere that was comfortable for them to express themselves. I 

emphasized disregarding others in the room and concern for outside judgment. Some 

teens sat next to close friends and others sat alone in corners of the room. I asked them to 
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think to themselves, and write notes as I asked several questions about how they see 

themselves despite opinions from others. I then suggested they write three words that 

describe a part of themselves that may be unrecognized by others, and then pick one 

personal quality that resonates with them the most at that moment. From there I directed 

them to design a symbol based on that chosen word. Some teens began right away; others 

I had to have personal conversations with before they got started. However, two students 

struggled with finding something positive within them to portray as their symbol. They 

concentrated on negative thoughts and assumptions others had of them in school and in 

the program. I saw the impact that the exercise had on them, and told them to use that 

emotionally profound moment to write in their journal and work alone. 

 At this point of the program, the youth had done several activities where they 

were able to open up and express themselves in a group setting. This session, along with 

other activities, provided the space and time for learners’ socio-emotional growth 

focusing on self. A variety of symbols were displayed; the teens sketched and painted 

images that represented them in ways that were loving, friendly, mysterious, and 

empathetic. By incorporating a visual art component with a personal reflection exercise, 

participants synthesized their internalized thoughts and feelings into a self-reflective art 

piece. This proved to be a challenging process for some, yet provided the opportunity for 

introspection. 
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Alamo Recreation Center (ARC) 

In 2011, I lived directly across from ARC. Therefore, I was familiar with the 

grounds but less familiar with the offerings of this organization at the time. After I moved 

to a new residence, a friend and community organizer, Steve Geiser asked if I was 

interested in co-instructing art classes with him in the summer of 2012. I was delighted at 

the opportunity to learn more about ARC. 

I volunteered at ARC’s older adult program from late-May to mid-June. I 

participated in and observed their physical exercise and art activity classes, and attended 

ARC’s annual Juneteenth celebration. During my time there, I learned that most older 

adults came to the program on a weekly basis from the Blackland neighborhood housing 

development, just minutes away, to socialize with friends and family. The two detailed 

descriptions present the art sessions I assisted in with Geiser. 

Art Activity 1: Wooden Popsicle Boxes 

On my first day at ARC, I assisted Geiser in instructing a box-making activity 

using wooden sticks. I was nervous at the beginning and I could sense the older adults 

were a little weary too, because they were unfamiliar with Geiser and me. However, after 

I introduced myself and conversed with some participants, my nervousness subsided and 

it seemed their apprehension did as well. We gave the participants several wooden sticks, 

glue, and decorative pieces. Geiser prepared the box bases and tops ahead of time to ease 

construction activity for the older adults. We showed them how to stack and glue the 

sticks to build up the sides of the boxes from the bases. They enjoyed the craft after they 
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got the hang of it. Some asked me for help in stacking the sticks and applying glue in the 

correct spots. After their boxes were complete, they added decorative embellishments 

such as confetti, poof balls, and foam cutouts. Having a functional piece that they created 

seemed to be a significant factor in the activity. They helped each other on the boxes as 

they discussed the news of the day, what to put in their boxes, who to show them to, and 

where in their homes to put their box.  

I learned much from the older adults through doing this activity with them. Art 

making was a great way to interact with them because while I was assisting the older 

adults we conversed more about ARC’s activities, my schooling, art making, and much 

more. At first, the environment was tense and they were apprehensive because they were 

not familiar with Geiser and me. However, as they worked on the boxes the tension 

seemed to subside because the focus was on constructing the boxes and less on the 

presence of Geiser and me. This passive activity helped me to build cordial relationships 

with the older adults. Overall, the activity was passive and less focused on developing 

artistic skills. However, it was a socially stimulating experience because the artwork 

served as a medium in building relationships and promoted interaction between the 

participants. The box-making activity was individualized and the older adults could 

personalize it. It was not too structured and served as a social activity that seemed to fit 

well in the space. 
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Art Activity 2: Community Garden Banner 

 Geiser suggested that the older adults create a banner for an upcoming luncheon 

at the Alamo Community Garden, which is located directly across the street. Since Geiser 

was a member of the community garden group, he proposed they contribute a banner as 

an offering and invited them to the luncheon. The hope was that if they had a sense of 

ownership with the space across from ARC, they would then attend the luncheon and 

become active participants in the garden activities. On my next visit to ARC, Geiser 

approached the older adults with the banner-making concept, yet they were not too 

responsive to the idea. Geiser presented a banner for the older adults to decorate with 

colors and craft pieces. The older adults were not motivated to work on the banner as 

readily as they were with the boxes. Therefore, Geiser and I started coloring in the bubble 

letters, drawing pictures, and gluing on decorations. After some polite urging and 

conversation, a couple of them decided to glue their names on the banner with foam 

letters. They seemed more fascinated at designing their name than claiming a space in the 

garden.  

 The banner activity was less engaging for the older adults who appeared 

dismissive and uninterested. Making the garden accessible to them did not directly 

address a personal need of theirs. Forming relationships with garden members using the 

banner did not initiate much interest; they were not invested in the project or its purpose. 

Regardless, Geiser posted the banner at the garden luncheon and the older adults did have 

the opportunity to engage with their community beyond ARC and build relationships 

with other community members through using art.  
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ANALYSIS 

 I used the Arts & Civic Engagement Tool Kit designed by Americans for the Arts 

(www.Americansforthearts.org/AnimatingDemocracy) as a method to analyze how 

HEROES and ARC serve their participants. The Tool Kit provided an outline for 

determining the types of arts engagement offered at HEROES (Illustration 1) and ARC 

(Illustration 2), and helped me to identify various functions and effects arts engagement 

can have on the East Austin area. This proved to be an effective tool for deconstructing 

my experiences in a direct and systematic way that is usable with similar research in 

community art education. The Tool Kit addresses several components within arts and 

civic engagement; I used three major categories relative to this thesis to analyze the 

programs: (a) arts participation, (b) civic engagement, and (c) its effects and 

transformations. 

Illustration 1: Arts and Civic Engagement Graph: Helping Everyone Recognize 

Opportunity and Excellence in Success (HEROES)  

http://www.americansforthearts.org/AnimatingDemocracy
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Arts Participation 

 HEROES offered a range of arts engagement opportunities. The participants 

engaged in creative movement and play, art making, Capoeira, drumming, cooking, and 

gardening. The arts were an integral component of the program. HEROES’ structure 

incorporated both formal and informal arts sessions where the activities were highly 

dependent on participants’ involvement. During my observations, I witnessed and 

participated in creative play, art making, refurbishing bikes, and cooking sessions, which 

incorporated recognizing self, developing community, enhanciing practical skills, and 

creating a safe space for expression. 

Civic engagement 

HEROES targeted the three areas of civic engagement identified in the Tool Kit: 

dialogue and deliberation, participation, and action and activism. According to the Tool 

Kit, these areas foster human, social, and community capital. The teens engaged in 

discussions regularly at the close of the program. Discussion topics depended on the 

earlier activities or an issue the teens or facilitators wanted to address. One constructive 

discussion session focused on police enforcement after the teens attended a gathering 

about documenting police and community interactions. A couple of conversations I 

participated in involved establishing a safe space where all participants, including staff 

and volunteers, could identify when they are uncomfortable in situations or with certain 

terms. These conversations among all participants helped to construct a healthy 

community inside and outside the program and provided a space for youth to address 
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community concerns and create solutions through developing greater community 

awareness (Arts & Civic Engagement Took Kit, Spectrum of Arts-Based Civic 

Engagement, p. 3). 

 The teens also engaged in their community by volunteering at local organizations. 

At the Orun Center they learned Capoeira and at the Yellow Bike Project they 

refurbished bikes and donated them to the shop to sell. Part of the requirements of 

HEROES was that the teens had to commit to volunteering regularly at both of these 

organizations. The teens also washed cars as a fundraiser for the Orun Center, passed out 

food to people in their neighborhood, and picked up trash. Through their commitment the 

participants developed mechanical and artistic skills and built relationships with 

community members. In this way, HEROES encouraged them to be active in community 

building and social change.  

Arts and Community Change: Effects & Transformations 

 The effects of HEROES pertain to the social, physical, and cultural aspects in 

community change identified in the Tool Kit. Socially, HEROES offers participants the 

opportunity to develop a greater awareness of their community, gives them a voice to 

address issues that concern them, and helps them create deeper connections with 

community members and organizations. In turn, this can empower teens, build stronger 

communities, and promote activism.  

 The emphasis on the socio-emotional well-being of the participants constructed a 

safe environment within HEROES. Physically, HEROES strived to create a positive safe 
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environment where all participates, teens and adults, could heal and challenge themselves 

to gain new perspectives of self and their community. 

 Additionally, HEROES also incorporated African American and Latino cultural 

arts, namely Capoeira and drumming. Considering all the participants were of close 

African American and Latino descent, the program offered teens a cultural educational 

experience emphasizing and validating their own ethnic backgrounds. 

Illustration 2: Arts and Civic Engagement Graph: Alamo Recreation Center Arts (ARC)  

Arts Participation 

 ARC serves their participants by offering art-making opportunities. During my 

observations, I witnessed and participated in informal art activities such as box making. 

Within the structure of the ARC program, art making is a passive unstructured activity 

where participants are engaged in the process of making, and at the same time socializing 

with one another. Little emphasis is placed on the final product and the participants were 

free to complete the project to the best of their ability or satisfaction. The art activities at 

ARC 
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Program 

Arts Participation 

 

 Art Making (wooden 

boxes) 

 Public Events 

(Juneteenth 

performances) 

 
Arts & Community Change: 

Effects & Transformations 

 

 Placemaking & Marking 

 History and Heritage 

 Community Building 

 

Civic Engagement 
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ARC offered as a means of self-expression, mental stimulation, and social engagement, 

which are important for the health of aging populations (Cohen, 2006; Riley & Stanley, 

2006).  

Civic Engagement 

 The needs of the older adults are ARC’s primary focus. There is less emphasis 

placed on community activism, though there were a few occurrences of civic engagement 

during my observations. The banner-making activity attempted to engage the older adults 

in the neighboring community garden and, in turn, make the garden more accessible to 

them. Consequently, the older adults did not partake in the luncheon after helping to 

decorate the banner that was displayed during the gathering. According to the Tool Kit’s 

model for arts-based civic engagement, civic participation involves commitment, skills, 

and relationships. The garden banner activity failed at creating a bridge between the 

spaces because the older adults were not committed to the garden and did not have strong 

relationships with the gardeners. On the other hand, when it came to ARC’s annual 

Juneteenth celebration, many of the older adults were involved in performances and 

helping to develop its structure. Some had actively participated in the celebration for 

years. Making good use of their own personal skills, some older adults decided on their 

level of involvement and had autonomy over their presentations. Older adults performed 

skits, sang songs, read poetry, and commemorated other older adults and staff. Through 

their commitment to ARC, they had built relationships within the center and constructed 

a safe space where they could express themselves in an event significant to them.  
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ARC is a consistent and meaningful part of the participants’ lives. When the city 

threatened to close ARC, the older adults told me that it was their passion and 

commitment for the organization that helped keep it open. Though ARC moved their 

afterschool program in 2011 to Rosewood Recreation Center, the older adults were active 

in maintaining their program. They backed ARC and voiced their concerns about the 

possibility of this facility closing. In this way ARC serves as a space where they can 

organize and advocate for their needs. 

Arts and Community Change: Effects and Transformations 

 The Tool Kit presents four categories for the functions and effects of arts and 

community change: social, economic, physical, cultural. I found ARC to be socially, 

physically, and culturally impactful to participants and the surrounding East Austin 

community. 

 Socially, ARC is a place for community building and maintaining relationships. 

The social aspect was an important factor in the program. The participants and staff often 

discussed their families and organized outings. It was a gathering place where they 

exchanged items, shared news of other community members, and so on. Also through 

ARC, older adults are able to voice their opinions to those who would listen and be active 

in their community. 

Physically, ARC is about place making and marking in a neighborhood that has 

few alternative spaces for older adults to gather. The older adult program has offered 

services for them since 1996. It has been a consistent element in an area that is 
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undergoing radical transformation because of gentrification. ARC is wedged between the 

active thoroughfares of Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd. and Manor Rd. Both of these streets 

are in the midst of a massive overhaul with new businesses and housing developments 

reconstructing the neighborhood. At ARC, residents in this area can maintain a sense of 

community and ownership in their neighborhood that is undergoing rapid change. 

Culturally, ARC is a platform where the older adults can educate others and 

express themselves artistically. Notably, the Juneteenth celebration provides 

opportunities for both art making and cultural regeneration. Through the celebration, 

citizens in this community acknowledge the historical significance of the holiday and 

educate the public about African American heritage.   

Conclusion 

 The data collected through this investigation supports a view that HEROES and 

ARC served participants in a multitude of ways by offering a variety of outlets for them 

to actively engage in the arts and with their community. Both programs provided valuable 

opportunities for the residents to explore themselves, their community, and its heritage. 

In doing so, these individuals, both young and old, were challenged and supported by 

HEROES and ARC, helping to show that art making has an important place in individual 

and community development.  
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CHAPTER 5 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

REVIEW OF STUDY 

I undertook a case study of two central East Austin community programs, 

HEROES and ARC, both of which incorporated art making into their activities. I used my 

fieldwork and community analysis to answer the following central research question, 

“Within central East Austin, a community recognized as currently undergoing 

gentrification, what ways do no-fee community programs offering art making 

opportunities serve residents with lower income in this area?” I investigated the 

outcomes of HEROES and ARC’s services with an emphasis on their art-making 

activities. During the summer of 2012, I volunteered at Helping Everyone Recognize 

Opportunity and Excellence in Self (HEROES) teen summer camp and the Alamo 

Recreation Center’s (ARC) older adults program. I observed and participated in several 

activities held at their locations, primarily those centered on art-making. Through 

facilitating and assisting art making sessions, I built relationships with participants and 

developed close relationships with other volunteers and staff.  

I also examined the East Austin area to obtain a better understanding of the 

community’s current state. Since gentrification is transforming the area where I 

performed my case study it seemed pertinent to include relevant information shaping the 

community and the lives of the programs’ participants. I examined how inequitable 

systems created East Austin and recognized how gentrification perpetuates inequality by 

favoring the needs of more affluent population over economically disadvantaged 
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residents. Both HEROES and ARC were designed to serve economically disadvantaged 

residents in their respective neighborhoods. The majority of participants in this study 

were African American and lived in affordable housing. The HEROES program was 

implemented in affordable housing apartments, M Station. The ARC program primarily 

served residents of Blackland housing development. Considering the population of the 

participants, I sought to have gentrification be a component of this study because this 

social phenomenon disproportionately affects economically disadvantaged minorities 

more than any other group (Buitrago, 2003; Freeman, 2006; Lees et al, 2008), thus 

diminishing this group’s community resources and putting these residents at risk of 

displacement. I found that HEROES and ARC provided participants with opportunities to 

engage with their community through the arts, and these programs provided an avenue 

for individuals to voice their needs. 

  The intention of this thesis was to highlight no-fee community programs 

incorporating the arts in East Austin dedicated to serving low-income residents, due to 

the lack of information on these programs in Austin. Minorities of lower-income than 

others around them are further marginalized because of gentrification in the East Austin 

area. Their numbers have decreased significantly in the past 10 years and services 

targeting them have diminished (Buitrago, 2003; Staff Task Force on Gentrification in 

East Austin, 2003; Wilson et al, 2007). The need to support programs serving this 

population is high, and identifying the outcomes of programs such as HEROES and ARC 

helps us to understand the role these programs play in the community and the lives of 

their participants. I am advocating for no-fee community programs providing art making 
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opportunities because they directly and indirectly address important social issues within 

the surrounding community.  

Through this study, I also want to promote the importance of art making in 

community settings. In East Austin, there are many gallery spaces presenting art. Very 

few of these organizations offer free art making for the public. Community art making 

presents the opportunity for residents to organize, learn together, empower one another, 

express their needs,  and build community (Goldbard, 2006; Krensky & Steffen, 2009).  

THEMES AND OUTCOMES 

 In using the Arts and Civic Engagement Tool Kit to organize and analyze my data, 

I identified three major themes as outcomes of participants’ engagement in the HEROES 

and ARC programs. A discussion of these themes follows.   

Theme 1: Sense of Community 

 Both HEROES and ARC offered activities that fostered a strong sense of 

community for its participants. Krensky and Steffen (2009) state, “[A]  safe, lighthearted 

setting of community-art projects gives participants the opportunity to work together in 

ways that allow them to discover new connections and deepen existing ones” (p. 61). 

Through the activities, participants could build relationships and increase community 

awareness. Constructing a sense of community is a significant outcome because 

economically disadvantaged residents in gentrifying communities tend to lose their sense 

of community as their neighborhoods encounter transition (Buitrago, 2003; Chang, 2001; 
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Freeman, 2006; Lees et al, 2008; Staff Task Force on Gentrification in East Austin, 

2003).   

 HEROES’ participants engaged with their community regularly. The teens 

participated in positive social activities in their own neighborhood and they built 

connections with other East Austin residents performing community service at the 

Yellow Bike project and the Orun Center. They also invested time in beautifying their 

community and supporting residents through picking up trash and passing out food. An 

outcome of community engagement is community ownership and increased agency, 

because citizens had direct influence in restructuring their community in a positive way 

(Goldbard, 2006).  

 Developing a safe space within HEROES was a key component of the program. 

Arts activities and creative play assisted in constructing a shared, open environment, 

which helped build relationships among community members. Though there were 

concerns of acceptance amongst the teens, we were able to address some of these issues 

through dialogue.  

 ARC is a place for social interaction and another home for involved and dedicated 

older adults, helping to increase the quality of life in elderly individuals who participate 

in these programs. ARC creates a sense of community by being a consistent gathering 

place for people in a transitioning neighborhood. Social activities limit the effects of 

social isolation, which is all too prevalent in inactive older adults (Buchalter, 2011; 

Hawton, Green, Dickens, Richards, Taylor, Edwards, Greaves, & Campbell, 2011). 

Participants used the place to organize activities and interact with one another. Art 
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making offers a way for older adults to engage with one another and increase their quality 

of life (Buchalter, 2011).They taught and assisted each other as they worked on crafts 

independently. According to Cohen (2006), independence and control are vital parts in 

contributing to an aging person’s mental health. Their sense of community was strong 

within ARC. Steve Geiser, a volunteer, tried to build bridges between the community 

garden and ARC through construction of a banner and inviting the older adults to a lunch 

at the garden. This attempt was unsuccessful in getting the older adults to participate with 

the garden. ARC has been a resource for older adults and they were connected to the 

center. There was not the same type of commitment to the community garden 

demonstrated by the older adult participants. The opportunity to produce and perform at 

ARC’s Juneteenth celebration also provided autonomy and the opportunity to organize 

together to build stronger relationships with participants and staff to educate the public.  

Theme 2: Self-Identity 

 Another theme found in the participants at HEROES was the presence of self-

identity. According to Krensky and Steffen (2009), “Developing new skills and using 

them in a setting where participants creatively explore possibilities for themselves and 

their communities expands self-concept” (p. 54). HEROES’ activities promoted 

community and also emphasized inner reflection and personal growth. In this way, 

HEROES gave participants a means to express themselves artistically and shape their 

identity. Through creative play, visual arts, and Capoeira, those involved in the program 
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could develop skills in communication, leadership, conflict resolution, decision-making, 

and group dynamics, which are commonly lasting outcomes (p. 54). 

Theme 3: Collective Identity 

 Collective identity emerged as a theme within the participants at ARC. The site 

served as a daily gathering place to organize, socialize, collaborate, and engage in 

recreation activities. The strong presence and dedication of older adults helped conserve 

the older adult program. Participants shared experiences amongst themselves each day, 

but the Juneteenth celebration is a time they display their collective identity to the public. 

Through the arts, they educated the public about African American history and displayed 

their talents. Krensky and Steffen (2009) state, “With community art, a way of speaking 

of an expanded community…takes shape when diverse people, speaking as who and not 

what, they are, come together in both speech and action to constitute something in 

common among themselves” (p. 63). 

HEROES’ AND ARC’S SIGNIFICANCE IN CENTRAL EAST AUSTIN 

 In addition to serving participants through it offerings, HEROES and ARC were 

significant in the central East Austin community in a variety of ways. HEROES and ARC 

helped to preserve and educate the public about African and African American culture in 

a historically African American community through practicing Capoeira and presenting a 

Juneteenth celebration. Since the late 1800s, East Austin has housed the largest 

population of African Americans in the city (Myers et al, 2000). Currently, the population 
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of African Americans in the central East Austin area surrounding HEROES and ARC is 

decreasing rapidly (Wilson et al, 2007).  

The programs assisted underserved populations by providing out-of-school 

activities for teens and initiating a gathering space for older adults. By offering services 

at no cost in close proximity to its target population, HEROES and ARC made arts-

making opportunities accessible to economically disadvantaged residents.  

HEROES and ARC also promoted health and well-being for it participants with 

limited resources to through offering healthy food and physical fitness services. The area 

tract containing HEROES and ARC is considered a location with low access and 

availability to healthy food markets (Falgoust, 2011; USDA’s Food Access Research 

Atlas, http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/go-to-the-

atlas.aspx). To compensate for limited access to food, both services provided meals for 

the participants daily. HEROES emphasized eating healthy fresh food donated by local 

farms, while ARC provided a hot lunch from Meals on Wheels. Additionally, there is 

limited access to low-cost fitness facilities in the surrounding neighborhoods. The closest 

organization that offered income adjustable rates for citizens was the YMCA, which is 

located downtown. Therefore, the programs were an asset to participants’ physical health; 

ARC offered light fitness classes in the center, and teens at HEROES swam at the 

Rosewood pool regularly and they practiced Capoeira twice a week. 

Lastly, both programs were significant in the central East Austin area because 

they increased participants’ community awareness, community engagement, and agency. 

Participants were able to create change and educate members of their community through 

http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/go-to-the-atlas.aspx
http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/go-to-the-atlas.aspx
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the programs. Since the central East Austin area is undergoing gentrification, 

displacement and marginalization are concerns for African American residents of lower-

income. Through these program residents could be civically active and have a voice in 

their community through organizing and advocating for their needs.  

THE THREAT OF GENTRIFICATION 

  Despite HEROES’ and ARC’s impact on its participants and the surrounding 

community, gentrification has threatened and currently imperils their presence in East 

Austin. Both programs were designed and implemented to serve economically 

disadvantaged residents of affordable housing, a population that is diminishing in the area 

because of gentrification. For the past 10 years African Americans with low-income have 

steadily decreased in the area while Caucasian with moderate to high income residents 

have increased (Staff Task Force on Gentrification in East Austin, 2003; Wilson et al, 

2007). This dramatic shift in residents  also challenges the programs because the need for 

their services in this community may no longer exist.  

David Turnquest, long time Austin Park and Recreation staff member and founder 

of ARC’s older adult program, stated that ARC once offered a variety of family services, 

hosted neighborhood potlucks, and was heavily involved in the surrounding community. 

According to Turnquest, the need for such programs has lessened as more single and 

childless professionals move to the area, leaving ARC underutilized by the neighborhood. 

However, the center is still significant to its older adult participants. Turnquest stated the 

ARC needs to administer surveys to identify the current needs in the area in order to 

better serve the surrounding residents. This could possibly result in restructuring the older 
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adult program to ensure the organization’s sustainability in the transitioning 

neighborhood.  

 HEROES is no longer available at M Station apartments. Angela Walton sought 

to continue HEROES as an afterschool program during the school year, but M Station 

chose to discontinue the program in place of other services. M Station apartments are an 

indirect product of gentrification because they were constructed to provide homes for 

lower-income Austinites in the area with increasingly fewer residential options. Due to 

the sudden urge for a new population of residents to reside in central East Austin, there is 

a high need for affordable housing because property rates have increased exponentially 

over the past ten years. This demographic shift results in fewer housing options for 

economically disadvantaged residents (Staff on Gentrification in East Austin Task Force, 

2003; Wilson et al, 2007). Since M Station’s construction in 2011, the waitlist has been 

filled each time I have checked for availability over the past two years. Walton, who has 

lived in the apartments since 2011, stated she noticed the population change from mostly 

families and older residents to younger students over the years. It appears the apartment 

complex is adjusting to serve different groups, which directly impacts the services it 

supplies to residents. 

 Similarly to Project Row Houses (PRH), HEROES and ARC have been 

confronted with problems concerning gentrification, in spite of the multiple ways they 

serve lower-income residents. However, unlike PRH, HEROES and ARC do not have 

space and financial support to sustain their programs.  



 62 

A goal of this thesis has been to present the ways these two programs assist 

underserved groups in East Austin because they offer support to a population that is 

challenged by the effects of gentrification. In order to deter marginalization of an already 

diminishing population, community programs such as HEROES and ARC are needed to 

provide the opportunity for lower income groups to engage with their community. I 

believe that art making in community programs can counteract concerns of 

marginalization, displacement, and a loss of a sense of community by those affected by 

gentrification. These spaces provide a safe place for social activism, community 

engagement, dialogue, and increasing cultural awareness. The following authors discuss 

community-based art (CBA) making as a platform for social justice: Anderson, et al, 

2010; Desai, 2009, 2010; Dewey, 1958/1934; Dissanayake, 1988; Goldbard, 2006; 

Huztel, 2005; Knight & Schwarzman, 2005; Lowe, 2006; McFee, 1961. Through CBA, 

marginalized groups can advance a voice and a means of expressing their ideas in a 

communal environment. However, the importance of programs such as HEROES and 

ARC needs to be recognized and supported by the city and the greater community in 

which they reside. 

Without such programs in areas undergoing gentrification, the community loses 

the involvement of a vital population amidst the community’s transformation, and the 

location will forfeit the assets lower-income residents bring to the area. Gentrification can 

be used to help create greater diversity in communities, and with that a more inclusive 

community could develop. However, if low-income residents have few avenues to voice 

opinions and engage with the community, then there would be a lack of diverse 
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perspectives and such action further minimizes the opportunity to integrate people with 

different cultural, ethnic, and economic backgrounds into the community.  

The need for such programs is apparent for empowering and mobilizing 

disenfranchised groups. However I recognize that there is a concern having sites serving 

people with similar backgrounds (i.e. African American residents who are economically 

disadvantaged) in an economically and culturally diverse community with a long history 

of segregation. Namely, these communal spaces could perpetuate segregation and does 

little to unite people of various backgrounds and maximize the social capital and resource 

present in the community. While HEROES and ARC and other programs offer a plethora 

of benefits to participants, they have the potential to foster disdain for people outside of 

the close-knit group formed in the programs. I experienced some of this tension when 

Geiser and I went to the ARC. In order to combat this, I propose constructing an art-

centered programs for a diverse target audience specifically aimed at bringing people 

together through the arts and promoting community unity and inclusiveness. Community 

art making can help build that bond and the art pieces would be a representation of 

diverse community perspectives coming together for the betterment of the surrounding 

environment. Art making can be used to create an intersection for diverse populations, 

but people have to be invested in these spaces in order to build stronger communities, 

instead of those that are segregated and isolate from the larger community. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER INVESTIGATIONS  

As a case study, this thesis presents information for further inquiry concerning the 

relationship between the arts and gentrification. I would recommend for other researchers 

to investigate an art program specifically designed to deter the effects of gentrification for 

its surrounding community. It would be useful to explore the challenges and successes of 

this program, and then develop best practices for other community art programs in areas 

undergoing gentrification. In addition, a long-term study could be done focused on an 

existing community art program in a community undergoing gentrification in order to 

examine the program’s sustainability. My study showed that low-funded programs 

struggle to sustain themselves through the process; however a study could be done to 

compare low-funded programs such as HEROES and ARC, and a well-funded program 

such as Project Row Houses. Another suggestion for future investigations is to examine 

how the city uses the arts to attract gentrifiers, or study how gentrifiers use art to claim 

space in the area that is undergoing gentrification. 

BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION 

 

 Studying community art programs in relation to gentrification can be beneficial to 

art education because the field contains much literature on art making as a community 

builder. Yet, little research exists on using art making as a way to mend segregated 

communities. This is an example of how the arts can be used to develop a sense of 

community for a marginalized group. Taking into account the outcomes of community art 
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making and the effects of gentrification, the arts seem to be an asset to those at risk of 

displacement and those disengaged from their community. 

Furthermore, I investigated programs designed within a community, implemented 

for and by members in the serviced community. More literature and studies could expose 

art programs already established within a community. Far too often, literature in 

community art education discusses programs implemented by investigators from outside 

the area. Because of this, programs similar to HEROES and ARC are overlooked and 

discredited even though they may possess the potential to have outcomes that impact 

their communities.  

Lastly, this research contributes to the field of art education through increasing 

the awareness of small-scale programs with big outcomes, and advocating the need for 

more programs incorporating the arts that can be a resource for marginalized and 

disenfranchised groups.  

FUTURE EXPLORATIONS 

 In doing this research, I have developed a clearer view of my place in the 

community art education field. I witnessed through my time at HEROES and ARC the 

importance of community action within a divided community, and I want to pursue 

creating a similar sense of cohesive and active community among diverse groups of 

people. I plan to explore art making as a community constructor and find avenues to use 

art making as a way to integrate segregated communities. After living in Austin, I have 

become more aware of how cities overtly create inequitable systems that divide residents 

into groups, an action, which develops tension and segregation amongst its citizens. I 
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believe such separatist systems create animosity across race, gender, income groups, age, 

ethnicities, and so on. Art making can be used to help bring people together. Despite all 

the differences that have been created to separate us as people, the need to create is still 

present and active within us all. The act of creating can unite us in constructing inclusive 

communities.  

  



 67 

References 

Adams, D., & Goldbard, A. (2002). Community, culture and globalization. New York, 

NY: Rockefeller Foundation. 

 

Adejumo, C. O. (2000, February). Community-based art. School Arts, 99(6), 12-13. 

 

Allen, P. B. (1995). Art is a way of knowing. Boston, MA: Shambala Publications. 

 

Allen, P. B. (2007). Facing homelessness: A community mask making project. In F. Kaplan 

(Ed.), Art therapy and social action (pp. 59-71). London: Jessica Kingsley. 

 

Americans for the Arts. (n.d.) Arts & civic engagement toolkit. 

http:www.AmericansForTheArts.org/AnimatingDemocracy 

 

Anderson, T. Gussak, D. Hallmark, K.K., & Paul, A. (Eds.). (2010). Art education for 

social justice. Reston, VA: National Art Education Association.  

 

Assunção, M. R. (2005). Capoeira : A history of an Afro-Brazilian martial art. New 

York, NY: Taylor & Francis. 

 

Becker, B., Dawson, P., Devine, K., Hannum, C., Hill, S., Leydens, J., Matuskevich, D., 

Traver, C. & Palmquist, M. (2005). Case Studies. Retrieved from 

http://writing.colostate.edu/guides/research/casestudy/ 

 

Berg, B. (2004). Qualitative research methods for the social sciences. Long Beach, CA: 

Pearson. 

 

Blandy, D., & Congdon, K. G. (Eds.). (1987). Art in a democracy. New York, NY: 

Teachers College. 

 

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory 

and research for the sociology of education (pp. 241-258). New York, NY: 

Greenwood. 

 

Brent, J. (2009). Searching for community: Representation, power and action on an 

urban estate. Bristol; Portland, OR: Policy Press. 

 

Buchalter, S. (2011). Art therapy and creative coping techniques for older adults. 

London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 

 

Buitrago, K. V. (2003). Historic preservation and gentrification: A potential policy link 

(Unpublished master’s thesis). University of Texas, Austin. 

http://writing.colostate.edu/guides/research/casestudy/


 68 

 

Chang, A. K. (2001). Project Row Houses: A qualitative study of a community–based art project 

(Unpublished master’s thesis). University of Texas, Austin. 

 

Cohen, G. D. (2006). Research on creativity and aging: The positive impact of the arts and on 

health and illness. Generations, 30(1), 7-15. 

 

Congdon, K. Blandy, D., Bolin, P. (Eds.). (2001). Histories of community–based art 

education. Reston, VA: National Art Education Association. 

 

Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches (3
rd

 ed.). Lincoln, NE: Sage Publications. 

 

Desai, D. (2009). Imagining Justice in Times of Perpetual War: Notes for the Classroom. 

Journal of Curriculum and Pedagogy, 6(2), 6-26. 

 

Desai, D. (2010). Reflections on Social Justice Art Teacher Education. In T. Anderson, 

K. K. Hallmark, D. Gussack (Eds.), Art Education for Social Justice (pp.172-

178). Reston, VA: National Art Education Association. 

 

Desai, D., & Chalmers, G. (2007). Notes for a dialogue in art education in critical times. 

Art Education, 60(5), 6-11. 

 

Dewey, J. (1958/1938). Art as experience. New York, NY: Bantam. 

 

Dissanayake, E. (1988). What is art for? Seattle, WA: University of Washington. 

 

Falgoust, K. A. (2011). Opportunities to integrate on-site food production in affordable 

housing developments in Austin, Texas. Austin, TX: University of Texas. 

(Unpublished master’s thesis). 

 

Finkelpearl, T. (2000). Interview: Rick Lowe on Designing Project Row Houses. 

Dialogues in public art, (pp. 234-256). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

 

Florida, R. (2003). The rise of the creative class. New York, NY: Basic Books. 

Freeman, L. (2006). There goes the ‘hood: Views of gentrification from the ground up. 

Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press. 

 

Freire, P. (2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York, NY: Continuum. 

 

Goldbard, A. (2006). New creative community: The art of cultural development. Oakland, CA: 

New Village Press. 



 69 

 

Hawton, A., Green, C., Dickens, A. P., Richards, S. H., Taylor, R. S., Edwards, R., Greaves, C. 

J., Campbell, J. L. (2011). The impact of social isolation on the health status and health-

related quality of life of older people. Quality of Life Research, 57-67. 

doi: 10.1007/s11136-010-9717-2 

 

hooks, b. (2003). Teaching community: A pedagogy of hope. New York, NY: Taylor & Francis 

Group. 

 

Hutzel, K. (2005). Learning from community: A participatory action research study of 

community art for social reconstruction (Doctoral dissertation). Available from 

ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database. (UMI No. 3198223) 

 

Hutzel, K., & Resler, L. (2010). Sidewalk encounters: Re-envisioning “problem” 

neighborhoods. In T. Anderson, D. Gussak, K. K. Hallmark & A. Paul (Eds.), Art 

education for social justice (pp. 44-51). Reston, VA: National Art Education 

Association. 

 

Jackson, R. (1979). East Austin : a socio-historical view of a segregated community. 

(Unpublished dissertation). University of Texas, Austin. 

 

Knight, K., & Schwarzman, M. (2005). Beginner’s guide to community-based arts. 

Oakland, CA: New Village Press.  

 

Krenksy, B., & Steffen, S. L. (2009). Engaging classrooms and communities through art: 

A guide to designing and implementing community-based art education. Lanham, 

MD: Altamira. 

 

Lees, L. (2000). A reappraisal of gentrification: Towards a “geography of gentrification.” 

Progress in Human Geography, 24(3), 389-408. 

 

Lees, L., Slater, T., & Wyly, E. (2008). Gentrification. New York, NY: Routledge/Taylor 

& Francis Group. 

 

Levine, E. G., & Levine, S. K. (Eds.). (2011). Art in action: Expressive arts therapy and 

social change. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 

 

Lowe, S. S. (2001). The art of community transformation. Education and Urban Society, 33, 

457-471. doi:10.1177/0013124501334008 

 

Manifold, M. C. (2001). The blackwell summer arts program: An experience in 

community revitalization. The Journal of Social Theory in Art Education, 21, 

175-188. 



 70 

 

Martinez, M. J. (2010). Power at the roots: Gentrification, community gardens, and the 

Puerto Ricans of the Lower East Side. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books. 

 

McFee, J. (1961). Preparation for art. San Francisco, CA: Wadsworth. 

 

Myers, T., Mitchell, R. E., Ross, J. R. & Jones, J. T. (2000). Historic Resources Survey of East 

Austin (Contract No. M099300167A). Austin, TX: Hardy, Heck, Moore & Myers, Inc.  

 

National Assembly of Local Arts Agencies and NALAA’s Institute for Community 

Development and the Arts. (1996). The arts build communities: A training 

handbook on arts programming and public housing. Washington, D.C. United 

States Department of Housing and Urban Development. 

 

Pahwa, C. (2001). Effects of gentrification on small businesses in Austin, Texas. Austin, TX: 

University of Texas. (Unpublished master’s thesis). 

 

Riley, K., & Stanley, M. A. (2006). Art programs for older adults. Parks & Recreation, 41(2), 

22-27. 

 

Staff Task Force on Gentrification in East Austin. (2003). Staff Force on Gentrification in East 

Austin: Findings and recommendations. Austin, TX: City of Austin. 

 

Ulbricht, J. (2002, September). Learning about community art behaviors. Art Education, 55(5), 

33-38. 

 

Ulbricht, J. (2005, March). What is community-based art education? Art Education, 58(2), 6-12. 

 

Wilson, R. H., Rhodes, L., & Glickman, N. J. (2007). Community change in East Austin (Rep. 

No. 160). Retrieved from http://www.utexas.edu/lbj/archive/pubs/pdf/prp_160.pdf 

 

Yin, R. K. (2003). Case study research (3
rd

 ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

 

 

 

http://www.utexas.edu/lbj/archive/pubs/pdf/prp_160.pdf

