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ABSTRACT 
  

  
  

³CRUe SWage´ [SVeXdRn\m] iV a \RXWh-serving, community-based organization that works to 
make the arts accessible to urban youth of color and immigrant-origin youth. Core Stage is 
staffed by predominantly White college students who volunteer as art teachers and mentors. 
While partnerships between youth-serving organizations and colleges/universities can be 
beneficial for both parties, they can potentially be harmful for the youth participants. At 
Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) in urban settings, the college-aged menWRUV¶ idenWiWieV 
RfWen dR nRW UeflecW WhaW Rf Whe VWXdenWV Whe\ ZRUk ZiWh. CRUe SWage¶V WUaining fRU menWRUV focuses 
on discipline rather than asset-based relationship building or culturally sustaining curriculum. 
Interviews, surveys and observations showed that most college mentors focused on classroom 
management and discipline rather than engaging in elements of culturally sustaining art 
pedagogy. In my praxis project, I used the perspectives and voices of the youth participants to 
improve the training for college volunteers to take seriously issues of positionality and identity. 
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1.     INTRODUCTION: 

I always planned on starting this thesis with reflections from college volunteers about 

creating lessons that incorporated both culture and art -- after all, the first part of the title of this 

WheViV iV ³SainW SalleWV Rf cXlWXUe.´ BXW heUe¶V Whe Whing, I cRXldn¶W find any. And therein lies the 

issue. Even after a lesson on the Lunar New Year where our middle school youth created 

lanterns out of li xi paper, played traditional games, and had a 20-minute conversation about 

diffeUenW NeZ YeaU¶V WUadiWiRnV acURVV Whe glRbe, Whe cRllege YRlXnWeeUV¶ UeflecWiRnV afWeUZaUdV 

focused on food as a helpful incentive and positive disciplinary measure for students who are too 

chatty. The only time culture was brought up after this lesson was by one volunteer, Josh, who 

said: ³I Whink that± like the teens were able to talk about their culture, which is really nice but I 

think having a short time for a one word check in and then moving on and not spend too long 

deVcUibing RU [...] geWWing WR Whe [aUW] acWiYiW\ iV Ueall\ imSRUWanW´ (transcript from debrief).  Why 

ZRn¶W WhiWe cRllege YRlXnWeeUV Walk abRXW cXlWXUe? Wh\ iV cXlWXUe diVWincW fURm Whe aUW acWiYiW\? 

What even is culture? 

          In the end it all leads back to where it started, to the training that by design was supposed 

to prepare college volunteers, most of whom are White, to work in an urban setting. The training 

was not preparing college volunteers to work with the students we work with or create 

relationships. Genesis2, one of our students in the afterschool program in an interview said what I 

am trying to get across with eloquence: ³Instead of just paying attention to all the other things, 

[YRlXnWeeUV] VhRXld Sa\ aWWenWiRn WR [VWXdenWV¶] backgURXndV and ZhaW Whe\ feel and ZhaW Whe\ 

want to talk about and tell people thURXgh aUW´ (WUanVcUiSW fURm inWeUYieZ). 

 
2 Pseudonyms used in place of all names, including the organization in order to protect the privacy of participants. 
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The term ³cXlWXUe´ will be, and already has been, used often in this paper. I recognize that 

it is a complex, multi-dimensional, constantly evolving concept, with personal connotations (it is 

used differently by different people). For that reason, I hesitate to impose one definition of 

³cXlWXUe´ on my readers. That said, I do want to emphasize that for me/this paper, culture extends 

beyond food, clothing and holidays but to all aspects of life and all interactions we have. Based 

on my lived experience and my reading of others' work on culture, I have come to the 

understanding that culture is your history, the way you interact with the world and the way you 

see the world over time rather than overnight, and thus hugely influenced by the "ways with 

words" and ways of interacting in the families, communities, and institutions you spend time in3. 

  This paper will explore many different concepts, from culture and art in practice to the 

connection between power, control and uncertainty for White college students doing community 

work. It explores the many bumps I hit along the praxis and research process and how those 

eventually led to new action paths and questions. But before we get too far ahead of ourselves 

let's go back to the beginning, the problem. 

The Problem  

Core Stage, a nonprofit that works with youth to make art programs accessible, has a 

strong partnership with a local college, Clark University4. At the beginning of each semester, the 

leadership team for Core Stage and its partner club5 hold a training for all interested college 

 
3 I can think of stories where I first began to think about culture (when I lived in Israel and had "culture class" on a 
very biased Israeli history, or dialogues I recall from an international peace camp for 
Israeli/Palestinians/Americans), but I think those only set a framework.  This framework was one that was built on 
overtime by continued learning from those around me and academic texts such as Django Paris's work that 
eventually led to where I am, definition and understanding wise. Basically, my definition of culture is ever-growing; 
I can't pin down a time I deciphered that culture connects to everything. 
 

 

4 Clark University is a Predominantly White Institution located in the poorest quadrant of a city with a culturally and 
linguistically diverse population. The city is the second largest in New England and home to many immigrant 
families from around the world. 
 

5 Partner club refers to the undergraduate, student-led club at the University that works directly with Core Stage to 
UecUXiW cRllege VWXdenWV WR YRlXnWeeU and helSV RUgani]e CRUe SWage¶V SURgUamming. 
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students. My role within this partner club is as a co-founder and President, helping to organize 

programming and the volunteers and working with a team of three other undergraduate students 

and the Executive Director of Core Stage to run a predesigned training. This year we had our 

biggest number of volunteers. Over 45 undergraduate college students showed up for one or both 

of the trainings. Each training lasted two hours and covered the organization's values, rules, 

strategies for classroom management and discipline and the way that the five different 

afterschool programs logistically function, even finding the time to take a break to eat pizza. By 

the end of the first training everyone felt excited to start and teach art to youth in the area, but 

nobody talked about who we work with, who the students are. Sure, we talked about the age 

gURXSV, bXW Ze neYeU Walked abRXW Whe WhingV WhaW GeneViV Vaid aUe imSRUWanW: VWXdenWV¶ 

backgrounds; their identity, cultures, languages, or race; and we never talked about or even 

addressed our own positionality and how that affects the spaces we enter. Many of our volunteers 

are White and come from middle class families and suburban areas, with experiences working 

predominantly with White, middle class youth. The training never addressed the different 

experiences suburban and urban youth6 have, leaving volunteers unprepared and with 

assumptions about the urban youth we work with. Without trying, we took on a colorblind 

perspective to training, never talking about positionality or privilege and not preparing 

volunteers to have conversations with youth about identity, culture and race7. This lack of 

preparation on our side led to unanswered questions, anxieties and assumptions about urban 

 
 
6 ³UUban \RXWh´ iV RfWen XVed aV a coded term. In the context of my paper I use it to refer to young people living in 
the city surrounding Clark that is racially, culturally, economically and linguistically diverse. But I also recognize 
that this term is problematic. 
 

7 For me, identity, culture and race are all interrelated, yet different. So, culture and race are not used synonymously 
within this paper. By this I mean race is different from culture though they are both important parts of identities to 
name and recognize. My thinking around race and culture and the different accompanying experiences are 
inflXenced b\ DjangR PaUiV¶V (2012) ZRUk.  
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youth and fear of talking about culture and race with students. The fear and unanswered 

questions led to volunteers feeling uncomfortable in the space, especially when youth talked 

about race and culture, causing many to do what anyone would do when they are in an 

uncomfortable situation: search for control.  And in our case, this meant reverting to what was 

covered well in the training (discipline and classroom management tactics). This lack of 

conversation both in and out of training has larger repercussions and allows volunteers like 

myself in power to stay silent and not question our own privilege and positionality. This silence 

in turn contributes to the continuation of larger systems of oppression.  

My praxis project aimed to use culturally sustaining pedagogy within the arts curriculum 

of Core Stage in order to actively sustain, embrace, and foster students¶ multiculturalism and 

multilingualism and use it as an asset to collective knowledge and learning within the classroom, 

rather than a deficit. The goal of my praxis was to go from a purely top-down ³banking model of 

education´ (Freire, 1973) where college volunteers teach the students (giving knowledge and 

techniques TO them), to one where teens have agency, and where concepts of creativity, culture 

and identity are explored together and dialogue is encouraged. One of my main goals of this 

thesis, though, is for you, the reader, to be able to understand and grapple with the things I have 

been grappling with and hopefully be able to take something from this. As a student, I always 

VWUXggled ZiWh lRng UeadingV ZiWh big ZRUdV and fanc\ WheRUieV WhaW ZeUen¶W defined. I dRn¶W ZanW 

this paper to be like that so let me define a few terms I use quite often before we get any further. 

What Does That Even Mean?: Defining Central Concepts and Ideas 

While I acknRZledge WhaW I can¶W define eYeU\ ZRUd I am XVing, I haYe chRVen a feZ ke\ 

terms and concepts I feel are important to clarify before we go further. I am doing this to clarify 
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how and why these terms are used in my paper in order to avoid misreadings or confusion. 

Below are terms I believe are important to foreground and define: 

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy:  

This term is used a lot within my project. It is the very base of my project.  But what does 

iW mean?  DjangR PaUiV cRined Whe WeUm ³cXlWXUall\ VXVWaining SedagRg\´ in 2012 aV an 

alternative to Gloria Ladson-BillingV¶ (1995) WheRU\ Rf ³cXlWXUall\ UeleYanW SedagRg\´ 

which will be unpacked in my theoretical framework. Paris argued for the creation and 

VhifW WRZaUdV cXlWXUall\ VXVWaining SedagRg\ baVed Rn Whe idea WhaW ³Whe WeUmV [UeleYance 

and responsiveness] do not explicitly enough support the linguistic and cultural dexterity 

and plurality necessary for success and access in our demographicall\ changing VchRRlV´ 

(2012, S. 95). PaUiV SURSRVed ³cXlWXUall\ VXVWaining SedagRg\´ aV an alWeUnaWiYe WhaW 

UeTXiUeV WeacheUV WR acWiYel\ VXSSRUW and encRXUage \RXWh WR VXVWain Whe ³cXlWXUal and 

linguistic competence of their communities while simultaneously offering access to 

dRminanW cXlWXUal cRmSeWence´ (S. 97). IWV e[SliciW gRal iV WR VXSSRUW VWXdenWV¶ 

multiculturalism and multilingualism in practice in order to sustain, perpetuate and foster 

students' many identities and cultures within schooling itself (Paris, 2012). 

Arts-Based Curriculum: 

Within my praxis and research, I XVe Whe WeUm ³aUWV-baVed cXUUicXlXm.´ I ZanW WR 

acknowledge that art can look like many different things. What is an arts-based 

curriculum at Core Stage and within the context of culturally sustaining pedagogy? When 

I refer to arts-based curriculum, I refer to a curriculum created with the main base of 

activities and tools of learning being through an art medium. While the lesson (and 

learning goals) could be about math or history, creativity and the arts (visual art, music, 

WheaWUe, dance and cUeaWiYe ZUiWing) aUe Whe baVe UeVRXUce XVed WR leaUn iW. CRUe SWage¶V 

curriculum is entirely arts-based with the intention to expose students to creativity and 

the arts as a form of expression. 

Whiteness/Whiteness Theory 

Sociologist Ruth Frankenberg (1993) defined the social phenomenon of Whiteness as 

WhUee WhingV: ³FiUVW, WhiWeneVV iV a lRcaWiRn Rf VWUXcWXUal adYanWage, Rf Uace SUiYilege. 

Second, it is a µstandpoint,¶ a place from which White people look at themselves and 
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RWheUV, and aW VRcieW\.  And WhiUd, µWhiWeneVV¶ UefeUV WR a VeW Rf cXlWXUal SUacWiceV WhaW aUe 

XVXall\ XnmaUked and Xnnamed´ (FUankenbeUg, 1993, S. 1). WhiWeneVV iV Whe SUiYilege WR 

not have to talk or think about race. Race is not something White people think about 

when they see or interact with people. When a White person is trying to tell you about a 

person that you may know who is also White, they will usually first describe physical 

features as theiU haiU RU e\e cRlRU. The\ XVXall\ ZRn¶W VWaUW b\ Va\ing, ³The\¶Ue WhiWe´. 

Whiteness is the norm and the default identity of society. I use Whiteness and Whiteness 

Theory to frame the actions and reactions of White volunteers and unpack the fear and 

discomfort volunteers expressed in interviews about talking about race, culture and 

identity and why some see themselves as devoid of culture and race. I see Whiteness as 

an identity and a problem and Whiteness theory as the study of that, thus interconnected. 

Agency 

When I refer to agency, I refer to the ability to make your own decisions and be a voice in 

the conversation. In a way, it is a sense of being powerful and free, rather than be 

ignored, powerless, or told what to do. It is defined by a positive youth development 

mRdel, a mRdel WhaW leadeUVhiS aW CRUe SWage XWili]eV ZiWhin WUaining aV, ³YRXWh SeUceiYe 

and have the ability to employ their assets and aspirations to make or influence their own 

decisions about their lives and set their own goals, as well as to act upon those decisions 

in RUdeU WR achieYe deViUed RXWcRmeV´ (https://www.youthpower.org/positive-youth-

development-pyd-framework). I aim for both college volunteers and youth to feel a sense 

of agency and that they have a say in what we do in programming and are able to be a 

voice in the conversation to make change. I believe that a feeling of agency between all 

parties (college volunteers, youth, leadership) leads directly to positive relationships, 

meaningful dialogue, and eventually change that benefits all parties, not just one. I use 

Whe WeUm agenc\ in man\ diffeUenW cRnWe[WV; \RXWh agenc\, YRlXnWeeUV¶ agenc\, agenc\ Rf 

leadership and also in a very different sense as in the nonprofit agency Core Stage.  

Praxis Goal and Inquiries 

This praxis project poses a lRW Rf TXeVWiRnV, man\ Rf Zhich I can¶W anVZeU fXll\. IW haV 

taken twists and turns and started in a different place from where it ended. While the project 

https://www.youthpower.org/positive-youth-development-pyd-framework
https://www.youthpower.org/positive-youth-development-pyd-framework
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began ZiWh Whe gRal Rf aWWemSWing WR add cXlWXUall\ VXVWaining SedagRg\ inWR CRUe SWage¶V 

curriculum I teach, I realized that due to the logistics and functioning of Core Stage, as well as 

my status as a graduating senior, this was not going to create change. I turned to taking 

volunteers¶ and VWXdenWV like GeneViV¶ RSiniRnV WR UeYiVe Whe WUaining imSlemented each semester, 

and create a framework for college volunteers to create their own culturally sustaining arts-based 

curricula. But as I continued through the past year of research, I realized that this project and the 

iVVXeV I¶m gUaSSling ZiWh aUe mXch bigger than I originally thought. Towards the end of my 

project the goals changed from changing the large training to include conversations on asset-

based relationship building and culture, identity and positionality of students and volunteers to 

creating more ongoing and intentional training sessions and conversations. It changed from 

trying to create a framework for culturally sustaining curricula to implementing a series of co-

created and co-WaXghW, RU aV Rne YRlXnWeeU SXW iW ³cR-SaUWiciSaWiRn´ leVVRns between teens and 

volunteers. My last goal is creating a plan to restructure the undergraduate club to include more 

voices and opinions and planning for future years. My goals were as follows: 

➢   ReYiVe Whe main ³big´ WUaining fRU YRlXnWeeUV WR fRcXV less on discipline and more on 

culture, race and positionality of volunteers and students, youth agency and asset-based 

relationship building.  

➢   Create ongoing training on the above and other topics in order to create more 

conversations on Whiteness and privilege, and make sure volunteers are prepared to work 

with urban youth and have important conversations. 

➢   ReYiVe Whe meWhRd CRUe SWage XVeV fRU diVciSline, knRZn aV ³3 VWUikeV´. 
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➢   Create a framework for culturally sustaining pedagogy for volunteers to utilize in 

curriculum development.  

➢   Co-create and co-teach lessons based in art between students and volunteers as co-

learners.  

➢   Create a plan for future implementation of culturally sustaining pedagogy and 

conversations and restructure the undergraduate organization to be more inclusive of 

diverse voices and different cultural clubs that better represent the students we work with. 

In general, a lot of this project has been me trying to figure out how to use my 

positionality and privilege to start larger conversations about culture, identity, race and with my 

peers and teenage students using a culturally sustaining lens. It is me wrestling with what these 

conversations and culturally sustaining pedagogy can look like at Core Stage and how it can be 

incorporated into a curriculum that is created and taught by many different college students. 

With these revisions to the curriculum and the general structure of the club, I hoped to create a 

space more open to critical conversations and new forms of art and knowledge. Much of the 

current curriculum of Core Stage is taken from the internet and does not allow for students to 

give input and share their different perspectives on art and creativity. In a way, a lot of the 

curriculum and conversations happening, my own included, was providing diverse youth with art 

experiences that are intended for White middle-class students. This leads me to the four research 

questions that shape my project and data analysis. 

➢   1. How do college volunteers take up and respond to a training session aimed at 

interrogating and reimagining discipline? 

ż      Do college volunteers shift their thinking around discipline? What does that 

shift look and sound like? 
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➢   2. How do college volunteers in the program respond to the addition of critical and 

culturally sustaining conversations during programming? 

ż       How do they engage with it? In what ways, if at all, do they address their own 

culture, identity and privileges before, during or after a lesson? 

➢   3. How do staff and leadership respond to implementing ongoing training that focuses 

on identity and positionality both of themselves and urban youth?  

ż      Does it make a difference in the way the older youth are viewed? 

➢   4. In what ways, and to what extent does co-creating lessons with the older youth in 

the teen program lead to more of a sense of agency and better, more positive relationships 

with volunteers? 

Considering the fact that I am not working with Core Stage forever, the question turned 

fURm µHRZ can I ZRUk WR inclXde mRUe cRnYeUVaWiRnV abRXW cXlWXUe and idenWiW\?¶ WR µHRZ can I 

work to push volunteers towards critical consciousness and conversations with youth on identity 

and cXlWXUe?¶ ThRXgh difficXlW, WheVe TXeVWiRnV Zill be anVZeUed WhURXgh cRnWinXing 

conversations, trial and error, work, and reflection and aided me in coming to understand what 

culturally sustaining pedagogy looks like in an afterschool arts space and how possible it is to 

implement for Core Stage. But what is Core Stage? Why did I do this project there? 
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2.    CONTEXT: WHERE AND WHY? 

Action Site: Core Stage 

Core Stage was started in the summer of 2011 when a group of local artists identified a 

need for art programming that was cost free, fun and accessible to all youth in the area. The 

artists were responding to art programs being cut in local schools and extracurricular art options 

being expensive. When Core Stage first began its programming, it consisted of a one-week day 

camp in the summer with 40 kids from the community learning drama, dance, creative writing, 

music and visual art in the gymnasium of a small church. Soon after that first successful summer, 

the program officially became a non-profit organization in order to further achieve its goals. 

Since that first summer the program has grown exponentially, now providing six weeks of half-

day programming in the summer, weekly after school programming at five different schools and 

a number of smaller events -- all on top of the original one-week program held at Clark 

University. Core Stage is run by a board of directors and an Executive Director, Jessica. Almost 

all the program volunteers and interns come from the local college and the partnership club Core 

Stage created with them in 2018. It is important to add that I was part of the team to start the 

partnership between the college and Core Stage and currently serve as President and a point 

leader helping to lead and organize the programs and events and coordinate and train college 

volunteers. As previously stated, college volunteers are required to attend a training at the 

beginning of each semester, meant to prepare volunteers for what they will be doing when doing 

art with local youth and how to handle ViWXaWiRnV RU ³miVbehaYiRUV´ WhaW ma\ aUiVe. 

The miVViRn VWaWemenW haV VWa\ed mRVWl\ Whe Vame aV iW iV nRZ; ³[TR] emSRZeU \RXWh b\ 

providing accessible arts programs to under-UeVRXUced cRmmXniWieV.´ AccRUding WR JeVVica, ³The 

mission statement wording has changed slightly, but the mission always is to ensure the [art] 
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programs are accessible and available for the communities who stand to benefit from them most, 

where affordable arts programs are lacking´ (InWeUYieZ ZiWh JeVVica, 6:02-6:32, 6:43-7:09).   

Core Stage serves youth who range from ages six to age seventeen. All programs are free 

for neighborhood residents who prove residency. The number of students8 depends on the 

program, but the one-Zeek, fXll da\ VXmmeU SURgUam UemainV Whe RUgani]aWiRn¶V biggest 

SURgUam ZiWh an aYeUage Rf 50 VWXdenWV. AbRXW 85% Rf VWXdenWV inYRlYed in Whe RUgani]aWiRn¶V 

2018 programs were students of color. Around 60% of students are Latino/a/x, many who are 

from Spanish-speaking households, while conversely, a majority of the interns and volunteers are 

White, English-speaking college students, myself included. Most volunteers come from suburban 

areas and are majority White women interested in education. Over half are first-years or 

sophomores at the university, meaning not only are they new to the school, but are new to the 

ciW\ and ³XUban enYiURnmenW´. 

M\ SURjecW ZaV enacWed ZiWhin CRUe SWage¶V Zeekl\ FUida\ Ween SURgUam aW a lRcal 

middle school. It is our biggest afterschool program and seen by many volunteers to be the 

hardest and most chaotic program to work with. This is partially because Core Stage is part of 

Whe VchRRl diVWUicW¶V laUgeU afWeUVchRRl SURgUamming, meaning WhaW man\ Rf Whe \RXWh in Whe 

program did not choose Core Stage as their preferred activity. The overarching afterschool 

program is new. Each Friday college volunteers spend the first hour of programming in the 

elementary school doing art with the younger siblings of those in the teen program. During this 

time the teens are doing another activity, usually cooking or working with their teacher on 

schoolwork. The latter 45 minutes are spent with older youth in the middle school. The youth in 

this program range from twelve to fifteen years old, though many are in the younger part of that 

 
8 In WhiV SaSeU, Whe ZRUdV ³\RXWh´ and ³VWXdenWV´ aUe XVed inWeUchangeabl\ in UefeUUing WR Whe \RXng SeRSle CRUe 
Stage works with. 
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age range. This Core Stage program was created at the beginning of this year and has an average 

of eighteen students and twelve volunteers. That said, each week the number of students we had 

fluctuated. There were weeks when eleven teens showed up and there were weeks where twenty-

six teens showed up. We were never informed of how many students to expect, though it tended 

to be the same teens each week. We also always had two middle school teachers to help with any 

problems we had, though we found a bulk of our issues, especially towards the end of this 

project, were with the teachers overstepping, taking students out of the program for perceived 

misbehavior and contradicting volunteers. Core Stage was simultaneously facilitated and 

constrained by the larger setting and program.  

The YRlXnWeeUV fRU FUida\¶V SURgUamming fiW CRUe SWageV¶ nRUm: SUedRminanWl\ WhiWe 

and female from middle class backgrounds and interested in art or education. The youth in this 

program were predominantly students of color, most Latino/a/x and spoke Spanish or another 

language at home. Only one volunteer spoke Spanish. Volunteers voiced in interviews that the 

Friday program is the most chaotic and hardest to work in fRU a Uange Rf UeaVRnV, inclXding WeenV¶ 

energy levels, age, and assumptions about urban \RXWh aV ³WURXbled´ RU ³leVV fRUWXnaWe and 

lacking UeVRXUceV´ (WUanVcUiSWV fURm inWeUYieZV ZiWh cRllege YRlXnWeeUV). 

Volunteers are, for the most part, undergraduates at Clark, located nearby.  Clark, as 

mentioned earlier, is a private, predominantly White, liberal arts university, with a focus on 

positive change and engagement in the community and proudly features many incredibly 

engaged and busy students. I feel that it is important to note that within many classes, especially 

education classes, conversations on race, identity, culture and privilege happen often, so why 

dRn¶W Whe\ WUanVfeU WR RWheU VSaceV? WheUe iV Whe diVcRnnecW?  
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Volunteers for Core Stage are involved for many different reasons; some as a class 

UeTXiUemenW, VRme dXe WR WheiU SaVViRn fRU aUW and VRme RXW Rf a ZanW WR ³helS  

WheVe kidV´. 

Volunteers that attended the first big training for Core Stage.  

Each week, college volunteers created and implemented their own curriculum, with me 

and other leadership stepping in when needed. For the elementary program, activities were 

varied, with some being based in visual art, some in drama, and some in music and some in 

dance. Almost every week a volunteer taught the lesson. For the middle school program, the 

same cannot be said. Drama was done almost every week with them at the beginning as no 

volunteers wanted to teach other art-based lessons, and it was seen as the most engaging activity 

fRU Whe \RXWh¶V ³high eneUg\´. TRZaUdV Whe end, leVVRnV became mRUe YaUied WR inclXde VRme 

visual art and music. After each session with the youth, volunteers met and took ten to twenty 



17 

minXWeV WR ³debUief´. The SRinW leadeU fRU Whe SURgUam aVked, ³WhaW ZenW Zell in ___ 

SURgUam?´; ³WhaW can be imSURYed?´; ³An\ RWheU WhRXghWV?´ MXch Rf ZhaW can be imSURYed 

haV been fRcXVed Rn handling Whe WeenV¶ eneUg\ and ³chaWWineVV,´ VRmeWhing WhaW iV RfWen dealW 

ZiWh b\ XVing CRUe SWage¶V diVciSlinaU\ SRlic\. The SRlic\, knRZn aV Whe ³3 SWUike PRlic\,´ 

basically states that if a student is misbehaving (defined in training as not participating, talking 

out of line, not engaging in lesson etc.), then they get a warning. If they continue or do not listen, 

they will get a strike. The process repeats until the student either stops the behavior in question 

RU haV WhUee VWUikeV, aW Zhich SRinW Whe\ aUe ³RXW´ and aVked WR nRW UeWXUn WR Whe SURgUam fRU aW 

least a week. This policy was utilized in all programs and began eaUl\ in CRUe SWage¶V e[iVWence. 

Though strikes were given to students (often the same students) nearly every week, it was 

extremely rare that a student would get up to three strikes. 

This was the basis of conversation in trainings and debriefs, never talking about culture, 

race, identity or positionality of either volunteers or youth. But, with the context of the 

organization and the Whiteness and positionality of many volunteers in mind, it was and will 

always be imperative that the leadership, volunteers and myself all address and critically engage 

with our own positionality and identity as well as that of the youth we work with. However, it is 

nRW Rnl\ Rn Whe YRlXnWeeUV. IW¶V Rn me and Whe leadeUVhiS Weam WR VXSSRUW Whe YRlXnWeeUV WR 

facilitate these conversations. As leadership for the club and organization we must critically 

engage and think about our positionality and guide volunteers in doing the same in order to not 

fall into a culture of silence and avoid talking about it. We must care and put in the work to ask 

VWXdenWV TXeVWiRnV be\Rnd, ³WhaW iV \RXU faYRUiWe cRlRU?´ and leaUn abRXW Whe diffeUenW idenWiWieV, 

cultures and history our students bring to the space. Purposefully putting in effort to want to 

learn more and show we care is an important step in creating relationships between students and 
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volunteers. It is also imperative to creating a space where the teens and volunteers alike feel 

comfortable opening up, asking the hard questions and unpacking their own and others' 

identities, cultures and languages (Goldenberg 2014; Ladson-Billings, 2009). Now that a bit 

more is known about Core Stage and its volunteers, the question becomes who am I in this work? 

Why am I doing this project?   

Positionality and Identity 

            As previously stated, and will be said many more times, being critical and aware of my 

own identity and positionality is extremely important, especially within the context of this 

project. I come from a background of privilege as a White woman from a middle-class, suburban 

background. Through the process I found myself questioning whether this work is something I 

should be trying to do. However, the same question can be reversed; Who am I not to be doing 

this work?  

Youth workers and educators need to be (or working towards being) culturally competent 

and critically aware of their own positionality and identity in order to best support the differing 

needs and identities of the youth they work with (Paris, 2012). I am a White woman and cannot 

teach about the experiences of people of color. However, WhaW can¶W be an e[cXVe WR nRW Walk abRXW 

race and privilege.  It is not people of color's job to educate White people (DiAngelo, 2015; 

Potapchuk, 2005). By not actively putting in the work to recognize VWXdenWV¶ cXlWXUeV and 

identities and become critically aware of your own, it further enforces the idea that all students 

learn the same way and have access to the same materials and knowledge. This is harmful for 

any student who is not in the dominant demographic (Delpit, 1995). Actively working against 

this ideology was especially important for me and my work with Core Stage. As a White, middle 

class woman I am automatically afforded the kinds of social capital valued by dominant society, 
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as well as access to normative knowledge and resources. I am claiming that the youth in the Core 

Stage program also come in with their culturally defined social capital, and access to community 

and culturally rooted knowledge and resources that are incredibly important.  

However, I did not come into Clark with this mindset. Reflecting back, I think I came in 

with a similar mindset I have observed in many of the volunteers; the idea that we should be 

fRcXVing Rn RXU VimilaUiWieV UaWheU Whan diffeUenceV. IW ZaVn¶W XnWil I VWarted education courses that 

actually had dialogues about race that I realized this colorblind mindset was a privileged one. I 

had the power to stay silent and not question my own privilege and positionality. I began to think 

more about this concept and as I took more classes, did more readings, conversed and asked 

more questions, I became more aware of my own Whiteness and the privileges that Whiteness 

affords me and how it affects the spaces I enter. This led me to take a more critical look at 

everything, but with a focus on the curriculum I taught at Core Stage and the training I was 

implementing. Were they actually effective and accessible to students or were they just providing 

students with art experiences intended for middle class students?  

I need to constantly interrogate my own assumptions and check to make sure I am always 

open to making mistakes, listening and learning. I needed to learn about the volunteers I worked 

with and the students, their pasts, cultures, family and what is important to them. I needed to 

ensure I was encouraging and supporting college volunteers in doing this as well. I believe it is 

more than just acknowledging differences, but rather it is actively inquiring and wanting to learn 

more about students and what is central to their identity that shows care, which leads to 

meaningful relationships. I wanted to lead by example, using my own Jewish and Israeli culture, 

language, and family traditions to kickstart conversations and encourage volunteers to see culture 

and identity as assets, not obstacles that should be avoided or feared. Another reason I chose to 
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lead by example with conversations on identity and culture is that within Core Stage I have 

noticed that students, regardless of age or activity, are more likely to participate and open up if 

the college students do as well. As Ladson-Billings points out: stories, especially personal 

stories, are powerful and can actively work against constructed realities that rationalize 

oppression. (Ladson-Billings, 1995).  

Within Core Stage I am positioned as an insider. I began working with Core Stage two 

years ago when I was one of two drama teachers for the summer programs. Since then I have 

taught a few classes during the teen program, gone to some teen open mic nights, but mostly 

helped run the programs at the different schools and supported volunteers. Occasionally I would 

step in to teach the teen program when nobody else volunteered. Most of the students in the 

weekly teen program did not have previous involvement in Core Stage and did not know me or 

the organization. However, since I taught drama and wore a Core Stage shirt, I was seen more as 

an authoritative figure, interconnected with the executive director and the overall administration 

of the program. This may have made it harder to get students and volunteers to fully open up and 

be critical with me in interviews and feel like they can be honest and critical of the activities and 

program as a whole. Regardless of how many times I told students and volunteers that what they 

said would not be connected to their name and would not change how I feel about them, being 

critical of a program you are a part of to someone who is an authority figure is not an easy task 

and not something everyone is comfortable doing. 
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Leading a group of students in a lesson on self-portraits and monologues 

my first summer with Core Stage. 

Within Core Stage I was not only in a position of power as a leader. I am also the 

president of the undergraduate club. As an insider working with other insiders, (leadership team) 

I needed to be sure to follow the advice of Herr and Anderson and work collaboratively with 

youth and the community to create culturally sustaining curriculum that benefited youth as well 

as the organization and encouraged youth agency and positive relationships between students and 

volunteers (Herr & Anderson, 2005). While being an insider meant I was familiar with the 

program and comfortable in my role, I had to continue to be critical of my own teaching and 

interactions; where I stepped back and where I stepped up to lead and how my identity, 

positionality and culture affected how I took space and those around me.  
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However, within the Friday program I came in as an outsider. Out of all of the students, 

only one knew me from past programming. I also was an outsider in terms of culture, race, 

language and identity as a White Jewish giUl fURm Maine ZhR dReVn¶W VSeak mXch SSaniVh.  

Interrogating my own positionality and identity led me to see a disconnect between our 

predominantly White volunteer base and the youth we work with who are predominantly 

students of color. By extension, this helped me see that race, culture, positionality and privilege 

was something nobody was talking about which was creating larger issues and perpetuating a 

system of oppression that thrives off of silence. It was this realization that led me to the 

framework and theories that shaped this project and work. 
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3. WHAT IS THIS WORK BASED ON?: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this section I describe the theories that first shaped my thinking around culturally 

sustaining art and how that theory and practice eventually led me to another, Whiteness theory. 

My goal in this section is to explain what theories guided my actions, data analysis, and the ideas 

and assumptions I brought to Core Stage and this project. Here I have combined my theoretical 

framework with my literature review. I did this because I believe that in terms of this project, the 

two are intertwined. It was the pivotal literature on theories of culturally sustaining pedagogy 

(CSP) and Whiteness theory that shaped my lenses and frameworks at the start of this project and 

it was literature on how CSP and Whiteness theory are used in practice that shaped the way I 

conceptualized, and reconceptualized my action steps in the context of Core Stage. My 

framework is also made up of my own personal knowledge and thinking about culture and 

identity, integrated with knowledge and literature from others around Whiteness and culturally 

sustaining pedagogy. Together these provide me with the framework to make sense of my praxis 

at Core Stage. 

When I began this project, I planned to create and implement an arts-based curriculum 

based in culture and identity. I made the mistake of beginning my research with the broadest 

VeaUch WeUmV SRVVible: ³cXlWXUe and edXcaWiRn.´ AV m\ SUa[iV became mRUe VSecific, VR did m\ 

search terms, which led me to discover the pivotal theories and framework of Django Paris 

(2012) on culturally sustaining pedagogy (referred to as CSP). However, CSP (in PaUiV¶ ZRUk) 

did not include the possibility of art as a tool or art as central to culturally sustaining curricula 

outside traditional class spaces. So, a JSTOR search of peer reYieZed SieceV Rn ³cXlWXUall\ 

VXVWaining aUW edXcaWiRn´ fURm Whe laVW Wen \eaUV (WR inclXde eaUl\ aSSlicaWiRnV Rf CSP) helSed me 
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find SUacWiceV and aSSlicaWiRnV Rf PaUiV¶V WheRU\ in aUW (Vee AcXff, 2018; BXffingWRn, 2019; 

Laman, Davis, & Henderson, 2018). By utilizing theirs and others¶ suggestions, I created a base 

of what culturally sustaining art could look like in practice. However, as time went on, I 

wondered if my curriculum would really improve the space since I was graduating after this 

project After reading and speaking to a colleague who completed similar work at the university, 

Nia Slater-Bookhart, I decided to instead focus on the volunteers; the college students who will 

be doing this work in the years to come. My project and its goals shifted based on the need to 

address the fact that we, the volunteers at Core Stage, are majority White and working with 

majority students of color -- something that is rarely addressed (but as an exception, see Slater-

Bookhart, 2019). I wanted to help volunteers recognize the dangers of not talking about identity, 

culture and race and help them promote culturally sustaining pedagogy as part of their own 

cXUUicXlXm. WiWh WhiV VhifW in fRcXV m\ VeaUch WeUmV alVR VhifWed WR a YaUiaWiRn Rf, ³cRllege 

students, race and culture, community-baVed ZRUk.´ I did Whe Vame SURceVV aV I had dRne ZiWh 

CSP and art and examined literature on Whiteness, Whiteness theory, college students unpacking 

privilege, identity and power within college courses and community work (see Álvarez, 2018; 

Endres & Gould, 2009; Green, 2003; Martin & Davis, 2001).  

This section of my paper, which mirrors my process of finding literature, is split into 

three parts: culturally sustaining pedagogy, culturally sustaining art in practice, and Whiteness 

theory. The first focuses on the theories of culturally sustaining pedagogy, expanding on what I 

said in Section 1.2. - What Does That Even Mean?: Defining Central Concepts and Ideas. The 

second focuses on the actual process and application of culturally sustaining arts curriculum; and 

the third is on having conversations about culture, race, power and identity with White college 

volunteers and youth.  
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Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (CSP) 

For the sake of clarity, I want to deepen my explanation of the concept of culturally 

sustaining pedagogy, as well as cover how it came to be. CSP builds on and extends Gloria 

Ladson-BillingV WheRU\ Rf ³cXlWXUall\ UeleYanW SedagRg\´ (1995). CXlWXUall\ Uelevant pedagogy 

(CRP) is a VWance and aSSURach WR Weaching WhaW XWili]eV VWXdenWV¶ cXlWXUeV aV WRRlV WR Weach Whe 

school curriculum (Ladson-Billings, 1995). CRP is used by educators with the goal of relating to 

students' communities, cultures and experiences in order to connect it back and effectively teach 

dominant, mainstream school curriculum. It is also meant to support students in acquiring and 

developing a critical consciousness (an awareness of race, identity and power) (Ladson-Billings, 

1995). The goal of this pedagogy is to bridge the gap by uWili]ing VWXdenWV¶ cXlWXUeV and hRme 

experiences as learning tools and activities. However, Paris (2012) questioned if culturally 

UeleYanW SedagRg\ gReV faU enRXgh in RUienWing and mainWaining VWXdenWV¶ diffeUenW idenWiWieV 

within this increasingly multiethnic and multilingual society, and thus offered a new term: 

cXlWXUall\ VXVWaining SedagRg\ (CSP). CSP¶V e[SliciW gRal iV WR VXSSRUW VWXdenW¶V 

multiculturalism and multilingualism in practice in order to sustain, perpetuate, and foster 

VWXdenWV¶ man\ idenWities and cultures within schooling itself (Paris, 2012). CSP requires 

edXcaWRUV WR acWiYel\ VXSSRUW and encRXUage \RXng SeRSle WR VXVWain Whe ³cXlWXUal and lingXiVWic 

competence of their communities while simultaneously offering access to dominant cultural 

cRmSeWence´ (PaUiV, S. 97). IW VeeV VWXdenWV¶ ³lingXiVWic and cXlWXUal de[WeUiW\ and SlXUaliW\´ aV 

mRUe Whan jXVW UeleYanW, bXW neceVVaU\ fRU VWXdenWV¶ VXcceVV and acceVV in U.S VchRRlV WhaW aUe 

now more diverse than ever before (Paris, p. 95).  

For a while I wrestled with which term to use; culturally relevant or culturally sustaining. 

While culturally relevant is the term that is often used in scholarly work and more widely known 
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and accepted, I agreed with Paris (and Ladson-Billings in her 2014 article), that the term relevant 

does not go far enough (Paris, 2012). I decided that within the context of my project, culturally 

sustaining pedagogy better fit what I was trying to do. I believe culturally sustaining pedagogy 

needs to be an explicit and intentional effort, with the overarching goal of challenging, 

supporting and advancing students, especially students of color, in their exploration and 

sustaining of their own and others' culture and identity. I offer my own definition, heavily 

influenced by that of Paris (2012). Culturally sustaining pedagogy intentionally uses culture and 

langXage ZiWhin edXcaWiRnal VSaceV WR acWiYel\ VXVWain VWXdenWV¶ cXlWXUeV, idenWiWies and 

consciousness and challenge the monocultural and monolinguistic norms of many educational 

policies (reified in the No Child Left Behind era, amplified under Arnie Duncan and further 

heightened within the Trump administration), while still offering access to dominant ideas of 

knowledge.   

I am theorizing culture and identity, the exploration and learning of Rne¶V own and 

others¶ cultures, race, languages and identity, as well as power. I also am theorizing relationship 

building -- something that is not explicitly explored by Paris within the context of culturally 

sustaining pedagogy, but something I believe is central to fostering a space where culturally 

sustaining pedagogy and conversations can happen. Think about it, if you go into a space and 

\RX dRn¶W knRZ an\Rne RU feel cRmfRUWable RU WUXVW an\Rne, \RX SURbabl\ Zill feel mRUe 

comfortable having conversations about the weather rather than culturally sustaining 

conversations about your identity, culture, race, language, power, privilege, etc. This is because 

of trust. If you trust the SeRSle \RX¶Ue aURXnd, if \RX¶Ue Rk ZiWh making miVWakeV and stepping 

RXW Rf \RXU ³cRmfRUW ]Rne,´ \RX Zill be mRUe Zilling WR engage in mRUe VXbVWanWiYe 

conversations. As I see it, growth comes from stepping outside your comfort zone -- but, you can 
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only do that with the support and reassurance of trusting, supportive relationships. I believe that 

creating understanding and asset-based relationships between myself and volunteers, myself and 

the youth, and the youth and volunteers is central and important to theorize and explore further 

as a first step for turning theory into practice. 

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy in Practice ± Art 

So now that we know what culturally sustaining pedagogy is, how does it relate to art? 

Are art education spaces more open to and enabling of culturally sustaining pedagogy? Paris and 

Ladson-Billing do not explore the possibility and subsequent benefit of arts education within 

culturally sustaining pedagogy. But others have.  I found several different studies that focus on 

practices and application of culturally relevant or sustaining pedagogy and arts education which 

have influenced my praxis. 

Many different scholars and teachers (see Acuff, 2018; Buffington, 2019; Desai, 2010) 

have emphasized the importance of bringing CSP/CRP into art classrooms offered different 

suggestions and strategies, both big and small, to combine the two in meaningful, substantive 

ways. On a seemingly modest scale, it can start with the physical space and what students see 

when they walk in. Reflecting on my own schooling experience, the art classrooms I entered 

RfWen UeflecWed Whe VWaWXV TXR. ³When I YiViW claVVURRmV, I Vee SRVWeUV, YiVXalV, Wable/gURXS nameV, 

and SURjecWV WhaW UeflecW WhiWe, male, heWeURVe[Xal, EXURSean aUWiVWV, and ³mXlWicXlWXUal´ SURjecWV 

are usually based on shallow stereotypical XndeUVWandingV Rf cXlWXUe´ (BXffingWRn, 2019, S. 20). 

An art classroom that disrupts the status quo and utilizes CSP would have posters from artists of 

color, women, LGBTQ+ and international artists that challenge the norm, and use multicultural 

art projects that disrupt the status quo by focusing on language, liberation, cultures and history, 

and UeflecW Whe VWXdenWV in Whe claVV.  ³TheVe UeflecWiRnV Zill giYe a VenVe Rf hRZ ZelcRming and 
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diYeUVe Whe edXcaWRUV¶ cXUUicXlaU chRiceV and claVVURRmV aUe. FXUWher, although teaching about 

diYeUVe aUWiVWV iV a gRRd VWaUWing SRinW, RYeUWl\ addUeVVing aUWiVWV¶ Uace, gendeU, Ve[Xal RUienWaWiRn, 

cXlWXUe, eW ceWeUa iV a cUXcial WaVk fRU edXcaWRUV´ (BXffingWRn, 2019, p. 24). Rather than just have 

posters up representing diverse artists, culturally sustaining educators must also go the extra step 

and name race, culture, gender, etc. in order to end the silence around race and identity that 

continue to perpetuate systems of oppression.  

BXffingWRn¶V (2019) study pointed out that many art teachers use the internet to find 

leVVRn SlanV, bXW Zhen \RX VeaUch ³mXlWicXlWXUal aUW SURjecWV´ Whe UeVXlWV aUe mRVWl\ VXUface leYel 

and dRn¶W addUeVV Whe hiVWRU\ RU inWeUVecWiRnV Rf diffeUenW cXlWXUeV and idenWiWieV. She XVed an 

example of Native American culture being conflated to dream catchers and feathers. In my 

elementary school I remember doing a unit in art class on African art and culture. The projects 

we did almost always included paint, geometric shapes, craft feathers and mask making. Like 

ZiWh BXffingWRn¶V e[amSle, WhiV nRW Rnl\ ignRUeV Whe hiVWRU\ and Vignificance Rf AfUican cXlWXUeV 

and cultural imagery but lumps an entire continent filled with many cultures, countries, 

languages and practices into one category and cultural tradition of masks. These examples are 

tangible reasons why culture and identity have a place in all spaces and the potential dangers of 

not recognizing your own positionality and bias and, by default, simplifying and othering rather 

Whan VXVWaining VWXdenWV¶ cultures in the art classroom. 

Buffington outlines the differences between CRP and CSP in art settings. While CRP 

utilizes storytelling and narrative with the purpose of highlighting alternate understandings and 

dismantling master narratives, CSP recognizes cultural plurality, the idea that many youth come 

to art spaces (and all spaces) with multiple cultures and identities, and encourages that plurality 

and hybridity by creating projects incorporating it. Buffington ends the article by offering 
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different strategies for making changes and embarking on the process of becoming either a 

cXlWXUall\ VXVWaining RU cXlWXUall\ UeleYanW edXcaWRU. ³Good starting points for educators are 

considering unconscious biases and investigating curriculum. After that, art educators could 

consider aspects of their educaWiRn and hRZ WhaW infRUmV WheiU SUacWiceV´ (S. 24). FRU BXffingWRn, 

that included investigating her own reflection prompts she utilized with university students that 

do community work, and recognizing that the language within the prompts was predicated in a 

deficit-based lens and the way in which changing the language helped her students change their 

thinking of the schools through asset based lenses. Other strategies she offered are listing all the 

artists a teacher acknowledges in a year-long curriculum and determining how many of them are 

people of color, female or gender nonconforming, from other parts of the world, LGBTQ+, etc. 

and then going the extra step of not only teaching about diverse artists but overtly addressing and 

talking about artists¶ identity, race, culture and background with students. She offered discussion 

VWUaWegieV WhaW encRXUage agenc\ and dRn¶W jXVW SRViWiRn Whe ³WeacheU'' aV Whe ³diUecWiRn giYeU´ and 

VWXdenWV [aV] Whe ³diUecWiRn fRllRZeUV.´ She nRWed, ³AlWhRXgh WheUe aUe WimeV fRU step-by-step 

demonstrations, art educators should also allow student knowledge to guide learning and 

recognize that all students have knowledge that may or may not align closely with the knowledge 

WhaW VchRRlV embUace. Making VSace fRU diYeUVe ³hRme knRZledge´ and allRZing VWXdenWV WR 

contribute their ideas about art, artists, and artmaking are ways to begin (p. 24). Specifically 

focusing on CSP, she suggested engaging in the local art community and analyzing who different 

artworks benefit and whose story they are telling. While I do appreciate the steps she outlines 

and the fact that they are places to start in the complicated process of turning theory into practice, 

I wonder what the implications are for nontraditional spaces like Core Stage. The article did not 

focus on the reactions or engagement of different students, rather steps for educators to make. 
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While obviously this is of the utmost importance when creating social change within CSP, I 

question how an educator will create projects that allow for the plurality of culture and language 

or create space for storytelling and agency without knowing what youth want to do or believe 

will be the most beneficial. I also think that before discussions can happen, trust must be built 

and mutual understanding must be set. Buffington described co-creating group norms with 

students, and talking about artists¶ backgrounds, but I believe that creating a space of trust and 

excitement -- creating a space where challenging dominant understandings of creativity is 

accepted -- comes first. How will you facilitate conversations without those connections? 

BXffingWRn¶V aUWicle haV a VSecific aXdience, Rne WhaW dReV nRW inclXde nRnWUadiWiRnal claVVURRm 

spaces, but even so, her suggestions are applicable anywhere and everywhere in the steps to 

becoming either a culturally relevant or culturally sustaining arts educator.  

Another study I drew from for practical implications of CSP was Laman, Davis, and 

HendeUVRn¶V (2018) VWXd\ aURXnd ZUiWing, aUW and haiU. The\ ZRUked in SaUWneUVhip with a class 

of teacher candidates (TCs) and a second-grade classroom in an urban setting to put theory into 

action and learn about the importance of culture, language and identity in creating curriculum. 

The goal was ultimately to have college students learn from and with students and create a 

ZUiWWen and illXVWUaWed VWRU\ abRXW VWXdenWV¶ haiU, baVed Rn a cXlWXUall\ VXVWaining bRRk Whe 

classes had read together. The study itself, however, focused on four teacher candidates (three 

White, one African American) and their interactions with students in a first-\eaU WeacheU¶V claVV. 

B\ lRRking aW ZUiWWen UeVSRnVeV fURm Whe TC¶V, Laman, DaYiV and HendeUVRn aimed WR VXSSRUW 

Whe XnSacking and challenging Rf ³deficiW RUienWaWiRnV WR childUen, cRmmXniWieV, and familieV´ 

that the TCV enWeUed Whe VSace ZiWh (Laman eW. al., S. 13). The e[SeUience helSed TC¶V WR begin 

to understand the culturally sustaining, intentional moves that successful teachers use in urban 
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settings to support their students -- namely storytelling and including cultures and languages 

within curriculum. The researchers acknowledged the small sample size and the concern that the 

TCs did not learn enough about the surrounding neighborhood and used these shortcomings to 

inform changes not only to future courses, but to the overall preservice teaching program, such 

as incorporating neighborhood tours. The one-on-one attention that students received during this 

project not only benefited the TCs but also provided more time for relationship building, 

connecting to my earlier argument on the importance of relationship building and trust to create a 

CSP based environment. One-on-one attention is a good way to connect with youth, ask 

questions, learn about their culture, language and home, show you care by actively listening and 

begin building trusting relationships. This is something that is possible to do within Core Stage 

due to the large number of volunteers. In all, though I am a peer to the volunteers rather than a 

professor and do not have the luxury of weekly hour long class time, verbal reflections are 

something that is done weekly after Core Stage programs in the form of debriefs and could have 

been more intentional around critical, culturally sustaining conversations.  

That said, more needs to happen than just talking about culture. Volunteers and 

leadership must be self-cUiWical and Zilling WR leaUn. In AcXff¶V (2018) WeacheU acWiRn UeVeaUch, 

she called out the vague and deracialized literature on critical multicultural art education that is 

not disruptive of status quo curricula. By using examples from her preservice teaching students 

and her own reflection she offered pedagogical methods (reflection tools, open ended prompts, 

group learning), for other culturally sustaining art educators to take fURm ³dRing´ mXlWicXltural 

edXcaWiRn WR ³being´ a cUiWical mXlWicXlWXUal edXcaWRU. The WeUm ³being´ meanV diffeUenW WhingV WR 

diffeUenW SeRSle bXW fRU heU iW meanV ³UecRgni]ing and cRnVideUing VWXdenWV¶ liYed UealiWieV and 

life experiences when building art education curriculum´ (AcXff, S. 47). I agUee ZiWh WhaW 
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definiWiRn bXW UaWheU Whan ³cRnVideUing´ I define ³being´ aV a Za\ Rf Whinking and mRYing, 

acWiYel\ UecRgni]ing, celebUaWing and VXVWaining VWXdenWV¶ cXlWXUeV and langXageV in all VSaceV.  

The fRcXV Rf AcXff¶V anal\ViV lies in two themes central to critical multiculturalism; 

³naUUaWiYe and cUiWiTXeV Rf SRZeU´ (S. 42). AcXff ZUeVWled ZiWh Whe dichRWRm\ Rf ZanWing heU 

students to come to understand issues such as racism, heterosexism and sexism on their own but 

also wanting to openly discuss it in class. She ultimately chose to have weekly discussions that 

helped facilitate critical self-reflection, though she never plainly states how she went about 

facilitating them. She utilized tools that I have come across before, such as one-on-one reflection 

time and open-ended prompts based on self that allow for agency within answers rather than 

correct or incorrect answers (Buffington, 2019; Acuff, 2018; Laman, Davis, & Henderson, 

2018). The open-ended artistic prompts she used for things like the course¶s final project 

benefited specific students and their learnings by helping them in creating a piece of work (art 

ZRUk, leVVRn Slan, SaSeU eWc.) WhaW WRld a VWRU\ Rf Whem; ZhaW¶V imSRUWanW WR Whem and WheiU 

research, who they are and more. The end results were artwork that told different stories of self 

and identity, each with a clear narrative. I believe this tool is one of the most useful, especially 

when working with students who are coming to an afterschool program after being ³taught at´ all 

day, as it allows for more flexibility and thus engagement and benefits all involved.  

Paris hints at culturally sustaining pedagogy being hard to enact due to the fact it is 

unfamiliar for many teachers; as in, it is not the way we were taught. While the above research 

proves culturally sustaining pedagogy lends itself well to creative outlets, the target audience for 

many studies combining the CSP and art is in-service and pre-service teachers and takes place 

predominantly in traditional classrooms either at the K-12 or college level courses, especially 

teacher education courses. My research focused on an afterschool program without a mandated 
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curriculum. The curriculum is created and implemented by college students similar to Acuff 

(2018) and Laman, Davis and Henderson (2018), but I am not able to hold a class to teach about 

CSP. Instead I had occasional trainings and short weekly check-ins. Personally, I feel like I have 

come to understand what CSP can look like in art spaces, but it was a process. I struggled with 

identifying how to take all the learnings and practices from the above studies and create a 

curricular framework that is accessible to an 18-year-old freshman, and avoids surface level 

implications of culture such as described in Buffington (2019). The first step is conversation 

around culture, race and identity.  I believe that this will only happen in a space where trusting 

relationships are built, and people are open and willing to reflect on their own positionality, 

privilege and identity. 

            So then, overall what makes art education spaces culturally sustaining? A review of the 

literature revealed that art educators have implemented CSP in art classes (and generally) in the 

following ways: 

1.     Using of narrative and storytelling.  

2.     Encouraging open, explicit discussions about racism and other forms of oppression. 

3.     Reflecting on your own unconscious bias and the ways it may manifest. 

4.     Utilizing open-ended prompts in discussions/dialogues. 

5.     Creating space for youth to use their own cultural knowledge and ideas to contribute 

to space and curriculum (space for feedback). 

6.     Encouraging alternate ideas of creativity, learning, art and history rather than just 

dominant ideas. 

7.     Letting youth facilitate or co-facilitate discussions and art lessons. 

8.     Including the community within work and creation of CSP art curriculum. 
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Whiteness Theory and College Volunteers  

As my research continued with my culturally sustaining lens, I noticed a recurring trend 

within observations, interviews and debriefs. While White volunteers addressed and 

acknowledged linguistic and economic differences between themselves and youth we work with, 

there was never any conversation about Whiteness and privilege. A central part of culturally 

sustaining pedagogy is building critical consciousness, but how do you build it? I began to look 

more closely into race and Whiteness and the uncertainty and lack of conversations around race. 

This quickly led me to articles on Whiteness and Whiteness theory, a theory I use to frame White 

YRlXnWeeUV¶ acWiRnV, UeacWiRnV, and lack Rf cRnYeUVaWiRnV aURXnd Uace and cXlWXUe.  

Though much of the research I draw from in terms of Whiteness theory is based on 

supporting pre- and in-service teachers, I view the college volunteers for Core Stage as 

educators. Regardless of whether they are teaching a lesson or serving as a youth leader they are 

educators and coming from positions of power. I recognize that there are obvious differences 

between pre- and in-service educators and White college volunteers.  But based on the 

organization of lessons volunteers create and implement or help implement, they are educators, 

supporting youth exploration and working intensely to perfect lesson plans. 

Critical Whiteness theory grew out of critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 1997). 

Focused more on Whiteness as a default and as an invisible norm, the specific goal of Whiteness 

theory is to challenge the silence around Whiteness and question why it is a marker for normalcy 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 1997; Frankenberg, 1997; Leonardo, 2002). ³Whiteness studies´ is a 

growing body of scholarship that explores the pervasive effects of Whiteness and its 

accompanying silence, and grapples with the ways that White people avoid talking about 

Whiteness and its inherent privileges (Delgado & Stefancic, 1997; Leonardo, 2002). 
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PaUW Rf Whe UeaVRn WhiWe YRlXnWeeUV dRn¶W feel cRmfRUWable Walking abRXW Uace or 

Whiteness is, at least in part, because the leadership team and I did not prepare them to do so. 

But this oversight I believe is in part due to the fact that we, as White volunteers and leadership, 

dRn¶W haYe WR Whink abRXW WhiWeneVV, Uace, RU Whe effect on others. As Peggy McIntosh stated, 

³WhiWeV aUe WaXghW WR Whink Rf WheiU liYeV aV mRUall\ neXWUal, nRUmaWiYe and aYeUage´ (1989, S. 1). 

WhiWeneVV iV Whe nRUm, ZheWheU iW be Whe ³fleVh´ cUa\Rn cRlRU RU Band-Aids, US history, or the 

main character of a book being White unless the author actually states otherwise. Whiteness is 

Whe VilenW defaXlW Rf RXU VRcieW\. B\ VilenW, I mean WhaW \RX ZRn¶W Vee CUa\Rla� Va\ing WhaW 

³fleVh´ cRlRU iV WhiWe Vkin Rnl\ becaXVe XnleVV iW¶V acWXall\ SRinWed RXW and named aV 

SURblemaWic, iW¶V nRW abnRUmal RU ZRUWh nRWicing fRU mRVW WhiWe SeRSle.   

In heU bRRk ³WhiWe FUagiliW\´ (2011), RRbin DiAngelR VXggeVWV WhaW WhiWeneVV iVn¶W 

talked about within North America (DiAngelo, 2011). While colleges offer critical race theory 

cRXUVeV and ZRUkSlaceV ma\ haYe ³cXlWXUal cRmSeWenc\ WUaining´, cRnYeUVaWiRnV Rn Uace fRU 

White people often are limited to a few hours or they are coded (as in urban/inner city being 

coded language for black and bURZn bRdieV) and dRn¶W e[SliciWl\ Walk abRXW UaciVm. White people 

aUe able WR aYRid ZhaW DiAngelR callV ³Uacial VWUeVV´ and Uemain cRmfRUWable and inVXlaWed ZiWh 

their privilege. DiAngelo further explains, ³ThiV inVXlaWed enYiURnmenW Rf Uacial SURWecWiRn 

builds White expectations for racial comfort while at the same time lowering the ability to 

WRleUaWe Uacial VWUeVV, leading WR ZhaW I UefeU WR aV WhiWe FUagiliW\´ (S. 54). DiAngelR deVcUibeV 

³WhiWe FUagiliW\´ aV a lRZ abiliW\ fRU WhiWe SeRSle WR WRleUaWe racial stress which in turn triggers 

diVSla\V Rf emRWiRnV ³VXch aV angeU, feaU, and gXilW, and behaYiRUV VXch aV aUgXmenWaWiRn, 

silence, and leaving the stress-indXcing ViWXaWiRn´ (S. 57). SRme ma\ nRW UeVSRnd ZiWh angeU, but 

rather pushback claiming they already had classes or trainings on this and know it. All of these 
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UeacWiRnV aUe Veen aV UeViVWance and ³UedXced SV\chRVRcial VWamina´ (S. 55) WhaW UeVXlW fURm Uacial 

insulation, which further reinforces tendencies not to address race or Whiteness in order to avoid 

such reactions. TheUe aUe a nXmbeU Rf ³WUiggeUV'' WhaW can caXVe WhiWe FUagiliW\ Uanging fURm 

³VXggeVWing WhaW a WhiWe SeUVRn¶V YieZSRinW cRmeV fURm a Uaciali]ed fUame Rf UefeUence 

(challenge WR RbjecWiYiW\)´ WR ³being SUeVenWed ZiWh infRUmaWiRn about other racial groups 

through, for example, movies in which people of color drive the action but are not in 

VWeUeRW\Sical URleV, RU mXlWicXlWXUal edXcaWiRn (challenge WR ZhiWe cenWUaliW\)´ (S. 57). All Rf WheVe 

triggers name Whiteness or challenge the accepted norm, thus causing racial stress and 

challenging WhiWeV¶ enWiWlemenW WR Uacial cRmfRUW.  If DiAngelo is correct that White Fragility 

WhUiYeV ZiWhin WhiWe SeRSle¶V diVcRmfRUW Zhen Walking abRXW Uace, then it thrived in Core Stage. 

At Core Stage WhiWe YRlXnWeeUV feaUed ³Va\ing VRmeWhing ZURng´ RU didn¶W Whink ³iW¶V 

appropriate to talk about [race] aW an aUW SURgUam RU ZiWh kidV´ (inWeUYieZV ZiWh YRlXnWeeUV 

Carissa and Sam), often shutting down when topics around race would come up and even 

disciplining students for talking about race, limiting any space for conversation or dialogue and 

pressuring Jessica (the Executive Director) and me to avoid the topic, a mistake we did fall into.  

Martin & Davis (2001) focused on Whiteness and the problematic nature of both not 

explicitly talking about Whiteness and the privileges that come with avoiding it. For White 

people, your race is often not something other White people think about when they see you for 

the first time, as usually in most spaces White people are the majority. Furthermore, Whiteness is 

RfWen V\nRn\mRXV ZiWh ³AmeUican.´ MaUWin and DaYiV SRinWed RXW WhaW UeVeaUch Rn diffeUenW 

cultures and intercultural communication rarely listed White people as anything other than 

³AmeUicanV.´   
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This phenomenon iVn¶W jXVW in UeVeaUch. ThiV \eaU aW CRUe SWage¶V elemenWaU\ SURgUam, a 

volunteer was leading a lesson on family trees. She used her own nontraditional family as an 

example and showed the group of 14 six to eleven-year-olds pictures of her family, her dogs, and 

heU fUiendV. She e[Slained WhaW familieV dRn¶W haYe WR be jXVW \RXU SaUenWV, bXW can be fUiendV WRR 

when a six-year-Rld bR\ UaiVed hiV hand. ³YRXU mRm and dad aUe WhiWe, and \RX aUen¶W?´ he 

exclaimed.  Silence. Nobody knew what to say in response. A very pregnant pause later the 

YRlXnWeeU UeVSRnded, ³YeV, Whe\¶Ue AmeUican. I¶m nRW RUiginall\ fURm AmeUica. Ok VR, leW¶V gR 

WR Whe WableV and VWaUW b\ making a liVW Rf ZhR \RXU famil\ iV.´ I ZRndeU ZhaW Whe Vi[-year-old 

thought as a student of color. In a moment of uncertainty, we, as volunteers, equated Whiteness 

to being American. While it was an awkward moment, we all laughed it off later, but that may 

not be the case for that little boy or the other students of color in that room. At my college, 

positionality, privilege and identity are a popular topic of conversation -- a topic I know many 

volunteers have engaged in education classes and yet, many still fear talking about their race and 

identity or addressing cultural differences head on. So then, how do we address that fear and get 

to a space where race, culture and privilege are conversations that happen honestly and lead to a 

space for culturally sustaining teaching? 

One way is through storytelling, either cultural (historical, factual or fictional) or personal 

(narrative account). In my opinion, stories are a form of art that is underutilized but can be used 

to create connections and in turn a space where volunteers and students are open, willing and 

excited to have culturally sustaining critical conversations. Green (2003) believes that rather than 

just hearing stories about how great youth work is, preservice education courses must encourage 

White students and economically privileged students to end the silence and tell difficult stories 

about race, class and Whiteness in order to begin to notice and unpack White privilege and 
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acknowledge inequities. Green utilized this in her own teaching, using her own personal stories 

and reflections about times she struggled, times she failed, times she learned and times she grew 

in order to invite her students to engage in dialogue and unpack their own experiences in the 

form of narrative stories. She used open-ended SURmSWV and TXeVWiRnV WR helS gXide heU VWXdenWV¶ 

reflections on work they did at community organizations. Often, she found that many White 

students avoided the topic of race, trying to change the narrative to be positive and polite: 

³[WhiWe] VWXdenWV RfWen Veek VeUYice-learning classes because they want to "feel good" about 

"helping others," and because students select service-learning courses to feel good personally, it 

may be even more difficult to explore with students how cultural and systemic racism and 

claVViVm cUeaWe Whe need fRU VeUYice leaUning in Whe fiUVW Slace´ (S. 282). ThRXgh I ZaV nRW a 

professor teaching a college class, this was an issue I repeatedly found myself grappling with 

during trainings with the preservice college educators I worked with (Core Stage volunteers). 

VRlXnWeeUV ZanWed WR ³giYe back´ and ³helS RWheUV´ bXW ZeUe XncRmfRUWable and XnZilling WR 

explore and XnSack SUiYilege RU eYen Walk abRXW Uace in deWail, Va\ing iW ZaV ³cRXnWeUSURdXcWiYe 

WR RYeU fRcXV Rn iW´ and ³Ze dRn¶W ZanW WR alienaWe SeRSle´ (inWeUYieZ ZiWh lead YRlXnWeeU).  

Most volunteers at Core Stage did not have an issue acknowledging inequities between 

themselves and youth in interviews and debriefs, but allowed that to feed into the wanting to 

³helS RWheUV´ VaYiRU cRmSle[, neYeU, fUankl\, being giYen Whe VSace WR acknRZledge and XnSack 

their own positionality.  Often these inequities focused on economic differences rather than 

racial, linguistic or cultural differences. I agree with Green that in order to have successful 

community learning that works towards creating social change for all, we, as volunteers, must 

first be willing to talk about Whiteness and systems of oppression and be critical of our own 

privilege, positionality and assumptions within spaces. I believe these conversations should also 
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transfer over to programming and include youth opinions. In order to do so, volunteers must feel 

they have a space and support in unpacking privilege and positionality and feel prepared to have 

critical conversations with youth as well. Telling honest stories and encouraging volunteers to do 

the same is a way to make this happen and begin learning and unpacking how positionality and 

race come into play as White college students working with urban youth. However, people need 

to be supported and willing to take that risk and see the beauty and artistic value of storytelling. 

Community work and youth work can often be a place where White people can affirm 

their White privilege and engage in work that makes them ³feel gRRd´ bXW dReVn¶W alZa\V benefiW 

others (Endres & Gould, 2009). Through research on a college course that focused on 

³WhiWeneVV WheRU\,´ EndUeV and GRXld VaZ VWXdenWV UecRgni]ing and gUaSSling ZiWh WheiU 

Whiteness and privilege in written responses within course sessions. However, once students 

went to a community organization placement, they did not take these reflections and learnings 

and turn it into action. The aXWhRUV call RXW inVWiWXWiRnV and SURfeVVRUV fRU WheiU URleV aV ³WhiWe 

blindeUV´, XninWenWiRnall\ nRUmali]ing WhiWeneVV and miVVing anWi-racist teachable moments.  

I believe it stretches beyond professors and institutions but into every person in a position 

of power, such as myself and other volunteers. How many times did I unintentionally normalize 

Whiteness and miss anti-racist moments within Core Stage and myself? How has that affected 

those around me? These questions are ongoing, and I acknowledge that as a White woman, I 

normalize Whiteness and miss anti-racist teaching moments often9. My goal was not for myself 

or volunteers to become perfect and completely anti-racist as I believe it is an ongoing process, a 

goal you can and should never fully reach. What is most important for growth is reflection, self-

 
9 An example that I found of an anti-racist teaching moment I missed is my lack of response to the normalizing of 
Whiteness equaling American during the lesson on family trees or the silence in response to a student saying her 
cRmmXniW\ iV ³Whe gheWWR´, e[Slained further on page 74. It was through reflection and documentation that I 
discovered and explored these moments where I backed down rather than utilizing the anti-racist teaching moment.   
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criticality and listening to those around you, all of which start with being open to learning and 

making mistakes. 

            BXW leW¶V ciUcle back WR Zh\ YRlXnWeeUV dRn¶W feel comfortable talking about race. 

According to Álvarez (2018), one reason is fear. In a mixed methods study, Álvarez spoke with 

336 White teachers on their feelings about talking about race in K-12 classrooms. They found 

that most teachers believed that talking about race was important, but at the same time avoided 

the conversation out of fear or to protect their own interests or jobs. While it does show a level of 

consciousness to be able to acknowledge the importance of talking about race, Whe ³feaU´ Rf Whe 

conversation is limiting and leads to a colorblind teaching framework that Álvarez observed. He 

believed this was partially due to preservice teaching programs not exposing preservice teachers 

to race and positionality, but Green (2003) and Endres & Gould (2009) found this problem even 

after teaching about Whiteness theory. So, ZhaW dReV iW Wake WR VhifW Rne¶V RUienWaWiRn, and acWiRn 

in the world?  

In my research, the goal was for critical conversations to be with college volunteers and 

yRXWh, Waking inWR accRXnW bRWh cRllege VWXdenWV¶ and middle VchRRl VWXdenWV¶ agenc\. I aimed WR 

make conversations about culture, race and identity a central part of trainings for college students 

as well as incorporated into art activities. My goal was to create caring relationships across racial 

lines, while making sure to recognize and name race. According to my theory of change, care 

and relationships of trust are important when combating the silence around Whiteness and 

privilege and affirming racial identities, ultimately in order to create a space that challenges the 

status quo and fosters open conversations on race, racism and Whiteness (DeMeulenaere, 2012). 

However, as with most things this was easier said than done. From the above studies I took a few 

key learnings that guided my thinking within Whiteness theory: 
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1. Relationship building across racial lines through one-on-one time, patience, interest in 

learning from and about youth, and time to joke around and have fun is essential for 

creating a space for CSP to happen. By relationship building I mean caring relationships 

that recognize and name race/racial differences and are meaningful and supportive for 

youth and volunteers alike. 

2. A few training sessions will not change a volunteer's entire mindset and consciousness 

but that does not diminish the importance of having conversations on culture, race, 

privilege, power and other topics often avoided. 

3. Youth having agency over conversations and art is important; open-ended prompts can be 

helpful and offer flexibility within the traditional binary of correct and incorrect.  

4. Enacting CSP in art is hard because it is not the familiar way of teaching. Recognizing 

Whiteness is essential within this. 

5. I, as a head volunteer in a position of power should lead in risk taking around 

conversations about Whiteness, culture, identity and power while being both constantly 

self-critical and truthful and open to making mistakes and owning up to that. 
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4.    METHODOLOGY 

   This is an atypical approach to methodology. This section offers the interventions and 

actions I enacted at Core Stage, as well as the data I collected and how I analyzed them. I am 

writing and organizing this section differently fURm a WUadiWiRnal ³meWhRdV VecWiRn´ because for 

this project, the process of action, reflection, and research was circular and iterative. The more 

time I spent in the teen program of Core Stage, the more data I collected and the more I learned. 

The more I learned, the more interventions I put into place, and the more interventions I put into 

place the more data I had to analyze. While I was collecting data from two groups (volunteers 

and students), I was still actively involved in weekly programming, as a leader of Core Stage. 

The methodology of this research is thus informed by practitioner inquiry (Cocharan-Smith & 

Lytle, 2015). Because I am drawing on practitioner inquiry, it is important to highlight my 

practice (including actions and interventions) as well as my research on those practices. And the 

ways in which those two were tied together are messy, but in productive ways.  While I acted as 

a researcher, collecting data and taking notes during programming, I was still a practitioner, 

actively helping facilitate activities, UXnning ZaUmXSV and SUeWending WR be a ³VcaUed WRmaWR´ in 

a drama game.  

I collected data beginning in October of 2019 through March of 2020. I only collected 

data from students and volunteers who consented to be a part of the research and all participants 

and the organization were given a pseudonym for protection, and given the agency to back out of 

Whe SURjecW aW an\ SRinW. I RbWained SeUmiVViRn WR cRndXcW UeVeaUch WhURXgh m\ inVWiWXWiRn¶V IRB. 

Because the youth in the project were my students and younger than me, I acknowledge there 

was a power differential at play and some interview answers may have been affected by that, as 

in they may not have felt comfortable critiquing Core Stage or being fully candid. In that same 
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vein, I acknowledge that I was in a position of power over the volunteers as President of the club 

and a lead volunteer and the power differential at play within this relationship as well. While I 

am aware and acknowledge that my position as a practitioner and insider might have impacted 

my research interpretations and searched for discrepancies within data to deal with this, I also see 

the strengths that this insider perspective brought, as knowing the volunteers and youth and 

having relationships with them might have engendered open responses within interviews.   

Actions and Data Collection 

      First, I began with surveys distributed through Core Stage at trainings to explore volunteers' 

perceptions of preparation and training. For this section, anything in a textbox is an 

intervention/action. 

1a) Survey (October 2019) 

The first training for Core Stage concluded with participants being asked to fill 

out an eight-question survey that was emailed to them on their phones or computers. The 

survey was distributed through Core Stage, but I was granted permission by both 

participants and Core Stage to utilize iW. QXeVWiRnV inclXded, ³Did WhiV WUaining helS \RX 

feel mRUe SUeSaUed? If \eV in ZhaW Za\V´; ³IV WheUe an\Whing WhaW ZaV RYeUlRRked RU 

cRXld be added in Whe fXWXUe´; and ³WhaW neZ VkillV (if an\) haV WhiV WUaining cRnWUibXWed 

to your skillset? Please explain.´ OXW Rf 23 SaUWiciSanWV 15 (65%) filled out the survey  

(see responses in section 5.1.1.). Based on a preliminary analysis of survey results 

VhRZing WhaW almRVW all YRlXnWeeUV felW SUeSaUed WR diVciSline \RXWh and XWili]e Whe ³3 

SWUike PRlic\´, I decided to focus in on revising the training's focus on the discipline 

SURWRcRl, knRZn aV Whe ³3 SWUike PRlic\´.  

1b) Design in Response to the Survey 
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 An intervention I took as a result of survey findings was to revise training 

VeVViRnV and UeZRUk Whe ³3 SWUike PRlic\´.  

ACTION: ImSlemenWing DiffeUenW ³ClaVVURRm ManagemenW´ PUacWiceV/PRlic\ 

 The part of the training that was cited as most helpful in debriefs and interviews with 

YRlXnWeeUV ZaV URle Sla\ing Rf Whe ³3 SWUike´ diVciSline SRlic\. The Za\ iW ZaV fUamed in Whe 

role play led to volunteers relying on discipline as the immediate fallback for any 

uncomfortable or uncertain moment they had with students. 

For the second training I created five steps before getting to a strike to try to mitigate 

the reliance on discipline and shift it towards taking an inquiry-based approach. The five 

steps are as follows: 

 1) Put yourself in students' shoes and realize they are coming from a full 

week at school straight to our program and may just be tired of the constant 

instruction. 

 2) Take an inquiry approach, ask the student what's up, how their day was 

and about the behavior in question.  

3) Ask students if they want to take a break or go get water. (Volunteers were 

unaware they could do that.) 

4) Redirect and remind the student what is being done currently in the 

lesson/program.  

5) WaUning Rf a VWUike, ZiWh Whe hRSeV iW ZRn¶W eYen geW WhiV faU.  

If iW ZeUe WR SURgUeVV SaVW VWeS fiYe, WhaW iV Zhen YRlXnWeeUV cRXld geW inWR Whe ³3 

VWUikeV´ again.  
 

ACTION: Create A Youth Worker Activity 

Using the hands-Rn naWXUe Rf Whe ³3 SWUike´ Uoleplay, at the second training I split volunteers 
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into groups, gave them 15 minutes and asked them to draw a good youth worker. I did this in 

an attempt to encourage group share, relationship building among fellow volunteers and open 

a discussion of what is important for youth workers to enter spaces with. Groups worked to 

draw the youth worker and write attributes they felt were important. Attributes included 

kindness, flexibility, engagement and one group wrote culturally aware.  

 

 

 

To the left is an 

example of one 

group¶s drawing. 

Other examples can 

be seen in the 

appendix.  

 

 

 1c) Post Intervention Survey (January 2020)  

 In order to see whether there was a shift in volunteers¶ thinking about discipline, 

I distributed a second survey following my revised training. This survey, like the first, 

was eight questions and was distributed by Core Stage directly following the second 

training and I was granted permission to use it. QuestiRnV Rn WhiV VXUYe\ inclXded, ³Did 

WhiV WUaining helS \RX feel mRUe SUeSaUed? If \eV in ZhaW Za\V´; ³WhaW neZ VkillV (if an\) 
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haV WhiV WUaining cRnWUibXWed WR \RXU VkillVeW? PleaVe e[Slain´; and a TXeVWiRn fRU 

UeWXUneUV: ³ReWXUneUV: CRmSaUed WR Whe laVW WUaining, what was different? What worked? 

WhaW did nRW ZRUk?´ OXW Rf 29 SaUWiciSanWV, 18 UeVSRnded (62%) (see responses in 

section 5.1.1.). Following each survey and training session I co-taught and observed 

volunteers teaching at Core Stages afterschool art sessions at the teen program, taking 

audio-recordings, fieldnotes and conducting interviews throughout.  

2a) Audio-recording and observations (fieldnotes) of training sessions and Core 

Stage programming with youth. 

The bulk of my time was spent in the actual afterschool program, supporting 

volunteers' plans and delivering their lessons, but also facilitating debrief sessions after 

each Zeek¶V SURgUamming. FURm CRUe SWage¶V Zeekl\ SURgUamming fRU \RXWh, I 

collected the following forms of ethnographic data: 

Audio-recording: 

I audio recorded all volunteer debriefs, and select segments of the programs' 

sessions. When I say select parts, I am referring to the audio-recording of lesson 

explanations and its implementation. After each week I listened back to recordings and 

identified and created rough transcriptions of key segments (defined later) relevant to my 

project, research questions, and emerging themes. That said, due to the placement of the 

audio-recorder, multiple voices and volume, I was unable to transcribe most lessons from 

November to December.  Moreover, I only transcribed voices of students who had given 

consent to the project. I utilized audio-recordings in order to explore how volunteers 

interacted with the teens. I also utilized my recordings of program sessions to unpack 

youth interactions with each other and volunteers and whether and how culturally 

sustaining conversations happened. I audio-recorded every volunteer debrief from the end 

of weekly programming as well as training in order to remember what happened each 
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week and understand volunteers¶ perception of programming and student interactions. 

These helped me to identify recurring themes. 

 Interviews 

I interviewed six volunteers and four students within the program as well as 

Jessica, the Executive Director. Interviews were conducted in a relaxed, private setting 

and allowed for confidential conversations. Interviews followed a semi-structured 

interview protocol of asking youth and volunteers about their experiences in the program 

and the Executive Director about the history and future of the program. More 

specifically, I used interviews to delve deeper into what volunteers thought about culture, 

idenWiW\, cUeaWing UelaWiRnVhiSV, ³miVbehaYiRU´ and ZRUking ZiWh XUban \RXWh/WeenV. WiWh 

the youth I asked about their experiences with art and Core Stage, their identity and what 

is important to them, about their culture and lastly, about what makes a good 

menWRU/WeacheU (I did WhiV b\ aVking fRU adYice fRU a ³fUiend´ WhaW iV VWaUWing a SURgUam 

similar to Core Stage). These helped me to identify personal views and opinions of 

participants about Core Stage and get deeper insight and ask questions about what I was 

interested in. 

Artifacts and Documents: 

 In the form of pictures, I collected work created by youth, volunteers and myself. 

This included volunteers¶ lesson plans, pictures from the second training of what 

volunteers believe makes a good volunteer, and some artwork created by volunteers. I 

also collected, took pictures of (and returned) students¶ visual art projects that related to 

culture and other research interests as well as packets used in the co-creation of 

curriculum. I did this to gauge the volunteers and youths understanding of positive youth 

work, unpack lessons taught and how accessible and engaging they were for students, and 

what forms of culturally sustaining conversations and curriculum were brought into the 

space.  

Field notes:  

During the program I would write down my observations in a notebook. Then, 

immediately after a debrief I would write a reflection of the debrief and combine that 

with my earlier observations to create a digitized journal entry. Though some weeks I 
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was not able to write as many in-program observational field notes as I would have liked 

(as I was facilitating lessons with volunteers), I used these field notes and reflections to 

summarize what happened each session and the noticings and interesting moments I was 

observing. I also used field notes to mark the things audio-UecRUdeUV can¶W caWch like 

attitude, vibe and presentation of lessons, conversations and general programming.  

 

2b) ACTION: Co-Creating Curriculum 

With the help of my Praxis class I came up with the action to co-create an arts curriculum 

between students and volunteers. The goal with this intervention was to create a space that 

is flexible and lends itself to building relationships between volunteers and youth and to 

creating a sense of agency for both youth and volunteers. This was based on many 

comments from volunteers in prior debriefs about how students do better with more 

fle[ibiliW\ and in Vmall gURXSV aV iW ³VSliWV XS Whe eneUg\´ (cRmmenW fURm Heather in 

debrief). The first time I ran the activity I split volunteers and students into groups and gave 

them a few pens and one piece of paper with a slightly altered version of the outline 

volunteers use when making a curriculum. The first attempt was unorganized and not 

culturally aware and sustaining. The worksheets I gave out were all in English and meant to 

be utilized by college students, not teenagers and the directions I gave were unclear. So, for 

the next week I worked with a volunteer to create a new format of the worksheet and got 

help translating the form to Spanish as well as English. The new worksheet asked the groups 

to come up with a few different options as individuals, then come together and see what 

they liked. From there they had to go through and fill out together what is necessary for the 

lesson to work, and identify any issues that may come up. All four groups came up with 

great ideas ranging from creating a community mural to making art out of food. Though we 

were only able to complete two co-created, co-led lessons (food as art and community 



49 

mural), volunteers and students found this worksheet more helpful and the lessons 

successful as it gave volunteers opportunities to get to know students and students in a more 

relaxed setting. That said, no attention was given to power dynamics before, during or after 

by anyone, myself included. This is definitely an oversight and lessons tended to not be co-

led as planned. 

e 
Volunteers and teens work in teams to create the best, most artistic 

designs with oranges, oreos, chocolate chips and bananas. 

 

2c) ACTION: Lunar New Year Lesson 

 In late January, before I had even fully fleshed out a plan for how to help volunteers 

implement CSP into art education, one of the volunteers approached me and asked if I would 
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helS heU and anRWheU YRlXnWeeU WR cUeaWe a leVVRn Rn NeZ YeaU¶V WUadiWiRnV, Vpecifically 

focusing on the Lunar New Year. Together we bounced ideas back and forth and created a 

set of age appropriate games, activities and art for the younger and older youth that she felt 

represented the Lunar New Year. I created a template for a discussion to take place before 

Ze gRW VWaUWed ZiWh gameV and acWiYiWieV. In Whe diVcXVViRn, I aVked VWXdenWV, ³WhaW aUe VRme 

things you do on New Year¶V RU WinWeU hRlida\V?´ SWXdenWV' Walked abRXW WheiU YaU\ing 

cultural traditions, food and noticed the differences between their cultural practices. For the 

activities, volunteers and youth made paper lanterns out of li xi envelopes, played a zodiac 

game and played a game called the shoe game. The lesson then concluded with everyone 

getting back together, eating clementines and leaUning hRZ WR Va\ ³HaSS\ NeZ YeaU´ in 

Vietnamese, 

Chinese, and 

Hebrew and though 

unplanned, some of 

the teens taught 

how to say it in 

Spanish as well.  

 
Volunteers 

playing the zodiac 
game with 
students 

Challenges with Data Collection 

As mentioned earlier, all forms of data were only collected from students and volunteers 

who consented to the project. While all volunteers who were at the teen program consented to all 
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parts of the project and data collection, I only received five forms back from students with not all 

consenting to all parts of the data collection. Though I handed out copies each week for a month 

for students and their parents in both Spanish and English, I struggled to get them back. I 

encountered challenges doing research in a program that is working as a part of a bigger 

program. For example, I had to distribute and receive back my consent forms through the bigger 

program¶s administrator who once misplaced the forms students passed in. This was by far the 

biggest hindrance to my data collection, but unfortunately something that is out of my control. 

There are many reasons I may not have gotten forms back, all of which I understand and had to 

keep in mind during my data analysis process.  

Data Analysis 

I want to be clear about the data that made it into my analysis, what was left out and why. 

From October until March, each week after programming, after writing reflections and compiling 

field notes I would listen to recordings I had taken. As I listened, I created rough transcripts of 

moments I felt reflected themes I had identified or felt were interesting moments of struggle, 

growth, excitement, engagement, quieting students or disconnects between volunteers and youth. 

Below is an example of a rough transcript of what I identified as a key part from October 25th. 

This transcript comes from a debrief with the Executive Director and volunteers: 

Jessica at 11 mins 34 sec: That is generally what to expect when you work with teenagers 

fRU WhRVe Rf \RX ZhR Xh, ZhR dRn¶W haYe a lRW Rf e[SeUience ZRUking ZiWh WeenV±or 

WZeenV, Whe\ ZRn¶W±uh, a lot less than little kidV Whe\ ZRn¶W giYe \RX aV mXch like 

validation or affirmation that you are doing things right, sometimes they will do the exact 

opposite but on the inside they feel it so it can be like, kind of challenging in that way to 

work with the teens, and personally feel like it is why people are more intimidated to 

ZRUk ZiWh WeenV Whan liWWle kidV becaXVe like \RX jXVW dRn¶W knRZ if Whe\ like \RX and 

\RX¶Ue like ³SleaVe like me´ like±RU if Whe\¶Ue enjR\ing VRmeWhing bXW. 
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*Volunteers agree* 

Olivia: Yeah, no, teenV aUe a lRW haUdeU and Xm, I Whink iW¶V gRRd Ze haYe WhiV SURgUam 

after elementary. 

Sam: Yeah the little ones really get us ready for the hard work. 

*Laughter, conversation transitions to logistics about next week* 

Towards the end I went back through and transcribed in depth debriefs I had marked in 

my data log as important or worth revisiting. For most interviews I transcribed the entirety of it 

as they were generally less than 15 minutes (not including a volunteer interview that went for an 

hour in which I did the same process as done with debriefs). However, just because it was 

transcribed and printed does not mean it made it into coding. After finishing research, I went 

back through my transcriptions, research questions and data log and decided that in terms of 

debriefs and program sessions, I needed to pick and choose days. I chose segments from 

important dates, times there was conflict or volunteers did not feel the program went well and 

times I saw growth in order to capture different, conflicting, strong moments in order to get as 

many complex, puzzling and interesting moments within data analysis as possible: 

➢ One day where engagement was low and the subsequent debrief focused on discipline.  

➢ A debrief that focused on the struggles of working with teens, specifically in urban 

environments. 

➢ A debrief and lesson that volunteers felt did not go well based on there not being an 

³adXlW´. 

➢ A lesson and debrief focused on culture and Lunar New Year, a debrief about the teen 

program¶s future, two lessons and debriefs where we co-created curriculum and 

implemented it. 
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➢ A lesson and debrief where I saw a lot of growth from youth and volunteers. 

In total, my analysis of program sessions and debriefs focused on five lessons and eight 

debriefs. I also included in my analysis all four youth interviews, six volunteers¶ and JeVVica¶V 

interviews, and transcripts of the sections ZheUe diVciSline ZaV Walked abRXW fRU bRWh ³big´ 

training and surveys taken at training aVking YRlXnWeeUV ZhaW did and didn¶W ZRUk and ZhaW Whe\ 

learned.  

As I analyzed each document, I created codes of what was said and/or written. After 

completing a document, I created categories from the codes. From there, every five completed 

documents I created themes. But that process was not as easy as it sounds summed up. My 

analysis had plenty of twists and turns, false starts and re-sorting. I often would put a code into a 

category and realize that it might not belong there. Thus, my codes, categories and themes were 

flowing and constantly changing until I completed coding. While my findings section will show 

what my themes are, I also want to highlight what actually led to the themes, the categories and 

codes that landed within them. Below is an example of some of my codes, categories and my 

themes:  
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First, I want to point out that many of these codes and categories fit into multiple 

diffeUenW WhemeV. FRU e[amSle, ³langXage´ fiWV inWR bRWh cXlWXUe and lack Rf SUeSaUaWiRn and 

control, but for different reasons. Language in terms of discipline and control and the shift from 

³diVciSline´ WR ³claVVURRm managemenW´ fiWV XndeU a lack Rf SUeSaUaWiRn Zhile langXage in WeUmV 

of culture refers more to the different languages that become utilized in sessions that focused on 

culture and the want for culture to be talked about GiYen Whe cRmSle[iW\, iW¶V likel\ WhaW in m\ 

data analysis things were missed, overlooked or influenced by my assumptions/lens.  

Nonetheless, the process of coding process of coding, though long and winding, illuminated a lot 

of new things for me that I overlooked during my actions, outlined in the next section.  

 



55 

5. DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS: 

BefRUe I gR an\ fXUWheU, I ZanW WR RZn XS WR Rne Rf m\ RZn VhRUWcRmingV. I¶Ye Walked 

about the deficit view that volunteers had of youth at Core Stage and how that led to a lot of the 

discipline I observed and saw as problematic. I went into this research with this subconscious 

lens and view of them and missed something; my own deficit view of the volunteers. I was 

viewing White college volunteers with a deficit that was equally as harmful as the one I 

perceived in their deficit views of youth, as it did not encourage growth or support. I think 

sometimes the way I write, or the transcripts dRn¶W accXUaWel\ UeSUeVenW Whe immenVe gURZWh WhaW 

I saw within volunteers and youth alike from the first week of programming and research to the 

end. I did not step back and see many of the perceived shortcomings of volunteers were my 

responsibility since volunteers were not well prepared in training.  That said, I recognize that it is 

not all on me either -- volunteers and leadership have a role here as well. It comes down to 

whether or not volunteers are willing to step up and own that not talking about culture or being 

closed off to CSP makes them complicit. 

A lot of the issues I grapple with in this section are structural or institutional. Within this 

findings section I will highlight some ideas around power, discipline and deficit-based lenses that 

were apparent from the beginning of the process. But, I also want to focus on relationship 

building and its importance to CSP as well as highlight and celebrate the growth I saw, and the 

appreciation I have for college volunteers and the youth. This section will focus on three 

recurring themes that I saw from interventions and also determined what interventions would be: 

1) power and control; 2) the different developmental trajectories of volunteers and ideas; and 3) 

notions of culture. All of the themes are cross-cutting, affecting each other.  

Power and Control 
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 Culturally sustaining pedagogy is concerned with how schools and learning environments 

are places where bodies are controlled. For many volunteers, this idea of schools being a place 

where teachers are in charge and transmit facts to students, and students are learners who follow 

teacher directions resonates with their experience. For many volunteers, myself included, it is 

simply the norm. This traditional schooling system we view as normal leaves no exceptions to 

the rules or place for youth agency. Considering that many volunteers at Core Stage are first- or 

second-year undergraduates, this traditional idea of schooling often has yet to be explored or 

challenged, meaning it is still the norm and dominant expectation in learning environments. 

While I did see volunteers interrogating notions of control and power, the acceptance of the idea 

that teachers control students is ingrained. It is also, I learned, a mask for their own fear of 

³failXUe´. WheWheU iW iV UelaWed WR cRnWURl and diVciSline, cXlWXUe and Uace, or relationship 

building, everything leads back to a feeling of being prepared. That preparation (or lack 

therefore) starts at Core Stages training -- the one created to prepare volunteers to work with 

youth. In this section I will discuss some of the main repercussions that relate to the lack of 

preparation of volunteers, which prompts volunteers to resort back to what is known and what is 

³nRUmal´ in Whe leaUning enYiURnmenWV Ze aV YRlXnWeeUV knRZ. 

 In RWheU ZRUdV, Whe YRlXnWeeUV aUe nRW ³bad´ RU abXVive individuals, but instead, they are 

enacting scripts of power and control when they feel uncertain and underprepared. Think about 

it, when we as humans are uncertain and uncomfortable, we seek control (over people, situations, 

etc.) (Light, 1979). It is an idea founded in psychology and professional management studies that 

examine the ways we, as humans, handle uncertainty with power. This finding comes from the 

first training, interviews and my interpretations of YRlXnWeeUV¶ thoughts around preparation and 

preparedness. What my findings show is that this need for control is deeply rooted and invisible, 
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like race. It simply is not on White people's radar. According to my data analysis, power and 

control is a response to uncertainty and feeling like an outsider not knowing what to do, 

especially as a White person working with urban youth. In the context of Core Stage, it is not 

neceVVaUil\ WhaW YRlXnWeeUV Veek cRnWURl and SRZeU RYeU VWXdenWV; UaWheU Zhen Ze dRn¶W haYe 

alternatives, we resort back to what we are accustomed to. When we as leadership do not prepare 

volunteers to work with urban youth and only focus on ³3 strikes´ and discipline, we are not 

helping to challenge ideas of schooling, and when push comes to shove, volunteers will resort 

back to discipline and control, or what they know. When students are talking too much or not 

engaging in lessons volunteers felt the way to mitigate that was by setting the rules, controlling 

their behavior, and being authoritarian.  

Trainings are created to mediate that uncertainty and prepare workers within all different 

fields, whether it be youth work or healthcare. However, as has been mentioned, the first big 

training for volunteers at Core Stage spent a bulk of the time focusing on discipline and 

classroom management, never outlining fully who the students are, how to address your own 

positionality and privilege and work with urban youth or what to expect going into classrooms. 

This made it so that volunteers felt unprepared to work with urban youth. In interviews with 

YRlXnWeeUV I aVked Whe TXeVWiRn, ³When \RX fiUVW VWaUWed, did \RX feel SUeSaUed WR ZRUk ZiWh 

XUban \RXWh?´. SRme Rf Whe anVZeUV I gRW inclXde: 

Liam: I like nearly crapped myself the first time I went into the program µcause I had no 

idea what was going on. I felt like I was thrown in quite literally and was giving strikes 

my first week. (interview transcript) 

Sam: When I VWaUWed, I didn¶W, I didn¶W Ueall\ feel SUeSaUed. I Whink Whe SUeSaUaWiRn, I mean 

I think it was always there because I really, think I am a pretty, um, seasoned youth 

ZRUkeU, bXW \RX ZRn¶W feel cRnfidenW Will \RX VWaUW gRing in. (inWeUYieZ WUanVcUiSW) 
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CaUiVVa: NR. I Whink«I mean in XUban VeWWingV WheUe¶V a lRW Rf diffeUenW minRUiW\ gURXSV 

and like, kidV aUe YeU\ TXick WR SRinW RXW Whe RbYiRXV like ³Rh m\ gRd WhaW kid iV WhiWe, 

\RX¶Ue diffeUenW, I¶m like WhiV´, and I had neYeU had WR leaUn hRZ WR deal ZiWh WhaW befRUe 

so like, Core SWage¶V SRlicieV helSed me faciliWaWe WhRVe ViWXaWiRnV. (inWeUYieZ WUanVcUiSW) 

  

Nearly all the answers I received focused on not feeling prepared at first, but that 

preparation comes with time. Personally, I feel that we are doing an injustice to youth and 

volunteers if we are not preparing them to do youth work in an urban setting and sending them in 

WR ³figXUe iW RXW aV Whe\ gR.´ ThiV leaYeV URRm fRU miVXndeUVWandingV and miVWakeV. I SeUVRnall\ 

think that that ideology leads to a lack of clarity for everyone and a lack of space to ask questions 

and voice uncertainty. Rather, I think we should send volunteers in with not only tools but also 

goals about agency and positionality, privilege, relationship building, and inquiry and asset-

baVed mindVeWV. BXW iW iVn¶W aV VimSle aV WhaW. In all inWeUYieZV ZiWh YRlXnWeeUV, Whe\ Walked abRXW 

the feeling of uncertainty when they first began. How do you help the volunteers leverage that 

uncertainty so it can become a source of continued learning and self-interrogation? How do you 

help college students who are often new to not only college and that experience but also to an 

urban environment to navigate uncertainty and all its complexities when there is no easy script. 

While I haYen¶W fRXnd Whe definiWiYe anVZeU WR WhaW TXeVWiRn, m\ anal\ViV VXggeVWV VRme clXeV. 

Among further exploration in interviews and almost every answer in the survey given out after 

the first training, I found that every single volunteer cited one activity from training as most 

helpful.  

Following the idea outlined by Sam above, the activity was one where the leadership 

team created sketches that were supposed to emulate different scenarios that can happen at 

programming and had volunteers practice giving strikes to students. The activity asked 

YRlXnWeeUV WR UeVSRnd WR VcenaUiRV ZheUe a VWXdenW iVn¶W SaUWiciSaWing RU liVWening. SR, as 
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mentioned above, I kept with this for the second main training where I altered the ³3 strike´ 

system. Even after spending less time on that section and adding the other activities that were 

hands-on and worked in groups, survey results showed similar, interesting results, reinforcing the 

idea that we resort back to what we are accustomed to and grew up with.  

Language of Control 

 The volunteers latched on to the one thing that was explained in depth -- Whe ³3 VWUike 

SRlic\´ Zhich fRcXVed Rn dealing ZiWh ViWXaWiRnV Rf ³miVbehaYiRU´. The inYiVible need fRU SRZeU 

and control and the idea that we resort back to what is known and how we were schooled (where 

the teacher knows all and controls the classroom) was apparent in the survey responses from 

both trainingV. The TXeVWiRn I fRcXVed Rn in Whe VXUYe\ ZaV: ³Did WhiV WUaining make \RX feel 

more prepared if so in what ways?  In the first survey, the word discipline is used over ten times 

and seems to be the big thing that college volunteers took away from the training. Volunteers felt 

SUeSaUed WR diVciSline kidV Zhen Whe\ ZeUen¶W SaUWiciSaWing, handle VWXdenWV ZhR aUen¶W behaYing 

and give strikes and warnings with confidence among other things.  

The second survey was from the second training where I implemented an intervention 

and spent significantly less time on discipline and the skits. As seen from the data table below, 

Zhile Whe ZRUd diVciSline ZaV Rnl\ XVed WZice, WhingV aURXnd behaYiRU like ³ZhaW WR dR in WimeV 

Rf WURXble ZiWh a kid´ ³cRnflicW managemenW´ and ³faciliWaWe XndeViUable behaYiRUV´ and ³ZhaW WR 

dR in SaUWicXlaU behaYiRU ViWXaWiRnV´ ZeUe XVed XlWimaWel\ meaning Whe Vame Whing.  
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Notice the differences in words used. In the first survey, the responses seem to locate the 

SURblem ZiWhin Whe \RXWh (³Whe kidV Zhen Whe\¶Ue nRW SaUWiciSaWing´, ³a kid iV nRW Sa\ing 

aWWenWiRn´, ³WheVe VSecific gURXSV Rf kidV´ eWc.), Zhile in Whe VecRnd VeemV WR fRcXV mRUe Rn 

ViWXaWiRnV (³WimeV Rf WURXble´, ³SaUWicXlaU behaYiRU ViWXaWiRnV´, ³handle diffeUenW VcenaUiRV eWc.). 

Though I may have helped volunteers shift the language around discipline and some frameworks 

and eYen SRVVibl\ begin WR ³Ue-Vee´ VWXdenWV in a mRUe positive light, the fact is that in practice, 

volunteers and honestly even myself at times resorted back to shushing, ultimatums, yelling or 

eYen WhUeaWening VWXdenWV ZiWh SXniVhmenW Zhen Whe\ aUe being ³diVUXSWiYe´. The XndeUl\ing 

approach to all these mechanisms was still controlling bodies, specifically Black and Brown 

bodies. Volunteers were never prepared to handle situations where a student was not engaged by 

asking questions or taking a different, asset-based approaches, rather just resorting back to the 

system that is known and the act of setting rules we have become accustomed to through 
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traditional schooling. 

This led me to grapple with even bigger questions surrounding the uncertainty mentioned 

earlier.  What does it really mean to shift not only language and framework but someone's 

orientation and consciousness? By this I mean what would it take to not only help college 

YRlXnWeeUV WR change WheiU langXage fURm ³diVciSline´ WR ³cRnflicW managemenW´ bXW WR change 

the way they view discipline, power and control. Unless volunteers interrogate what 

³managemenW´ Ueall\ meanV; ZhR iV managing ZhR, Zh\ aUe Ze Whinking Rf UelaWiRnVhiSV aV 

management, nothing will fully change. But in honesty, this is not something I have figured out 

how to do. Navigating this shift and the uncertainty that surrounds it is easier said than done.  

Culturally sustaining pedagogy and Whiteness theory both focus on ideas around control 

and power within learning environments. Without professional development and preparation, 

constant reflection and awareness and open dialogue, change will not happen. The traditional 

ideas around schooling that we, as college volunteers are accustomed to will continue to prevail, 

ZheWheU inWenWiRnal RU nRW. I¶Ye alVR cRme WR find WhaW m\ RUiginal gRal ZaV XnUealiVWic. I can't 

expect volunteers to have a visible shift in their orientation and consciousness, especially in such 

a short amount of time.  Even research on teacher prep programs have found that one- or two-

year SURgUamV VWill dRn¶W VhifW cRnVciRXVneVV. BXW Whe gRal remains to make volunteers aware that 

part of youth work is always being self-reflective.  

Developmental Trajectories of Volunteers 

 But the volunteers did change throughout my year-long praxis work. Thus, my second 

theme focuses on what I am calling their developmental trajectories. This section follows the 

paths of five volunteers and how they developed throughout the course of this project. In the 

context of culturally sustaining pedagogy, the framework of individual trajectories is incredibly 
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important. In PaUiV¶V fUameZRUk fRU CSP, he dReV nRW VhRZ Whe WUajecWRUieV SeRSle Wake in WheiU 

journey to become culturally sustaining. PaUiV¶V WheRU\ iV an aVSiUaWiRnal YieZ Rf VchRRling WhaW 

we need to be moving towards, yet he never talks about how people get there. He does not 

outline the twists and turns that are involved in the process of developing cultural competence. 

Overall, there are few studies that look at the developmental trajectories of college-aged students 

doing community work and how they deal with a space that is new, diverse and different where 

Whe\ aUen¶W fXll\ in cRnWURl. M\ gRal ZiWh WhiV Wheme iV WR helS SeRSle XndeUVWand Whe WUajecWRU\ 

people take and that the trajectory varies and has multiple dimensions in the goal of becoming a 

more cultuUall\ VXVWaining \RXWh ZRUkeU. WhaW I am lRRking aW VSecificall\ aUe Whe YRlXnWeeUV¶ 

changes within their interactions with youth, within their views about urban youth, and their 

openness to culture and critical conversations. I also believe that understanding the trajectories of 

volunteers has to be informed by the voices of youth, specifically what they see as a good 

volunteer. Therefore, I first introduce the youth perspectives. 

 According to the four students I interviewed (Cora, Camilla, Samera and Genesis), who 

all are new to Core Stage and are in middle school, there are a few things that make a good 

YRlXnWeeU. I SRVed Whe TXeVWiRn aV, ³M\ fUiend iV making a SURgUam VimilaU WR WhiV, ZhaW adYice 

should I tell her about what makes a good teacher or volunWeeU aW CRUe SWage?´ BelRZ ZeUe Wheir 

responses: 

Camila: Patience, explain as much as she can and try to have 1 on 1 time with each 

student, like not in the same day but like get to know students and try to connect with 

them. And bring food. (interview transcript) 

Genesis: Instead of just paying attention to all the other things they should pay attention 

to kids' backgrounds and what they feel and what they want to talk about and tell people 

through art. And that their opinions matter. (interview transcript) 



63 

Samera: She should know like, learn different kinds of people that are going to be in the 

program, like asking like, how their life is, knowing a little bit more about them. Like, 

Whe\ cRXld leaUn abRXW like, hRZ Whe\ aUe, hRZ Whe\¶Ue diffeUenW Whan eYeU\Rne else. Like 

asking what kind of traditions they have, what do they usually wear, what do they 

celebrate. Because some places they celebrate different things. Oh! And um, find what is 

good for a student or a kid. I would just say try to do her best and like, something fun, 

something that involves the whole group. Um, like something that will help the 

community like gardening or murals. (interview transcript) 

Cora: Yeah, they should get to know their students and really engage. Not just be there 

and do the stuff and then leave but engage with your students. Like ok, I think talking to 

them± like VRme SeRSle if Whe\ aUe haYing bad da\V VR like, Whe\ dRn¶W Ueall\ wanna do 

VWXff bXW like, RWheU WimeV SeRSle jXVW dRn¶W ZanW WR dR iW. IW¶V like I ZaV Va\ing befRUe, \RX 

haYe WR Ueall\ engage and geW WR knRZ \RXU VWXdenWV, like Zhen Whe\¶Ue Vad, mad. Like 

give time for people to relax. Tell your friend to engage with her students, not just be 

there and then leave. Like get to know them, their identity, their culture, their sexuality. 

(interview transcript) 

All of the answers focus on concepts around care and getting to know students as 

individuals. For volunteers when I SRVed a TXeVWiRn Rf, ³WhaW makeV a gRRd menWRU RU 

YRlXnWeeU?´ Whe\ UeVSRnded ZiWh VimilaU anVZeUV VXUURXnding cRnceSWV Rf caUe and engaging 

students, but did this really happen in practice? For each volunteer it was different. I will outline 

their journeys by separating them from the beginning, middle, and end, focusing on their ideas 

around culture, positionality, control, urban youth and how Core Stage can improve. I will begin 

with the journey of Olivia10. 

OliYia¶V JRXUne\ 

 
10 All names used are pseudonyms to protect the identity of volunteers. 
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 Olivia is a first-year student at Clark who began to work with Core Stage as soon as she 

could. She is a White woman coming from a suburban town in New England. She is interested in 

education and theatre and works predominantly with Friday programming, though she has also 

worked with other programs. She worked with youth before coming to Clark, but said it was 

different than Core Stage because the kids she worked with all had commonalities that she used 

WR UelaWe WR Whem bXW aW CRUe SWage Whe cRmmRnaliWieV ³aUe mRUe hidden´ (inWeUYieZ).  

 During our interview and many debriefs she expressed uncertainty about how to relate to 

students and how to have an impact: 

At first when I joined I felt a little out of place cause like I felt like everybody knew the 

past volunteers and was like used WR Whem and lRYed Whem VR mXch and I ZaV like ³Xgh 

I¶m a Win\ liWWle fUeVhman like I jXVW came and like, like nRbRd\ knRZV RU lRYeV me \eW´ 

and ZhaWeYeU. Like, I haYe a YeU\ YiYid memRU\ Rf \RX Va\ing WhaW like Whe\¶ll lRYe \RX, 

you just like, have to get WR knRZ Whem and leW Whem geW WR knRZ \RX bXW like, Whe\¶Ue VR 

amazing and give you hugs when you leave and all that stuff. And then like, I came and 

ZaV like ³Whe\¶Ue nRW giYing me hXgV, ZhaW am I dRing ZURng!´ (inWeUYieZ WUanVcUiSW). 

« 

At the beginning I ZaVn¶W aV, \RX knRZ, aV fUiendl\ RU YRcal and ZhaWeYeU ZiWh Whem. 

Um, so kind of learning by mirroring other volunteers was a big part of it for me. 

(interview transcript) 

This sentiment Olivia expressed about being quiet and keeping to herself at first was 

something most new volunteers did and was noticed often, by myself, other volunteers and even 

students. Camila, a student, in an interview point blank said: 

Camila: [VRlXnWeeUV aUe] nice, Whe\¶Ue jXVW WRR TXieW. YRX VhRXld±this is going to sound 

rude, bXW \RX VhRXld Well Whem WhaW if Whe\ dRn¶W SaUWiciSaWe mRUe Whe\¶Ue gRing WR geW 

kicked out. (interview transcript) 
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Olivia was unsure of how to create relationships and stayed quiet and observed instead. I 

then asked her how she became more comfortable and she went on to say she ³took a leap of 

faith.´ What she meant was she committed to the program and to getting to know the students by 

making herself open, fun, joking around with them, and being a positive role model.  

Specifically with the teen program like, you have to±a volunteer has to, um make clear 

WhaW Whe\¶Ue WheUe and Whe\'Ue WheUe fRU Whe kidV and Whe\ caUe abRXW Whem, cRmmXnicaWing 

with the teens and using their language and like, kind of figuring out how to relate to 

them because that builds trust which fuels success of a program and your impact. But also 

like, I didn¶W cRme in ZiWh WhiV, like I leaUned WhiV aV I ZenW and ZaWched \RX and 

countless other volunteers like, and the impact it had on them and you. (interview 

transcript)  

 In our interview, Olivia talked a lot about uncertainty around giving strikes, talking about 

culture and creating relationships. 

I ZaV jXVW Ueall\ neUYRXV. Like I didn¶W Ueall\ knRZ hRZ WR Walk abRXW Uacial diffeUenceV 

and like, how to create relationships across them. I alVR like didn¶W knRZ hRZ WR giYe RXW 

strikes confidently or uh, what deserved a strike, and yeah. (interview transcript) 

In quite a few debriefs Olivia expressed this uncertainty: 

Um, during the lesson when you asked what people do during New YeaU¶V someone 

anVZeUed ZiWh ³Ze all geW dUXnk´ and Xm, I dRn¶W knRZ, aUe Ze WU\ing WR nRW Va\ WhaW 

VWXff RU like, I dRn¶W knRZ.´ (debUief afWeU LXnaU NeZ YeaU leVVRn) 

Um, so Jessica, is [swearing] something to give a strike for? Like what is strikable? 

(debrief from November).  

 When it came to ideas around culture, race and positionality, Olivia had interesting 

moments. In our interview and survey after the second training, she talked about how great it was 

WR leaUn abRXW cXlWXUe and hRZ, ³all of our lessons and techniques used during programming 

VhRXld be inclXViYe Rf eYeU\Rne, and VSecificall\ VRmeWhing I didn¶W fRcXV mXch Rn ZaV being 
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cXlWXUall\ inclXViYe´ (VXUYe\ UeVXlW fURm VecRnd WUaining). She also talked in an interview about 

³hRZ gUeaW iW ZaV WR heaU eYeU\Rne Walk abRXW WheiU cXlWXUe dXUing RXU leVVRn Rn LXnaU NeZ 

YeaU´, Va\ing Ze VhRXld dR mRUe Rf iW. In JanXaU\ Vhe decided Vhe ZanWed WR cUeaWe a cXUUicXlXm 

around our differences and our identities and teach it and wanted some help. So, over dinner we 

discussed. She showed me a video she planned to show the students, of a young girl with 

cerebral palsy who is able to jump on the trampoline. The activity she proposed was having 

students write down things that they can do: jump, swim, eat, sing, play soccer etc. and have 

them share with each other. Her goal was to show that even though we are different, we all have 

things in common. I asked her what she thought about adding elements of identity and culture 

VXch aV Uace and langXage becaXVe Ze aUen¶W all Whe Vame. She Vaid in UeVSRnVe µnR, I ZanW WR 

fRcXV mRUe Rn RXU VimilaUiWieV UaWheU Whan diffeUenceV. I¶m Whinking I¶ll dR anRWheU leVVRn Rn 

culture because I liked the other one where the kids color in an Israeli flag and we talk about 

cXlWXUe.¶ (RbVeUYaWiRn). This was a lesson she was unable to put together, though may lead in 

future. Circling back to uncertainty, Olivia was unsure of how to have these conversations 

around culture, race and identity. 

Though it may not seem like it, Olivia has grown a lot this year especially in the way she 

interacts with students. When talking about her own journey she said: 

I Whink I¶Ye gURZn a lRW in Whe Za\V I inWeUacW ZiWh VWXdenWV. Like I feel like I am more 

open to them and getting to know them and coming to understandings by working 

WRgeWheU and meeWing Whem ZheUe Whe\¶Ue aW. (inWeUYieZ WUanVcUiSW) 

However, I would argue it is more. Olivia was the first volunteer to try giving students 

breaks and working with the teens as peers. Though she said that in the moment she tends to 

UeYeUW back WR Whe VWUikeV and naming Whe YalXeV Rf CRUe SWage, I dRn¶W Whink Vhe iV giYing heUVelf 

enough credit. Her journey is certainly not at a straight upward slant; rather it has bumps along 
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the way. She is a new volunteer and she is learning. She takes a step back and works with 

VWXdenWV ZhR haYe been named ³SURblem VWXdenWV´ like ChUiVWian WR cRme XS ZiWh a V\VWem WhaW 

works like participating for five minutes and then going for a walk or just taking a break for two 

minXWeV. I¶Ye Veen VR mXch gURZWh in Whe Za\ Vhe inWeUacWV ZiWh VWXdenWV, and the agency she is 

giving the teens. Though she seems to resist centering culture and cultural differences, she is 

open to learning and growing. 

Olivia is looking to take a leadership position next year within the Core Stage club and 

continue to work on the break system and five steps before a strike with a specific focus on 

helping volunteers to create relationships with students we work with. She still has a lot of 

growth but through this year I have seen her try new things and challenge her own biases. 

Liam's Journey 

 Liam had an interesting journey. He started volunteering with Core Stage last year and 

this year became a part of the leadership team. He did not have any prior experience with youth 

work before joining Core Stage, but enjoyed theatre and art and wanted to learn more, prompting 

him to join. I had known him prior to Core Stage through theatre spaces. He comes from a 

suburban town in New England and is a White man. What is interesting and something he 

gUaSSled ZiWh dXUing RXU inWeUYieZ ZaV hiV idenWiW\ and hRZ he iV SeUceiYed aV a ³YeU\ WhiWe 

man ZhR alVR VSeakV SSaniVh, VRmeWhing nRbRd\ e[SecWV´ (inWeUYieZ). He ZaV aW almost every 

Friday program this year.  

When he started at Core Stage, he did not feel prepared at all and was thrown in. For him 

there was a learning curve. That learning curve was getting to know students: 

The\ geW WR knRZ \RX, \RX bXild a UelaWiRnVhiS. And I Whink WhaW¶V Rne Rf Whe 

fundamental, um factors in, in good mentorship or volunteerism is building a relationship 

ZiWh Whe clienWele ZhR like, iW dReVn¶W VWem fURm VaYiRUiVm RU iW¶V jXVW like a deViUe WR geW 
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to know somebody. And like also just knowing what you are getting into with this like I 

said. Like that is why I think the exercise that Jessica did on strikes was helpful, though 

granted for I think a bit too long. Cause in reality every volunteer regardless of country, 

cXlWXUe, langXage iV gRing WR be like ³he\ WhaW kid VhRXldn¶W be dRing WhaW´ bXW iW¶V jXVW a 

matter of how do I say it? I mean strikes like, it feels like part of our, like social 

imaginary around like schools and growing up in, uh, maybe it is just New England but 

maybe in America, like we sort of have like the gold stars and 3 strikes and like those are 

understood by most kids and pretty effective so I think that activity also helps the 

learning curve. (interview transcript)  

Liam hRldV RnWR Whe idea Rf VWUikeV being a SaUW Rf Whe ³VRcial imaginaU\´ aURXnd 

schooling but as a positive, as something thaW can¶W be changed. BXW ZhaW deVeUYeV a VWUike? 

According to Liam in a debrief: 

YRX VhRXld alZa\V WU\ WR UediUecW bXW \RX knRZ, Zhen iW geWV WR a SRinW Rf ³I¶m 

miVbehaYing WR miVbehaYe´ like WR SiVV SeRSle Rff, When \eah WhaW deVeUYeV a VWUike UighW 

away, like that and bullying. (debrief from November) 

 While many other volunteers were unsure of how to approach or answer questions about 

culture, race and identity Liam openly and honestly answered any and all questions. During our 

interview we talked about whether the training helped him understand issues of race and culture. 

FRU him, iW did nRW, bXW VXggeVWed Ze lRRk ³WR Vee ZhaW VRUW Rf, cRUSRUaWe diYeUViW\ WUainingV lRRk 

like and how, we might sort of take that package and adapted for ourselves, cause, you know, the 

reality of the matter is that Core Stage is a business like organization, it's a corporate 

RUgani]aWiRn WR VRme e[WenW.´ (inWeUYieZ). He VXggeVWed Ze cRnWinXe WR WZeak iW XnWil Ze geW iW 

right. When I asked him what it would look like right he responded with: 

Liam: Um, ideally like we could have programming based almost entirely around culture. 

Hannah: Um, can you say more about that too? 
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Liam: Yeah, it can be arts and culture. Um, in fact, I think the two are difficult to 

separate, which is interesting because I feel like the kids inherently have these like lines 

that they've drawn between themselves, you know, based around maybe the color of their 

skin or the languages that they speak or, and these are things that, you know, the kids will 

tell you that they do this. Like I asked a kid, do you speak primarily English or Spanish at 

home, handing out a form. And she said, I'm black. And I said, do you speak primarily 

English or Spanish at home? And she goes, I'm black. And I go, so she's like so English. 

And I was like, great, thanks. Cause like, and like not being presumptuous I think is 

helpful, but like I think realizing that they are± (interview transcript) 

I¶Ye alZa\V ZRndeUed ZhaW he ZaV gRing WR Va\ Zhen he WUailed Rff in Whe laVW VenWence. 

Within this small segment, there was a lot to unpack about Liam, and learn about where Liam 

may have been at the beginning of the project. While Liam seems to believe that we should have 

programming based entirely around culture, he almost blames the youth for this not happening 

by saying that they have lines drawn between them. The position he takes when he tells the story 

about the girl is also very interesting. Liam may have thought he was being linguistically 

sensitive by offering forms in both Spanish and English, while, as Paris says, schools are 

becoming more and more linguistically complex. When Liam approached the young woman, he 

was doing so through a lens that upholds the English-Spanish dichotomy: that is, you speak 

either English or Spanish, not accounting for the linguistic diversity.  It was actually Cora who 

this happened with and though I did not bring it up, when I asked her about her identity she said: 

CRUa: Well, I¶m Black, a ZRman, I ZanW SeRSle WR geW WR knRZ me and be UeVSecWfXl and 

not aVVXme VhiW. I¶m HaiWian. I dRn¶W VSeak SSaniVh, Xm, I dRn¶W like UeSeaWing m\Velf a 

bunch of times, I like acting, and I want to be an activist. Oh, and I love sneakers. 

(interview transcript) 

Cora and Liam expressed different views of the situation. While Liam may have thought 

he ZaV being lingXiVWicall\ VenViWiYe, CRUa felW he ZaVn¶W liVWening and ZaVn¶W enWeUWaining Whe 
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possibility that she spoke something other than Spanish or English. While volunteers thought and 

talked about culture, they did not pay attention to multiple languages and language practices at 

hRme. ThaW Vaid, VXVWaining diVcRXUVeV and langXageV iV an imSRUWanW SaUW Rf PaUiV¶V cXlWXUall\ 

sustaining pedagogy, so the lack of overall attention to languages and discourses has dangerous 

assumptions and implications tied to it, as seen with Cora and Liam. 

  During programming Liam was always the one to discipline students and give strikes. 

He often would take an almost deficit view of students and would often be the one to say things 

like, ³KidV Zill Walk back WR \RX´ (aXdiR UecRUding fURm VecRnd WUaining), and ZaV Rne Rf Whe 

RneV WhaW aW Whe beginning VaZ Whe Ween SURgUam aV e[haXVWing Va\ing WhingV like ³IW¶V a lRW haUdeU 

and Whe\ dRn¶W ZanW WR liVWen´ (debUief fURm NRYembeU). IW ZaV Slacing the blame on students. 

Interestingly enough, this is where I believe Liam had the most growth. Within the last two 

mRnWhV I VaZ him changing hiV RSiniRnV and Slacing Whe ³blame´ inVWead Rn Whe WeacheUV WhaW 

supervised the program. While he kept his focus on discipline, he saw co-teaching as helpful as 

the students had to quiet each other down he also saw the inequities in the ways the teachers 

treated our students. He focused on a situation with one of the students who led the community 

mural lesson: 

So, what I have specifically in my mind right now is [student], somebody told her, I think 

it was Olivia, right? Yeah you told her that she could uh, take a break and relax for a little 

bit because she came up with the curriculum and taught it which like, sure whatever, if 

Rne Rf XV Vaid WhaW When fine, ZhaWeYeU Ze¶ll all back \RX XS Rn WhaW, Xm, bXW When [Whe 

WeacheU] ZaV like ³nR \RX haYe WR dUaZ Rn Whe Whing WRo´ and Vhe ZaV SUeWW\ SiVVed Rff 

abRXW iW, Zhich iV SUeWW\ UeaVRnable WRR Vince like, iW¶V Ueall\ frustrating to like, have one 

authority figure punish you for a thing that the other authority figure said you can do and 

When When like, WheUe¶V nR UighW anVZeU, Xm, VR I dRn¶W knRZ if Ze can geW Whem WR leaYe, 

RU (gURXS laXghV), I mean Ze dRn¶W need Whem? (debrief in February) 
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Other volunteers agreed saying the treatment was unfair and Liam led the charge of 

drafting an email to send to the teacher with our needs. He also continued to advocate for talking 

about and incorporating culture, always helping to try to bring it up in debriefs or other 

conversations whether it be the one on the Lunar New Year or after a ukulele lesson where he 

talked about the different cultural norms and how we can use them to help students and make 

relationships. In debriefs at the end of February he also began to support the ideas I was bringing 

in more and more, pushing back on volunteers like Josh who said co-teaching and co-creating 

cXUUicXlXm ZaV WRR la[ and made iW Veem like Ze dRn¶W caUe abRXW Whe SURgUam Va\ing ³I dRn¶W 

think WhaW¶V WUXe, Whe\ Veem WR Ueall\ like iW, Ze like iW, iW¶V gRing Zell. WhaW dR \RX mean?´ 

(debrief from February) Through I dialogue with Josh, I watched Liam eventually help him to 

reorient that thought to be about the importance of volunteers coming into the space with a 

positive headspace and open mind. 

Overall, Liam, like Olivia, grew in some ways, but there were bumps, and he is far from 

perfect. He still has some confusing ideas around culture and often would take over and take 

control in the group he was co-creating curriculum with, and within our debriefs as well, making 

it clear he had had a hard time with them. That said, he was always open to learning and had tons 

of ideas that he was willing to work collaboratively on and was very supportive of this project. 

Liam is graduating and thus not continuing with Core Stage but will continue to do this style of 

work in future in his intended field of arts-based therapy. 

SRShia¶V jRXUne\ 

 Sophia is in her first year at Clark. The first time I met Sophia she told me she was an 

intern with Core Stage. Mind you this was her first semester of her first year, showing her 

commitment and excitement for the program and work Core Stage does. She is incredibly 
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committed and always takes initiative, often creating curriculum for all the different programs 

weeks in advance. Sophia is a woman of color who grew up in an upper-class suburban town. 

She chRVe WR ZRUk ZiWh CRUe SWage becaXVe Vhe haV ³Whe maWeUialV and UeVRXUceV WR giYe back WR 

and helS SeRSle´ (inWeUYieZ). Her previous experience with youth work was also in a setting that 

utilized CSP, a culture-based camp. 

Sophia: Because of that camp I know what it's like to work with kids. And also I know 

what it's like to work with kids, I guess like of color. And a lot of the things that had to do 

with like I guess at culture camp was about identity issues. Um, and so not only could I 

provide them with like art lessons and just passion for whatever I'm teaching them, I 

could also bring them just an understanding of like I get what they're going through, 

µcause I've been in their shoes. Um, yeah. (interview transcript) 

Sophia brought that understanding, but sometimes struggled with her own biases and 

view of urban youth based on her upper middle-class background and the matching background 

of the youth that attended her culture-based camp which was expensive.  

A lot of them have families who send their kids [to the camp] have money and I guess 

financial needs aren't really a big struggle for a lot of the kids versus at, with Core Stage, 

these kids, we don't really know their financial status, but it's not like, they're not living in 

mansions in Worcester to say the least. Um, and so like, you know, a lot of the Core 

Stage kids like they're seeing some of this artwork stuff for the first time. Some of them 

had never had like real art class or what not, and like at my camp, all of the kids have 

had, like really good education and art and everything. (interview transcript) 

« 

Sophia: I've never worked with like, I guess the inner-city kids before. And so just like 

kind of seeing like, people who've like been there before and like just kind of like 

normalizing everything and just, they kind of just seeing what it would be like. 

Hannah: Can you say more about like normalizing everything? 
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Sophia: Yeah. Um, well part of it's like a lot of the exposure to inner city stuff is just stuff 

I either see on the news or in TV shows. And so that could be like totally fake, glorified 

or something like that. Um, and you also see a lot of stories about violence and then I 

guess people using a lot of profanity. And so I wasn't sure what Core Stage was going to 

be like, but then they, like show like, oh, you know, I want this crayon, but they have that 

crayon and like you have that at any age group in any school. And so it's like, okay, they 

are kids and it kinda like lessened like the scariness of working with inner city kids I 

guess. (interview transcript) 

Sophia held many assumptions around urban youth including their lack of access to art 

and music when in truth, all the students we had in programming had access to art and music 

classes and most had experiences with art prior to coming to Core Stage, making SRShia¶V 

assumptions untrue. These assumptions and negative view transferred over to her view of the 

teens. 

I was still a little bit concerned about how like teens were gonna just like communicate. 

And I have noticed it with working with Core Stage about how some of the teens, they're 

like a little bit fresh if you want to call them that. But you also get that with like little kids 

too. But just, uh, they'll be like snarky and like yeah, the kind of thing where it's like 

they're talking about like weaves and like when I was talking about community, they're 

bringing up ghetto and it's like I am not from the ghetto. And it was just like, I don't know 

how to respond to certain things. (interview) 

I remember the incident Sophia alluded to here. She was trying to teach a visual art 

lesson on communit\ and aVked fRU e[amSleV. ³GheWWR´ Vaid Rne VWXdenW. The fiUVW Wime SRShia 

ignRUed iW and WRRk a YRlXnWeeU¶V VXggeVWiRn Rf ³aUW´. TheUe ZaV a cleaU aiU Rf diVcRmfRUW: 

NRbRd\ kneZ ZhaW WR dR, m\Velf inclXded. ³GheWWR´ Whe VWXdenW Vaid again, heU fUiendV giggling. 

ThiV Wime SRShia acknRZledged iW and Vaid ³gheWWR, I gXeVV WhaW cRXnWV \eah´ and TXickl\ mRYed 

Rn aV Whe VWXdenWV giggled. We SXVhed fRUZaUd. NRbRd\ kneZ ZhaW WR dR. SRShia Vaid ³I dRn¶W 

knRZ hRZ WR UeVSRnd WR ceUWain WhingV´ UefeUUing WR VWXdenWV Walking about weaves and ghetto. A 
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part of raising critical consciousness is helping volunteers to take an inquiry stance toward what 

students say and do. That is, instead of just acknowledging it as Sophia had done, utilize talk 

tools such as asking what the student means when she says ghetto? What is important to her that 

she wants to communicate by saying that? 

 That moment stuck with Sophia just as it stuck with me. She was one of the volunteers 

that fully planned the Lunar New Year lesson and is committed to culturally sustaining 

pedagogy, trying to bring conversations about culture and identity in everywhere and anywhere 

Vhe can. SRShia¶V gURZWh can be Veen ZiWh heU hRneVW\ and challenging heU RZn biaVeV abRXW 

urban environments. Though in some debriefs she still fell back into this mindset and struggles 

with code-switching from age groups (she would speak to our seven-year-olds the same way she 

would the fourteen-year-olds), she is open to learning and wants to encourage agency for the 

youth, even the teens who she did not often teach after the incident. Sophia plans to continue her 

involvement and eventually run for a leadership position as well, taking with her a focus on 

culture and culturally sustaining pedagogy and a drive to try new activities and start new 

conversations with youth and hopefully soon, volunteers. 

Sam¶V jRXUne\  

So far, I¶Ye Walked abRXW Whe gURZWh Rf YRlXnWeeUV and hRZ I VaZ WhaW, afWeU challenging 

the deficit perspective I myself initially had with them. However, not all volunteers showed this 

gURZWh and RSenneVV. Sam¶V jRXUne\ iV Rne ZheUe gURZWh did nRW Ueall\ VhRZ -- something I 

want to be honest about, explore, and learn from.  

Sam has worked with Core Stage for about the same time as Liam. I knew him prior 

through theatre spaces as well. He has been on the leadership team for a year and a half. He is a 

White man from a suburban town in New England and works closely with Jessica. Like Liam he 
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is confident in his answers and tends to take charge. He is someone whom I would describe as a 

leader but always has the loudest voice in the group. His journey started because Core Stage was 

the perfect merging of his two passions: art and youth work. What kept him involved though was 

Whe ZRUk CRUe SWage dReV WR ³bUeak baUUieUV´: 

Sam: We still have a lot of work to do. Um, and most of that is along the wealth disparity 

line and I think what Core Stage does is break a lot of those barriers and that's what keeps 

me coming back. 

Hannah: How do you think it breaks barriers? Like what kind of barriers? 

Sam: Um, Core Stage for one thing, um, cares a lot about, um, for one thing, um, our 

positionality physically. Um, we, um, a great example is that, in the backend of our 

spring season, we were doing a lot of work with a space, which is about 15 minutes out 

of, um, more about ten minutes out of Clark. And it's, it's out of technically this 

neighborhood's parameters. And we realized that a lot of our clientele are in this 

neighborhood. And that's, um, I mean, just statistically speaking, that's a really, that's an 

impoverished community in, within Worcester. And that's a really diversified community 

within Worcester. And we realized one day that we were walking our students to bus 

stops and walking them through that process of what it's like to like use, transport 

systems. Um, you're jumping through a lot of hoops to get them there. And we said we 

loved the space, but, um, it was just too far for our people, for the people that we work 

with and for the young people that we work with. Um, and it's because of those 

intentional strategic ideas and those, those plans that we set in motion, whatever, we can 

knock down a lot of economic and systemic barriers. (interview) 

 I find iW inWeUeVWing Whe Za\ WhaW Sam XVeV Whe WeUm ³SRViWiRnaliW\´ and Whe VWance he takes 

through our interview as a main decision maker for the organization. Most interesting to me is 

how theory translates to practice for Sam in regard to his views on what makes a good mentor. 

Teachers and mentors and youth workers are all really successful because, um, I think the 

biggest thing that when you're in that role you need to recognize is mutual learning. Um, 
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I hate power dynamics, um, in classrooms and in youth workspaces. Um, I hate calling 

students kids and children and kiddos because I mean, they're, they're young people, 

they're an entirely new generation of, of minds that have ideas and senses and feelings in 

this exact same way that we do. And we were all at that same phase. (interview)  

This theory is one I agree completely with, but Sam did not always abide by, or enact 

WhiV. In WhiV inWeUYieZ alRne he XVed Whe ZRUd ³kidV´ Vi[ WimeV and RfWen ZRXld VWUXggle ZiWh cRde 

switching. He alVR RfWen XWili]ed Whe ZRUd ³clienWele´ Zhen VSeaking abRXW Whe \RXng SeRSle 

Core Stage works with. In the first training when he was describing the strike system he said 

³kidV aUe nRW aV emRWiRnall\ maWXUe aV XV cRllege VWXdenWV, Xm VR Ze haYe a V\VWem in Slace WhaW 

we use at every program that is called the 3 VWUike V\VWem´ (aXdiR UecRUding fURm fiUVW WUaining). 

Again, he uses the word kids. While other volunteers like Sophia and Liam were open to CSP 

and critical conversations, I received the most pushback on interventions I wanted to implement 

from Sam. Especially surrounding leadership decisions and conversations around race and 

SUiYilege. Sam¶V YRice Wended WR be Whe mRVW YRcal in cRnYeUVaWiRnV, affecWing Whe decision-

making process.  

In our interview we talked about how to support volunteers and where he saw that 

volunteers could use support. His answer was resiliency and he connected that to the ³3 strike´ 

system: 

 Sam: At Core Stage we have a 3 strike system and we emphasize, um, disciplinary action 

to be reparative not paralyzing. Um, we don't want our kids, um, our young people to 

feel, um, penalized and scrutinized for the things that they're doing poorly and certainly 

want them to, we want to focus on, I mean, all art is expressive. We don't want to dim 

their light. Um, we need to find a way to tell them, hey, what you're doing right now isn't 

super productive for the space. Um, but if you could just come back, to Earth and like, 

come join us like here now. Um, we're doing really great stuff and we think that it'd be 
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great if you joined us and that sounds really culty but it's true. Like that's the, I think 

that's our great way for our volunteers to get a better sense of what they need to be doing. 

Hannah: Through 3 strike? 

Sam: Um, I think that, yeah. But I just mean like making sure that they're using language 

that isn't like super, that doesn't demonize them when they do something wrong or it 

doesn't like, like no one should be yelling at these students (interview). 

HRZeYeU, in man\ debUiefV he Walked abRXW ZhaW iV a ³VWUikeable´ behaYiRU. In JanXaU\ he 

explained a situation that happened at programming where a student was being disrespectful and 

he dealW ZiWh iW in nRW Whe beVW Za\, bXW ZRXldn¶W haYe changed hRZ he handled iW: 

Olivia: At one point one student was in need of a break and going outside and when she 

did her siblings got upset.  

Hannah: Any ideas on how we can help? 

Sam: I Walked WR Whe WeacheU and WhaW¶V jXVW hRZ WhaW VWXdenW iV; Vhe geWV RYeUZhelmed and 

easily frustrated. But the thing was she was laughing with two students for a while and I 

think they were making fun of a younger student which is, not ok. I don't know, we had 

Wen minXWeV and I had WhUeaWened WR giYe VRme VWUikeV befRUe and iW ZaVn¶W ZRUking VR I 

Vaid WR Whe VWXdenW ³\RX can eiWheU ViW RYeU aW WhaW chaiU RU ViW aW Whe Rffice, iW¶V XS WR \RX´ 

and Vhe ZaV like ³I¶m RXW Rf heUe I¶m gRing WR Whe Rffice´ Zhich iV nRW Whe choice she was 

VXSSRVed WR make bXW I WRld heU Vhe needV WR Walk WR Whe WeacheU befRUe, VR I ZRXldn¶W giYe 

heU heU bag VR Vhe lefW ZiWhRXW iW and WhaW¶V Zhen I aleUWed Whe WeacheU and When iW ZaV a 

domino effect. Um yeah, so like I said it was a personal thing the student brought into the 

VSace iW¶V nRW Ueall\ an\Whing WhaW Ze can SUeYenW neceVVaUil\ Ze jXVW haYe WR be lRRking 

RXW fRU iW. I dRn¶W Whink I made a miVWake becaXVe Vhe ZaV making fXn Rf a student. I tried 

WR geW heU WR Walk WR me befRUe bXW Vhe ZaVn¶W haYing iW. Once Vhe lefW Whe RWheU VWXdenWV 

had an immediaWe mRRd change. The VRlXWiRn can¶W be WhaW Ze kick SeRSle RXW bXW like, 

doing that sort of like you need to sit over there today, we need to break it up you should 

be sitting with volunteers. (debrief from January 17th) 
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This was the first day I suggested breaks and offering breaks as an alternative in a 

situation like the one Sam described. Sam seemed uncertain about exactly what the student was 

doing but still jumped to threatening strikes and even kicked the student out -- another time that 

his theory and opinions did not transfer to practice. After this situation Sam stopped coming to 

the Friday program all together, showing up maybe once more.  

Overall, Sam did not show a lot of growth or openness to CSP, critical conversations or 

examining his own positionality and privilege. This is concerning not only because he is on the 

leadership team and will continue to be, but also because he is a future educator, hoping to teach 

at a school near Clark. While I still was able to implement interventions, I worry about the 

continuation of them as Sam will likely be on the leadership team again and is opposed to many 

of the actions and interventions. What gives me some solace is the fact that with Jessica's help 

and support, culture and aspects of Whiteness theory are now incorporated into a value of Core 

Stage, one they must abide by and strive for. 

All of my findings speak to the biggest implication of this project: the importance of 

continued professional development. College volunteers, like any other educator, need 

professional development and support in examining Whiteness and their own biases and the 

effect that Whiteness has on the youth we work with. Few studies have focused on the individual 

development of college students doing community-work, but I want to highlight these four 

YRlXnWeeUV¶ journeys as examples that all point to the need for more, ongoing professional 

development for college students doing work in communities.  

Culture 

What is Culture? 
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            How do we define culture? This question has become especially important as my project 

has continued. During my coding process I aimed to figure out what volunteers and students 

thought of culture and their views around it. From this process I found a recurring and interesting 

theme: culture is food. Though volunteers and students mentioned things like traditions, heritage, 

language and family, a bulk of conversations focused around food. Liam, a volunteer, outlined 

why he thinks we should focus on food when we talk about culture at Core Stage: 

Liam: Um, but like, I think we need to get at the norms under which culture operates. 

Um, so, like food, that's something everybody can relate to. Everybody's eaten in their 

life. Might not be good food, but it is food. So like what types of things have you eaten? 

Like what types of things did you really like? What types of things did you really hate? 

Do you hate brussels sprouts because they're delicious and you're wrong, or do you like, 

hate asparagus µcause that's a valid hate. Asparagus sucks. Um, but like things like that or 

like, you know, like what's like a typical food like that like you have at home. And I think 

maybe not necessarily explicitly using the language of like home culture, or like, 

something like that. µCause that can be alienating for people who feel like they're 

American and like, feel like their primary culture is American. Like what's your favorite 

food? McDonald's. Like, like you'll get some looks like that. (interview) 

 For Liam, food is relatable, something everyone can talk about. I do find it interesting 

that one of his concerns is alienating Americans and that that is something that is done by using 

Whe ZRUd ³hRme cXlWXUe´. Liam VeemV WR be gUaSSling ZiWh Whe idea WhaW ³AmeUican´ iV Whe 

abVence Rf cXlWXUe. PeRSle ZhR feel like Whe\¶Ue SUimaUil\ fURm Whe U.S dRn¶W haYe a hRme 

culture or traditions they do with their families, but I would argue against this narrative as even 

Whe mRVW mainVWUeam ³AmeUicanV´ haYe cXlWXUal SUacWiceV like ThankVgiYing dinneU RU VeWWing Rff 

sparklers on the fourth of July.  Similarly, Sam focuses on food when he talks about adding 

culture into curriculum: 
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Sam: I think that if we synthesize culture with our curriculum a little bit more, we've 

always talked about doing like, right, like drawing like food that we eat from the places 

Ze call hRme RU Xm, dRing, I dRn'W knRZ Whe ZRUd, I mean WheUe¶V SURbabl\ a bXnch Rf 

different ways that we could implement that into our curriculum a little bit more. 

 During our Lunar New Year lesson, I explained some of the traditions around Rosh 

Hashanah (the Jewish Near Year) and asked the group of volunteers and students what different 

New Year or winter holiday traditions they have: 

Christian: I usually stay up till 6 in the morning. 

Camila: We eat. 

Samera: Yeah we eat. 

Student: Rice and chicken. 

Other Student: Arroz con Gandules. 

Samera: Pasteles. 

Camila: Plátanos maduros, pupusas. (multiple students react) 

Student: Como se llama the one you put meat and cheese in and fold. 

Camila: Empanadillas. 

Student: Si.  

Samera: There we go.  

The teens all talked about different foods they eat: Cora describing her favorite Haitian 

dish and Camila and Samera talking about their favorite foods from Puerto Rico. This 

conversation on different specific dishes went on for another five minutes, with the only 

volunteers to chime in being myself, Jessica and Sophia. Though Christian talked about a 

tradition of staying up and Samera talked about how her family gets drunk, the main focus is 

food again. 
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In \RXWh inWeUYieZV Zhen I SRVed Whe TXeVWiRn ³WhaW do you think of when you think of 

Whe ZRUd cXlWXUe,´ I gRW Whe fRllRZing anVZeUV: 

Cora: I think of when you get together with your family and you do things within the 

Slace WhaW \RX¶Ue fURm like eaW diffeUenW fRRdV, eaW diffeUenW fRRdV fURm ZheUe \RX¶Ue 

from. Like fRU me, I¶m Haitian and my family always makes a rice and bean dish. Diri ak 

sos pwa. 

Camila: Food (both laugh). Um, culture. I think of food and also clothes and um, 

WUadiWiRnV and hRlida\V and VWXff« like I gR WR PXeUWR RicR eYeU\ ChUiVWmaV WR decorate 

trees and eat all the food. 

Genesis: I think of my family and where we came from. What I represent. And food like 

arroz con pollo, chicken and rice or flan ± or cheesecake. 

 I wish a transcript could get across the excitement that students had when they began to 

talk about specific foods. For students like Genesis, her answers went from short, one-word 

responses to a three-minute explanation of every flavor of coquito (coconut eggnog) she makes 

with her mom. In all the interviews and during some parts of the Lunar New Year lesson the 

teens said the food and then described what it was and the ingredients in English to make sure I 

understood. 

 The more I coded the more I realized that this is something I am guilty of doing as well, 

without even knowing. When I talked about my own Jewish or Israeli traditions I tended to talk 

about food, whether it be matzah or Israeli salad. Even though I stated earlier that my definition 

of cultuUe VWUeWcheV be\Rnd fRRd, in SUacWice WhaW WheRU\ didn¶W alZa\V WUanVfeU. DXUing Whe LXnaU 

New Year conversation when Sophia talked about her traditions she talked about clemenWine¶V 

and the symbolism behind them and when I talked about Rosh Hashanah (the Jewish New Year) 

I talked about honey and M&Ms: 
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Hannah: So my New Year, I actually have two because I am Jewish so I have the Jewish 

New Year called Rosh Hashanah which means head of the year and um, and we have uh 

aSSleV and hRne\ and M&M¶V WR V\mbRli]e a sweet new year and at temple they had a 

hXge bXckeW Rf M&M¶V. 

While students like Samera and volunteers like Sophia and Olivia talked about traditions, 

family and where you are from in the context of culture, a bulk of the students, volunteers and 

even myself equated culture directly to food subconsciously. Though volunteers and students had 

VimilaU ideaV aURXnd cXlWXUe, Zhen iW came WR imSlemenWing iW inWR CRUe SWage¶V cXUUicXlXm, 

volunteers expressed uncertainty while students expressed excitement and ideas.  

Disconnect 

From the start there was a disconnect between youth and volunteers about the definition 

of culture and its importance within an arts space. While some volunteers and most students saw 

the importance of acknowledging culture and race, but had different opinions of how 

conversations around culture, race and identity should be implemented, and whether it should be 

or not. While volunteers were unsure about whether or not we should implement conversations 

on culture, race and identity or just create a space, the youth all talked about how they wanted 

these conversations and our own backgrounds included within programming. I posed the 

TXeVWiRn ³SRme SeRSle Va\ WhaW aUW claVVeV need WR fRcXV mRUe Rn VWXdenWV' backgURXndV, ZhaW dR 

you think about thaW?´: 

CRUa:  Yeah I agUee. CaXVe WheUe¶V a lRW Rf diffeUenW SeRSle fURm diffeUenW backgURXndV 

heUe and Zhen Ze all cRme WRgeWheU WhaW¶V Rne big cXlWXUe WhaW Ze aUe, Xm, making. Like 

uh, like a family. Like, oh! We could do something where we all sit in a circle talking 

abRXW ZheUe Ze¶Ue fURm and RXU backgURXnd and ZhaW Ze dR and RXU diffeUenW cRXnWUieV 

and flagV and fRRd. ThaW Za\ Ze, Ze aUen¶W inVenViWiYe WRZaUdV an\Rne'V cXlWXUe RU 
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anything and we get where people are from and their background so that nobody is 

insensitive or something. 

Camila: Um, I mean yeah, but only, like if you want to do it. Ok like, if you are 

Dominican you can draw the Dominican flag and it will relate to you or you could like, 

do a game or something where like you pass a ball around and, I dRn¶W knRZ, ZhReYeU 

had the ball tells you stuff about them. Or we can be in groups and do a project about 

RXUVelYeV and RXU cXlWXUe and WUadiWiRn and fRRd. JXVW dRn¶W giYe XV VhaUSieV. 

Samera: Mhm, like learn about peoples, stuff, identity, something. Like it could like, look 

like, a gathering of people, like, like stands showing the different kind of things. Like a 

culture night.  
 

Hannah: I like that! Do you think it would be easy or hard to talk about culture at Core 

Stage? 
 

Samera: Like easy like they talk about stuff like some people have in common. What 

would be difficult was people saying something personal like, saying like, horrible stuff 

is going on [in their home country] and iW¶V like making Whem Vad and VWXff. 

GenesiV: I agUee caXVe like, I Ueall\ dRn¶W mind Walking abRXW m\ cXlWXUe becaXVe iW iV like 

having my family with me because half of my family is still in Puerto Rico and still 

having troubles so it makes me feel like my family is right there beside me when I talk 

about culture and identity. I just feel like my family is there. 

Hannah: Do you have any ideas on how we could talk about it during Core Stage and 

with art? 
 

Genesis: We can talk about our culture by bringing food in and like flags from our 

cultures, writing a thing about our cultures or even bringing a picture from our family or 

cultures or like even going around in a circle and talking about our cultures. Or um, um, 

get at least, get five kids and one or two people and talk about culture and what they 

represent and what they would like to change about school and everything, like if they 

would like to speak Spanish or English, or Italian or Irish or Portuguese or French they 

can. Yeah. 
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All four students are on board (though to varying degrees), with the statement about 

inclXding cXlWXUe and VWXdenW¶V backgURXndV in aUW and CRUe SWage. On Whe RWheU hand, Zhen I 

asked volunteers in interviews about culture, race and identity and whether there should be 

conversations in curriculum, I got uncertainty. Though they seem to see the importance of there 

being conversations, most of them preferred to focus on similarities rather than differences, as 

Olivia did while creating a curriculum. 

Liam: ...I think allowing the cultural differences to come out themselves and being like 

SaVViYe SaUWiciSanWV like ³Oh lRRk WhaW iV a cXlWXUal diffeUence, b\e´, leW iW flRaW dRZn Whe 

UiYeU. JXVW nRWicing Whem and When leWWing Whem gR.´ (InWeUYieZ) 

Carissa (Leadership team):  I gXeVV in XUban VeWWingV WheUe¶V a lRW Rf diffeUenW minRrity 

groups and like±kidV aUe YeU\ TXick WR like SRinW RXW Whe RbYiRXV like ³Rh m\ gRd WhaW kid 

iV black´ and ³WhaW kid iV ZhiWe´ ³\RX¶Ue diffeUenW, I¶m like WhiV´ VR jXVW like leaUning hRZ 

to deal with that because that is something I never had to do before so Core Stage has 

policies in place that help you facilitate those types of situations and just like±yeah. 

Sam: I think that if Core Stage were to start wanting to put a greater emphasis on culture 

and identity, we would need to start, we need to find a way to put it in the perspective of 

kids± students' personal lives. 

 LRRking aW WheVe e[ceUSWV fURm a lingXiVWic VWandSRinW, ZRUdV like ³I gXeVV´ ³if Ze ZeUe 

WR VWaUW´ and ³I Whink´ all e[SUeVV a VenVe Rf XnceUWainW\ RU heViWance. CaUiVVa imSlied WhaW naming 

diffeUenceV (VSecificall\ Uacial diffeUenceV) VhRXld be meW ZiWh ³SRlicieV´ WR helS. The SRlicieV 

she refers to are the ³3 strike´ policies, leading back to the pitfall of training where it only 

prepares volunteers to handle any and all situations with discipline. Sam said that if we were to 

put a greater emphasis on culture and identity, we need to make it relevant to students' personal 

liYeV. I TXeVWiRn ZhaW he meanV b\ WhiV, iVn¶W cXlWXUe and idenWiW\ b\ defaXlW UeleYanW WR 

everyone's lives and identities?  
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Language 

I also want to focus on language. Sustaining VWXdenWV¶ multiple languages and discourses 

is a substantial and important part of CSP. Core Stage students spoke many languages at home 

including Haitian, Chinese, Vietnamese and Arabic, but a majority of the students in the teen 

program spoke Spanish at home while only one volunteer spoke Spanish. English was assumed 

to be the dominant, normative language during programming. This was not true. The first week 

we went in, Liam and Sam led drama games. During introductions one of the girls asked to skip 

ZiWhRXW Va\ing a ZRUd. HeU fUiend ZhR ZaV ne[W When WRld Whe gURXS Vhe¶V VWill leaUning EngliVh. 

For the rest of the day Liam sat next to her and translated all the directions. but none of the 

games were accessible as they were all language-based and in English (observation from 

October). When I interviewed Carissa, she talked about how great it was that Liam translated. In 

response to a question about whether or not she felt prepared going in she said: 

Carissa: Definitely more prepared then when I first started. Like for example in Core 

Stage just the other week one of our volunteers had to translate all the directions for 

gameV inWR SSaniVh becaXVe Vhe didn¶W XndeUVWand EngliVh aV Zell in the middle school 

SURgUam VR like, ma\be in XUban aUeaV WheUe iVn¶W aV mXch acceVV WR like, Xm, leaUning 

English as a second language or like just social class in general and things like that so 

like I think Core Stage has opened me up to those experiences that the kids have and has 

prepared me more for like knowing what is going to±what can be a possibility of 

occurring in an urban setting. 
 

CaUiVVa aVVXmed WhaW XUban aUeaV dRn¶W haYe acceVV WR ³leaUning EngliVh aV a VecRnd 

langXage´. If aVVXmSWiRnV like CaUUiVVa¶V cRnWinXe WR gR Xnchallenged, CRUe SWage cannRW VXVWain 

and support students' languages and discourses and fight against monolinguistic norms. For the 

student who Carissa referenced, the space was not linguistically welcoming. She did not return to 

Core Stage until the following semester. She was there for the lessons where we co-created the 
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curriculum. Rebecca, a new volunteer, was in a group with her. In the debrief she talked about 

how the girl and her friend were speaking Spanish the whole time, which made it hard to 

complete the task:  

Rebecca: I feel like, if Ze didn¶W haYe Whe WZR giUlV and iW ZaV mi[ed ZiWh ma\be RWheU 

kids that would have been good because I feel like the boys were like working with us, 

like they were trying to give us ideas and talk but like the two girls were just like, I have 

no clue what kind of conversation they were having but they were like, not there. Like 

they were physically there but not there mentally. Like they were just having 

conversations in Spanish and looking aW RWheU SeRSle and I Whink jXVW, I dRn¶W knRZ I felW 

weird not knowing what they were saying. I feel like we should utilize two rooms 

because it gives them space because when you are in one room you can still hear other 

people talking. 
 

Rebecca expressed her uncertainty around not knowing what the girls were saying and 

wishing they would speak English and help her with the activity. In all honesty, the first time I 

tried to run a co-created curriculum it was not accessible. I did not give out enough forms and the 

forms were only in English -- a big misstep on my end. Rebecca felt unincluded b\ Whe giUlV¶ 

conversation and equated their conversations with not being engaged. This again proves that 

without explicit dialogue addressing and unpacking underlying assumptions about language, 

nothing will change, and Core Stage will continue to struggle with enacting culturally sustaining 

pedagogy that actively sustains and encourages young SeRSle¶V multilingualism and multiple 

discourses. I believe a big part of this issue is that it was never talked about. The group of 

volunteers quickly came to rely on Liam, the only Spanish speaker to help in situations such as 

the one Rebecca found herself in. By doing this, volunteers and the leadership team are falling 

into tUadiWiRnal VchRRling nRUmV ZheUe VWXdenWV like GeneViV aUe \elled aW WR ³VSeak EngliVh´: 
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Genesis: ...The teachers I had at my old school when, like we would speak Spanish they 

would yell at us to speak English and that made me kind of like, angry and sad at the 

Vame Wime becaXVe WhaW iV SaUW Rf me. Like, and When b\ WhaW Wime I didn¶W knRZ hRZ WR 

speak English, what I had mostly spoken was Spanish and so they told me to start 

VSeaking in EngliVh I didn¶W knRZ hRZ WR and VR I jXVW cRnWinXed Walking in SSaniVh and 

When Whe\ didn¶W XndeUVWand ZhaW WhaW meanW WR me. BXW nRZ WhaW Whe\ figXUed RXW ZhaW 

acWXall\ makeV VWXdenWV Whem, Xm acWXall\ I¶m haSS\ WhaW Whe\ can lRRk aW WheiU cXlWXUe 

and what they have been through. 

The only thing making us better than GenesiV¶V Rld WeacheUV iV WhaW Ze dRn¶W e[SliciWl\ Well 

students to speak in English, but rather volunteers enforce monolinguistic norms in more mild 

and imSliciW Za\V Whan \elling aW Whe VWXdenWV WR ³VSeak EngliVh.´  NRneWheleVV, enfRUcing WhRVe 

norms meant rarely leaving space for the teens to talk about their own culture, history, identity or 

language.  

There is a clear divide between the teens at Core Stage who want to incorporate their 

culture, language, traditions, food or flags into an art-based curriculum and the volunteers who 

think it could be a useful addition but think it should come up naturally or not at all, as for the 

majority of them, culture, race and other languages are things that others have. There is an 

underlying idea that circles back to Whiteness theory and Whiteness as default. Volunteers like 

Carissa, Sam and Liam hinted at the idea that because of their Whiteness they are not qualified to 

talk about identity, race or culture and instead during interviews, offered alternatives ranging 

from corporate diversity training packs to letting volunteers learn about culture, race and identity 

hands-on during SURgUamming. The\ VaZ cRnYeUVaWiRnV Rn cXlWXUe, Uace and idenWiW\ aV a ³cRRl´ 

addition, but not one they knew how to do or would try to incorporate. Maybe it is the 

uncomfortable feelings around talking about race and culture and maybe it is White fragility, but 

the volunteers hinted at feeling like because of their Whiteness, they are exempt from, and 
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should not be talking about race and culture, thus encouraging it to come up naturally, resulting 

in it not being a priority and not coming up in programming at all, keeping Whiteness in its 

normative place of silent power. Connecting back to Whiteness, power and control, volunteers 

do not enter spaces with the preparation to have culturally sustaining conversations and be self-

reflective; rather they entered spaces with the idea that they are the teacher and must have control 

of the space. If conversations on culture and race bring about racial stress and uncertainty it may 

cause volunteers to feel lack of control over the space and students, causing avoidance. 

For me, this project illuminated a lot of ideas around culture I did not expect to find -- 

such as the idea that volunteers and even myself shared the notion that food equals culture, and 

ideas about the ways in which culture can and should be implemented into arts curriculum 

according to volunteers and students. While students also talked about food in relation to culture, 

they spoke about it in relation to customs, family traditions or the importance of said food to 

their culture and family. Future research should further explore the intertwining of culture and 

food and why food is more at the forefront of people's minds when discussing culture as opposed 

to cultural traditions. Though the youth integrate food with lived experiences and customs, the 

conversations we had about culture still began with and overall revolved around food. 

Implications of Findings 

In summation, my findings point to a few key ideas, all interconnected through culturally 

sustaining pedagogy and Whiteness theory. First, in terms of power and control, my findings 

show that the desire for control in volunteers is deeply rooted and invisible, like race. The want 

for control is not on White people's radar. The want for control, I found, is also a response to 

uncertainty, especially as a White person working with urban youth. 
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Second, is the messy, nonlinear, and complicated process of developing cultural 

competence and critical consciousness. I have come to learn that I could not expect to see a 

change in framework or ideology from beginning to end of this project as it was only a year. 

Change and development takes time. It is not an upward path, rather one with twists and turns, 

false starts and dead ends that demands support and perseverance.  

Third is the ideas around culture. Volunteers, students and even myself talked about 

culture in the sense of food. Though at the beginning of this paper I outlined that I believe that 

culture is more than just food and traditions but permeates every part of life; in practice I equated 

Rosh Hashanah, a Jewish holiday, with food in an example without even realizing. It is 

interesting to see the subconscious ideas that we hold around the ways that culture manifests 

itself. Additionally, the idea volunteers held that culture should be utilized but should come up 

spontaneously, or when brought up by the youth circles back to feelings of discomfort. 

Volunteers were uncomfortable bringing up culture on their own, many even insinuating that 

they do not have a culture and are unqualified to talk about it, similar to perceived feelings on 

conversations on race.  

My findings build on the theory of culturally sustaining pedagogy by emphasizing the 

importance of relationship building and trust in order to create an environment that supports CSP 

and by outlining the process of cultural competence. While Paris theorizes an aspirational view 

of schooling that we need to be moving towards, he does not describe how people get there and 

the twists and turns in the process of developing cultural competence. 

However, I also made mistakes and often fell into the trap of reverting back to what is 

known and comfortable -- often missing teachable moments or moments that could have been 

culturally sustaining, such as the moments having to do with language. While I had a focus on 
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cXlWXUe, RfWen VWXdenWV¶ mXlWiSle langXageV and diVcRXUVeV and Whe VheeU imSRUWance Rf 

multilingualism slipped through the cracks, especially with activities like co-creating curriculum. 

Reflecting back, I should have spent more time exploring multilingualism, especially in 

connection to relationship building and creating trusting relationships across both racial lines and 

language lines. I want to name this shortcoming and recognize the implication of my oversight 

(such as the conversation between Liam and Cora). While there were times students utilized 

mXlWiSle langXageV and diVcRXUVeV, I ZaVn¶W cUeating a space for that, or for volunteers to ask 

TXeVWiRnV and inWeUURgaWe WheiU aVVXmSWiRnV abRXW langXage, making CRUe SWage¶V SURgUam nR 

better than the traditional monolinguistic schooling that Genesis talked about.  

Overall, my goal was not to only showcase my learnings but rather to paint a picture of 

the process and offer my own journey, missteps, successes, twists and turns and puzzling 

moments, and name the themes like power and control, Whiteness and positionality and 

monolinguistic, monocultural norms that thrive on silence. My goal was for this paper to be 

accessible for educators and practitioners everywhere to see the importance of culturally 

sustaining pedagogy, being constantly self-reflective, developing critical consciousness and 

including youth in these processes. But now that the project is over, what comes next?  
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6.    CONCLUSION: WHAT COMES NEXT? 

BXW ThaW Wasn¶W HoZ IW Was SXpposed Wo End 

I like to think that everything happens for a reason. But sometimes, those reasons are 

unknown and unfair. Jessica, myself and the other point leaders had plans to end the semester 

with a pizza party where we all reminisced about the year and its successes and celebrated the 

growth of the club, volunteers and youth. I was going to do a mini goodbye speech about how 

SURXd I ZaV and hRZ WhiV ZRUk Ze began needV WR cRnWinXe fRU \eaUV WR cRme. BXW WhaW¶V nRW hRZ 

it happened. Due to the unforeseen circumstances of an international pandemic, I never got my 

goodbyes. I never got to finish with our co-created curriculum unit or continue to watch 

relationships being built. We never got to do our final training with the youth advocate who 

planned to come in, and we never got our closing. It was not how it was supposed to end, but it 

ended that way. Though I was unable to officially pass the torch and say goodbye, I was able to 

give the list of recommendations and suggestions, below, to the incoming leadership team in the 

form of a letter for the future. That all said, there is no point in dwelling on the past, but rather 

I¶d like WR fiUVW lRRk WR Whe fXWXUe fRU CRUe SWage and Whe Ween SURgUam and Whe imSlicaWiRnV Rf m\ 

findings. 

Using Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy in a Community-Based Arts Program 

            Continuing with the spirit of making this paper accessible and helpful, I want to outline 

some steps that can be taken to create a space of positive youth work -- a space that is shared, 

where art, culture and identity is celebrated and where relationships are built, especially in the 

context of college students doing youth work. The implications are similar to my alterations of 

Whe ³3 VWUike V\VWem´. I am nRW claiming Whe\ Zill ZRUk fRU eYeU\ SeUVRn and eYeU\ VSace, but I 

think they are helpful suggestions, based on my own experience, praxis, and research. 
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1.     Take a step back. Ask yourself what is going on and really centralize your own 

identity, positionality and privilege in the process. 

2.     Take an inquiry stance. Include the young people and college students you are  

working with within the process. By inquiry stance I mean interrogating assumptions, 

questioning why you think about something in a certain way and what points to that 

being true. Instead of assuming what is best for the program or young people and college 

students you work with, ask them what they want to see, what is important to them and 

how you can support them. Taking an inquiry stance that includes those you work with 

will ensure that change is made with the best interest of those at the heart of the mission 

of the project or program. 

3.   Use tools like storytelling, using multiple discourses or languages, dialogue tools, 

relaxed time meant for relationship building, drawing and yes, even food -- culinary art is 

an art form. 

4.   Make mistakes. While this may seem counterproductive, if you are always planning  

you will never learn. So, WU\ neZ acWiYiWieV, UeVRXUceV, WRRlV and if Whe\ dRn¶W ZRUk, leaUn  

from that and try something else.  

5.   Persevere. Many educators and college students were not taught in culturally 

sustaining ways, meaning we have to unlearn strict, traditional ideas about learning and 

adopt new ideas and pedagogies. It should not be an easy process or even a process that 

haV an end, bXW SeUVeYeUe and acknRZledge \RX ZRn¶W be SeUfecW. 

6.   The biggest implication of this project is the need for ongoing professional 

development that focuses on culture, race, positionality and privilege. Professional 

development trainings must happen often and address the intersecting, multiple identities 
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of young people you work with. They must subject White people to racial stress and 

encourage conversation on Whiteness and racism. Often, professional development is left 

only for in-service educators and youth workers, but I argue that professional 

development needs to start as soon as possible and needs to be at all colleges that interact 

with the community around them. For Core Stage that means ongoing, monthly trainings 

organized by our new training chair that focuses on helping volunteers refine skills in 

relationship-building, culturally sustaining pedagogy, unpacking privilege and 

positionality, developing critical consciousness and putting all the skills into action 

through hands-on activities. This all begins with building trusting relationships, 

something that must be at the forefront of professional development for all youth 

workers. In the spirit of making this thesis accessible I want to offer some specific 

professional development/training actions for other college students engaged in or 

interested in CSP-based youth work to utilize based on what I¶Ye done with Core Stage. 

6.1)   Begin with initial trainings that problematize a focus on discipline and 

cUeaWe VSace WR Walk abRXW ZhaW iW meanV WR ³geW WR knRZ´ Whe \RXWh (XVing 

examples from this thesis);  

6.2)   Hold regular, ongoing debriefs that involve role-playing of situations and 

reflective surveys;  

6.3)   Create space for the co-development of curriculum, accompanied by 

focused debriefs on power, culture, and relationships. 

Personal Learnings  

 Through the last year and a half of praxis work I have learned a lot. Where I began is far 

from where I am ending. One of my favorite quotes, which has become a mantra that I live by, is 
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VimSle \eW fiWV Zell inWR m\ leaUningV: ³WUXVW Whe SURceVV´. I enWeUed WhiV SURjecW ZiWh a VeW Slan Rf 

what would happen and how I would make change. Things didn't go as I planned, thankfully. I 

say, thankfully, because it forced me to reflect and see that my plan for my praxis project was not 

self-reflective. Rather it focused on deficits. It was filled with assumptions of what would help 

and reflected a banking model of education (toward the volunteers) where I would teach 

everyone. I was forced to reevaluate and turn to those who would be continuing this work, the 

young people who are our students and Core Stages college volunteers. From each volunteer and 

teen, I learned a lot.  

 From Cora, the student who often pushed back on the volunteers and was often the 

loudest with the most energy, I learned to try new things and take the risk. She always would be 

the first to go up to participate in a new game or to start a conversation off and gave a lot to the 

group while challenging the volunteers. From Christian, a student who was consistently labeled 

aV miVbehaYing and ZRXld \ell RXW and UeceiYe a ³VWUike´ neaUl\ eYeU\ Zeek. I leaUned Whe 

importance of relationships, adapting and challenging assumptions. When other volunteers and I 

began to have one-on-one conversations with Christian we learned about his passion and talent 

for painting and music and his struggles to focus, much like my own. For him, he needed more 

time to take breaks and the opportunity to help teach lessons, such as a lesson on ukuleles. From 

Genesis I learned to listen, ask questions and show love and care. Genesis, though quiet, would 

always ask questions about those around her. In our interview she often reversed questions I was 

asking and wanted to hear about what was important to me. She remembered everything you 

ZRXld Va\ and alZa\V UefeUUed WR CRUe SWage aV SaUW Rf heU ³VchRRl famil\´ WhaW ZRXld alZa\V 

care about her. Liam (volunteer) taught me to ask for help and include those around me, Sophia 
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WaXghW me WR Whink RXWVide Rf Whe bR[ and JeVVica, CRUe SWage¶V E[ecXWiYe DiUecWRU, WaXghW me to 

trust.  

From other volunteers and students, I learned too many things to name, but overall, I 

learned more about culture and language, patience, leadership and growth. The circular motion 

of the praxis cycle helped me to reflect and see things I could have done differently and the 

plenty of times I slipped up, all of which I believe made me a better educator.  

 Both Core Stage as a program, and myself as an individual, are beginning a long, self-

reflective process towards creating a culturally sustaining space and creating lasting change. 

While I can¶W gXaUanWee WhaW m\ SURjecW RU an\ aVSecWV Rf iW Zill cRnWinXe be\Rnd m\ deSaUWXUe, I 

will trust the process and continue to be self-reflective with the goal of continuing this work in 

different organizations and spaces, in order to create a culturally sustaining classroom and/or art-

based space in the fXWXUe. We¶Ue Rn RXU Za\ dRZn a never-ending process of constant 

improvement. 
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APPENDICES 

The following appendices are examples (in the form of pictures) of activities done in 
training and during programming. 

Appendix A 

Create A Youth Worker Activity 

 In this training activity, Core Stage volunteers were asked to draw the perfect youth worker. 
Below are examples of their drawings and ideas: 
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Group 3           Group 4 
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Appendix B: 

Co-Created Curriculum: 

Volunteers and teens were asked to work together to fill out the below template in groups of four 
to six (two volunteers per group). The template for curriculum creation was created in tandem with 
Sophia, a volunteer and Jessica, the executive director. We also offered copies in Spanish. 
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