
University of South Carolina University of South Carolina 

Scholar Commons Scholar Commons 

SC Upstate Research Symposium 2022 SC Upstate Research Symposium 

Apr 8th, 2:30 PM - 2:45 PM 

Art Unbound: Youth Participatory Action Research as Pedagogy Art Unbound: Youth Participatory Action Research as Pedagogy 

Derek Fenner 
USC Upstate 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarcommons.sc.edu/scurs 

Fenner, Derek, "Art Unbound: Youth Participatory Action Research as Pedagogy" (2022). SC Upstate 
Research Symposium. 21. 
https://scholarcommons.sc.edu/scurs/2022symposium/2022schedule/21 

This Event is brought to you by the The Office of Sponsored Awards and Research Support at Scholar Commons. It 
has been accepted for inclusion in SC Upstate Research Symposium by an authorized administrator of Scholar 
Commons. For more information, please contact digres@mailbox.sc.edu. 

https://scholarcommons.sc.edu/
https://scholarcommons.sc.edu/scurs
https://scholarcommons.sc.edu/scurs/2022symposium
https://scholarcommons.sc.edu/scurs?utm_source=scholarcommons.sc.edu%2Fscurs%2F2022symposium%2F2022schedule%2F21&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarcommons.sc.edu/scurs/2022symposium/2022schedule/21?utm_source=scholarcommons.sc.edu%2Fscurs%2F2022symposium%2F2022schedule%2F21&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digres@mailbox.sc.edu


Youth Participatory 
Action Research 

as Classroom 
Pedagogy

Upstate Research 
Symposium
April 8, 2022

Dr. Derek Fenner

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
7 years ago next month the 15 students who completed a year-long course, Arts-Based Research, put on a conference for over 75 educators. They and the other 10 students who began the course continually inspire me to no end. 



Research 
Questions

● How does art-centered YPAR develop engagement in and a deepened understanding 

of learning?

● What are the implications of using art-centered YPAR for young people in 

anticipating and analyzing the contradictions of life, social phenomena, late stage 

capitalism, and the current educational system?

● How can art-centered YPAR, when implemented as a classroom practice, support 

educators in being more student-centered and culturally and linguistically relevant?

● What does art-centered youth participatory action research 

(YPAR) look like?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I’d like to start by reminding you of the research questions that guided this study.While these are not the initial questions I started with, they maintain the spirit of all the things I wanted to learn, while at the same time offering me ample space for future research. For me each of these questions matter for different reasons, so I’d like to go through them and provide some initial context.



Conceptual 
Framework

Youth 

Participatory 

Action 

Research

&

a/r/tography

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Much of my conceptual framework is built on the very through lines that shaped the course I led with my students. The framework is activated through both my interest in and study of two arts-based research methodologies:YPAR: YPAR is perhaps the most radical and current example of transformational resistance that is being enacted in school and community settings (Cammarota & Fine, Noguera, etc). YPAR seeks to argue for utopia in a world that manages to fund systems of oppression like the school-to-prison-pipeline. YPAR calls for urgency in re-imagining our present.YPAR guides this study by creating opportunities for students not only to analyze issues they are passionate about, but to take action against or in support of those issues. a/r/tography: “references the multiple roles of Artist, Researcher, and Teacher, as the frame of reference through which art practice is explored as a site of inquiry” 



Literature Social Justice Education Contemporary Art

Culturally Relevant 
Pedagogy & Contemporary 
Art Practices

Community-Based Education

“A passion for learning together . . . that is formed 

communally . . . creating  a bond . . . with a shared repertoire 

of resources.” (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008) 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Social Justice Education: When I use the term “social justice” combined with “education,” I am referring to the aspects of learning that come about through critical pedagogy. Here we all owe a debt to Paolo Freire, who said, “The task of the progressive educator, through a serious, correct political analysis, is to unveil opportunities for hope, no matter what the obstacles may be.” Freire is well known for his work on the idea of Praxis, Reflection & Action in a recursive cycle.Contemporary Art: If contemporary art has the capacity to, “criticize the aristocratic and commodified air of the gallery while reterritorializing the concept of art for a people in becoming” as jagodzinski and Wallin suggest, then I believe that contemporary art practices have a lot to offer an arts-based research course and in turn all arts curricula.  Contemporary art offers us the language of now, and provides us with examples of how artists are making sense of the world we all share. Culturally Relevant Pedagogy & Contemporary Art Practices: While it is easy to start with Geneva Gay’s reasoning that culturally releavnt teaching serves to empower students to the point where they will be able to examine critically educational content and process and ask what its role is in creating a truly democratic and multicultural society, it might be better to also consider critical theorist and educator bell hooks who reminds us that “Empathy is not the same thing as solidarity.”  �Community-Based Education: Taking their cue from Freire, Gay, and hooks, Duncan-Andrade and Morrell, have found a formula for community-based education that tips its hat to the action part of being culturally responive. 



Literature YPAR as 
Classroom 
Pedagogy

Caring For & 
Problematizing 
a/r/tography

Performing Theory

“I am / (researching) / the process 
/ of my own doing.”Alex de Cosson

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
YPAR is an adaptation of participatory action research (PAR), which is a methodology that seeks to gain an understanding of the world by active participation in trying to change the world. As an outgrowth of PAR, Duncan-Andrade and Morrell, claim YPAR, “can ultimately develop the academic capabilities of students and, equally important, that youth-initiated researchers can help adult researchers and advocates better confront the seemingly intractable problems of  education”.  Two leading researchers on the effects of YPAR, Cammarota and Fine, position YPAR as a tool that provides young people with opportunities to study problems affecting their communities and begin to offer some possible solutions. They claim that, “YPAR teaches young people that conditions of injustice are produced, not natural; are designed to privilege and oppress; but are ultimately challengeable and thus changeable”.Rita Irwin, the innovator of the a/r/tography methodology, says that a/r/tography is merely a research methodology that is what Deleuze and Guattari term rhizomatic, a place to “explore the interstitial spaces of art making, researching, and teaching,” which, “intentionally unsettles perception and knowing through living inquiry”. jagoszinzki and Wallin counter a  claim that there is a subtle narcissism at play in a/r/tography and they are quick to point out that their, “quarrel with a/r/tography is not that it isn’t radical in relation to the state of the field of arts-based research, but that it isn’t radical enough”. My research has not found this research method active in youth settings.Performing Theory: Biopolitics stems from Foucault’s idea of biopower, “the set of mechanisms through which the basic biological features of the human species became the object of a political strategy” and Benthem’s Panopticon. “Discipline Creates the Individual”.  Also in looking at critical theory it is important to get beyond oppression analysis, otherwise we can never imagine a future otherwise.



Methods - Participants & Data Collection

Participants

Focus groups, 

Creative work,

Interviews, 

& Fieldnotes

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Gateway to College at Contra Costa College is designed for young adults ages 16-20 who have been pushed out of high school or are significantly behind in credits and unlikely to graduate “on-time.” The program enables students to complete their high school diploma requirements while simultaneously earning college credit toward an associate degree. The program serves a diverse group of youth who were not able to thrive in high school. Its students include foster youth, adjudicated youth, English language learners, teen parents, students who need a flexible schedule to accommodate work or family responsibilities, students who feel they did not fit well in a traditional high school setting, and young people recovering from homelessness, drug and alcohol addiction, and abuse. Sixty-six percent of Gateway to College youth are students of color and 75 percent are first generation college-goers. Students were recruited to participate in the course. 25 students started the course, the majority were latinx or black, with a small minority of students who identified as white. The breakdown, by gender, was 70% female and 30% male. Of the twenty-five students who started off in the course fifteen completed both semesters of work, along with the culminating capstone project, the Gateway Conference for Educators, in May of 2015.Mention they data I collected. Talk about how it was all collected 5 years ago this week and relay to them the saga of completing this dissertation with such a large gap. 



Methods
Case Study of a 

Curricular Practice

What does art-centered 

youth participatory action 

research look like?

YPAR

&

a/r/tography

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To be explicit YPAR and a/r/tography were the conceptual framework and organizing structure for the curricular project highlighted in this study, but for this dissertation, case study methods were chosen to present the findings. This study employs a case study methodology to present classroom pedagogy and curriculum in a YPAR structure. In this particular case study I acted as a participant observer in the community, co-constructing knowledge alongside participants. This case study is an instrumental case study where phenomena investigated were an arts-based research course and its impact in a school-based setting. It should be noted that this study is not considered participatory action research (PAR) in its most essential terms, because PAR, is defined as entirely collaborative and collective. This study is not collective, since I determined the problem, I formulated the research questions, and I designed the course. It is important to note that my commitment to PAR is what holds my interest in researching YPAR and my positionality as a researcher-teacher, as well as my inclusion of participatory action research methods.



Methods

Deductive Analysis

Culturally And Linguistically Relevant Learning

Deepening Confidence and Building Motivation For Agency

The Art of Collaboration

When Teachers are Human and Humans are Teachers

The Rest of Life as Data and Inspiration

Inductive Analysis - Grounded Theory

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In this first stage of analysis I chose a deductive a priori coding scheme. Data was organized using the arts-based research course through lines that shaped our work together. The overall structure of the course was organized in this way to answer the first research question: “What does art-centered youth participatory action research (YPAR) look like?” These through lines, defined in the conceptual framework are:Telling your story is SUBVERSIVEChanging the dominant story is LIBERATINGCreating shared story is TRANSFORMATIVECreating action around shared story is REVOLUTIONARYIn the inductive analysis, I address the remaining research questions. I coded the data using a grounded theory approach informed by a constant comparison method. Charmaz characterized coding as “the first step in moving beyond concrete statements in the data to making analytic interpretations”. So in the spirit of grounded theory I focused my coding on the most significant outcomes I was finding as I sifted through large amounts of data. I continually determined the succinctness of the codes as they arose and adjusted them accordingly. This required decisions about which codes make the most sense to eventually categorize into schemes. Data was compared in an ongoing way in order to allow interpretations to emerge, to collapse, and to coalesce into the schemes that identify the outcomes of youth participatory action research as a classroom practice. These categorical schemes, when put together give scope to tell a story of what an art-centered youth participatory action research class looks like and what impact it has.  The categorical schemes that I landed on after analysis were:



Findings

What does art-centered youth participatory action research look like?

Youth as Artists

Youth as Researchers

Youth as Teachers

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Speak to each identity.



Findings

Deepening Confidence and Building Motivation For Agency

“I think that these classes, made me feel like I broke out of my shell...I'm constantly making art 

now and it allows me to process things going on in my life in a different way than before. Like 

I’m in control.”

Culturally & Linguistically Relevant Learning

Culture is everything! Who we are in relation to our students matters.



Findings

The Art of Collaboration

“Who is the smartest person in the room?” The answer 100% of the time is the room.

When Teachers are Human and Humans are Teachers

“From a kid's perspective, when you're sitting down in a desk, you’re looking at a teacher, not as 

a person, but as a robot that's passing information. At the conference, I actually got to see them 

as a person, and actually got to communicate with them, human to human. It felt good.”



Findings The Rest of Life as Data and Inspiration



Contribution to the Field
Here’s what I know to be true:

Be Artful (always embrace creativity)

Reflect on Impact (your intent means nothing)

Decolonize Lack (others cannot determine your ability)

Resist Negativity (you are just right)

Anticipate Contradictions (it isn’t you)

Generate Joy (don’t ‘yuck someone’s yum’)



WHAT SEPARATES 
US

KEEPS US FRAGILE
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