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Abstract 

This dissertation assesses the role of collaboration in social justice pedagogy. I conducted 

this study as the founder and director of the Collaborative Research in Action (CRiA) program, 

which recruited and trained community college and university undergraduate students to 

facilitate participatory action research (PAR) workshops at partnering middle and high schools. 

Trainings included readings and critical dialogue on PAR as well as visits with leading 

community organization representatives. After a semester of training, community college and 

university students were paired together, and matched with middle and high school classes and 

assisted those youth with their PAR projects. Together, the college student interns and I 

organized annual ethnic studies and social justice youth conferences at the university, where 

elementary, middle, and high school students throughout the region were invited to present their 

research on panels moderated by scholars and community leaders. Ecological systems theory 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) serves as a theoretical framework. I utilized testimonio (Beverly, 2005; 

Perez Huber, 2010; Reyes & Curry Rodríguez, 2012) as a methodological approach to learn from 

15 of the college student interns, teachers, and community advocates who participated in the 

program. Through parts of this dissertation I also share testimonio of my own experience with 

the CRiA program. Implications of this dissertation highlight how social justice pedagogy must 

be accompanied by mechanisms that connect students to organizations, collectives, and 

movements in order for learning to contribute to social transformation. Conversely, social justice 

pedagogy that is devoid of praxis (Freire, 2000) and engagement beyond the schoolhouse door 

perpetuates inequity by rendering oppression an academic exercise. Social justice pedagogy 

should be intergenerational, multi-institutional, and cross-sector while centering youth and 

student voice.   
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Introduction 

 

What role does multi-institution and cross-sector collaboration play in counter-

hegemonic and liberatory praxis? How can multi-institution and cross-sector collaboration 

disrupt the traditional pipelines of social, political, and cultural capital that reproduce 

oppression? Social justice pedagogy is an opportunity for (re)affirming human rights not solely 

for youth, but for their families, for teachers and administrators, community groups, 

organizations, and scholars. All sectors of society - not just within the schoolhouse - can and 

should be part of an ecology for solidarity across movements.  

This dissertation utilizes a testimonio research approach influenced by the global south to 

better understand collaboration across ecologies centering youth, research, and social justice. The 

sectors engaged with are public education, the non-profit sector, community collectives, and 

higher education. The goal of this dissertation is to share ideas, approaches, and findings 

regarding social justice pedagogy and epistemology inside and out of the classroom for social 

change. Intergenerational and youth-led groups continue proposing and enacting alternatives to 

endemic problems including racism, heterosexism, and human-caused global warming, among 

other forms of violence, through collaboration rooted in human rights and environmental justice 

on local and global levels (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Conner & Zaino, 2014; Kirshner, 2007; 

Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012; Romero, 2016; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Wright, 2007). 

The present study aspires to contribute to this body of literature. 

The economic, legislative, and punitive record for the State of Arizona on grounds of 

racially discriminatory bias has been clear (González v. Douglas, 2017). Redlining, school 

segregation, and the destruction of symbolic centers of minoritized communities form part of the 
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violent practices against working class and other minoritized people (Dimas, 1991; Otero, 2010). 

Witnessing, enduring, and testifying against such violence constitutes a form of knowing, and 

this experiential knowledge is a central tenant of theories and frameworks for resistance and 

transformation, such as critical race theory and Latinx critical race theory (Solórzano & Delgado 

Bernal 2001). Participatory action research also holds that people’s lived experiences, when 

critically examined, serve as foundations for intervening collectively to challenge and change the 

policies or structures that produce oppression (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Fals-Borda, 1991). The 

liberatory theory and praxis-related goals of this work have provided respite to students from 

state-sanctioned abuse as well as means to address and challenge such dehumanizing policies 

and practices (Cabrera, Milem, Jaquette, & Marx, 2014).  

Social justice pedagogy broadly refers to the processes of teaching and learning about 

social inequities that incorporate opportunities for application of knowledge into practice for the 

betterment of society (Cammarota, 2011). Paulo Freire’s (2000) articulation of praxis describes 

the process of learning, reflecting, and acting upon the world in order to transform it, and has 

contributed to the ways in which critical educators and scholars view their roles in schools and 

communities. Social justice pedagogy builds on the tradition of critical pedagogy, which looks at 

the dynamics of power relations in order to bring to light exploitative and oppressive systems 

(Giroux, 2011). The questions asked in this study look at the components of collaborative 

approaches to social justice pedagogy and what they bring to those involved individually, 

collectively, and institutionally. Prior to delving into the mechanics of social justice pedagogy is 

the need to understand how educational systems have been used in the past by the ruling class to 

align with their material and ideological wants. 
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The form and function of public schooling in the US has varied across geography and 

time, in accordance with one’s ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and gender, among other social 

identities. The processes of sorting and tracking, privileging or denying access to nurturing, 

culturally and community-connected learning environments are still a part of public education in 

the US (Oakes, 2005).  Institutions of higher education have been complicit in the production of 

epistemologies upholding the myth of white supremacy through now-debunked eugenics 

research (Royce, 2009). The mass kidnapping of Native American babies, children, and 

associated abuses of the Indian Boarding School System (Surface-Evans, 2016) were a part of 

US imperialism militarily, politically, and culturally. Elements of these policies continue at the 

US-Mexico border with the practice of forcibly separating children from their parents and 

incarcerating them as they legally appear at ports of entry seeking asylum (Bala & Rizer, 2019). 

In the context of what is now the US Southwest, the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

ostensibly protected the linguistic and cultural rights of those whose land and country had 

changed hands to US possession (Acuña, 2011).  These rights, however, were not protected, and 

cultural imperialism remains a part of the dominant ideology today (San Miguel, 2013). 

These broad strokes of historical context are relevant in understanding that US structures 

and institutions were built and codified to privilege and subjugate. Nationally, the annual public 

funding disparity between majority white and majority non-white schools is reported to be $23 

billion (Meckler, 2019). Within the schools, suspension and detention statistics reflect 

pronounced racial disparities where Black and Hispanic students are punished at alarmingly 

disproportionate rates compared to White students (Mizel, et al., 2016). In Arizona’s public high 

schools, the student-to-counselor ratio is 758-to-1, with the national average of 441:1 itself 

shockingly inadequate (Whitaker, 2019).  The norm of more police and security on campus than 
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counselors, advisors, and school psychologists systematically places youth in those schools at 

greater risk of incarceration when a disruption occurs. Disproportionate funding directly 

contributes to the isolation of youth from opportunities of learning and sharing outside of the 

classroom space. 

  Administrators, educators, youth workers, and community groups can connect learning 

and liberatory practice through critical social, cultural, political, and historical frameworks that 

de-center master narratives of power and exclusion (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Fals-Borda & 

Rahman, 1991; Freire, 2000). Challenges can better be addressed and surmounted through 

collective will and liberatory, counter-hegemonic processes of critical action and reflection 

(Freire, 2000). Audre Lorde (1984) warns scholar-activists of the dangers in turning relationships 

among marginalized groups adversarial through the very hierarchical frames they resist against. 

Resistance is not an end in itself, but a starting point that recognizes what behavior or action 

must cease in order for new, humanizing, and edifying processes to begin.  

“Resistance – creation” (Rodriguez, 2016) is the recognition of a need for structural 

change over the notion of either reform or opposition to a particular set of policies by a group or 

leader at a specific point in time. Cammarota, Ginwright, and Noguera (2006) discuss the similar 

notion of moving “beyond resistance” toward an agenda shift in education which constructs 

youth as worthy of political voice and capable of exercising critically conscious minds in ways 

which strengthen democracy. Solórzano and Bernal (2001) describe this as “transformational 

resistance”. These concepts call for reimagining institutions and creating new ones for genuine 

change. The task of social transformation is aided by an understanding of the historical context 

of struggle and the connectedness of movements across space and time. Social change requires 

the critical consideration of healing. Liberation psychology, advanced largely by scholars of 
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Central America and South America, addresses the relationship between mental health and the 

socio-political context in which one lives (Martín-Baró, 1994; Watts & Flannigan, 2007).  

Gatekeepers and “institutional agents” (Stanton-Salazar, 2011) need to collaborate and engage 

with young people to tackle their most pressing issues in order for healing to be radical as 

opposed to adaptive to the status quo (Ginwright, 2010). 

Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) is helpful in the task of mapping 

relationships across space. The application of a critical lens to ecological systems can assist in 

the work of social change. From the micro to the macrosystem, human existence is influenced by 

forces ranging from the family to ideologies ascribed to or forced upon. The work of pedagogy 

into practice for positive change calls for raising an awareness of structural and social inequities, 

or conscientização (Freire, 2000), with the creation, sustenance, and regeneration of affirming 

and humanizing structures and processes. Education has the potential to be an act of freedom that 

liberates the student and the teacher. The recognition of material reality and the existence of 

inequality must be established first for this to happen, and that recognition is still fiercely 

contested.  

Pedagogical approaches rooted in social justice assist in the connection between critical 

consciousness, one’s lived experiences, and resistance to oppressive forces (Freire, 2000; Watts 

& Flanagan 2008). How can the siloed classroom experience be more wholly shared with 

communities in the transformative processes of liberatory praxis? Youth participatory action 

research (YPAR) is a process and methodology that centers youth as researchers and generators 

of knowledge (Cammarota & Fine, 2008). Participatory action research (PAR) and YPAR groups 

have generated positive change through collaborative processes among people with shared goals 

(Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Fals-Borda, 1991). This study examines the challenges and 
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opportunities in breaking through silos and connecting those sites and processes of critical 

pedagogy across classrooms and campuses, collectives, organizations, and broader social 

movements for large-scale social change. 

I developed the Collaborative Research in Action (CRiA) program over time to engage 

people and groups in critical consciousness-raising and solidarity building. An annual cohort of 

eight to twelve community college and university students was recruited for three consecutive 

years, provided trainings and stipends, and connected to middle and high school classrooms 

where they facilitated weekly PAR workshops, guiding younger students as they chose and 

investigated issues in their communities important to them. The college cohort participated in 

about eight YPAR trainings in the fall, reading and talking about how best to engage middle and 

high school students in participatory action research. These workshops took place at the 

community college, the university, and organized visits to community organizations and groups 

advocating for arts, immigrant rights, women’s rights, LGBTQ rights, and food justice. For the 

spring semester, community college and university students paired up and partnered with seven 

social studies and language arts classes at participating middle and high schools throughout the 

city, leading weekly workshops with youth on developing and completing their academically 

rigorous and critically conscious research projects on social justice issues chosen by the youth 

themselves. 

The program culminated in a youth conference hosted by the university and organized by 

CRiA and partners from community organizations, public schools, and higher education. At this 

conference, elementary, middle, and high school students statewide presented research and art 

related to social justice and ethnic studies in panel and performance format, moderated by 

graduate students, scholars, and community leaders. To date (2019), over 1,300 elementary, 
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middle, and high school youth have presented their research and art at the youth symposia, now 

held annually at two of the state’s largest public universities. The uniting force over time in this 

work has been support for liberatory and humanizing youth epistemology from courageous 

teachers and administrators along the K-20 spectrum, and members of the community. These 

conferences are a part of community-building across space and academic inquiry. Educational 

inequity, LGBTQ rights, gender, women’s rights, worker’s rights, white supremacy, 

immigration, border patrol and police brutality, environmental justice, housing and 

homelessness, youth rights, domestic violence, and sexual assault have been themes consistently 

addressed formally by youth presenters.    

Sustainable pathways for critical engagement in school to critical engagement outside of 

school requires connecting people and institutions across ecologies. This study focuses on the 

meaning and practice of collaboration that works to center youth voice and social justice.  While 

this is not a direct evaluative analysis of the Collaborative Research in Action project itself, it is 

necessary to describe the program development to offer new considerations on how partnerships, 

collaborations, and networks interact and change over time. What are the possibilities of and 

limitations on collaboration in social justice pedagogy? What can critical collaboration look like 

across sectors for social justice pedagogy? How can multi-institution and cross-sector 

collaboration contribute to educational praxis for students and adults?  
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Chapter 1 

 

Schooling and Community in the Neoliberal Era 

 

 The interlocution between Kurt Lewin and Urie Bronfenbrenner, both influential in the 

disciplines of social psychology and human development, is a starting point for understanding 

participatory action research (PAR) through an ecological systems lens (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Lewin, 1946). Lewin’s scholarly production in two distinct yet related tracks, field theory 

(Lewin, 1997) and action research (Lewin, 1946) have a direct bearing on critical pedagogy, 

social change, and ecological systems theory. Lewin grew up in the German Empire and directly 

experienced the buildup of state-sponsored antisemitism, resulting in his emigration to the 

United States. He wrote about these experiences and made the direct connection between one’s 

psychological state and their environment. Lewin’s concepts of “life-space” and “psychological 

field” (1997) were elaborations on the interaction of the individual psyche, one’s immediate 

environment, and the larger structures which shape behavior and govern society. Bronfenbrenner 

further expanded on these concepts under the rubric of human development, writing, 

“Development is defined as the person’s evolving conception of the ecological environment, and 

[their] relation to it, as well as the persons growing capacity to discover, sustain, or alter its 

properties” (p. 9).  

 Bronfenbrenner’s work is subversive in that it does not explore directly the potentialities 

of ecological systems theory as a tool for large scale, macro-level, revolutionary social change. 

He writes, “…most of our scientific ventures into social reality perpetuate the status quo” (p. 40). 

What ecological systems theory does provide is a framework for deep understanding of the 
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existing interrelationships from the individual to institutions to ideologies.  Given his 

appreciation and integration of Lewin’s scholarship into his own research, it is worth noting that 

there is no mention of Lewin’s work that deals with research as a key precursor to action. Lewin 

goes on to write in Action Research and Minority Problems (1946), 

An attempt to improve intergroup relations has to face a wide variety of tasks. It deals 

with problems of attitude and stereotypes in regard to other groups and to one’s own 

group, with problems of development of attitudes and conduct during childhood and 

adolescence, with problems of housing, and the change of the legal structure of the 

community; it deals with problems of status and caste, with problems of economic 

discrimination, with political leadership, and with leadership in many aspects of 

community life. It deals with the small social body of a family, a club or a friendship 

group, with the larger social body of a school or a school system, with neighborhoods and 

with social bodies of the size of a community, of the state, a nation and with international 

problems. We are beginning to see that it is hopeless to attack any one of these aspects of 

intergroup relations without considering the others (p. 36). 

 Lewin in the excerpt above is discussing life span, human development and the layered 

contexts of family, neighborhood, school, social organizations, prevailing norms and attitudes, 

and sociopolitical and economic orders from the local to global level. Bronfenbrenner engages 

with Lewin’s scholarship while eschewing his work on action research. This is lamentable, 

because ecological systems theory provides a rich framework to better understand the 

interrelationships which comprise society. Perhaps the reason for this lies in the time and context 

in which both pieces were published, with Action Research and Minority Problems in 1946 and 

The Ecology of Human Development in 1979.  

Advocates for social change in the United States during and immediately following the 

Second World War, from scholars to community organizers, pitted the ideals of democracy as 

expounded in propaganda campaigns against the de facto fascism experienced by millions of 

people of color in the US.  Gunnar Myrdal’s 1944 work, An American Dilemma: The Negro 
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Problem and Modern Democracy, was one such work that highlighted the contradictions in 

American ideals and values exported abroad and the material realities of African Americans, 

including service members, at home. Lewin recognized even in titular articulations such as 

Myrdal’s, the extent to which prejudice permeates American life. He writes, “In recent years we 

have started to realize that so-called minority problems are in fact majority problems, that the 

Negro problem is the problem of the white, that the Jewish problem is the problem of the non-

Jew, and so on” (Lewin, 1946, p. 44).  

 The publication of ecological systems theory pushed back against the positivist approach 

to psychological research that was largely focused on the individual in what researchers 

considered controlled environments. Bronfenbrenner’s contribution to the discipline called for a 

greater emphasis on the context in which social phenomena occur to better understand their 

impact on the individual, while also considering the individual’s capacity to impact their 

environments. To better organize the 

understanding of factors in human 

development, he proposed the following 

notion of social layers, or ecological 

systems: the microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, and macrosystem (adding 

later the chronosystem, in reference to 

the relationship of time in human 

development).  

Ecological Systems Theory, Bronfenbrenner 1979 
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At the center of the ecological system is the individual in relationship with their family 

and household. Bronfenbrenner (1979) describes the microsystem as the space where the 

individual carries out most of their interactions and daily functions in relationship with peers and 

family, and routine social behavior. The mesosystem “[…] comprises the interrelations among 

two or more settings in which the developing person actively participates” (p. 25). The 

mesosystem is where most people’s interactions with the world take place and are governed by 

power dynamics. The exosystem denotes spaces, entities, and subsequent actions that can have 

lasting impacts on an individual with or without them being aware of the phenomenon. 

Bronfenbrenner, in articulating the macrosystem, writes that it “…refers to consistencies, in the 

form and context of lower-order systems (the microsystem, mesosystem and exosystem) that 

exist, or could exist, at the level of the subculture or the culture as a whole, along with any belief 

systems or ideology underlying such consistencies” (p. 26).  The macrosystem, then, is the “[…] 

complex of nested, interconnected systems […] viewed as a manifestation of overarching 

patterns of ideology and organization of the social institutions common to a particular culture or 

subculture” (p. 8). Within these systems, human development occurs.  

Ecological systems theory can serve as a tool for sorting the multitude of influences on 

human development. Bronfenbrenner’s analysis of social structures is helpful in considering 

relationships of power from a range of perspectives. Social structures, unique to each 

environment, are more often reinforcing or interlocking in the preservation of the existing social 

order. The theory that was developed to help locate complex relationships and their effects on 

individual human development is also useful in assessing movements for social change. For 

example, Bronfenbrenner credits John Ogbu with “The most explicit and extended treatment of 

the impact of exosystems on the functioning of the school” (p. 250). While Bronfenbrenner’s 
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work does not directly engage with Ogbu’s ecological approach to understanding school failure 

as a process of a multi-layered system of oppression, he suggests an enthusiasm for its 

application toward addressing, if not resolving, social inequities.  

Neoliberalism and Education 

Pauline Lipman defines neoliberalism as “[.…] an ensemble of economic and social 

policies, forms of governance, and discourses and ideologies that promote individual self-

interest, unrestricted flows of capital, deep reductions in the cost of labor, and sharp 

retrenchment of the public sphere” (2011, p. 6).  Through this understanding, Lipman articulates 

not just what neoliberalism is, but also, what it does. The main economic objective of 

neoliberalism is capital accumulation. The way this is achieved is by dispossession (Harvey, 

2005). Under neoliberalism the rule of law reinforces the means by which capital is accumulated. 

Reductions in federal, state, and local funding of services have resulted in fewer meals for 

children and diminished arts and after-school programs. Access to quality healthcare and 

prevention services has also gone down, negatively affecting the physical and mental health of 

millions of people. The expansion and privatization of the prison system is intimately linked to 

the divestment from K-20 (kindergarten through graduate level) public education and the rising 

cost of a state university education.  The University of Arizona, for example, saw a tuition 

increase of 800% from 1990 to 2015 (“Tuition and Fees”, 2018).     

The rise in high stakes testing, zero tolerance policies, and increased presence of police 

on campuses contribute to the school-to-prison pipeline. These are just some of the contentious 

issues in public education resulting from the larger processes of neoliberalism (McLaren, 2007). 

High-stakes testing is simultaneously a new market for private and multinational companies and 

a diversion from more genuine learning experiences and assessments. As students’ school days 
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are oriented toward test preparation, English-language learners and those from historically 

marginalized communities are driven further away from opportunities to critically engage in 

dialogue, multifaceted research, community participation, and other creative ways of learning. 

The existing power structure shapes which schools have the ability and capacity to facilitate 

student engagement in issues that matter to them and their families.   

Can institutions such as public education transform or transcend their mandates of 

preparing youth for prescribed futures (Freire 2000)? Is it possible to work through the layers of 

contradictions and find de-colonial pathways of critical pedagogy? The lack of clear consensus 

over the role of higher education, paired with the commodification of the college experience 

exposes the ways in which neoliberal policies have transformed schooling.  Sandy Grande (2004) 

writes, “The central concern here is whether critical pedagogy’s Western roots preclude it from 

disrupting structures of a colonialist discourse dependent on the continued robbing of nature” (p. 

66). Michael Apple writes that education “serves […] as a proxy for larger battles over what our 

institutions should do, who they should serve, and who should make these decisions” (p.58). 

Critical pedagogy is not intended to be an answer, let alone the answer, to a political economy 

that values profit over people and the environment. Decolonizing pedagogy temporarily replaces 

those structures and practices, initially created to stratify society, with processes and goals of 

centering youth and historically marginalized communities. 

Collective Impact and the Non-profit Sector 

Collective impact theory is used in describing large-scale, multi-stake holder initiatives 

often involving academia, business, and community organizations to work together in addressing 

large-scale societal concerns (Kania & Kramer, 2011). Conceptually, collective impact as the 

idea of groups of people representing institutions across sectors joining together to make large 
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scale social change happen appears promising. The collective impact model brings forward the 

contradictions in rhetoric and social transformation, and the tensions between and among non-

profit organizations, collectives, schools, and institutions of higher education. The problem with 

collective impact as articulated by Kania and Kramer and other approaches to social change is 

their relationship and positionality in terms of power dynamics and structural inequity.  

Kania and Kramer highlight five conditions for success: a common agenda, shared 

measurement systems, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and backbone 

support organizations. The collective impact model is based on collaboration through funded and 

centralized approaches that do not challenge dominant oppressive ideologies like patriarchy, 

heterosexism, and white supremacy. The collective impact model is a highly structured approach 

that requires funding sufficient for the hiring of initiative managers most often through 

competitive grant processes, bringing together a group of stakeholders to work together on a 

particular issue or concern. This model requires that long-standing institutions such as colleges 

or hospitals, for example, serve as “anchor institutions” in these partnerships.  

An application of ecological systems theory to the collective impact model reveals 

collective impact’s strengths and limitations. Collective impact is not a model intended for 

challenging dominant ideologies and oppressive paradigms. The model can be effective in 

temporarily convening group and organization representatives and resources together to address 

an issue or problem. However, the process of the collective impact model itself may be more of a 

hinderance than necessity in adapting to the shifts of community demands, wants, and needs. The 

strengths and challenges within collaborative community partnerships revolve around power. 

Strong partnerships must challenge and seek to change dominant ideologies including white 

supremacy and patriarchy within their own institutions and through the collaborative process.   
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The collective impact approach leans on locally dominant institutions to lead charges 

against particular social ills with the financial support of state, federal, and foundation support. 

Rather than challenging mechanisms that reproduce inequities, models like collective impact are 

driven to serve the interests of the dominant non-profit industrial complex. The non-profit sector 

is now one of the largest employers, covering healthcare, arts, education, and advocacy. 

Counterintelligence programs directed against human rights leaders and organizations in the US 

destabilized social movements in the 1960’s and 1970’s, and that momentum was coopted in part 

by the shift toward the rising non-profit sector (INCITE, 2007; Muñoz, 2007). This provided a 

social pressure valve and control mechanism for a transition away from state welfare to public-

private corporatized networks. What is worse is that this work is often ostensibly good. The 

mechanisms, however, serve to perpetuate the problem in the guise of good will (INCITE, 2007). 

This “false charity” (Freire, 2000) is (re)enforced by the normalization of social inequity. The 

civil rights movement was resisted first through violence and coercion, and subsequently, 

through co-optation and domestication of what were organic, self-sufficient, independent, 

radical, and intergenerational social movements (Freire, 2000; INCITE, 2007). While many of 

these tax-exempt organizations contribute to the uplift of presently and historically targeted and 

marginalized populations and communities, they do so within the parameters dictated by funders 

and the constraints of their non-profit status. Such frameworks leave groups beholden to funders 

rather than communities, with desired outcomes determined by non-community groups. 

Benign neglect and charity are ways of maintaining and perpetuating inequitable 

structures. Critical services that have been cut by the state and federal government must be 

carried out by other entities. The critique of the non-profit industry is the system of resource 

reservoirs, gatekeeping, and the limits of political expression entwined in the funding apparatus 
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and tax status. An unfortunate result is the uneasy co-existence of organizations with similar 

missions competing over the same pool of funds. Where solidarity should flourish, there exist 

rifts that ultimately do more harm than good. “The NPIC [non-profit industrial complex] 

promotes a social movement culture that is non-collaborative, narrowly focused, and 

competitive” (INCITE, 2007, p. 10). This toxic environment reproduces notions of hierarchies of 

oppression (Lorde, 1983) that are mutually self-destructive. Movements thrive when visions 

across ecologies become entwined with those of other movements. The recognition of 

interconnections within and among groups and individuals is critical and dialogue should be 

established to address historical and ongoing forms of inequity in most categories of social 

human existence including healthcare, education, political enfranchisement, wages, home and 

family relationships, sexual and reproductive rights, gender equality, legal protection, and media 

production and representation.  
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Chapter Two 

 

Collaborative Research in Action: An Origin Story 

 

 I grew up in Phoenix, Arizona, son of a Mexican father and a Cuban mother. Our parents 

provided a comfortable existence for us, and most importantly, we knew we were loved. My 

sisters and I were some of the few non-white students at our elementary school, and I first recall 

experiencing direct racism there around the 3rd grade from other students in my class. Teachers 

dismissed my concerns, and the harassment persisted throughout my elementary school 

experience. I began to take note of the norms on television and in movies, and the roles of 

portrayed by Black and Latinx actors. The city I lived in, I realized, was racially segregated, and 

we happened to live in a predominantly white neighborhood. I began to internalize the racism 

that surrounded me. “I’m not Mexican! I was born in Michigan!”, I remember yelling. My oldest 

sister clapped back, “You are Mexican – and Cuban. Never be ashamed of where we come 

from!” I was about 10 or 11 years old, and so began my journey into critical consciousness.  

 What we were told to learn in school never really matched what I saw outside, or 

addressed the tropes and stereotypes portrayed by mass media. In high school, I began a 

concerted effort to follow my own curiosity and to become a student of my own imagination. 

Steadily each year my grades declined, but I graduated. After one semester at the state university, 

I dropped out, but I continued reading while I worked for several years. My oldest sister left a 

book at the family house one summer during a short stay of hers. The book was called Pedagogy 

of the Oppressed, by Paulo Freire. The language was dense and difficult, but what I thought I 

understood of it transformed me and affirmed my perception of the schooling experience in the 
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United States. I found employment as a tenant’s rights advocate, working with low-income 

people fighting back against negligent landlords through tactics and organizing philosophies 

developed by people including Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta of the United Farm Workers. I 

thought, “How could I apply what I’m doing and learning here and transfer it to the area of 

public education?” 

For six months, I developed a high school ethnic studies curriculum focusing on the 

Latinx experience in the US, and Latin American histories and cultures. I was re-admitted to the 

state university, and offered their Latin American Studies Center my free outreach services in 

exchange for putting their logo on my program to facilitate entrance into the surrounding public 

schools. The program was piloted for one year as a voluntary, after-school, non-credit bearing 

drop-in activity in the school’s library. A small group of students and faculty regularly 

participated, as we read Latinx and Latin American literature, discussed history, policies, and 

politics affecting Latin America and those of the diaspora in the US.  

Upon completion of the first year, I reflected on the feedback from the participants, and 

began recruitment of other community college and university students to join me in reaching 

more students at more schools to engage in culturally relevant critical dialogues. Over the 

following four years, our cohort (from doctoral students to community college students) 

established weekly in-class workshops, ultimately serving four Phoenix high schools 

simultaneously in the 2005-2006 school year (Higuera, 2014). We did this voluntarily, and I was 

personally able to keep myself afloat working as a cook and a server at various restaurants.  

Once in graduate school in New York City, I picked up on the program I directed in 

Phoenix, established relationships with interested high school teachers, and continued similar 

workshops in classrooms throughout the city. In addition to the workshops, we added a capstone 
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event in the form of a youth conference, where high school students from throughout the city 

were invited to share their research on a university campus. This lasted for two years, forming 

partnerships with schools, university programs and institutes, and community organizations. The 

youth conference proved to be a space for radical potentialities by bringing together the passion 

and energy of young students, the wisdom, experience, and creativity of community leaders, and 

the institutional strength and resources of university systems. We did this work also voluntarily, 

with small contributions from various university departments and community groups to cover the 

conference expenses of food and printing.  

Returning to the Southwest for a doctoral program granted me the opportunity and time 

to really synthesize the elements of the work I had been engaged in and to critically consider the 

ways in which I work with the local community. Each city is different, with different histories, 

movements, leaders, and overarching dynamics. The city to which I relocated had been recently 

hit by anti-immigrant and anti-ethnic studies legislation. Rifts had formed among educational 

leaders and advocates as to how the community should respond. I stepped gently into this context 

in the fall of 2014, established partnerships with several schools across school districts, and 

began facilitating research workshops. Through my doctoral program, I benefited from the 

tutelage of a renowned scholar in youth participatory action research (YPAR). My prior 

engagement with youth incorporated social justice pedagogy, but the thrust of the work used an 

ethnic studies lens. Through YPAR, I was able to combine the two, resulting in culturally 

informed youth calls for action. That first year, in the fall of 2015, the university hosted the 

Inaugural Youth Symposium on Ethnic Studies with about twenty-five high school students from 

three schools sharing their work across four different panels. 
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A personal and professional breakthrough came when I was awarded a grant for the first 

time. I was given $5,000 to build out my programmatic vision. The plan was to establish 

partnerships with seven middle and high schools across districts and identify teachers that would 

welcome pairs of college students to lead near-weekly workshops in the spring semester with a 

given class of students. The collaboration would culminate in the youth being invited to present 

their research at the university at the semester’s end. Given the political climate at the time, I was 

slightly surprised with the level of interest that school principals demonstrated with the program, 

and partnerships were soon established at all targeted school with host teachers. 

The recruitment of university undergraduate students happened through word of mouth, 

with my graduate student colleagues referring their students to me. I contacted the local 

community college, and I was referred to a faculty leader of Chicanx Studies courses. I soon met 

with her and her colleague, and established times where I could visit their classes to recruit 

students. In total, seven community college students and seven university undergraduate students 

joined the first cohort, with twelve ultimately finishing out the two-semester commitment (two 

university students dropped the program early in the first semester to focus more time on their 

academics).  

I named the program Collaborative Research in Action (CRiA), and the cohort of interns 

participated in weekly workshops during the fall semester learning about YPAR at trainings held 

at the university and the community college. We would also collectively visit community 

organizations and collectives that work on issues including immigrant rights, LGBTQ rights and  

sexual health, labor rights, the arts, and food justice. The cohort was expected to read pre-

selected peer-reviewed articles prior to each meeting related to the particular training’s theme. 

There were ten fall workshops in total, and participants earned a $150 stipend for the semester. 
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For the spring semester, the interns were paired together, a community college student 

with a university student, based on best balances of personality and their personal interest in 

working with middle or high school students. The pairs of CRiA interns facilitated up to ten 

research workshops with their host classroom, during the school day. Most classes were either 

English, Social Studies, or History classes, and most teachers incorporated the YPAR into their 

curriculum and counted their students’ work toward their final grades.  During the spring 

semester, the cohort of CRiA interns met together monthly to discuss with the group how their 

workshops were going, trouble-shoot any issues with the classes, teachers, or administrators, and 

share further tips on activities and strategies to enhance youth engagement in the process. Interns 

earned a spring semester stipend also of $150.  

The Second Annual Youth Symposium for Social Justice & Ethnic Studies drew one 

hundred students to the University from the seven partnering middle and high schools, as well as 

elementary, middle, and high school students from schools in surrounding communities. Panels 

were arranged by theme, and moderated by pairs of scholars, community leaders, and activists. 

Students presented on environmental justice, police brutality, women’s rights, gender and 

sexuality, education access and inequity, racism, immigration, and economic inequality. The 

gathering was the culmination of a dream of collective work to unite hopeful and knowledgeable 

youth and organize a way for them to engage with others across age-groups and expertise on 

particular aspects of social justice. Participating teachers, school administrators, community 

members, and community college leadership advocated for the CRiA program to continue the 

following year. CRiA, in this iteration, continued for two more years, with cohorts of community 

college and university students participating in paid trainings in the fall semester, facilitating 

YPAR workshops with youth in the spring semester, and helping organize the annual youth 
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symposium. Several CRiA alumni were hired by a participating school district to continue 

facilitating YPAR workshops at a partnering high school from 2018-2019. The youth symposia 

have expanded, now taking place annually at the two largest universities in the state. Respect for 

the will of youth to be heard is critical in expanding capacity in social movements. The systems 

of public education continue to be sites of contestation and should play a central role in 

liberation. Through critical collaboration across ecologies, public education can shift its 

constitution as social and environmental justice rightfully take greater precedence.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Theoretical Foundations of Collaborative Research in Action 

 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) orients this research focused on the 

intersections of people, and organizations, institutions, and sectors, working together through the 

Collaborative Research in Action (CRiA) program. The program was developed with four 

explicit objectives: 1) enhance platforms for youth voices to share their research by providing 

them with the resources, tools, and support in the form of mentors, workshops, and access to 

universities, community colleges, and community-based organizations, 2) promote connectivity 

between middle school, high school, community college, and university students who share 

interest in ethnic studies and social justice, 3) create spaces outside of home and school by 

connecting participants with opportunities to collaborate with experts and organizations in and 

out of academia, and 4) assist groups, organizations, and institutions in sharing, collaborating, 

and participating in the lives of area youth centering social justice. This work attempted to 

counter hegemony through a praxis exercised by people connected across ecosystems.  

This chapter will focus on examining the key elements of the overall approach to the 

CRiA program. Each element was driven by existing theories and work informed by ecological 

systems theory and participatory action research (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Fals-Borda & 

Rahman, 1991). The five major components of CRiA’s development and (re)formation are 

interconnected, and each component has its unique orientation. Those components are 1) 

planning, 2) organizing, 3) training workshops for CRiA interns across the city, 4) CRiA interns 

facilitate PAR workshops at middle and high schools, and 5) an annual social justice and ethnic 
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studies youth symposium at the university. Analysis of these interconnected elements and their 

theoretical foundations provides a basis for understanding and orient us toward a theoretically 

fluid and unrestricted exploration of cross-sector, multi-institutional, and intergenerational 

collaboration centering social justice and youth voice. 

Planning 

Cornel West challenges his audiences to resist becoming “well-adjusted to injustice” 

(Alexander, 2010). The normalization of beliefs, value systems, and material realities that serve 

the interests of the few at the expense of the majority are key components in the perpetuation of 

political, cultural, and economic domination by the ruling class. Sandy Grande (2004) writes, 

“The very definition of hegemony requires that people participate in their own oppression” 

(p.75).  Antonio Gramsci’s (1992) theoretical contributions to the concept of hegemony elucidate 

the relationship between consent and coercion. Inequity persists because it is reinforced by the 

structures of societies’ dominant institutions. Gramsci discusses this commonsense acceptance of 

the status quo as vital to its perpetuation. Challenges to the machinations of oppression are dealt 

with by a state that, as Max Weber writes, “[….] claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of 

physical force […]” (1965, p.1). Norms in the education sector have long been accepted as 

immutable. Contributing to this phenomenon is the educational approach itself which historically 

rewards myopic uniformity and punishes those who speak out and challenge authority and the 

system at large.  
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Process and praxis of CRiA 
 

  

Multi-institutional and cross-sector collaboration for social justice pedagogy and praxis is 

theoretically counter-hegemonic. The intentional (re)purposing of institutions towards cross-

sector collaborations that center youth epistemology and voice can be counter-hegemonic when 

leveraging resources for the benefit of students and their under-resourced communities. Kania 

and Kramer (2011) argue for partnerships among institutions to address pressing issues. The 

opposite approach, organizations operating as silos, will never have the ability to transform an 

entrenched social ill on their own (Post, Hamelitz-Lopez, Sierra-Cajas, Romero, 2016). The idea 

and sentiment of the collective impact model (Kania & Kramer, 2011) are ostensibly positive, 

however, absent from their vision is a focus on social justice, policy or systems change, and a 

critical analysis of the neoliberal market-based funding regimes that make possible such 

endeavors  (Wolff, 2016). Awareness of and critical dialogue on the relationship between capital 

and inequity within participating entities and organizations are essential starting points when 

working toward social change. Without doing so, collective impact actions fall under what Freire 
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(2000) calls “false charity” and perpetuate systems of injustice (p.45). Thus, this is the key 

starting point for CRiA in disrupting these assumptions rooted in neoliberal views of society, 

community, education, and youth.  

Organizing 

Four years prior to the piloting of the CRiA program, anti-Ethnic Studies bill HB2281 

became law in Arizona. The CRiA program presented to educators and administrators was 

greatly influenced by the Social Justice Education Project (SJEP) that was at the heart of the 

Tucson Unified School District’s Ethnic Studies program (Cammarota, 2017; Cammarota & 

Romero, 2014). SJEP was a comprehensive, two-year, student-led program operating in three 

Tucson high schools that focused on youth researching educational inequities and proposing 

solutions to educational administrators and policy makers (Cammarota, 2011). The evidence of 

the effectiveness of SJEP and similar programs (Cabrera et al., 2014; Cammarota & Fine, 2008) 

facilitated CRiA’s development of partnerships ultimately serving 12 public middle and high 

schools throughout Tucson. Teachers and principals from two large school districts were 

receptive to participating in the CRiA program despite the hostile climate at the state level 

toward progressive pedagogical programs. 

Unique to the CRiA model was the incorporation of cohorts of community college and 

university students as facilitators of YPAR workshops at partnering classrooms. Data shows that 

the majority of Latinx higher education students start their post-secondary schooling at the 

community college level (Mooring & Mooring, 2015). Research also indicates that enrollment at 

two-year institutions as opposed to direct enrollment in a 4-year undergraduate college or 

university lowers students’ chances of successfully transferring and completing their 

undergraduate degree at a 4-year college or university (Alfonso, 2006; Mooring & Mooring, 
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2015). Deil-Amen’s (2011) research on student retention and departure at the community college 

level finds that persistence is increased when students develop bonds with their peers in spaces 

that bridge social and academic identities. Deil-Amen refers to “socio-academic integrative 

moments” as features of community-building among students. Conducting academic research 

and associated tasks as a shared experience with classmates on and extending off campus 

contributes to belonging and bringing in students to a shared journey through college. These 

integrative moments, however, are not imbued with a critical awareness of inequity, and Deil-

Amen’s research here speaks more to a traditional understanding of student success without 

challenging the dominant paradigm.  

Students of historically marginalized backgrounds are more successful at persisting 

through college when they have a strong connection to other students with similar experiences of 

struggle. The Student-Initiated Retention Project (SIRP) model (Maldonado et al., 2005) pushes 

back against more individualized theories exploring student departure. The SIRP concept and 

practice offers a focused understanding of how student collectives and coalitions combat 

colonialism today, as it is reflected in higher education. The SIRP model argues that together, 

united, such student collectives are more capable of helping each other meet their academic 

goals, while also participating in social justice work off-campus (ibid.).  

Trainings & Workshops for CRiA Interns across the City  

The trainings for the cohort of community college and university students combined 

critical readings on social justice pedagogy and youth participatory action research with tours 

and visits with leading community collectives and organizations that support historically 

marginalized populations. The readings and subsequent dialogues were intended to provide the 

cohort with a framework for understanding critical pedagogy in the context of Arizona. The 
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intention of having the cohort visit with community collectives and tour community organization 

spaces as a part of their training was to help them familiarize and deepen their awareness of and 

connection to resources, spaces, and people that do the daily work of advocacy and movement 

building. A secondary intention of these workshops was to assist community groups in 

enhancing their capacity to engage with students of diverse age groups.  

David Harvey writes, “The right to the city is not merely a right of access to what already 

exists, but a right to change it after our heart's desire” (2013, p. 939). Harvey contributes to the 

understanding of social structures and social change through a critical assessment of space and 

capitalism. The dwindling public commons are further transforming cities into spaces of private 

property protected by a repressive state. Knowledge of physical locations where one can find 

respite, comfort, or support, and resistance to oppression without the need to make a purchase or 

have a special invitation is undervalued in our present time. Houses of worship are where many 

go to nourish their spiritual needs, but where else beyond the home or sacred space can one 

participate in community, build relationships, envision and work towards social transformation?   

Participation in liberatory education requires continued engagement with community 

groups, organizations, and movements. People who work with youth have the opportunity to 

connect the budding inquietudes of those they serve with groups engaged transformative action. 

When educators or youth workers fail to facilitate those connections, they not only do the youth 

a disservice, but they perpetuate the subject-object binary (Freire 2000). The incorporation of 

visits throughout the community in the training of the college student cohort supports the idea of 

the right to the city by enhancing their familiarity with spaces across geographies, some of which 

were actively engaged in resistance to the ideologies that uphold accumulation by dispossession 

(Harvey 2010). 
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CRiA Interns Facilitate PAR Workshops at Middle & High Schools 

Youth are segregated by age throughout their childhood and adolescence. Part of the 

intention through this work is to demonstrate how intergenerational collaboration can be done 

and to strive towards ending the segregation, isolation, and alienation of youth throughout their 

development. Partnerships that span diverse and critical social issues allow for greater 

intersectionality. Ginwright (2007) discusses how historically marginalized youth can build 

critical social capital through establishing relationships with movement-oriented people and 

organizations. The difficult part here is making those connections. In building a collaborative 

social justice program, a youth development approach centering youth experience in the matrices 

of power and privilege allows for counter-hegemonic frameworks for intergenerational praxis. 

Connecting youth action research with youth organizing clears some pathways for youth 

participation in civic life. Through approaches such as YPAR, youth research and organizing can 

come together.  

Multi-generational programs that intertwine the arts, social justice, and action research allow 

youth the opportunities to learn from others, share their own knowledges and defy norms that 

inhibit healthy development.  Watts and Flannigan (2007) expand on the concept of 

sociopolitical development as a way of cultivating critical consciousness, an awareness of 

oppressive forces and institutions, and promoting means for resistance, social transformation, 

and liberation. The relationship between wellness and an awareness of power are synergistic, and 

the liberation psychology model is rooted in the connections between individual wellness and the 

eradication of systems of oppression. Watts and Flannigan write that Positive Youth 

Development (PYD) and Community Youth Development (CYD) need liberation psychology to 

expand the scope of their work to see youth not as problems, nor as victims, but rather, as agents 
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capable, through “authentic youth-adult partnerships,” of transforming the real sites of sickness – 

the institutions and systems responsible for perpetuating dehumanizing ideologies. Watts and 

Flannigan call this Youth Sociopolitical Development (YSD). 

Youth organizing is “…a strategy that builds collective capacity of youths to challenge 

and transform the institutions in their communities” (Conner & Zaino 2014, p.174). Youth 

organizing has the potential for individual, community, and societal change (Kirshner & 

Ginwright, 2012).  Youth organizing is important because it centers young folks and their visions 

in a society that would most often manage, silence, or pacify them by other means. Research 

points out that young people today are hyper-segregated and isolated from folks of other ages for 

most of their formative years, also due to shifts in economies, parenting, and working hours 

(Camino & Zeldin, 2002).  

Scholars have in the last decade written on the relationship between youth organizing and 

positive youth development utilizing ecological systems theory (Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012; 

Ginwright 2010; Kirshner, 2007; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Organizing requires research and 

understanding of how individuals, groups, and organizations in the spectrum of social justice 

relate to each other. Partnerships covering diverse and critical social issues allow for greater 

intersectionality, which is critical in solidarity formation. Projects can transform into movements 

through the strategic connections of community organizations and institutions in K-12, higher 

education, social service providers, arts, cultural, and social justice organizations. In building a 

collaborative social justice program, the youth development approach must center youth 

experience in the matrices of power and privilege.  

Kirshner (2007) discusses four distinct qualities of youth activist groups that help 

constitute positive learning environments: 1) collective problem solving, 2) youth/adult 
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interaction, 3) alternative frames for civic identity, and 4) bridges to academic and civic 

institutions. Kirshner writes, “Social action can be a vehicle for making academic skills relevant 

to youths’ everyday lives” (P. 3772). Youth organizing and activist groups participate in their 

communities civically through speaking at public forums, through demonstrations, and through 

the arts. Political power is largely off-limits to people under 18 years of age in the US, and 

critical consciousness as well as the will to fight for change, although not banned, is not fostered 

nor nurtured in youth-serving institutions.  

The development of participatory action research as a practice and methodology has two 

main strands. One strand is Kurt Lewin’s (1946) work on resolving issues through group inquiry 

and collective agency. Lewin’s approach has been adopted by researchers and educators, as well 

as business managers and leaders. Lewin recognized the interconnection of social ills and the 

need for collective action to combat them.  He does not, however, include in his work a critical 

lens on power dynamics and how class intersects with other social identities. Lewin’s calls for 

action research have been applied to processes aimed at profit maximization and the perpetuation 

of oppressive forces. 

The other strand of participatory action research stems from Paulo Freire (2000), Orlando 

Fals-Borda and Anisur Rahman (1991), and other revolutionary theorists of Latin America. Long 

struggles for land rights, worker’s rights, and liberatory education have engendered theories and 

practices that move the “researcher’s role from that of ‘expert’ to that of ‘facilitator’ where they 

participate in the everyday lives of the individuals with whom they are working” (Glassman & 

Erdem, 2014, p.215). Cammarota and Fine (2008) draw from the Latin American tradition and 

discuss four central characteristics of YPAR. First, the researcher is a collective, second, 

researchers are insiders, third, researchers are critical race theorists and consider 
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intersectionality, and fourth, knowledge is active not passive, and is a critical precursor to action. 

“YPAR represents not only a formal pedagogy of resistance but also the means by which young 

people engage transformational resistance” (Cammarota & Fine 2008, p.4). The long struggles of 

resistance to colonialism, labor rights, and transnational activism have involved elements action 

and research. Though not always in the language of PAR, they ultimately adhere to the belief 

that communities at the bottom of unjust social orders can resist and overcome oppression 

through conscientization and liberatory praxis.  

Strong applications of YPAR challenge dominant epistemologies and provide students the 

tools, guidance, and encouragement to use rigorous social science methodologies to deepen their 

understanding of issues affecting them, and to generate alternative solutions. Community leaders, 

educators, and other adults involved in the lives of youth should avail themselves to the research 

methodology, connecting amongst each other to share information and action steps to help push 

the research from the page to practice. A research program that incorporates YPAR supports 

youth in their solidarity work with other groups, and in their raising concerns to those in 

positions of power. Relationships with policy makers and community leaders should be 

maintained by those facilitating YPAR programs, leveraging their power to ensure youth access 

(Connor & Zaino, 2014). Collaborative investigations rooted in assessing power and privilege 

must recognize the counter-hegemonic nature of the work, and courageously point us toward a 

more humanizing process.  

Glassman and Erdem (2014) observe, “PAR can help alleviate some of the alienation 

youth feel from their own society and enable them to become part of social policy and change to 

resolve the local and global issues they face” (p. 217). Very few mechanisms are designed to 

provide youth a voice in the democratic process. Youth political expression is most often 



38 
 

manifested in the forms of presentations, performances, petitions, rallies, marches, walkouts, 

teach-ins, and protests, and most of this work, when executed, is independent from the assistance 

of youth-centered organizations (Cammarota & Fine, 2008). 

Annual Social Justice & Ethnic Studies Youth Symposium at the University  

The CRiA project built in as a central feature of its work a youth symposium at the 

University towards the end of the academic school year where elementary, middle, and high 

school students and home-schooled youth were invited to share their critical art and research. 

Panels were organized by theme, with experts and leaders from the community and academia 

moderating and facilitating the question and answer portions. While the political climate in 

Arizona was hostile toward critical youth pedagogy and ethnic studies, the University, 

conversely, proved to be a relatively safe and welcoming space for youth to educate, share, and 

build critical networks across geographies, institutions, and age groups.  

Visible are the non-profit organizations in the U.S. that are committed to specific aspects of 

youth-oriented social justice work (Ginwright, 2005; Ginwright & Cammarota, 2007; Kirshner, 

2007; Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012). We can see teachers and students in K-12 schools in 

dialogue on the well-being of communities locally, nationally, and internationally (Cammarota & 

Romero, 2014; Romero, 2016). We can also see college students and faculty grappling with the 

same critical issues and engaging in research and dissemination of findings (McArthur, 2010). 

Missing has been a uniting space and structure where youth voice is validated and heeded.  

Collective problem solving on issues of power and privilege is at the root of participatory 

action research (PAR). An ideal approach to creating a research program that integrates youth 

participatory action research begins by thinking of the work as intergenerational and multi-

institutional. Intergenerational social justice work (Ginwright, 2005; Kirshner, 2007) builds on 
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strengths across age groups and provides important time for socialization for youth with people 

outside their immediate age range. There is a gap in the literature on segregation of youth today 

based on how youth are also alienated from each other by age (Kirshner, 2007; Camino & 

Zeldin, 2002). Scholars argue that young people of varying ages working together on critical 

issues is congruent with the development of critically collaborative action habits. Few 

opportunities exist for intergenerational student involvement at their k-12 schools. Community 

organizations and extra-curricular programs occasionally interrupt this dynamic, but the norm for 

youth is to be isolated by age.  
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Chapter 4 

 

Research Design 

 

 This dissertation’s research design emerges from a desire to contribute to positive social 

change utilizing methodologies that do not perpetuate oppression. To resist extractive processes 

of data collection, my project strove to be additive, recognizing positionalities while also 

understanding that there is no such thing as neutral critical scholarship. To better demonstrate 

this, I share here my experience with critical and praxis-oriented pedagogy, as it nearly cost me 

my life. 

Positionality Statement 

I walked up the steps to the main floor of the Cesar E. Chavez Building at the University 

of Arizona in Tucson, turned the corner to go to my shared grad-student office and saw two 

S.W.A.T. police pointing their weapons at my office door. It was a Sunday, April 22nd, 2018, at 

9:30pm. Just the day before, in the same building, I had led the organization of the 4th Annual 

Youth Symposium on Social Justice & Ethnic Studies, where 250 middle and high school 

students from throughout Arizona presented their original research, including youth panels on 

police brutality and border patrol violence. I put my hands up, fingertips spread wide, and 

shouted “Hi! Is everything okay?!”  They turned their eyes and guns to my body. “My picture 

and name are on the wall – I work here!” They deflected their lethal trajectories to neutral, and 

we both began slowly walking towards each other, meeting at the middle of the hallway. I was 

wearing a tee-shirt, shorts, and flip-flops, and they were in all-black long sleeve padded gear, 

helmets, goggles, and matching assault rifles. They said they had a report of a “Hispanic male 
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fitting my description” coming onto campus with a weapon, and that the door to the Chavez 

Building was unlocked. The brief interaction ended. They left, and I went back to my shared 

office, emailed what had happened to my department faculty and went back to work co-

organizing another social justice and ethnic studies youth conference scheduled to take place at 

Arizona State University in Phoenix 13 days later. Sometime after midnight I left the building, 

and there they were, the two S.W.A.T. officers, along with another police officer, just outside. 

My opening the door startled at least one of them, who put his hand on his gun. I asked, “Did 

you catch the guy?”  They said “No, thanks for your cooperation.”  

I begin this chapter with a short testimonio documenting a lethal experience of state 

violence while working on my dissertation project. I write of my near-death encounter because 

nobody else will, and because my loved ones and community deserve to know the truth. For 

several weeks following what had happened, I was too busy to deal with the emotions of being 

the target of a SWAT team. Anxiety, paranoia, and frustration built up within me. Ultimately, I 

began sharing the experience with friends and family, and only then did I start processing what 

had happened. I begin my master’s thesis (Higuera, 2014) with a similar testimonio describing 

when I was pulled over in 2002 by four police cars, and at least six guns were pointed at me. My 

intention that day was to get a feel for the surroundings of the high school in Phoenix where I 

was to begin teaching for the first time a program in Chicanx and Latinx studies. The police told 

me as they removed the handcuffs that they had mistyped my license plate number by accident, 

and their system reported my license plate as a stolen car. I write about these experiences out of 

obligation to those who did not survive similar encounters, and for those who continue to endure 

state-sanctioned violence.  These are not isolated incidents, as they occur daily across the 
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country. Being a survivor of state violence informs how I work as a researcher, an educator, and 

organizer.   

The Collaborative Research in Action program is a systematic project of building 

critically caring communities to (re)surface lived experiences of oppression towards multi-

institutional and intergenerational transformational resistance. The development of CRiA has 

been a process of transparently articulating how youth and adults could work together through 

collaboration and research in humanizing schooling and our society.  I was drawn to the field of 

education with the desire to work towards humanizing the curriculum, inserting voices and 

histories either misrepresented or not mentioned at all. In countering the violence of erasure, 

social justice pedagogy is an opportunity for human and environmental rights across all sectors 

of society and not just within the schoolhouse. Learning environments have been and continue to 

be shaped in frameworks rooted in a white supremacist, capitalist, heterosexist, and patriarchal 

ideological nexus. I borrow here from bell hooks, who, throughout her scholarly production and 

public engagements, continuously reminds us how intersectional oppressive forces are 

engineered by the power structure. So too, then, should the liberation movements be 

intersectional.  

I recognize my privileged identities as a cis-gendered, heterosexual, male-identified U.S. 

citizen raised in a middle-class, Christian household. I can’t say why I was almost killed by 

police on these two occasions. Was it my driving in a low-income neighborhood? Was it being 

on a college campus with my phenotype on a Sunday night? Or was it my work which drew out 

the guns, or perhaps a mix of motives? When it comes to state-sanctioned violence, there is no 

hierarchy of oppressions, just as there are no excuses. 

What Is Testimonio? Is This Testimonio? 
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Lindsay Perez Huber defines testimonio as “[…] a method to document the experiences 

of oppressed people […] generally used as a strategy to denounce injustices experienced by 

marginalized groups”, used as a first-person account (2010, p.83). The use of testimonio allows 

individuals to share their unique perspectives on the significance of specific experiences. 

Testimonio, like participatory action research, emerges from Latin America as an epistemology 

and methodology of resistance to imperialism, fascism, and Eurocentric epistemologies (Beverly, 

2005; Reyes & Curry Rodríguez, 2012). 

 Testimonio “provides an outlet for affirmative epistemological exploration” (Reyes & 

Curry Rodríguez, p. 532). The voices of those adults who participated in CRiA that are featured 

in this dissertation detail their support and involvement in the project of pedagogical and 

epistemological justice that was a long-held dream of mine to see to fruition. While they share 

their unique perspectives, their stories also intersect critically with mine through the 

development of CRiA. Each participant shared their critical views of and experiences in 

educational systems that do not have the interests of students at heart. Their engagement and 

advancement of the goals of the CRiA program position them as advocates and agents of change. 

In so doing, their collective voices give shape and motion to CRiA, identifying and articulating 

its goals as well as its sociopolitical context. 

Testimonio is a flexible methodology and while it may be argued that what follows in 

Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 of this dissertation are not prototypical exemplars, I contend that those 

involved in CRiA recognized its counter-hegemonic approach, and that their critical reflections  

of what CRiA means in the present time and place aligns with the roots and trajectories of the 

methodologies including participatory action research. Many of us are living and working 

through contradictions, knowing that the institutions that we navigate through are at the same 
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time marginalizing others. Our social systems are deeply flawed, and yet our participation in 

them is required to meet our most basic needs. Youth are often most aware of these 

contradictions and are among the least inhibited from pointing them out. People of minoritized 

backgrounds that share their testimonios contribute to the collective contestation of the dominant 

narrative that maintains the status quo, piercing through the shame of respectability politics so 

that others may be emboldened to share their truths, and that allies may also be moved, through 

deep listening, toward action.  Collectively, testimonios from the people who made the program 

come to life share a complex understanding of structural oppression as well as their ability to 

affect change as an individual and as a group in solidarity. The necessity of hearing from those 

most affected by histories of oppression is at the root of testimonio as a methodology and 

epistemological process. “In the field of education, dominant ideologies of meritocracy, 

individualism and color-blindness can mask the complex struggles of students of color and the 

systems of oppression that create the conditions for those struggles” (Huber, p. 640). Their 

critical reflections are not without hope, as they persist in activities and work engaging their 

communities in pedagogies of hope (Freire, 2014). While this present study is also supported by 

the material facts of the CRiA program, such as the numbers of youth participants and schools 

partnered with, the thrust of the investigative portion of the work is revealed through the words 

of those who formed a critical part of the collective endeavor. 

Coding  

Testimonios were coded through in vivo as themes emerged (Saldaña, 2011). In vivo 

coding allowed for coding to occur within the context of each testimonio. The emergent themes 

were expanded upon in the following two chapters as sub-headings. IRB approval was granted in 

January 2016.  I fully disclosed of the purpose of this study to the six participants. This was 
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accomplished through providing signed informed consent forms outlining the rationale and 

purpose of the study and making clear participants had the right to discontinue participation in 

the study. 

Completions of interviews were clustered in two time periods, 2016 and 2018. The first 

cluster of interviews were recorded at higher education institutions between May 22nd, 2016, and 

June 28th, 2018. CRiA students Bethany, Carlos, Flavio, Jaime, Sandra, and Violeta participated 

in semi-structured interviews that centered analysis of our educational environment, lived 

experiences, and their participation in an academic school year experience with CRiA.  

The second cluster of interviews took place between November and December of 2018. 

Dan, Lily, and Greg, the interviewees that participated as non-profit organizations, brought their 

experiences in community organizing and community health in critique of current systems. They 

participated in CRiA as hosts of workshops for CRiA interns and attended and / or participated in 

the youth symposia between 2015 and 2018. This second cluster of interviews were conducted 

five years after the project’s pilot workshops.  

Chapter 5 

Chapter 5 features the interwoven testimonios of six CRiA interns. The interns who 

shared their testimonios are a representative sample of the twelve total that participated in the 

first full year of the CRiA program. This is a representative sample because of the overarching 

commonalities shared between the sample group and the total population of CRiA interns. The 

first year, 2015 – 2016, the program began with 14 college students, 7 from the community 

college, and 7 from the university. Two from the university withdrew, and we ended with 12 

college students in the program after 9 months – the date of the interview. Among the 

commonalities of the population of the CRiA intern cohort are age (all between 18-24), 
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educational status (all community college and university undergraduate students), racial identity 

(all identify as students of color) and interest in learning more about and participating in social 

justice pedagogy and practice. Students were recruited to participate in the CRiA program 

through word of mouth from instructors on the university and community college campuses, and 

I also conducted visits to university and community college classes to recruit directly. The 

University and Community College students that participated in the CRiA program were 

required to have an interest in social justice, and provide professional references, with whom I 

followed up. 

The CRiA cohorts interviewees featured in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 were given 

pseudonyms, and the descriptors are in reference to the time of their participation in the program. 

For the 2015-2016 academic year, “Flavio” was 24 years old the year he participated in CRiA, 

and although not a native to Tucson, grew up in the city. He took classes on a self-proclaimed 

“on-again, off-again basis” and found interest in critical conscious and support of grassroots 

movements as an artist, identifying as Chicano from a working-class background.  He identified 

as Chicano and comes from a working-class background. “Carlos” was 23, is a Mexican national 

and DACA student. He too was politically active, an on-again, off-again community college 

student, and came from a working-class background. “Jaime” was 18, was the youngest of the 

cohort. He was from a small border town. He was interested in social justice but had little 

experience in social justice work. He identified as Mexican-American. “Sandra” was 19, from a 

large midwestern city, and was politically active. She was a community college student and an 

artist. She came from a working-class background. “Bethany” was 22, was from the Pacific 

Coast, and was a university senior. She was politically active and came from a middle-class 

background. She identified as multiracial, queer, situationally female and non-binary, with a 
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history of depression and anxiety, largely in part due to oppressive social structures. Violeta, 20, 

was from the Southwest, a first-generation Chicana US citizen, and came from a working-class 

background.  

Chapter 6 

From a large population of teachers, multiple district leaders, community leaders, 

advocates, and higher education faculty who contributed to the CRiA project indirectly or 

directly, 8 testimonios are interwoven. This present study is grateful for the contributions of all 

who hosted CRiA intern trainings over the years covered in the study, as well as all who have 

volunteered for the symposia. Those interviewed here are not a representative sample of all who 

have contributed to the CRiA project. The intention of the sampling is to at the very least record 

a range of ideas and approaches on critical collaboration and social justice pedagogy among 

groups and individuals who accepted the initial invitation to work together.  “Lily” and “Dan”, 

longtime leaders of the “Worker’s School”. Lily and Dan hosted a training for the CRiA interns, 

and moderated panels at the youth symposia for three years. “Greg” was a senior administrator at 

a health center specializing in AIDS, HIV, and sexual health. He and his colleagues developed 

and presented a workshop for the CRiA interns, and they have moderated youth panels at the 

CRiA symposia.  “Elena” was a school district leader in Latinx support. Administratively, she 

has championed the participation of students and educators in praxis. “Beth” was an elected 

school board member who has also participated as a moderator of education-centered youth 

panels. “Arianna” was a high school teacher with approximately 10 years teaching experience 

that hosted CRiA research workshops in her classroom, and had students participate in the 

symposia. “Samuel” was a high school teacher also with approximately 10 years teaching 

experience, and he also hosted workshop leaders through CRiA, and also bringing students to the 
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symposia annually. “Teresa” was senior faculty at a community college with over 20 years 

teaching experience, who supported the project by connecting her students to the internship 

opportunity, as well as personally moderating panels each year at the youth conferences. The 

voices shared by these educators and leaders in this study pertaining to their participation in and 

observations of the CRiA project serve the purposes of more deeply understanding 

intersectionality and the role of intentionality in collaborative approaches for equity and justice. 

In the current study community college students, university students, and community 

members who participated in CRiA provide their own testimonios about their experience of 

working in collaboration across institutions and to support youth development of social justice 

awareness. Testimonio is a tool for decolonizing methodologies and as a part of healing. The 

testimonio was utilized in this study to open opportunities to more profoundly (re)consider staid 

educational approaches, their roles in a stratified society, and to move research towards a 

mobilizing education through critical, multi-institutional collaboration. 
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Chapter 5 

 

CRiA Intern Testimonios 

 

 In this chapter, testimonios by Collaborative Research in Action (CRiA) student interns 

from “Community College” and “University” reveal perspectives on public education that are 

critical of public schooling while at the same time hopeful in their individual and collective 

ability to enhance the experiences of middle and high school students participating in the CRiA 

program. Only one of the interns was enrolled in a teacher preparation program at the time of 

their participation although two others had articulated an interest early on in the profession. The 

remainder of the interns participated in the program as a means of critically engaging with youth 

and community groups for social change. 

Public Education  

 

FLAVIO: I don’t want to be a teacher. I think this public-school system is broken to the 

point where it’s going to have to get rebuilt from wreckage, basically, and I don’t want to 

be in a field where people who aren’t even a part of it are the bosses. It’s totally about 

subordination and dominance at this point and the graduation rates show it too, you 

know. They [the students] don’t like that so they find different places to get what they 

feel they need.  
 

Flavio was a part of a generation of Tucson youth who witnessed the criminalization and 

dismantling of the successful Raza Studies program. Revealing in his comment is the political 

nature of state oversight of public education. In Arizona, there are few requirements for state 

education leadership.  The position in the past half-decade has largely been dominated by 

conservative interests rather than former teachers and communities involved in re-thinking 

education.   
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Bethany recognizes with some sarcasm in the following statement the contradictions in 

having an extremely negative view of public education while simultaneously pursuing a career as 

a teacher. 

BETHANY: Public education is shit. I think it’s absolutely awful. In general, I’m not a 

fan of it which makes me super thrilled to go be complicit in the educational district. The 

more work I do with public education the more I see, like, wow that explains a lot, I 

guess. It’s not great. Everything is so structured in high school and that structure is more 

and more policed and not just by teachers but security or its actual police-type figures. It 

affects students’ preparedness for college and the real world because it’s basically like 

being in prison and suddenly you have that freedom and you don’t really know what to 

do.  

 

GABRIEL: What do you think is the purpose of public education? 

 

BETHANY: I already know that it’s for creating a docile workforce which isn’t what I 

think it should be for, which is why I want to try and work with some kids. Part of that 

though is just the natural mistrust and paternalistic attitudes that people have for students 

of color and poor people. They’re like ‘oh, you need to be watched more heavily because 

you’re more likely to do something bad’ and that usually drives students to do something 

bad and it just affirms higher ups’ perceptions of students of color and people of color. 

The other thing is the paternalistic attitude that people naturally have towards children 

but it’s probably more and more severe depending on what type of student they are as far 

as, just in general, with the United States’ history with people of color.  

 

 Bethany echoes Bowels and Gintis (1976) here in her economic assessment of public 

schooling’s function in society. She adds to this a nuanced understanding of the synergy between 

capitalism, white supremacy, ageism, and the American caste system in public education.  

  Carlos, a 22-year-old DACA recipient and part-time community college student makes 

the connection between public education and the criminal justice system for Latinx communities.  

CARLOS: It’s just the establishment. They don’t want to teach the Latino youth. They 

close down all the schools in the majority Latino communities so it’s just that idea of 

trying to keep some educated, so they can just fit the system, put the prisons, we all know 

about that, if they end up in prison they can just use them for labor, like modern day 

slavery. 
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Carlos’s assessment reflects an understanding of the relationship between school closures 

in Latinx communities, prison construction, and the economic exploitation of the incarcerated 

population. Jaime’s perception of public education was an outlier among his peers. He said, 

JAIME:  I never thought it was bad before. but I think it’s getting better. Another thing 

that I saw is, just because I’m not from Tucson and where I’m from [on the border], 

education is a bit less advanced, basically. There’s less money in there and I really 

realized that when I started working in public education here [Tucson].  

 

Jaime compares his hometown schools with those where he visited and worked in 

Tucson. Ultimately, he concluded that there is a difference in resources between the two cities 

contributing to a difference in public education, with Tucson having the advantage. He sees 

public education as both adequate and improving. In comparison to his CRiA peers, he was the  

only one interviewed who did not share a negative view of public education.  

Trainings, Community-Building, and Community Organizations 

The training and preparation that CRiA interns underwent during the fall semester 

entailed ten meetings at sites throughout Tucson, including the University, the Community 

College, and arts, community, and human rights organizations. The meetings at the University 

and the Community College centered more practical pedagogical approaches to facilitating 

YPAR workshops with youth. Visits to community organizations were accompanied by required 

readings of academic articles focused on the issues of each organization. One to two interns were 

responsible for liaising with each community group to help facilitate each of those site 

workshops. The intention with the site visits was to expose the interns to the different groups 

engaged in arts and social justice work, with the broader vision of fostering the development of 

intergenerational networks across themes and space. 

Jaime discusses his initial perceptions of partnering with University students, and how 

those perceptions changed over the course of the year. 
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JAIME: When I met the other kids from the University, they were a lot more 

independent. I was a little intimidated by them at first. I thought they were going to be 

smarter and everything. A big pro to all of it, maybe I’m not speaking for everyone, but 

this general idea about community college and universities, like here’s the University, 

you’re just smarter if you go there, you’re just better if you go there. Maybe they didn’t 

see us a complete equal, or a little more advanced than us. At least that’s what I thought – 

that they were going to be a little bit more ahead of the game. All of us, I think we came 

to the realization that basically we all are the same. Minus personalities, there’s no 

difference.  

 

Jaime goes on to describe his impressions of the trainings. 

 

JAIME: At the beginning, it was just very, very exciting – that’s the best way I could put 

it, because I was being thrown with so much information you know, it was all this real 

knowledge – not that other knowledge doesn’t matter, but things that really mattered and 

like oppressive issues and stuff like that, you know?  

 

GABRIEL: What do you mean by “real knowledge”?  

 

JAIME: What I mean by “real knowledge,” when I say that is like social justice issues, 

you know, we’re being, well, at least I was being exposed for the first time to local 

issues. At least that are affected here in Tucson. 

 

 Jaime’s term, “real knowledge”, alludes to an understanding of the material realities of 

working-class, low-income, and primarily Latinx communities, and the groups and organizations 

that work with them to challenge structural barriers and alleviate the ills reproduced by 

inequality.  

JAIME: It was a lot more hands-on for sure, and we got to see all the things that they 

were doing there, and it was a lot more fun. In a classroom environment, you know, it’s a 

little more strategic and structured, you know, and in this way, it was more spontaneous 

learning, and not only were we learning about things that the group was truly, genuinely 

interested in, but it was learning it in a different way, like in a more organic light. It was 

easier to kind of be fully engaged every time. So for example, you go to a classroom, um, 

even if it’s not the same class everyday like in elementary school, it’s still the same class, 

the same teacher, every single time you have that assigned class, so it kind of becomes 

stagnant in a sense, you know? It’s very routine, you get very used to it.  

 

Jaime’s view of the trainings as more hands-on, organic and ultimately a different way of 

learning were sentiments shared by other CRiA interns. By describing more traditional 

pedagogical approaches as “stagnant” in comparison illuminates the dichotomy between a 
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pedagogy of social justice and normative forms of teaching and learning. CRiA interns were 

asked about the difference between having guest speakers representing community organizations 

come share their work and insights with the CRiA group at the community college or university 

campus, versus the group of interns going to their organization spaces. Bethany uses some of 

Jaime’ same language of the trainings being “hands-on”, and participants being “engaged”.  

BETHANY: They [the trainings] were more hands-on in general because we were 

actually going to their location which in itself gave a positionality because whenever I 

talked about an organization I’m like, ‘Okay, they’re located over…’ and I could actually 

say where it was because I’ve been there. It’s more memorable because its engaging. I 

had to go somewhere instead of someone coming in and talking because I feel the context 

in which that learning is situated influences how you retain it, I guess. The relationship to 

that information. It establishes a different kind of relationship with the work that they do. 

I think it changes the relationship we have to the organization and the different 

information that we learn there. That was different than other ways of learning. They 

were interesting learning experiences in and of themselves to have because I didn’t know 

a lot of the different organizations and resources in Tucson especially since I’m not from 

here. That was a nice basis of understanding what types of resources are in the city. That 

way I could be a better resource for the students.  

 

 Violeta also found the trainings to be more “hands-on”. She shares a unique perspective 

as she has had the experience of a CRiA partner organization on another occasion do a 

presentation for her class of undergraduate students.  

VIOLETA: I’ve had Centro de Comunidad y Justicia come into my college classes, and I 

can see that some students don’t take it as seriously because it’s just a PowerPoint 

presentation. But once you’re actually at their offices, you can see everything that they 

do, you can see their desks, you can see the posters, you can see the amount of paperwork 

they go through. You see some volunteers, you see the other people from the 

organization, and so it’s more hands-on and its more of a reality when you step into their 

space rather than them coming to you.  

 

 Part of what Violeta alluded to is that visiting with these community organization leaders 

in their spaces of work and advocacy took the CRiA interns from the imagined to the real. The 

workshops provided opportunities for absorption of verbal and non-verbal information, for 

introspection, and for growth as a collective group.    
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Sandra noted that workshops taking place in community spaces minimized self-

censorship on the part of the interns as well as the community leaders.  

SANDRA: It was much more personal. It wasn’t as rigid as say, if we went with a major 

university and we had like someone come in and talk about these things. Sometimes in 

classrooms community organizers who are for social justice can’t talk about certain 

topics without repercussions or maybe being banned from the school, that kind of thing. 

But since we are all on the same page, and we’re all aware of social issues going on, 

we’re able to have productive conversations that can lead to organizing and being with 

community.  

 

Sandra went on to share that the workshops provided multiple ways in which knowledge 

is shared and consumed. In addition, she notes how the workshops gave participants the 

opportunity to observe how multiple non-profits and collectives are structured, staffed, funded 

(or not), and supported.  

SANDRA: [The trainings] all worked together very well to have different ways of 

exposing us to those things, to different ways of teaching and learning about things. The 

one that really stood out for me was when we went to Centro de Comunidad y Justicia 

because they are … I did enjoy them but I also liked the Community Garden because it 

was very community-based and you know members of the community were able to go in 

and neighborhood folks were able to use the garden and youth were involved, and being a 

part of that. It was really neat seeing that it was an effort by everyone, not just someone 

with a degree. But Centro de Comunidad y Justicia was different in that aspect where 

people did have fewer experiences and were very specific in their backgrounds and they 

did reach out to immigration issues that require a law background and just knowing 

what’s up like, legislation. So both of those were completely different, but also very 

interesting and very helpful to understand community organizing and, for Centro de 

Comunidad y Justicia, maybe international organizing, too, which is really neat to see, 

especially considering that we are in Tucson, close to the border.  

 

 Issues of class and socio-economic status manifest themselves in the non-profit sector in 

different ways. Sandra referenced how engagement with a community garden by neighbors is a 

powerful and collectively empowering activity in terms of physical health that does not require a 

degree. Conversely, immigrant rights advocacy often does require background in and familiarity 

with law and legislation. Her comments reflected a nuanced understanding of the range of 
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community groups and organizations, those who run them, and those who seek their services, 

and the role of privilege in how these entities operate.  

 The locations where these workshops took place served sites of critical dialogue and 

learning amongst the interns as well as for the workshop hosts, as will be discussed in the 

following chapter. The connections made among the interns, community advocates, and the 

spaces themselves contributed to a broader sense of solidarity. When asked which workshops 

stood out, most agreed that the visit to Centro de Comunidad y Justicia was one of the most 

impactful. Centro de Comunidad y Justicia is dedicated to helping families of migrants find their 

loved ones when reported lost while attempting to traverse the US-Mexico border through the 

Arizona desert. Centro de Comunidad y Justicia partners with other organizations to help connect 

families with the remains of their loved ones who had passed away on their journey to the U.S. 

One CRiA intern, a first-year community college student, shared during that workshop shared 

that she had been planning on joining the Border Patrol. Quietly, she began to cry, and through 

her tears, she said that she wouldn’t continue with her initial career path upon learning more 

about border patrol practices, such as vandalizing water drums left by humanitarians for migrants 

making the trek, to policies like funneling migrants through the harshest Arizona terrain as a 

form of deterrence.  

JAIME: The Centro de Comunidad y Justicia meeting – that was one that really, really 

spoke to me and I still think about it a lot because I was exposed to ugly truths there 

because I had no idea about these documented incidents with our own Homeland Security 

and how vile they are. They were even talking to us about counseling ourselves. 

 

 Among the items visible in the physical location were stacks of crosses in one corner in 

remembrance of the lives lost in the desert. Interns and staff at Centro de Comunidad y Justicia 

discussed the emotional labor of their work. The staffer, being completely candid, shared with 

the CRiA group that they personally would be leaving the organization in the following weeks 
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because of the toll the work had taken on their own personal well-being. Self-care in social 

justice advocacy is critical, as this workshop highlighted the scale and scope of human rights 

activism and the struggle for the respect and dignity of all people – alive, deceased, and 

disappeared.  

VIOLETA: The reason why the Centro de Comunidad y Justicia training stood out was 

because that specific workshop opened some of our CRiAistas’ minds and perspectives 

and created a new view on them and the issues that’s going on in Tucson and in Southern 

Arizona. It made the CRiAistas really open to feedback and open to learning about these 

topics. I know a few CRiAistas recommended some readings to another CRiAista, and so 

that was really cool to see that sharing of knowledge. Most of the trainings were 

somewhat informal in the way that it made us comfortable to speak out and comfortable 

to participate in the discussions, and so a lot of the time the discussions were on difficult 

topics or stuff like that but because we were with each other, because we had a really 

strong group of people, we got comfortable with each other really fast so that opened up 

the chance to have really effective discussions and I think that’s what made each training 

really different compared to other scenarios that I’ve been in - the fact that our group of 

CRiAistas were comfortable with each other. We had the respect for each other, to 

respect each other’s opinions, to speak out about a particular knowledge, to teach each 

other. That support was very important and was seen throughout the training and 

workshops.  

 

 Violeta continued to discuss how the cohort taught and learned from each other as well  

as sustained and supported each other on a humane level.  

 

VIOLETA: We were there for each other. We had a really strong support system. I think 

it worked out really well at the end. We all got comfortable with each other and we still 

got the most out of the workshops, out of the organizations and their missions. I think it 

definitely was a win-win for us as the CRiAistas and getting to know the organizations. 

 

 The community college and university students were all drawn to the CRiA program 

because of varying levels of interest and experience in social justice work. Participating in these 

trainings and workshops helped them learn about local issues and resources, but also, by sharing 

the experiences together as a group, traveling around the city and entering buildings that they 

may not have been in before, bonds developed among them at the individual and collective level. 
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In the following response, Flavio discusses how the trainings facilitated critical dialogue, group 

unity, and the expansion of individual networks. 

FLAVIO: I think the intentions [of the trainings] were to draw stuff out of people and to 

have them share what they care about and to also learn about what’s going on in Tucson 

and I think all that’s real important and through that people build connections to each 

other and get to see different places too, which is really good in the future like, for 

people’s individual navigating through the world because the more people you know the 

more avenues open up. I thought it was really cool. It was a really good idea. 

 

While all the participants stated that they benefited from the workshops at community 

organization spaces, some either did not see the relationship between building personal networks 

among these groups with facilitating social justice research workshops with youth for the spring 

semester, or felt that there could have been more explicit dialogue on why these connections 

were important. Sandra mentioned “I feel like potentially the presentations or like the learning 

that happens at the different sites could maybe be tied in a little more with how we could 

incorporate this into the classrooms. I feel like there was a mild disconnect there with that.” 

Carlos said, “Honestly, after doing the actual workshops in the classrooms, the workshops we 

did before kind of feel useless. Not that it wasn’t important to learn about those other 

organizations, but I don’t know how it could be better, but most of the knowledge I didn’t get to 

share with the students.” He went on to say “The trainings felt kind of pointless a little bit. When 

we went to those trainings, we didn’t really have a goal except to learn from them. I learned, but 

not really, type of thing.” 

The critiques of the workshops, from those who had them, ranged from the “mild 

disconnect”, as Sandra stated, to “pointless” as Carlos mentioned, in how they relate to the CRiA 

cohort facilitating participatory action research workshops the spring semester. Of the ten fall 

semester trainings, half were focused on developing lesson plans and understanding classroom 

dynamics, and the other half were workshops at community organizations. One of the main 
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points that could have been made more explicit was that not all that was gleaned from the 

experiences with the community organizations was supposed to be directly translated into 

presentations or activities with the middle and high school students for the following semester. 

These workshops were just as much about building relationships among the cohort and with 

community advocates as they were about providing explicit and tangible tools for the classroom. 

FLAVIO: I felt like it was very much like we were supposed to absorb stuff and then use 

it at a different time down the road. When it comes to working with youth, I have a 

philosophy around it, and I feel like that in particular maybe isn’t the best for everyone. 

In that way I wasn’t able to get anything that I hadn’t already been formulating in my 

mind to approach youth a different way because I felt like at the end of the day when 

you’re working with youth, it’s all about them.  

 

 Flavio mentioned his youth-centered philosophy when working in schools, and how it 

remained largely unchanged after participating in the trainings and workshops. In the quote 

below, Carlos similarly shared how his understanding of social justice issues remained largely 

unchanged after the fall semester. He said, 

CARLOS: I think it does help to be more conscious of issues around you, but I already 

knew a lot about them, like Centro de Comunidad y Justicia, about labor issues – I didn’t 

know about everything – they helped me expand a little bit more, but I think if I wasn’t 

so conscious, it would have helped a lot, like, “oh, there’s more issues that we should 

work on”. Me specifically, I already knew about it. 

 

 Both Carlos and Flavio are alluding to this idea of already being critically conscious, and 

therefore, perhaps, not in need of more knowledge on the spectrum of social justice issues. Both 

CRiA interns, veterans already in mobilizing against the legislation that banned ethnic studies in 

Arizona, viewed themselves individually as fairly complete in their levels of critical awareness 

and pedagogical approaches with youth. Perhaps what they did not factor in as a part of the 

learning process was the aspect of collective efficacy as a cohort, the potentialities of 

intergenerational coalition building, or refining their understanding of non-profits, collectives, 

and the dynamics of power. Violeta, in her interview, mentioned,  
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VIOLETA: What really surprised me was that some of our CRiAistas, although they 

claimed to be familiar with social justice issues, they weren’t familiar with the social 

justice organizations in Tucson, and that really surprised me. But at the end, I was really 

glad that we all went through it together, and we all learned about the organizations 

together. I think about half of us aren’t from Tucson and so it’s really important to really 

know about these organizations. Although we claim that we are about social justice, 

maybe you are not all that involved. Actually going into the community organizations 

was very effective. Then we learned about these organizations that we didn’t know before 

and now really want to work with.  

 

Social justice pedagogy constantly runs the risk of operating out of a deficit orientation, 

that is, pathologizing the younger students, their schools, and even their communities. The 

following comments by Jaime demonstrate how his views of lower income neighborhoods where 

most of the workshops and trainings took place were absent of notions of victimization. He said, 

JAIME: I got to see for sure difference in allocation of resources. We worked primarily in 

the southern region of Tucson, from central to southern, and I got to see for sure, every 

single place we went to, it was my first time ever going to them. You can see the 

separation, the division, resources and how they’re allocated throughout the city and I got 

to see that there’s a lot of resources. Those organizations themselves are resources, you 

know, so there’s a lot of resources available in the southside, you know, I mean, for 

everyone, – every organization we went to, they’re not particular to a certain group of 

people. They’re like, for everyone, you know? And I got to see that there’s a lot on the 

southside, you know? 

 

 Jaime in the excerpt above described how one part of the city, while alienated through 

histories and processes of segregation and economic isolation, is alive with community groups, 

organizations, and spaces working toward ameliorating the effects of systemic oppression, and 

some challenging the foundations of those systems directly. In saying “There’s a lot on the 

southside”, he’s making the point that, aside from manifold consequences of poverty, there is a 

dynamism and energy that goes unreported in the news and unspoken by the broader community 

because they are either unaware of it or simply believe in the single narrative that economically 

depressed communities have nothing positive to offer and are responsible for their own 

circumstances.  
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Facilitating YPAR with Middle & High School Students 

 

CRiA interns were paired, one community college student with one university student, to 

facilitate a minimum of eight participatory action research workshops in the fall semester with 

partnering middle and high schools. The interns identified which age group they would prefer 

working with, either middle school or high school students, and once per week, beginning early 

in the spring semester, the CRiA interns would work with the class of youth with whom they 

were matched.  

Jaime was paired with a University student to lead workshops with an honors History 

class of 8th grade students. He stated, 

JAIME: I felt really honored every single day that I went there because from the very first 

day that I went I just felt a lot of love and admiration from the students. It was just 

exciting for me because it was very raw at the beginning, and before CRiA I wasn’t really 

super knowledgeable about social justice itself, you know. When we started teaching the 

kids later on, it was really what I had learned from the first semester, because I knew kind 

of what social justice was, you know, like Google definition kind of thing, you know, but 

living it and educating myself that way through CRiA, like, that was really real. I got 

smarter, for sure. I learned a lot of relevant issues. I’m gonna use the word “real” again. 

Things that are prevalent in society – social justice issues. And as a researcher in general, 

because they say that when you teach something you will learn it better, and during our 

workshops, we took them really seriously with the kids. We really wanted them to learn.  

 

 The establishment of these partnerships with schools and host-teachers was based on the 

idea that the college and university students would help the younger students develop research 

projects, but equally – if not more importantly – they would develop a connection between each 

other that transcends the research. The interruption of normative teaching and learning was made 

though these workshops embodied by the CRIA interns who encouraged youth to look critically 

at their schools, communities, and society as a whole. Flavio said, “I feel like, systematically, its 

already like a big deal for these schools to be down to do it. The more on-point CRiA gets, the 
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more leeway they’ll have to set the tone of things and also have students speak up for 

themselves.  

 He later went on to share,  

 

FLAVIO: It’s a big deal for high schoolers to see people that look like them, people that 

they can trust and respect in their classrooms. I feel like, even like not even thinking 

about the political stuff, like that’s a big deal and that’s really good. My goals and 

intentions were just to connect with them on a genuine level. Give them as much 

information and help as I possibly could and to do that by getting them to trust me. I feel 

like I was able to keep a good relationship the whole time with the class and also got to 

talk with other classes too. I feel like trust is step one. I’m not going to approach a class 

with how messed up the world is on the first or second day. I’m gonna get them to trust 

me and want to trust me so they can trust the work they’re doing knowing I’m not going 

to belittle them. Even if they’re disagreeable I’m not going to be mister know-it-all left-

wing and shit on their ideas. Trust is key to me. As I was going back to thinking about 

my high school times, that trust was missing for me. I couldn’t trust my teachers so I 

couldn’t whole heartedly approach it.  

 

Flavio’s thoughts on authenticity and building trust with students as essential precursors 

to delving into critical social issues speaks to his emotional maturity and experiential knowledge. 

His reflections on his own miseducation guided him to focus first on listening to and connecting 

with the younger students. His approach to the workshops was unique in that regard, with part of 

his approach incorporating elements of play.  

FLAVIO: It’s so regimented now and all about getting the good grade or all about just 

keeping your head low and just passing the class or a number of other things so play isn’t 

really considered important. I feel like it is really important for trust and also to switch it 

up. Also, too, like you’re in a classroom, you’re in a very heavily controlled place with 

very tightly controlled schedules. A bell is literally allowing kids to move freely, there’s 

police there, it’s a really intense place and I feel like play can snap that feeling in a short 

time.  It’s a way to break the norms a little bit and to do it in an active way. As bad as 

some of these schools can be, they can also be some of the safest places in people’s daily 

lives. I want to respect that by having fun and not just being serious all the time too, 

because  their lives can be super serious and intense and schools might be their only 

moments to unwind and be able to play games, so I want to bring that.  

 

Flavio understood, perhaps better than any other CRiA intern, that his role was not to 

replicate or replace the role of the teacher in the traditional sense as an omnipotent authority 
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figure. He recognized that the time he spent with the younger students was both an opportunity 

for mutual learning and also a respite from the kind of schooling which too often dehumanizes 

youth. 

FLAVIO: I know that if you’re going to get 100% of everyone’s attention you’re going to 

have to really come with some ill shit or you’re going to have to really have a heavy 

hand. I’d rather not be heavy handed than get 100% of people’s attention 100% of the 

time. Little techniques that I’ve learned, like, if 75% of students are doing good work 

then I’m not going to stop everything to talk to the four students that aren’t. I’m not going 

to let that bother me too. That’s what authority is – thinking you have the right for that to 

bother you and for that to afflict you when it really shouldn’t. That’s crazy, going 

anywhere and expecting 100% of anyone’s time is like, that’s a huge deal.  

 

Sharing sentiments like Flavio’s, Carlos noted the difference between the way that 

traditional classes are structured and how the CRiA interns were supported in taking a different, 

more humanizing approach. He said, 

CARLOS: It feels really like a prison to students. That’s how it feels like being in 

classrooms, so I think this kind of changes that tone. It’s more like a college where we 

have a discussion, we’re doing the circle, we’re doing discussion with each other. There’s 

never like you have to talk or you have to write. Students are actually learning in there 

and participating. 

 

 Coercion is a prevalent tactic used by educators in schools, often under the pressure of 

administrators at the school, district, and state levels, to achieve outcomes deemed desirable. 

Coercion does not, however, help students develop a healthy desire to become life-long learners, 

nor does it contribute to establishing healthy bonds with teachers, administrators, and the system 

of public schooling as a whole.  

CARLOS: I think when we first got in there, the way they presented us, or how me and 

Violeta presented ourselves, the students were like, ‘oh, they’re here to teach us, so they 

had this – they were calling us ‘Miss’ and ‘Mister’, so they had this idea of authority, but 

we tried to tone it down saying ‘No, we’re just college students, we’re just trying to share 

the knowledge’. They were really respectful, though not all of them, and not all of them 

did perfect research but at least they were trying. They responded well to college students 

teaching them because they could see us like role models. They don’t see their kind 

teaching or being in that position, so I think it helped them in that sense, like college 
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students, seeing us, brown people, you know, up and teaching, I think it was a good 

experience for them.  

 

 Many Latinx students resist Eurocentric, individualistic, and authoritarian pedagogies in 

order to preserve their own autonomy and self-worth. Their resistance is manifest through a 

range of behaviors from dropping out of school to challenging the structures themselves 

(Valenzuela 1999; Solórzano and Delgado Bernal 2001). A challenge for youth in general, and 

youth of color specifically, is whether or not to trust the adults imposed upon their lives, 

especially within the confines of institutions engineered to maintain the prevailing social order. 

Carlos’s observation that the students were not always respectful or complied with what was 

asked of them speaks to this resistance often hardened after years of bad experiences in school. 

For these reasons, intergenerational relationship-building through a lens of social justice was and 

remains a central element of the CRiA project. 

SANDRA: The students were able to build a relationship with us and were able to talk 

with us more freely and have questions for us. We’re not, like, judgmental, because we 

were just chill. We weren’t like some looming authority figure that was  like, “Hey, this 

is how you should do things” but rather, we would engage with them and ask questions, 

have questions about their life, if that was on their mind, and then we would tie that back 

into the topic that they were researching. 

 

 Sandra’s observation that by simply not being authoritarian and more “chill”, students 

felt more comfortable in building relationships with the CRiA interns. Bidirectional learning was 

more easily established as a result. Sandra articulated the connection between caring and critical 

dialogue with social justice research anchored in experiential knowledge.  

FLAVIO: I got pretty lucky. The school had a neglected garden. The students were really 

excited to take me and show me. After seeing that I was like, dope, a golden opportunity 

to bring something I would like to do and have the students be a part of that and they 

liked it, so I took it from that perspective and structured my days around it as much as 

possible. I did half a day outside cleaning up the garden, giving mini lessons on 

earthworks, seeds, and the other half giving lessons inside on environmental justice, seed 

saving. I felt like that really made things go a lot smoother than just me talking about the 

outside the whole time while I was inside or just like stuff that’s going on outside the 
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classroom. Like, ‘oh yeah, check this out, this is what I was talking about earlier’, ‘this is 

one way to address this’, ‘this is one way to address that’, so kind of like taking as many 

gardening lessons and mixing it up with as many food justice lessons and videos and also 

just having time for people to talk about it too if they wanted to, which a lot of times we 

did, which was cool.  

 

Flavio was able to find opportunity and interest in an integrated gardening and food 

justice pedagogy. He and Juan, another CRiA intern, also facilitated one of the workshop 

trainings in the fall semester at the Community Garden, sharing with the cohort perspectives to 

sustainability and autonomy.  They discussed the sacred relationship that all people should have 

with the food they consume, and the exploitative dynamics of corporate farming and migrant 

workers.  Flavio made the most of his interests, skill set, and position through CRiA with the 

high school students to build community through sharing knowledge, space, and time.  

Collaborations that center middle and high school students and social justice research 

present opportunities for imagination and a pedagogy and praxis of critical co-creation. The 

epistemology of YPAR as manifest through the CRiA looks like a continuous (re)examination of 

lived experiences and collective strivings for a healthy community and society. Jaime recalled, 

“One of the things that I remember the most with my class, the vast majority were interested in 

LGBTQ rights [….] and I remember there was no stigma in there, no prejudice.” He went on to 

describe how some of middle school students were unable to email their research because their 

work contained the word “Gay”, which was flagged. They were not allowed to email their 

teacher their work because the word “Gay” had been deemed inappropriate by the filter setting 

on their campus computers, much to the dismay of the teacher and the rest of the class. They 

continued with their research, however, and some shared their work at the Youth Symposium at 

the University. 
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VIOLETA: I think with CRiA we could prevent dropouts from happening, we could 

improve academic achievement, we could influence them for higher education, we could 

have better relationships – student-teacher relationships, we could improve that as well.  

There’s a lot of factors that go into PAR and its effectiveness. I took a class on this so 

I’ve been comparing a lot of [what I learned there] to CRiA, and the professor’s work is 

much older and so there was a result of what happened after a couple of years of that 

project and that’s exactly what happened. They were able to prevent more dropouts from 

happening, they were able to engage the student into the classrooms, they were able to 

increase their academic achievement overall, so improving the student-teacher 

relationship. I could definitely see us also doing that with CRIA. I think this is the first 

step to doing all of that and hopefully within the next year it’ll be more visible to us and 

we’ll see that being more effective in schools.  

 

 The trainings in the fall semester included extensive readings on the programs that were 

banned by the anti-ethnic studies legislation, SB2281, and the broader context of ethnic studies 

and youth participatory action research. Methodologies that work or strive toward liberatory 

praxis don’t dictate or prescribe, but rather, seek to be more open in their path to understandings 

that improve the human condition in balance with the environment.  

VIOLETA: That semester, the spring semester, I was taking a class on the education of 

Latinas and Latinos so in that class we learned about the Mexican American Studies and 

the Social Justice Education Project, which is also a participatory action research project, 

and so I related to a lot of their work […] a lot of the principles and connected it to CRiA, 

and so I was able to use a lot of that to help me out, and I shared some of that with Carlos 

[…] and it worked out really well. That’s how I was more or less able to succeed at the 

High School because I also had that knowledge and support from the class I was taking. 

I’ve become really passionate about this. I did my final research project on CRiA and 

about participatory action research projects and how effective they are. Now I’m really 

into it and I believe in it. It does become effective, especially for the high school students 

and middle school students to see that role model or just another person to support them 

when they don’t have that support in school or maybe outside of school. 

 

 Violeta had the special opportunity to participate in CRiA while also taking a class with 

one of the leaders of the dynamic programming at the school district that was attacked by the 

State. She articulated how she has grown to be “passionate” about YPAR. 

Bethany reflected on how she saw the students interacting with the process. 

 

BETHANY: I think they were excited to do research on the topics that they picked 

because those were things that interested them. They were saying that ‘this is different 
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from all the other classes I’ve taken because it talks about my life, like, these are things I 

see all the time and live’, and so I think on a smaller scale that’s what the students were 

doing with their research projects. Especially the ones that were actually into what they 

were researching, it wasn’t because they had to for their class. The students who were 

looking into the difference between funding between south Tucson and the Foothills and 

like, how the public schools are funded. That was something they’re really interested in 

because they had gone to these other schools for sports meets and saw visibly a giant 

difference between the qualities of the schools themselves and that was already enough 

for them to be like, ‘Oh, there’s something going on here – why is that?’, which I thought 

was cool they got to do that.    

 

Perception of Community College and University Student Co-Facilitation 

 

 Critical to the CRiA program was the involvement of students from the Community 

College as well as the University. How the CRiA cohort was received and perceived by the high 

school and middle school students speaks to the deeper needs of youth in the system of public 

education. Youth wanted their opinions, experiences, hopes, and concerns to be heard and 

validated, regardless of the credentials carried by the adults with whom they shared space and 

time.  

VIOLETA: Sometimes it would be the teacher who would point out ‘oh, she’s a 

university student and he’s a community college student’, but we were never approached 

differently because of that, and at the end is when we really saw that that didn’t really 

matter to them – it was more of how helpful we were to them. At the end it didn’t really 

matter what school you attended – they would just be specific when they had questions 

about the university or the community college, but that wouldn’t interfere with their 

interactions with us. 

 

Violeta found that the middle and high school students with whom she worked were not 

concerned about the difference between institutions of higher education, but rather, how the 

institutions could help them navigate post-secondary life, if that was of interest. Beyond that, 

according to Violeta, there was little deviation in the ways in which the youth viewed the CRiA 

interns.  Violeta’s co-facilitator, Carlos, went on to say,  

CARLOS: She went over her recognitions and community work and I did too, but 

students were way more impressed with her stuff than with mine, but I was okay with 

that – I’m not there to compete or anything like that. But they were really respectful of it 
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and I could tell they really wanted to learn from us, especially from Violeta, just because 

Violeta had more to show I guess, and students were like “oh, I really want to be in that 

position,” at least that’s what I thought. 

 

 The partnering class of high school students was able to engage and interact with the 

workshop facilitators, Carlos and Violeta, who were already community advocates for social 

justice. They brought unique and overlapping experiences and skills to their partnering group of 

students. “I could tell they really wanted to learn from us, especially from Violeta,” was perhaps 

the synthesis, not necessarily because she was a university student, but a leader in community 

activism.  

The visibility of community college students in partnerships with K12 education and 

liberal arts-based organizations across the city is low in comparison to university students and 

their placements in internships across all sectors.  The following reflection touches on 

perceptions of community college education and how partnerships like CRiA may interrupt how 

those perceptions are reproduced.   

BETHANY: I think it was nice for the high school students to see Community College 

students doing things. I feel like if they only ever see University students doing things, 

which I’m sure they see a lot, because I’ve done a couple of different programs on 

campus where it’s University students going into high schools. I feel it gives them a 

better idea of what they could do. I think there is a stigma around going to community 

college.  

 

 Collectively, student partnership across campuses and institutions contributed to 

affirming and authentic engagement. Middle and high school students appeared to be welcoming 

to the community college and university cohort. The workshop leadership by folks enrolled at 

the community college and the university provided, among other things, opportunities for youth 

to have non or less-hierarchical dynamics in class. The CRiA workshop facilitators perceived 

that they were appreciated by the middle and high school students. Bethany said, “I was kind of 
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thrown off when the last day came and they came to hug me and I was like ‘Oh! I didn’t realize 

that you thought of me as a person’”.  

Annual Youth Symposium for Social Justice & Ethnic Studies 

 

 Prior to the CRiA program, the pilot year incorporated partnerships with three schools 

involving research workshops facilitated by the author, and an inaugural youth symposium on 

social justice and ethnic studies, hosted by the University, featuring over 20 middle and high 

school youth presenters on panels moderated by scholars and community leaders. The following 

year, CRiA was formed, and the call for youth presenters was amplified by the presence of 

twelve college and university student workshop facilitators in schools throughout the city. The 

invitation for the second symposium was extended to nearly all public schools in Arizona, and 

ultimately drew 100 elementary, middle, and high school youth presenters from throughout 

Arizona.   

BETHANY: The students seemed to really enjoy it. With my experience with 

conferences and symposiums look like, it was definitely like that but on a smaller scale 

which I think was perfect for the students because they don’t really have a lot of 

experience with those kinds of things, if at all. I think it was nice for them to experience 

that and it was all of their peers. I think it would have been intimidating if there had been 

a lot of adults, I guess. They were presenting to their peers which I think was less 

intimidating. At the same time, I think they liked that there was a sprinkling of not just 

parents but professors and other adults who were present and participating. 

 

 Bethany’s view of youth participation in the symposium was positive, highlighting young 

people teaching each other across a spectrum of social justice issues, as well as a “sprinkling” of 

adults. This observation was seconded by Carlos, who shared, “We were trying to get students to 

teach students and that’s what it was. It was majority students, a few adults here and there, and it 

was a student teaching, you know, and, I don’t know if I told you, but that’s exactly what I 

wanted to see in the symposium – students teaching.” 
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 Jaime noted that he was anxious prior to the symposium. “Once I got there, all my nerves 

were at ease and all my stress kind of faded and I realized everybody was there for the same 

thing. We’re all there to learn and to share our knowledge.” Sandra discussed critical 

collaboration as an epistemology reflected in the partnerships with community groups, host 

schools for the research workshops, and the youth symposium. She states, 

SANDRA: I think it was powerful that we were able to collaborate with different 

institutions because it was a sharing of knowledge across all institutions […], Phoenix 

high schools too, and different middle schools here too, and all of that was really shown – 

all of those efforts and knowledge sharing was shown at the symposium, where people 

from the community and parents and teachers and other students were able to witness this 

when the students were presenting their research and most people were really pleased 

with what was going on and I remember being in one workshop where a student who was 

presenting and giving feedback on what was happening was like, “We need to have this 

happening all the time, like, why hasn’t this been happening before?” and I thought that 

was just beautiful knowing that the students were as into it as everyone else was. 

 

Sandra contributed a key critique, a sentiment shared by other symposium attendees, 

which was “It would be cool to find out a way to channel all the energy that was happening at the 

symposium and not let it fizz out and die after it was over.” The work in organizing subsequent 

symposia has taken this feedback to heart. Greater care and intentionality in connecting youth to 

movements, organizations, leaders, and peers at the symposium into the future has become a 

central component of our collective work. 

Multi-Institutional and Cross-Sector Collaboration 

The CRiA program actively sought to partner with a range of schools, community 

collectives and organizations primarily to serve as learning and connecting spaces for the CRiA 

interns. A secondary intention of the partnerships was to provide schools and community 

organizations with another mechanism through which to engage youth and adults on important 

topics. Capacity is often a challenge for organizations operating with little or no budget, so 

opportunities for critical collaboration that are mutually beneficial are critical. A tertiary goal 
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through these partnerships was for the CRiA interns to be able to assess ways that schools, 

collectives, community organizations, and non-profit organizations work towards achieving 

particular objectives within the present social, political, and economic system.  

When asked why CRiA partnered with so many schools and community groups and 

collectives, Violeta responded, 

VIOLETA: I think because there’s no one institution that students go into. There’s plenty 

of institutions, for example, community college and the university – they are definitely 

two different experiences. There’s no right way of going straight to the university or 

going to a community college instead of more what you put into it and what you really 

make an effort to do while you’re at these institutions. Often, students couldn’t tell the 

difference if me and Carlos were studying at different schools. Instead, they saw more of 

how hard we were trying at school, how passionate we were at school and about our 

community, and I think that was really important for the students to see.  

 

 Violeta observed that the most important element in the eyes of the participating youth 

was how much the CRiA interns cared – about themselves and their education, as well as their 

communities. Her comments also hearken back to Kania and Kramer (2011), discussed in 

chapter two, who write, “No single organization is responsible for any major social problem, nor 

can any single organization cure it” (p.38-39). Violeta said, “There’s no one institution that 

students go into”, and that’s why critical collaborations centering human rights and justice 

should have a broader scope and approach. Institutions in the United States are complicit in 

perpetuating endemic and systemic affronts to human dignity through heterosexism, white 

supremacy and its legacy, poverty, environmental degradation, and patriarchy, to name a few, if 

they are not actively working towards ending them.  

Sandra’s following thoughts on CRIA’s multi-institutional cross-sector partnerships 

began with a self-assessment and expanded toward an understanding of the ecologies of critical 

collaborations. She said,     
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SANDRA: As a Community College student being able to go to the University on certain 

days and learn about things that happen there, it’s just easier for me when my transition 

happens from community college to university, that was great. In the classrooms for 

CRiA, like at Central High, having Bethany, a university student, and having me, a 

community college student talking to the students about it and how that process goes, if 

they raised questions, letting them know ‘hey, this is how it happens if you want to go to 

the community college, and this is what you need to know if you want to go to the 

university right away after high school’. That already builds a pathway from high school, 

community college, university, or high school straight to university, whichever way that 

helps them. Also, outside of academia, students were able to find out about community 

organizations, like Centro, since that was close to Central High, and some of them were 

interested in immigration topics, and border topics, and a lot of them were able to have 

that knowledge of networking with them. And that was great having those different 

pathways.  

 

  Sandra’s reflections on the programmatic collaborations in CRiA help elucidate how and 

why partnerships are important when they are youth and student-centered. The term “pathway,” 

as used by Sandra above, is of significance because it represents, at the very least, the idea that 

youth and the college students involved were part of a human chain that linked individuals’ 

experiences and aspirations from centers of learning to social movement and advocacy spaces. 

The connection between the individual lived experience, collective experiences, and social 

change is manifest in Jaime’s thoughts, where he states, 

JAIME: At first, I was interested in the macro skill, at the beginning of CRiA there are all 

these big things going on over there, and all these things going on, on the other side, I 

was like, there’s problems everywhere. Locally, and even at the smaller level, like with 

friendships, relationships, teacher relationships. That was a big eye opener for me. I 

thought social justice issues were just big issues. They’re not. The smallest of issues can 

be a social justice issue. It all really starts with speaking. Your voice is powerful. CRiA is 

changing lives for sure. It’s changing the way that we think. It’s changing young minds 

which is more important. 

 

CRiA in Personal & Professional Context 

 

 Throughout the two-semester internship, CRiA interns grew together as a group and 

individually. The bonds and friendships established went beyond the workshops, trainings, and 

the symposium, and they helped each other over the course of the year on a human level. 
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Professionally, the CRiA interns gained valuable middle and high school classroom and 

leadership experience often reserved for those in pre-service teaching programs. (Only one of the 

CRiA interns was enrolled at the time in a teacher training program). The synergy between the 

personal and professional growth was made stronger given that the uniting element between 

them all was a praxis of social justice. 

JAIME: I think the basis of the relationship as a group was social justice in general, you 

know? Like that’s what brought us together. And also, social justice itself is such a broad 

topic, and there are so many issues in social justice and I feel like each and every single 

one of us were interested in a different branch of social justice. For example, I was the 

most interested with social justice within medicine, you know, some of them were more 

immigration, others with music, and stuff like that, you know, and food, you know, and 

all of us were completely interested in a completely different branch of social justice, so I 

think we all learned so much from each other. 

 

The mutual respect among the CRiA interns, founded on a broad yet shared belief in 

social justice, made it easier for them to connect intellectually and interpersonally. Also key to 

the bonding experience among the cohort was that, as Sandra articulated, “Most people in our 

little cohort, we’re all POC, Chicanos, Mexican, Mexican American, African American, Black, 

however people want to identify, and we had that lens already that sometimes can’t really be 

taught in institutions because we already have experience with some of those things depending 

on where we were raised.” The overlap of identities and shared experiences and interests all 

contributed to a broader sense of belonging for most of the interns.  Jaime went on to say, 

 

JAIME:  I didn’t foresee or expect just how close we were going to get as like a CRiA 

family, you know what I mean? I got extremely, extremely close to every single 

individual who was in CRiA, and I never thought it was also going to be another part of 

it. There was the change that we were doing, but there was also the behind the scenes 

change. [….] We were in each other’s lives the entire school year, you know, and I think 

there was a lot of behind the scenes growth and even like healing for some of us, and that 

was something I didn’t expect, and to gain such a great family for like, well for ever, you 

know. 
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 The “behind the scenes change” that Jaime speaks of is an example of what Deil-Amen 

(2011) articulates as “socio-academic integrative moments” where students find belonging and 

persist through post-secondary school because of healthy relationships established with school 

peers off campus. Sandra observed, “It was great that we got to bond with each other, and have 

that and be able to share ideas, see what everyone else is about and what we can all bring to the 

table to present to the students and for the symposium and for the community organizers as 

well.” The socio-academic integrative aspect of CRiA expanded beyond the connection among 

the CRiA interns, and extended to the middle and high school students, as well as to the 

community.  

 Sandra discussed her transformation from having no interest in being an educator, to 

wanting to become a teacher. She said,  

SANDRA: I never in my life would have thought that I wanted to be a teacher or an 

educator, and after one of the readings on MAS [Mexican American Studies] that we 

were given, it just made me really want to be an educator. I know that there’s so much 

going on and that things aren’t really lost and down for teachers and that there’s hope for 

not only the students but for school systems so I definitely came out of that wanting to be 

an educator and I’m going to do that now. [….] That was just inspiring to know that we 

can put pieces of ourselves into our work, culturally, and being able to not have to view 

educators at the top in a classroom but equal with the students, that way there’s a balance 

of learning going on where I learned a lot from my students. I learned a lot from them, 

and they learned a lot from us too. That is, I would say, more powerful than being in a 

position of authority.  

 

 Sandra’s reflections here connect the trainings, which included critical readings on 

pedagogy and praxis, with her experiences facilitating workshops with high school students. Her 

stating that, “…there’s hope for not only the students but for school systems…” is a powerful 

claim amid a prevailing pessimism among even those actively working toward making public 

education more responsive and relevant to social issues. On the other end of the spectrum, some 

CRiA interns were already leaning toward becoming educators or teachers. In the following, 
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Carlos discussed how his participation in the program fit with his goals of positively contributing 

to his family and to society.  

CARLOS: It just helped me be more what I wanted to be. I do eventually want to teach 

MAS if it ever comes back. I do want to come back to school and get my degree in that 

but as for now I need to work too. I need to take care of myself and my parents so that’s 

why I’m doing engineering, but I do eventually want to teach when I get my degree in 

MAS. Even if it’s just a bachelors I can at least try to do something with it – try to get 

back to the community and try to teach, try to grow more consciousness in the 

community. That’s really all it is and being part of CRiA really helped that – the idea of 

‘oh, I could really do this’, you know – it’s a feasible goal. It impacted me in a good way. 

I really think it’s something that’s going to help me develop my ideas of how to teach and 

how to give back to the community. 

 

Carlos was a student in the MAS program in Tucson as a high school student, and it left a 

positive impression on him. When the program banned by the State, he applied his learning to 

fight back. The CRiA program provided him an opportunity to recreate the positive, nurturing 

environments that helped him persist through high school and work toward degrees in post-

secondary education.  
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Chapter 6 

 

CRiA Partner Testimonios 

 

 This chapter delves into the reflections of partners of the CRiA program, from 

community groups and non-profit organizations that helped with the trainings of the college 

students, to host teachers that allowed the CRiAistas into their classrooms. Also interviewed 

were college and public school leaders who supported the program through their senior 

administrative and elected positions.  The thoughts and reflections of those interviewed span 

public schooling, higher education, organizing, social services, and the current socio-political 

and economic context.  

Neoliberalism and Public Education  

 Neoliberal policies impacting public education revolve around an overall shift toward 

divestment of tax dollars with a longer-term goal of privatization. The commodification of public 

education is already a lucrative industry through the rise of charter school networks. Funding 

mechanisms for public school districts that include student enrollment and performance on 

standardized tests as key components have negative effects on the working class and 

communities of color. Most of these schools have more police and “school resource officers” on 

campus than guidance counselors. Zero-tolerance behavioral policies result in long-term 

suspension or expulsion, pushing students to charter schools or out of the system entirely. 

Coupled with the history of Eurocentric models of education and low teacher salaries, the net 

effect for students is a public school environment that is challenging not because of high 
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expectations and rigorous curriculum, but because of a lack of resources and a climate indifferent 

and often hostile to students’ needs and realities.   

 Elena, a senior administrator of student services for a large school district in Tucson, 

shares some thoughts on funding for her schools, and some of the challenges in providing the 

best for the students. 

ELENA: The discrepancies are there. Our kids are having to work with much less and 

produce the same or better results in order to maintain that funding. Our student 

population has decreased and so for every student that’s still in the classroom, they’re 

still getting less funding no matter what. That’s been in the state of AZ an issue given that 

we’re pretty much the last in funding per pupil. We range from 3rd to last, to last, every 

year. We have passionate teachers who really are committed to the profession and have 

developed culturally responsive practices in their classroom, and we have those that 

we’re just hiring teachers because we need them. 

 

 Funding woes for public schools in Arizona are a part of the public record. What is 

revealing about Elena’s comments above is the candor with which she addresses the teacher 

shortage. Qualified, committed, and passionate teachers filling the classrooms is the ideal, but 

the reality is that many do not meet state standards, nor carry great enthusiasm in what they do. 

Arizona began the 2019 year with 23% of teaching positions unfilled (Arizona School Personnel 

Administrators Association 2019). The shortage of teachers – even unqualified ones – is a slowly 

growing crisis. 

 Beth, an educator and school board member for one of Tucson’s larger school districts, 

shared her views on the defunding of public education in Arizona. She stated, 

BETH: The way I view divestment – it’s about the overall goal of transforming our 

public system into a private system and so once you – it’s sad as well – once you’re in a 

state where the majority of voters have already educated their kids so they have other 

problems and other priorities that they want to have their money spent on. And they want 

to keep their money for themselves, so that’s tough. The other part is you have people in 

power who believe that corporate is better than government and they really want to 

transform the whole organization into the private sector and so when I think about it that 

way it’s for a different purpose. It’s not just because people don’t like schools. There’s a 

vision around what they’re doing. When I think about collaboration, and how that affects 
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collaboration, I think about our district and how we cannot offer what we should and 

could and did offer, we are not as attractive, and you mix school choice within that and so 

before, you had “This is your school, this is where you’re at, this is your identity, and 

your neighborhood, and your community,” and you didn’t look to go outside of that and 

you didn’t have the pressure that “I have to find the best school for my kid.” Ironically, I 

think it’s amazing that we can still offer what we do with the monies that we have 

compared to other states. It’s just incredible what we are able to make happen. But yet, if 

you think about it, that goes totally in line with the corporate lean philosophy that you 

can have a better product and not have to spend so much. It’s a Catch 22 and we’re 

proving their point and still doing well. 

 

Her comments shine a light on several overlapping phenomena having a deleterious 

effect on the education Arizona public school students are offered. First, Arizona’s large 

demographic of white retirees from out of state comprise a voting block hostile to the well-being 

of the Latinx population, as manifested in the state’s record of electing officials who have 

enacted policies detrimental to communities of color. Second, she discussed the “vision” of some 

leaders who hold true that public education should be turned over to the private sector for more 

efficient management and cost-saving. Third, she talks about how school choice has exacerbated 

the problem – not only for schools and funding, but for parents as well. Lastly, she makes clear 

the contradiction in schools maintaining high performance standards set by those elected officials 

working toward the system’s privatization. 

Elena shared her observations on the relationship between zero tolerance policies, charter 

schools, and poor educational outcomes for historically marginalized communities.  

ELENA: The zero tolerance for example, we just revised our student code of conduct so 

it’s no longer falling in line with the school to prison pipeline as much. We still have to 

educate our practitioners, our assistant principals our deans, our principles, on what this 

transition looks like, how we implement restorative justice in our classrooms, in our sites, 

and as a district in terms of policy. We’re working towards that. I think that’s really 

impacted our Chicano populations in particular. If you look where a lot of the charter 

schools are in the west side and South Tucson that really has been a revolving door for a 

lot of our students, unfortunately. That they get expelled or long-term suspended from 

our sites and then they go to a charter and then they want to go back to our sites. You 

know, they really do want to be a part of the district and unfortunately some of our 

practices have pushed out some of our students.  We’re working to create a more 
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compassionate and inclusive environment for our families and students given where 

they’re from, their backgrounds, their needs, and how we can treat them as assets instead 

of deficits.  

 

 The school to prison pipeline, as mentioned above, is a structural reality for students in 

schools that are hyper-policed and under-resourced in terms of quality teachers, support staff, 

and meaningful opportunities for engagement. The pushing-out of students from traditional 

public schools benefits charters, as they are competing for increased enrolment dollars. Elena 

called this a “revolving door”, as students often ultimately want to return to their original 

schools. The disruption caused by such policies have detrimental effects in the lives of the 

students academically and socially, from which many do not recover as they get lost in the 

shuffle.  

 The following reflection by Greg echoes Elena’s commentary on the punitive vein in 

public schools. He said, 

GREG: Why is so much money spent on school resource officers instead of guidance 

counselors and school nursing. What corruption is that? The school systems don’t need to 

look this way and obviously you want a school system where everyone can get a very 

high-quality education, everyone can get access to the information they need for their 

sexual health and healthy relationships. Our current public school system I think is on a 

level of fundamentally broke in some ways, and charter schools make it worse. 

 

 The frank language Greg used, particularly the term “corruption”, speaks to the 

essentially indefensible construction and administration of public schools in poor and non-white 

neighborhoods that criminalize youth even before an infraction occurs. The oppressive and 

repressive behavior of the educational system modeled for these students is indicative of the 

expectations the system has of them. Greg’s disgust of the status quo is revealed here, and he 

adds that charter schools exacerbate the problem. 
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Samuel, in the following quote, acknowledges that young people often do make mistakes 

and need to take responsibility for their actions. However, he does not see harsh responses by 

administrators or police as contributing to ameliorating the situation. 

SAMUEL: The zero tolerance for the behavior and enforcement is definitely affecting 

our students where they’re young, not making good choices, but I totally disagree with 

having them arrested, having the police involved. I think as a school, as an education 

system, we need to work with these students and help them, and if they have issues that 

are criminal or drug-related, that we definitely try to find a rehabilitation instead of just 

getting the police and the courts involved which leads to long-term suspension. It’s very 

difficult for a student to return to school once they’ve been long-term suspended. 

 

 The lack of restorative justice alternatives within schools and districts for students 

experiencing socio-behavioral problems leaves them vulnerable to school departure at the least, 

and incarceration in worst-case scenarios. The disposability of young people in need is perhaps 

the most egregious aspect of the neoliberal turn in education. There is no safety net for them, but 

instead, a predatory underbelly of the current system that connects traditional public schools, 

charters, and the criminal justice system. Samuel went on to describe the environment and 

quotidian reality of many of his students. 

SAMUEL: Being from a low-income area, my students will share with me the drugs, the 

domestic violence, you know, a lot of crime in their neighborhood, which I tell my 

students “Education is the key to break those barriers down. Your zip code should not 

define your intelligence”. My students, a high population from Mexico, or have students 

that have to go visit their parent or mom in Mexico because of the politics and the laws 

that this country passes, our students are affected by that, by the area that they live in. 

Students tell me that the Border Patrol goes through the neighborhood every day, the 

police go through the neighborhood every day. I think the socio-economic background 

effects them, but I tell them “Don’t let that hinder your education and your learning”.  

 

 Amid the socio-structural obstacles, Samuel spoke of how he encourages his students to 

persist in school in order to survive. Hearkening back to Horace Mann’s 1848 notion of 

education as “The great equalizer” (Mann, 1957), Samuel shares with his students that education 

“is the key”. While within the confines of his classroom, students are supported and their 
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backgrounds are respected, understood, and appreciated. Beyond this protective environment, 

however, he shares that, “Currently the state standards that I have to teach are Eurocentric and 

offensive toward students of color, towards students of low socio-economic status, and so I think 

students are turned off to that.”  

The discussion of critical pedagogy with one of the CRiA host teachers brought about the  

following exchange: 

GABRIEL: One of the questions I have is about critical pedagogy or social justice-based 

pedagogy. It seems like that exists in the district [interrupted by Arianna] 

 

ARIANNA: In theory, it’s theoretical, the mindset, however, with the whole 

desegregation and the Special Master, that sets precedence over – our agenda is more 

focused towards that than I would say the actual, real-life, tangible examples of 

involvement of social justice in the classroom. So in theory it’s there. There’re posters. I 

would say when you get into individual classrooms, I would say in my school, the 

teachers themselves do not really see any support. 

 

 Arianna’s comments refer to the federal school desegregation order on the Tucson 

Unified School District enacted in the 1970’s that is still in existence. This order overrides 

State’s ban on ethnic studies and is a central reason that culturally relevant curriculum continues 

to be offered to students. How critical and culturally relevant pedagogy is practiced within the 

classrooms and supported by administrators, however, is still a function of the larger, systemic 

dynamics affecting public schooling overall in Arizona. 

Neoliberalism, the Community College, and the University 

 

 A central component of CRiA was the recruitment and involvement of community 

college students as workshop leaders at participating middle and high schools. Critical 

educational collaborations involving students from higher education institutions are usually 

university centered. CRiA sought structure and semblance of giving equal weight to both 

institutions. The inaugural kick-off celebration took place at Community College and featured 
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Community College leadership, as well as partnering teachers, principals, community leaders, as 

well as some University faculty. This section focuses on an interview with Teresa, a senior 

faculty member at Community College and partner in the CRiA program.  

TERESA:  I believe in the mission of the College. It’s something like, “To provide open 

access education to a diverse community with diverse needs,” and I think that is the role 

of a community college. It was borne of struggle. It was borne of struggle of those 

marginalized who hadn’t been able to access higher education, so I think its role is to 

provide that access. That’s to me the bottom line.   

 

 Teresa recognizes the importance of the College, particularly for minoritized populations. 

Over the span of her tenure there, she has observed mounting structural challenges to the 

fulfilment of that mission. The effects of neoliberal policies on the community college system in 

Arizona have been far ranging, as discussed by Teresa. She said, 

TERESA: They’re zeroing-out the budget for the two major community colleges in the 

state […] about three years ago now. So that’s had a tremendous effect. That’s not the 

singular reason, but it’s an important factor to the budget crisis that we’re in now. 

Probably another more important reason is the enrollment decline, and another reason is 

state expenditure laws that limit the way that Community College can spend the money it 

has so those are the three major factors. I definitely see the zeroing out of the budgets as a 

neoliberal turn in education for the state that goes hand in hand with other things that the 

state is doing like investing in the prison detention system and withdrawing funding from 

education so that’s classically neoliberal, so there’s a confluence of factors that creates 

our particular crisis at the college and that’s affecting us in really dire, I mean, we’re 

really a shadow of what we used to be. We’re at a skeleton staff and crew. It’s just 

amazing. We used to have six campus presidents. Now we have two. We just cut 23 

faculty lines for the first time and laid off nine faculty. This has never happened before. 

That’s hit very much close to home. We’re down to one fulltime sociologist for the entire 

college. 

 

 The termination of state funding in Arizona’s two largest community college systems has 

a direct impact on minoritized communities. Community College has a student population of 

over 30,000 in 2017-2018 (Community College, n.d.) and is a crucial institution for those 

seeking accessible and affordable higher education. The deprivation of funding on behalf of state 

leaders begs the question - what, then, is the direction that state policy makers want to take with 
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the school? Teresa goes on to discuss some of the new plans being developed and implemented 

for the Community College.   

TERESA:  There’s a much closer tie now with Raytheon and they are starting a Cyber 

Warfare program. I think the relationship between the military and neoliberalism is a 

really critical one. They have so much money, it’s not even imaginable. At a college like 

ours that is so desperate. So our communities become really vulnerable and dependent. 

Then the ideology sets in of the need for these industries, that we can’t live without a 

military, we can’t live without creating bombs and cyber warfare because our jobs 

depend on it. It’s like the coal miners who are dying from it but hold on to it because 

that’s all they know. The growth of the military and paramilitary organizations between 

the state and private capital really feed off of our historic poverty and disempowerment. 

 

 Among the top seven largest employers in Tucson are the missile-making company 

Raytheon, Davis-Monthan Air Force Base, and the U.S. Border Patrol (Phoenix Relocation 

Guide, n.d.). These three entities collectively employ about 25,000 people, which is a significant 

percentage of the adult working population of the city. Teresa discussed above how an ideology 

of dependency protects, reinforces, and perpetuates these industries that are key components of 

U.S. imperialism abroad. Both Community College and the University are accomplices in this 

lethal nexus that siphons funds domestically away from health and education, and externally is 

manifest in a realpolitik of exploitation by destabilization. She goes on to say, 

We can’t ignore the reality that we’re in. When it [the role of the community college] 

becomes too heavily weighted, especially towards the military industrial complex, that to 

me is not desirable. But that’s where the heavy investment is right now, federally. How 

do you escape that? My God [exasperated]. We have to have a lot bigger change than we 

can do locally for that to happen. 

 

 Teresa observed in the above excerpt that the change required to combat the symbiosis 

between higher education the war industry requires transcendent efforts across geographies and 

ecological systems. Teresa was a co-founder of the Ethnic, Gender, and Transborder Studies 

Department at Community College in 2017. Given the state’s stoppage of funding and 

Community College’s recent embedding with the military industrial complex, questions arose as 
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to why the institution would accept a new and critically focused department. The following 

exchange highlights her thoughts on some of the contradictions at play. 

GABRIEL:  In terms of the development of the Ethnic, Gender, & Transborder Studies 

Department and its funding [interrupted by Teresa] 

 

TERESA:  It’s amazing we’re even here at all. I don’t quite understand it, frankly. 

 

GABRIEL:  Or, given the funding or lack of funding, it’s not meant to thrive. It’s meant 

perhaps to exist, and we do the best that we can. 

 

TERESA:   It’s meant to be there to show that “See we do have something”, but you just 

lift it up a little bit under the covering, there’s no “There” there.  

 

GABRIEL:  When you’re given very little to succeed and you do succeed, does that 

reinforce the idea that a corporate kind of a model, a slimming down model of education 

can work, or how do we stay from proving that point that we can still do with less? 

 

TERESA:  Well we’re all doing with less. Not just us. The whole college is doing with 

less, so it’s not just us. I don’t think we can do the same things with less, but as a college, 

we’re still here. We’re being re-invented. I think Ethnic, Gender, and Transborder Studies 

is part of that reinvention in spite of the reinvention of those in higher power had in mind 

for us. I don’t think we were part of their idea of reinvention. But there is some 

convenience in having us around because they can point to us and say “See, we’re 

allowing some diversity”. And maybe that’s the liberal part of neoliberalism because it’s 

still not an authoritarianism that completely wipes it out, that has no tolerance, that says 

“We don’t not only give a shit about you, but we want you gone”. Because there’s that 

too. Historically we’ve seen that too. It can get worse.  

 

 Tolerance of some progressive entities or movements within institutions is a part of 

maintaining and reinforcing the status quo. Derrick Bell (2004) describes this phenomenon as 

interest convergence, where those in power can co-opt the rhetoric of progress, allow nominal 

change, while subverting actual social advancement. In the case of Community College, this is 

evident through underfunding and other means of stunting radical transformation.  

 Many students start their post-secondary schooling at community colleges for the 

purposes of acclimating to higher education, saving money, and ultimately transferring to four-

year institutions. Unfortunately, the success rate for students following that path has been 
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abysmal and is even worse for minoritized communities (Alfonso, 2006). Perhaps the historical 

relationship between community colleges and universities as competing entities has a great deal 

to bear on this poor track record. Teresa shared the following thoughts on the topic, 

TERESA:  The University has never really made an effort. They’re not structured - they 

haven’t structured themselves to create these pipelines. I would imagine that when 

Community College was being created, the University was probably a huge opposition. 

That’s been their historic stance – adversarial. Fortunately, there are some progressive 

faculty at the University who have seen the value in working with us. We have been 

cultivating those relationships for years. Again, that’s the collaboration. We have to do 

that. We have to re-imagine the institutions and restructure the institutions in a way that’s 

beneficial to our communities. Because the current structure is not set up for them. 

 

 Working-class folks seeking higher education for themselves or for their families are 

likely unaware of inter-institutional tension in higher education. While they are working to make 

the best decisions for their future well-being, institutions are too-often more concerned with 

enrollment dollars. Teresa goes on to say, 

Historically, the University has seen Community College as an adversary, as a 

competitor. Maybe it has been. I don’t know to what degree that Community College 

syphons off students, but I’m dubious about that. I think there’s enough for everyone. 

The University is known over at Community College as historically being hostile. Just 

look at how they have the transfers structured. They hardly let us make any direct 

transfers, which enable the students. I believe this is deliberate, as do most of the faculty 

I’ve spoken with, although they’d never say so. The way they’ve structured the 

requirements here, the tiers, all of that crap is to keep Community College out of the 

game. 

 

 Community College, along with most community colleges nation-wide, arose to better 

meet people’s needs of post-secondary educational opportunities ranging from vocational 

training to the liberal arts. These objectives in themselves have not been threatening to the status 

quo. However, given the vulnerable position of those communities that could most benefit from 

the community college system, other societal forces have seen them as expendable or malleable. 

Community College has been excluded from state funding and has historically been seen as 

competition by the   as evidenced through an oppositional stance in terms of facilitating student 
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transfer pathways. The lack of support for the College has left it isolated and susceptible to a 

mission shift to meet the needs of the highest bidder.  

Collaboration, Education, and Struggle 

 How community organizations, advocates, and educators view collaboration is critical in 

understanding what work is required for greater solidarity in challenging and transforming the 

ways that structures and systems maintain the existing social order.  Insights from CRiA partners 

helps provide an understanding of what has been working, what has not, and where these entities 

and institutions, through collaboration, could better serve their communities. Beth shared her 

observations on collaboration in the public school system below. 

BETH:  You have competition and collaboration as being polar opposites. So 

competition, really, that’s the policy that’s driving teacher performance. That’s 

individualistic “I’m solely responsible for this.” When we have these schools going 

against others for enrollment, and challenging and fighting over kids, that’s not 

collaboration at all. I think it’s fascinating because they have - the whole notion of charter 

schools that were going to happen in places and stages that we were then going to 

collaborate with the public sphere to better the product – that sure wasn’t allowed to 

happen, right? The whole idea of competition really messed with that. Why would I share 

what we’re doing here with you over there if it’s all about survival of the fittest to keep 

more kids in the interest of our specific school? That’s counter-intuitive when it comes to 

the traditional goal of collaboration between public and private. 

 

Beth finds that competition and individualism are prevailing hallmarks of our public 

schools. Teachers are assessed individually, students are assessed individually, and the results 

are used to rank and sort. Not mentioned here, but a clear example of this phenomenon is that the 

prevailing mechanism which brings youth from different schools together is sports, where the 

objective is not to work together to address shared issues and concerns, but to demonize and 

defeat the opposing group. Schools compete against each other also over student enrollment. 

Cooperation is not incentivized at any level, from the students to district administrators. The 
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growth of charter schools has contributed to these tensions across institutions “fighting over 

kids” and resources, often while employing a rhetoric of community uplift.  

The demands placed on educators through state standards makes creative and 

collaborative learning opportunities difficult to implement effectively. Krystal goes on to say, 

BETH:  Do we have enough time to invest in collaboration? We normally get a better 

product when there’s buy-in and more capacity and people can participate and be 

involved in the process of whatever these goals are. And there’s the reality of how 

quickly we have to work. You have to be able to give and take. A lot of the time it can 

feel less authentic as a collaborative experience. You can say you’re collaborating but 

really, it’s just the title of the PD [Professional Development], right? 

 

A rushed collaboration will not likely be effective. Beth notes that buy-in is an important 

first step when working with youth, and the vetting process that students informally put teachers 

and guest collaborators through takes time. Teachers are forced to make difficult decisions about 

their capacity to invest in meaningful collaborations because they to take time away from 

curriculum and teacher expectations that affect everything from teacher pay to employment. Beth 

goes on to say,  

BETH:  You see teachers wanting to leave schools and go to other schools where the 

overall numbers are better, and so, I think that collaboration doesn’t lend itself those 

kinds of pressures. And that’s sad because I think that’s the key - the key to making 

things work better for our learners. But yet because of the time element and also the 

accountability element which our society is so individualistic – “I’m in charge, I’m 

accountable. If my scores are mixed with your scores, then I have to bear your scores as 

well,” it’s counter-intuitive to how we set things up. 

 

GABRIEL:  Collaboration seems antithetical to the notion of schools being focused on 

test scores and the individual. 

 

BETH:  It’s very superficial. I want to compare it to – when you think of multicultural 

“lite” – you have this superficial fiesta and food and fun, versus culturally relevant, really 

digging into action research of your people, and that’s very different. So collaboration is 

“oh, your kids are working together”, or “You’re working with your colleagues together” 

– that’s all really superficial compared to a deep, shared brain work and falling together 

and all taking responsibility. There isn’t higher space for that or respect for that, or for a 

deeper culturally relevant curriculum. There are certain things that happen at one level 
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and the real power of collaboration to transform an organization happens at a much, 

much deeper level. 

 

 The idea of “falling together” is powerful and important in this discussion of 

collaboration and its potential. Beth said above, “[….] the real power of collaboration to 

transform an organization happens at a much, much deeper level.” A transformative, 

collaborative process in public education in Arizona would not allow for the current set of 

standards, policies, and funding regimes to continue, and would seek to change them. This was 

evidenced in Raza Studies and the Social Justice Education Project in the Tucson Unified School 

District. The students and community rose up, and the State struck the programs down. The 

weight of State pressure pushed the unified community not to fall together, but to fracture, and in 

a sense, fall apart.  

Collaboration within and among schools is challenging. Partnerships between schools 

and community groups and organizations presents another set of challenges and opportunities. 

Greg shared his thoughts on the relationship between his organization, their mission, 

collaboration, and educational outreach in historically conservative Arizona. 

GREG: Collaborations need to be well thought-out and they almost always have to 

happen because one organization, one agency, can only do so much, and even large 

agencies like county health departments only have certain reach and will only be listened 

to by certain people.  

 

 The limited reach of individual organizations, for various reasons, means that 

collaboration is necessary. Greg’s comment above relates to Kania and Kramer’s (2011) notion 

of collective impact, where they argue that organizations should work together to better leverage 

resources for greater reach in addressing critical social issues. Greg goes on to share the nuances 

involved in working with youth. He says,  

GREG: A lot of our youth programs work really closely with high schools and I think 

where the collaborations have been effective is there are things we can do and talk about, 
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bring in and facilitate discussions around that teachers and schools just can’t. I think 

where especially in Arizona in 2010, Arizona used to be an opt-out state, so a parent had 

to specifically opt their child out of sexual health education. Now they have to 

specifically opt them in. There are lots of loopholes. A teacher can invite an outside 

speaker in and discuss things that maybe they would feel uncomfortable with, or maybe 

their principal would say “we want you to avoid these things”, or there might be 

something even more clearly written somewhere that these are the things not to discuss. 

 

 Educational policy makers in Arizona have made it very difficult for public school 

students in Arizona to learn about sexual health, intimate partner violence, and healthy 

relationships irrespective of sexual preference. Legislative loopholes have become lifelines for 

many young people who otherwise would not have access to expert-led dialogues on these 

topics. Greg continued, 

GREG: Teachers are not to discuss certain things or promote. I think on the one hand, a 

lot of the policy, law, whatever on that, has to remain unchallenged and in court cases 

they leave these huge loopholes. It’s not that a teacher can’t talk about abortion, there’s 

“guidance” on how they’re supposed to present it. There are things around non-

heterosexual sex and homosexuality and things like that that are similar. They’re not 

outright forbidden in the classroom, but these are things that are not to be promoted or 

not to be talked about as a positive choice and things like that. That becomes difficult for 

teachers to navigate. 

 

 The laws that dictate how subjects centering sex and sexual relationships in Arizona 

leave school administrators and teachers in a precarious position. How should teachers broach 

the subject when state-mandated guidelines dictate that abortion and non-heteronormative 

relationships be painted in a negative light? “I think the negative side of this in many cases is 

there’s really no other choice but to have community organizations do some of this stuff.” Greg 

continued, 

GREG:  We’re heavily invested in our work with each other. At some of the schools 

we’re invited in by the health teacher and we do a curriculum around sexual violence, 

dating violence prevention. Because we’re able to present it, we can present some things 

that talk about non-heteronormative relationships. We can feel freer to have 

conversations, discussions with youth about what they’re experiencing, what they’re 

going through, how to identify what they feel comfortable with, all of that. 
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 Among the barriers preventing young people from quality learning experiences and 

opportunities is the level of control over their learning environments themselves. The 

partnerships formed by Greg’s organization with local schools are essential in granting students 

access to information that saves lives and enhances the quality of life for those learning about sex 

and sexuality from a non-biased perspective. The normative route has teachers demonizing 

abortion, sexual activity, and non-heterosexual activity. 

 Critical collaborations and partnerships that bring k-12 students together with community 

groups, organizations, and leaders can offset the suite of laws, policies, and in-class power 

dynamics that restrict critical thought, dialogue, and meaningful interaction among youth and 

adults. School district leaders at times have restricted such encounters, as Elena described below.   

ELENA: One example is that we had to go through several different hoops to have a 

partnership a few years ago with Chicanos por la Causa for the Nahui Ollin [a health and 

wellness program] at Central High when I was teaching there. We did get clearance to do 

it, but it just was a different layer of scrutiny we had to endure in order to justify the 

partnership. It’s continues today, so what we did then, it had the fruition that we were 

able to continue that partnership even today at Tucson High. At that time, all of our guest 

speakers were scrutinized. We had to have a formal contract with them. It was following 

governing board policy, of course, but there were certain sites that were able to do things 

that Mexican American Studies teachers and personnel were first told, possibly no, but 

we advocated and were able to get things done.  

 

The hyper-surveillance of the educators from the now-terminated Mexican American 

Studies program as discussed by Elena demonstrates the extent to which educational 

administrators sought to restrict transcendent and liberatory pedagogies. Liberatory collaboration 

between schools and the community in minoritized areas can reveal the punitive nature of many 

restrictive and repressive laws, policies, and practices at the school, district, state, and national 

levels in ways that cannot be done through solely teacher – class dialogue. Community 

leadership in the classroom can provide a link to real world engagement and participation in 

social transformation.  
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The Worker’s School, the radical, class-conscious learning and community-building 

space in Tucson is a site of critical convergence among workers, activists, and a public interested 

in advancing social causes. Dan described his process of collaboration like this: “When we look 

for collaboration, it’s not about what’s interesting – it has to educate people, it has to have some 

goals, something that’s lacking that they need – or something that will create and help people 

organize.” Lily shared her perspective on how people can become politicized through 

collaborative processes.  

LILY: We bring in generally the people that are leading the movement. When they come 

in, they educate everyone else there that has no clue what’s going on, so they become 

educated, and our hope is that as they become educated, they also become involved. [….] 

They become part of the movements because they have become educated.  

 

 Learning from activists provides an element of motion to the process, rather than 

knowledge for knowledge’s sake. Dan shared this insight on the relationship between self-

interest, political education, and solidarity in the following way:  

Dan: A lot of people come into progressive politics, and to that realization that 

something’s wrong and needs change, like more structural change because they get 

involved in one struggle. Their air is being polluted or their water and they found out that 

the corporation that’s poisoning them owns the politicians, right?, and they get the bigger 

picture out of it and they come in on one thing and so it’s like Lily saying, this is an 

opportunity for people to come in around one issue that we’re dealing with to maybe, 

they like the setting, they like the topic, so they come back and learn about other issues 

that are tied into it.  

 

 A persistent challenge to large-scale social change is overcoming competition among 

movements, groups, and leaders with myopic approaches to fighting particular battles. Dan and 

Lily shared thoughts on how their group brings people in, one issue at a time, to progressive 

politics. But the learning doesn’t stop there. Their goal is solidarity-building across issues by 

way of critical education. Often lost is the interrelationship between exploited classes, which is 
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partly a function of the prevailing ideology of individualism and made worse by the demands of 

the capitalist system.  

 Teresa shared some of the guiding principles of her work, how they have helped her 

navigate higher education, and informed the development of the department she co-founded.  

TERESA:  Both Mariela and I, being long term colleagues and friends, and people who 

have worked together at Community College that established the Department, we are also 

Chicanas, and Chicanas who grew up during the Movement. She grew up during the 

earlier part, I grew up, I was younger. But The idea of connecting to the communities has 

always been a part of our philosophies and ideologies, and it’s a driving force of our 

intellectual orientation to the world. The idea of collaboration has always been a part of 

what we do and collaborating with activists in the community, collaborating with the 

scholars from the universities, collaborating with people across the college. Part of the 

historical model of education is very atomistic and individualistic and that goes for how 

faculty operate, and so creating collaboration even within the College has been very 

important and going against the grain and the tradition of higher education in general.  

 

She goes on to say, 

 

TERESA:  Anytime I’ve seen a successful Mexican American Studies program 

anywhere, it has strong community ties. That’s part of the historical construction of 

MAS. It’s part of the historical construction of our philosophy in Chicano Studies and 

Gender and Women’s Studies. There’s a tradition in that. I think they’re really 

complimentary. I think it’s basic to our survival.  

 

Institutions of higher education have historically excluded women, people of color, and 

those identifying as queer. Agitation for the formation of ethnic studies, women’s studies, and 

queer studies departments were part of larger social justice movements across sectors. These 

departments were the products of struggle, and to this day, exist in environments hostile to their 

existence. Teresa’s comments on collaboration being “basic to our survival” encapsulates this 

tension experienced within higher education for these departments and those within them.  

CRiA and the Youth Symposium 

 

 Reflections on the CRiA partnership from some those who participated and contributed to 

the program as community leaders and educators helps provide unique perspectives into its 



92 
 

significance and potentialities. Involvement of community college students in the program was 

an important component of CRiA, and Teresa shared below some of her thoughts on the 

development of the partnership between Community College and CRiA. 

TERESA:  When you came to us to collaborate, to propose a collaboration, that was even 

before we were had our department. It was very exciting because it was like yeah, this is 

what we wanted to do. You were really the first kind of collaboration that we established 

on a longer-term basis. Because the other collaborations had been more short term for a 

specific event. When you came to us to propose collaborating around CRiA, of course the 

whole project is something that we have loved from the beginning. The conceptualization 

of it. It just resonated with what we wanted to do and what we believed in and what we 

thought should happen and needed to happen in terms of creating these multigenerational 

trainings for social justice and ethnic studies so it was just really complimentary and 

mirrored what we wanted to be.  

 

 I reached out to faculty at Community College and fortunately was able to meet with 

professors Teresa and Mariela over lunch, where I shared my hopes of recruiting students from 

their college together with students from the University, provide them with trainings on 

community resources and social justice pedagogy, match them with middle and high schools 

where they would facilitate research workshops with youth, culminating in a conference on 

social justice and ethnic studies at the University where youth would share their findings on 

panels moderated by professors, community leaders, and graduate students. Through the course 

of that first meeting, I learned of Teresa and Mariela’s work and institutional goals, and we 

eventually found ourselves very much committed to mutual support.  

TERESA: You came to us wanting to collaborate, but you didn’t see it as a one way – us 

feeding students to you. You also became active in what we were doing by coming to our 

workgroup meetings, by participating in our events, by inviting us to your trainings, to 

your symposia, by being very inclusive with us also, and not just seeing us as providing 

you students, which would be a very one-way way of seeing it. You also became invested 

in what we did and that is really important, really critical because then it’s a true 

collaboration. We’re not just seen as a resource to be exploited, but a partner in a 

collaboration of building something different. It’s a whole different vision.  
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 Collaboration with the Community College was important to me on a personal level and 

in terms of trying to maximize a positive impact. Community college helped me pursue my goals 

of higher education. Community colleges are also sites of attrition, particularly for Latinx 

students (Alfonso, 2006). The warmth and enthusiasm I received from Teresa and Mariela was 

something I wanted to reciprocate in collegial and collaborative terms. Teresa said,  

TERESA:  I first thought these would be internships that would benefit the students. Not 

so much financially, but because of the content - the content of social justice and ethnic 

studies, and the experience of getting some sort of training and getting in the schools, this 

is teacher and research training, which is phenomenal to be able to offer the students that. 

[….] And that was a real important part of the appeal. It was going to benefit some 

students. And then it was linked to a larger vision of creating multi-generational, multi-

institutional pathways, pipelines, connections, collaborations that would help students 

much beyond our students, that would help our students but also all these other students 

in connection with each other. I love the vision and I know that Mariela did too. In my 

case I don’t remember at the time even thinking that you would become involved in the 

ways that you did. But that was just like a huge big plus, because by doing that, it became 

even bigger. Then it was a deeper relationship of collaboration, of cross-institutional 

collaboration because you became more familiar with who we were and what we were 

doing, and likewise, we became more involved in what you were doing, and leaning more 

about your project and trying to bring the two projects even closer together. It just helped 

us to begin realizing, ok, this is the kind of degree program, discipline, that we want to 

create here at Community College - one that has these connections for students that will 

open opportunities, will open minds, and their experiences.  

 

She went on to say, 

 

TERESA:  When you create these cross-institutional relationships, you make the 

experience more seamless for students, and you socialize them even more into this 

institutional culture that they succeed more, and persist more, and go on more. It 

provided us a platform to make so many positive arguments for meeting what the 

administration is wanting to see happen and what we wanted to see happen as a 

department. It helped us to align our values.  

 

 The development of this deep partnership with Community College benefited their 

participating students, and Teresa also recognized that it was a part of a part of a broader plan, 

connecting other institutions and many more students from K-20 schools. She also discussed 

how the multi-institutional collaboration provided some leverage for the advancement of her and 
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Mariela’s vision of developing what eventually became the Department of Ethnic, Gender, and 

Transborder Studies. Each of the first two academic years of CRiA program began with a kick-

off event at the Community College, bringing together the CRiA interns and their families, host 

teachers and principals from partnering middle and high schools, and community organizations 

that committed to hosting trainings. Supportive faculty from the University attended as well. The 

intention of these opening events was for all involved to recognize the scope, scale, and potential 

of the collective endeavor, and the location of these gatherings at Community College was an 

intentional, demonstrating that University does not have a monopoly on critical collaboration 

around education. Teresa shared,  

TERESA:  We’re starting to see [University] faculty at Community College who had 

never been there before because of CRiA, because of our collaboration, so I believe it 

was definitely impactful in that way. That’s been for us really important. Having the 

physical presence of our colleagues from the University there makes a significant 

difference to us because we feel more supported. 

 

She continued, 

 

TERESA:  With the other collaborations going on like with you, with CRiA. [….] I think 

it starts making its own dynamic. Other people see it and start to notice and start to think 

about the community college where they never thought about the community college 

before because we’re here knocking on the door saying let us in. Folks who are truly 

progressive start to see, yeah, we should be letting them in - why haven’t we? - and I 

think are more receptive than other people. I definitely see that and feel that. And it takes 

the seeds. You and CRiA were certainly one of the seeds because you were the first. 

 

Some community organizations and collectives that provided informational workshops 

for the CRiA cohorts were unaccustomed to what was being asked of them, which was to talk 

about their work, their physical space (if they had one), and how the interns could possibly serve 

as bridges of information between them and the young students they were preparing to engage 

with in the following semester. Greg shared his feelings on the experience. 

GREG: That was probably one of my first times trying to explain what it is that we do. I 

found it kind of interesting to go through that process, like how do I explain it to someone 
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else what it is we do and why we do the things we do. I wasn’t sure if it answered 

questions, would this be helpful? It was a new thing to do for me. I wasn’t even sure how 

to evaluate myself. What should or shouldn’t this include, what do I hope people get out 

of this or take from it? I think I had more questions than anything. Is this what we should 

emphasize, is this what we should talk about, so I had more questions afterwards because 

it felt like it was a new thing at the time.  

 

GABRIEL:  I think it was great how you all did present it because you knew that all these 

students were going to be headed into public education helping younger people do critical 

research so what you did was simultaneously give your views on the gaps in public 

education in regards to critical issues that younger students are experiencing or will be 

experiencing in the near future with a focus on healthy relationships, healthy sexual 

relationships, and drug use with a goal of mitigating and preventing the transmission of 

diseases and eliminating abusive relationships.   

 

 Greg’s worries were a reflection of how few opportunities his organization has to 

showcase their work and mission in the context of a shifting climate in terms of policies and 

funding. Preparation for the training did add to their workload, but it resulted in the organization 

developing a template for future informational workshops while also informing the interns on the 

issues related to sexual health, healthy relationships, and drug use in the context of public 

education in Arizona.  

 Lily and Dan, of Worker’s School, shared their thoughts on hosting the CRiA cohort at 

their school. The following exchange between myself, Lily, and Dan illustrates how critical 

community engagement can be a transformative epistemological process. 

LILY: I really enjoyed them coming over to the Worker’s School because I saw them 

looking at everything and seeing the history in that school, you know, the pictures that 

were there and the questions they were asking I felt were really good questions and you 

could tell they really were hungry. Really hungry to learn and to participate and to take in 

everything that was there at the Worker’s School. I feel like we need to do more of that 

more often, with more students as possible. I feel it opens up their minds to what has 

gone on in the past and hopefully also what they can do in the future. The community is 

going to revolve around the things that they do, they’re able to help with, they’re able to 

build. The more we talk to the youth, the more we see, wow, their struggles are a little bit 

different than the struggles we had back in the day. So it’s good for us all to be involved 

and to be connected in that way. 

 

GABRIEL:  What value do community organizations bring into a project like CRiA? 
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DAN: The real struggles going on. The real-life struggles that people are – the 

organizations are formed to deal with issues that people face in everyday life. We bring 

some of those struggles in.  

 

LILY: I think what you’re doing is good in that you’re getting them out to places that 

they never even knew existed, and letting them learn and become educated on these 

different organizations and the history of those organizations, because it’s not just going 

in and talking to people that are there right now, but these organizations have a history, 

and for them to learn that history I think is critical. They need to be out there. Meeting 

people, meeting with different organizations, meeting with different ideas. The students 

relate more to that and it becomes more meaningful and the learning and the knowledge 

becomes more meaningful I think when you do things like that. 

 

 Lily’s and Dan’s comments emphasize the need for bi-directional learning and growth 

opportunities between young people, college students, movement leaders, and institutions. They 

shared how through the CRiA collaboration, more people can learn from and participate in social 

movements and meet the people involved. This break from the often socially isolated spaces of 

schools and campuses allows college students to be a part of community and to share in the 

construction of knowledge and participate in the work of resistance and transformation.  

 Arianna shares her thoughts on partnering with the CRiA program as a high school 

teacher. She discusses the challenges and demands on her time, and how CRiA was able to bring 

to her what she seeks to provide for her students, as discussed below. 

ARIANNA: I’d say my interest in teaching was to build partnerships. I’m a firm believer 

that the schools and community and families should work in collaboration, however, 

there’s limited amount of time in a day. When I find individuals such as yourself, that I 

can year after year when I know there’s a program where I can bring my students, it just 

saves me so much time and energy, because I make contacts, I reach out to the 

community, and a lot of times, I don’t get a reply back. It takes so much time to follow 

up, it’s disheartening. 

 

GABRIEL:  What are some of the differences between you facilitating action research, 

versus a college student or community member coming into your classroom? 

 

ARIANNA: It’s buy-in. The media and society portray teachers as, you know, we’re in a 

profession that’s not highly respected, we’re not highly paid, regardless of our education 

level. Our students see that, and they hear their parents discussing the situation, so 
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myself, bringing outside members of the community in, that have gone through the 

system, especially for my African American students, there’s more buy-in. I taught AP 

US History, and they couldn’t care less, but for my students that I really want to believe 

in the educational process or the opportunities it could afford them, for them to see 

individuals like themselves that come from the same background, that’s more impactful 

than just myself because they see me every day.  

 

 Buy-in and the intellectual and emotional investment in social justice research on the part 

of students in participating middle and high school classrooms, is increased, according to AM 

when she is joined, in the classroom, by people with similar backgrounds as the students that she 

serves. This increased relatability that students feel leads to an enhanced commitment to the 

work because the classroom climate itself shifts. Students are no longer performing for the 

teacher who is often viewed as a vessel of the desired outcomes of policy makers. These 

partnerships allow for temporary suspension of the governing norms of public education, and 

many students seize on those opportunities.  

Samuel offered his insight into the effect that the college student workshop leaders had 

on his students. He said, 

SAMUEL: The college students are role models for them but also a source of 

information. They’re inspiring. My students often tell me “I can relate to them” you 

know, “They come from the barrios” you know, from “the hood that we come from”, and 

I think just that – seeing that these students are like them and they are successful in 

college just inspires my students that they can be them, you know, in a few years. The 

college students can provide tutoring on researching, how to write critically analytical 

papers, but also the relationship that they build with them. My students are like “If I go to 

college, if I go to the University, I’m going to look for these students to help out”, to help 

them navigate college, and I think going to college knowing that they have a friend, they 

have a peer that they could relate to. 

 

 Samuel shared that the CRiA interns were helpful with providing guidance on the 

younger students’ research and writing. He also noted that, perhaps even more important, was 

the human relationships formed between them. The bonds forged out of surviving similar 

situations are inimitable, and the fact that the CRiA interns were going back into the often hostile 
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environments of middle schools and high schools to listen, share space and time, while also 

helping them with research and writing has had a significant impact on the lives of these students 

and their communities.  

 Arianna reflected on the variances in approach toward social justice pedagogy. Rather 

than a focus on the negative, Arianna preferred an acknowledgement of oppressive forces while 

looking forward to what has been working for historically marginalized communities and 

individuals leading the change for a better society.  

ARIANNA: I come from the framework and I share with my students – the social justice 

I would like them to see is more of a positive element, and that social justice is 

overcoming obstacles. I myself don’t always focus on the obstacles negatively. I like to 

look towards the future. That’s what I’d like them to do in their interviews with members 

of their own family, you know, accept the past but change the future. For them, just being 

able to meet people in the community and interview people in the community that have 

attained and give back to society – I think that’s a mind-set – it’s inherently good for 

them to see that. 

 

 The development of critical consciousness among youth is a delicate balance. Addressing 

structural forces that maintain and reproduce an unjust social order is important. The risk is that 

young people, likely at some level already aware, interpret this as an inescapable dilemma, and 

either work towards success within the prevailing system, or turn toward hopelessness. Essential 

in this work is the identification of founts of strength through resistance and resilience within the 

students’ families and larger communities, and the identification of and connection with 

movements for positive change.  

 Samuel shared his experience with CRiA, and the positive impact it has had on his 

students. Naming the violence endured by students, and situating it in the context of oppressive 

structures, can shift the blame, destigmatize, and bring together students who have endured 

similar traumas. These traumas undoubtedly have negative effects on their well-being, including 
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their performance in school. Through the incorporation of participatory action research, students 

can see openings for collective resistance and action.  

SAMUEL: When I talk about CRiA and use relevant topics and curriculum that they’re 

interested in, the students’ eyes light up, and they wait for when CRiA is, the day we do 

CRiA, and the day they can do research. It’s just empowering. It’s powerful to see that 

the kids are engaged. They’re actively researching a topic that they control, that they 

write the question about, that their research is all controlled by them. I feel that’s so 

powerful that the students are learning and they are engaged in something that is relevant 

to their lives. I think that from immigration to police brutality, the students share their 

personal experiences with their families and friends in dealing with this, or with racism, 

living in the area that they’re living in. I think its powerful that the topics they chose are 

related to their lives and it’s relevant to them. They’re just totally engaged in it and rather 

than curriculum that is state-mandated and by the state that they have to take a test on. 

When they are engaged in curriculum that they’re interested in, and they’re researching, 

and they’re in control - I think that’s so empowering to them.  

 

 If education is not helping students address their most pressing, existential needs, then 

what is it doing, and in whose interest? Samuel touched several times on the idea of student 

control over their learning, their education, and how that empowers them. When curricula ignore 

the existential threats menacing immigrant communities, poor communities, communities of 

color, the LGBTQ population, students often internalize the dominant narratives about them, or 

reject educational systems entirely. Samuel went on to share his ideas on the potential danger 

posed by programs like CRiA. 

SAMUEL: I think that the danger is by maybe that the students are becoming advocates 

for themselves. I think that scares the status quo. My students go into other classrooms 

after doing CRiA and action research and share that, it intimidates not their fellow 

students, but other teachers, and that they’re demanding in their community change, and 

they have evidence, they have research to support that change they want. I think the 

negative is how they’re looked upon as radical or these students who are learning this 

research and they want to go and change these laws or change these procedures. I think 

that, to some, is looked upon as dangerous. I think to the status quo, they don’t want that. 

Some of my students were doing stuff on police brutality, doing stuff about gender issues 

in the community and I think that for people who don’t want change or keep the status 

quo, I think that is definitely frightening to them that these young, educated Chicanos and 

Chicanas are wanting to make change and backing it up with research.  
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Samuel went on to discuss the longer-term effects of the sustained partnership and 

presence of CRiA in his classes over the course of three years. 

SAMUEL: The students that were in CRiA the past two years came to me and said “We 

want to start a social justice club here at the school” and “We want to change what we 

feel needs to be changed in our school, in our district, but also in our community”. 

Learning from the University students that came to work with them, they want to now fill 

those shoes and work with the incoming Freshmen and be peer role models for them and 

so we’re starting an after-school club, a social justice club, and the students are going to 

lead it. The students want to continue with the relationships they have at the University, 

with Community College, and at other high schools, and build that support network, and 

work on issues that affect us locally but also with immigration and laws that are passed 

by our governor and the leader of this country that my students feel are unjust. Working 

with different community agencies, with Black Lives Matter. 

 

The connection between the CRiA structure and participatory action research as a 

methodology and a tool for creating change is articulated below. 

SAMUEL: It’s just inspiring as a teacher to see my students go through CRiA and now 

become the young leaders of our community and wanting to go to Phoenix, go to the 

Legislature, go to the school board, go to the city council, go to the board of supervisors, 

and demand change. The power of action research and CRiA can transform my students 

who are timid, or don’t have the skill or the knowledge – once they participate in action 

research and participate in CRiA, it is empowering and it is something that I think the 

goal of education should be – that when our students graduate, they advocate for 

themselves, that they’re critical, analytical thinkers, and I think that CRiA and action 

research is a tool to help students find that in themselves - that they are educated young 

people with the tools and guidance, they could become our future leaders in our 

community.  

 

 The passion, initiative, and independence displayed by Samuel’s students reflects how 

this partnership was not just about one research project or one presentation at the University. The 

CRiA interns modeled healthy collaborative relationships between college, schools, and 

community groups. Coupled with the processes of participatory action research, Samuel’s 

students experienced collective and new ways of engaging social issues and participated in the 

opportunities to develop self-confidence in a safe yet challenging environment.  
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 Lily and Dan hosted workshop trainings for the CRiA interns and moderated youth 

panels for several years at the Symposium. They shared their thoughts on the action research 

process employed by CRiA. 

LILY: It’s real life. It’s not just sitting, listening to a lecture. It’s actually getting out 

there. You might not get it 100% right away. But you’re still learning, still out there 

talking to people and learning how to do a little of the research. It’s something kids can 

enjoy while learning at the same time. They feel like they’re doing something, like 

they’re involved. 

 

DAN: The movements that CRiA goes and works with and just going out in the 

community - you work with a lot of things that aren’t controlled like the media and press, 

and schools, and obviously the churches, which is where you get information. Going out 

in real life, you get a better experience. Real life real things allow you to judge the news 

source better. Real life helps you sort out what’s missing, not missing. That’s a real nice 

thing about the program and that’s what you should look for is some of the things that 

they don’t get in school that open their eyes to the bigger world.  

 

The phrase “real life” was evoked by both Dan and Lily. The underlying sentiment here 

is that schooling, as currently structured is not real life, but a simulation comprised of 

manufactured norms, expectations, and objectives dictated by elected officials who, in the case 

of Arizona, have a track record benign neglect and in the worst cases, outright hostility toward 

non-white students. Educators and administrators with training and experience in childhood 

development and pedagogical practices do the work of softening the design and making the most 

of the resources they are given within the allotted parameters. Dan and Lily both share a belief in 

the importance of learning outside of the school, beyond the ecologies that confine and control 

student thought and movement. 

The Annual Social Justice and Ethnic Studies Youth Symposium held at the University 

and organized by CRiA gave students from partnering CRiA schools and beyond the opportunity 

to share their research on panels moderated by professors, community leaders, and graduate 

students.  
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SAMUEL: As an educator, I think that CRiA has energized me to continue to teach what 

I teach because now there’s an end result. Before, there was just my students presenting 

their research in my classroom, but now, they have another space where they can go and I 

think make positive change, where they are speaking at universities, they’re speaking to 

community members, to their peers, they’re collaborating, building relationships with 

their peers, with community members. I think that CRiA, for the students, has given them 

voice, empowered them, has challenged them, has given them hope that as a young 

person, educated and taught action research, that they can make change in their 

community for the better. 

 

 The Symposium has provided a safe environment for elementary, middle, and high 

school students to share their art and research on issues important to them with the public. 

Samuel discussed how his students previously would present their work in his classroom. The 

Youth Symposium provided additional incentive and excitement for his students to follow 

through with their research and work on their presentation skills, build self-confidence, and have 

the opportunity to network with peers and experts beyond their school who had shared interests 

and hopes for the future. 

SAMUEL: A parent told me “This is more important than my daughter’s quinceañera” 

because as a parent they say, “I work hard to give to my child and for my child to present 

at the University…” the parents are so proud. One mom commented to me, “I’m proud of 

my daughter in her quinceañera, but I’m more proud that my daughter’s at the 

University” presenting in front of professors and educators and their peers and students. 

The University – that space – is so motivating for my students. First, they’re intimidated. 

“I can’t present at the University – that’s the University!” After working with the CRiA 

college students and myself, we prepare them on how to deliver, how to present their 

information through days and hours of  the University students working with them, I 

think the students are prepared at the end, but in the beginning, they’re so intimidated. 

“The University? I’ve never been there!” Hearing the families come and say, “We’ve 

never been here”, and they’re actually intimidated, but seeing the parents arriving at the 

University so proud of their children. Talking with them during and after the conference, 

the parents are just so proud and so thankful that CRiA happens so that their children get 

an opportunity to shine and present their research at a place of higher education. 

 

 Arianna’s thoughts on the Symposium, similar to Samuel’s, add an element of 

pragmatism. Given the structure of the educational system and the rising cost of tuition 
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(undocumented students have to pay out-of-state tuition), the Symposium may be the only 

teaching and learning experience many young students have at a university.  

ARIANNA: The reality that a majority will go to the University is not there. So the fact 

that they’re actually able to go to the University, just to present for one day and have their 

families there, for them, that was just a proud moment that for myself, even though the 

research wasn’t always the best, the PowerPoints weren’t always the best, the fact that 

they showed up and they presented, inherently for them, I think it’s a growing point. It 

proved to them that they could do something and accomplish it, present to peers and I 

think it did, at least for all my students that participated, they felt they all gained 

something worthwhile. Frankly a lot of them do not like the research process – that’s a 

given, but overall, the one’s that showed up, they benefited. 

 

 The information, knowledge sharing, and bridge-building that has taken place at the 

Symposium is important. The comments above speak to the individual and internal growth 

within each student that takes place which combines the development of an intellectual, 

academic, and advocate identity.  Arianna acknowledged that the processes of participatory 

action research are challenging and a struggle at times for students. The end results coupled with 

the opportunity to share their work at the University had a positive impact on her students. 

BETH: For kids, skills are coming along. What was so powerful about those 

presentations wasn’t about – the end-all wasn’t about the skill. The end-all was about the 

communication of the content. That to me is the missing link where I work, or where I 

serve on the board. It’s still about the skill and we’re never gonna make this growth that 

everybody wants to make. Kids don’t care, as they shouldn’t care, about reaching a 

percentile of fluency or accuracy of literacy. That kind of stuff is not what turns young 

people on to school.   

 

Beth’s commentary speaks to the incongruency between the material needs of many 

students and the educational benchmarks set by elected officials. The process of preparing for 

and presenting at the youth symposium incorporates academic rigor and youth voice, recognizing 

the interrelationship between the two. Some presentations were more polished than others. If the 

symposium operated under the same logic of meritocracy as the education system, many students 

would not “qualify” to participate. What justice is that?  
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GREG: I like how you set it up, it just seemed really awesome, the whole atmosphere that 

you created. Beyond that, just the excitement that all these young people invested all that 

time and doing a lot of research, asking really complicated questions, difficult questions. 

I love the community-based action research, participatory action research perspective. 

You see in these communities the depravation of poverty, of health, things like that, and I 

think there’s a perspective of, just because people live in that situation, they can 

recognize that it’s a bad situation, they can recognize how to change it, they can 

recognize ways forward, like a positive change. I think because of my perspective I see 

so much of the ill effects of high inequality and disastrous healthcare systems and all that. 

Maybe I don’t have a lot of faith because of poor education systems, all of that, you 

know, combine to really destroy people, people’s lives and life chances, and what I 

thought was so awesome about this was this gave real tools in the hands of people first to 

feel real comfortable asking really complicated questions, difficult questions to ask, and a 

real mechanism to investigate this, like, what is causing this, why is it this way?  

 

The symposium created a fissure in Greg’s sense of hopelessness for communities mired 

in structural inequity.  He saw in the symposium a mechanism and a place for young people to 

speak and be heard as they highlighted issues they cared about, challenged existing structures, 

and proposed alternatives.  

GREG: There’s a fundamental quality of life material conditions question that they were 

asking, and then being empowered to have a mechanism to answer what is going on. 

What other schools have, “Why do they have those resources, our food service and 

quality of food service is this way,” and really to go beyond that to maybe start thinking 

about how could these be transformed, how could these be changed. I think using that 

community-based participatory action research – that kind of mechanism – I think it’s 

potentially incredibly powerful for people who are living in situations of extreme 

inequality, failure of institutions, bad healthcare, bad education, no parks, no sidewalks, 

you know, all of the things that kind of constitute a neighborhood situation where a lot of 

the youth would live in, experience violence, family violence, neighborhood violence and 

all the stuff where a concentration of poverty occurs. 

 

 He went on to say, 

 

GREG: There’s a lot of deprivation and poor personal development and lack of education 

and knowledge. How do you get beyond that? How can you move beyond that? How do 

you not just perpetuate a system where people can’t see a way out? This, to me, is 

potentially a tool, and all of those young people there being excited about this, doing this 

research and really pouring themselves into reading text but also actually investigating 

directly things that are happening just blew me away, and I’m like, “this is so cool.” 
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Educators, students, and community members understand, in their individual ways, that 

there are persistent issues that maintain a stratified society, and responses largely revolve around 

individualized economic advancement rather than collective efforts toward transformations of 

scale. Greg saw the symposium as mechanism for youth, supported by peers and community, to 

name the sites and processes that reproduce inequity, and to begin the work of envisioning and 

working towards a society they co-create. The symposium pushed Greg to be more hopeful for 

the future.  

Teresa picked up on the idea of hope in the excerpt below:  

TERESA: The concept of scholar-activism and teaching youth from a very young age to 

start thinking as researchers and research as something relevant to their lives, something 

that has purpose and meaning that can add to their quality of life, and that can even 

become a career, and at the very least, thinking that higher education is a really true 

option for them, and to find meaning in the education they’re getting right now, today, to 

find a different hope, I would imagine more deeper - I think all of that [….] seems to be 

working really well from my perspective. 

 

Teresa’s observation that scholar-activism gives meaning to education and hope to young 

students for an improved quality of life conversely is a statement on the detachment of that is 

deemed important in curricula and state standards from the actual and immediate needs of those 

in public education. Public schooling through a praxis of scholar-activism is critical to any hope 

for large scale change across ecologies. And is in direct contrast to its design and function in the 

reproduction of a stratified society.  

TERESA:  In my 20 years [at Community College], certainly with Community College’s 

involvement, I’ve never seen anything like it. Nothing’s like it, you know, because the 

philosophical – political edge that it has – focus on social justice and ethnic studies, it’s 

not been done in the way that you’re doing it with the schools and with the University 

and the College. It’s totally innovative. So I’m just incredibly impressed and you see it 

when you see the students and their presentations. 8th graders, 9th graders, 10th graders, 

11th, 12th, presenting their research and beginning to develop or developing upon already 

their analytical skills that they come in with and honing them on research methodology 

and the kind of language used in academe and applying it to their daily lives and concerns 
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and its really been a pleasure and honor to be a part of it, just to sit and watch the 

students. 

 

Tucson has a long history of resistance to ideologies and practices of oppression. The 

activist and scholar-activist communities have made great contributions to improving the 

material conditions of many of the city’s residents. The CRiA program was able to find some 

levels of positive and healthy results because of this history, and those carrying on its legacy. 

The alignment of entities and institutions based on social justice and ethnic studies is what has 

made the CRiA program unique in its approach and successful in terms of people’s continued 

support and participation. There are groups that organize and institutions that educate, but there 

are few entities that organize groups and educational institutions for collaborative and 

intergenerational social change. Everyone’s reading the same book but nobody’s on the same 

page. In Tucson, the critical mass was there, the ingredients were there, and CRiA served as a 

mechanism for aligning shared interests. Teresa went on to say, “I’ve met people that I wouldn’t 

normally meet. Community College does not have the kind of a relationship to the school 

districts it should have, I feel, and I think it’s something we’re trying to work on too, as a 

department, that we’ve been working to expand on. Being a part of CRiA has helped with that.” 

Community colleges are important institutions particularly for people of lower-income 

backgrounds, however, they are often overshadowed by universities and thus isolated. Teresa’s 

comments highlight how intentionally collaborative programs compel entities to explore and 

develop new relationships for the benefit of the communities they serve.  

The excerpt below emphasizes the critical role that YPAR plays in bringing out what 

education should be geared toward, the relationship youth should have with their communities, 

and vice versa. Elena, a former teacher and current administrator shared, 
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ELENA: For me, professionally and personally, it’s what works for our kids, it’s what 

helps them to see that they are community advocates and advocates for themselves and 

their own educational empowerment, and in addition to that, the parents being able to see 

their students as these intellectuals. Often times a lot of these kids have been dismissed in 

the classroom setting because of lack of engagement. They haven’t been challenged. 

They haven’t been made aware of the critical issues that impact them personally so they 

haven’t been able to make the connections to what’s being taught in the classroom. 

That’s where CRiA through YPAR has been critical. I’ve seen that, of course through the 

Social Justice Education Project and we just have to have it. For me, we can’t go 

backwards. Through the dismantling of MAS, we did have a little of a step backwards but 

we can’t continue to do that.  

 

 The PAR that youth engage in through CRiA works across ecological systems, as Elena 

discussed above. Youth at the individual level develop an awareness of social inequities, their 

ability to articulate their causes, and provide potential solutions. Iterations of YPAR-based 

programs have demonstrated their ability to positively impact youth as well as educational 

institutions themselves. 

 The annual youth symposium for social justice and ethnic studies has taken place at the 

University since the pilot year of CRiA in 2015. Program partners shared their thoughts on why 

having the youth present their research at the University was important.  

SAMUEL: I think the University gives the students that sense that their research is valid, 

and they’re presenting to peers at the University, to professors and to graduate students 

that their research is – to see the end product – from the beginning, working with the 

University students, to the end, presenting at the University, I think that just makes that 

valid. 

 

 Universities in western societies are often seen as the producers and validators 

knowledge. Samuel reflects this notion in his comments above. The youth symposium that 

featured elementary, middle, and high school students, in turn, has been given greater weight 

because of where it has been held, rather than whose knowledge was being shared. This reveals 

the weight and reverence that Western societies give to certain institutions of higher education.  
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 Universities are often seen as temporary stopping-points for people on their way to an 

identification with a particular socio-economic class. Such an identification is in itself not a bad 

thing. For many from low-income families, a university education is a step toward financial 

independence and an opportunity to help their families. These views of university education and 

its role still do not challenge the policies that continue making this dream an impossibility for 

many working-class and undocumented students. However, through the uniting theme of social 

justice and ethnic studies, the site itself is politicized through critical youth presentations on 

college access. The relationship between college preparation and educational divestment is 

presented on by students who, even during their presentations, admitted that they were, at the 

time, on the school-to-prison pipeline.   

ARIANNA: At the high school it would be just another event [but] at the University, I 

mean, for a lot of them it’s their first time being in a classroom at the University [….] so 

it’s almost as if they were a part of it – at least for that day, they owned a little part of that 

university. They would walk there, present there, eat there, have their friends there, take 

pictures there. It had more of an impact being at a higher educational institution than 

being at the high school [….] A lot of my students do not believe that they would even be 

accepted to the University. A lot of them might not even see themselves graduating from 

high school. So for them to actually be on campus, that means a lot to them, even if they 

never go to the University. The fact that they presented – they saw their name in the 

program, their families were there. [….] A lot of the students believe in themselves, so 

maybe if they don’t go to college, they will have that goal for their children. It’ll be more 

generational – an expectation, not an obstacle. 

 

Arianna points out that despite many students’ recognition that the university may be out 

of reach for them given poor institutional support and rising tuition costs, among other factors, 

they have their stories to tell, and that their voices matter. By contributing intellectually at the 

University before peers, family, and the public, they feel validated. 

ELENA: We want to keep [the youth conferences] at the University because often that’s 

the only time that our families are going to the University other than sports events. 

They’re having the opportunity to tour the campus, they’re having the opportunity to feel 

that, especially at the Cesar Chavez Building, like, it’s the Cesar Chavez Building – it’s 

dedicated to one of us. His mother cleaned that space. I can identify entirely. My nana 
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also was a custodian at the University and her daughter was able to get a nursing degree 

and her granddaughters were able to get all these other degrees. That’s a connection that 

we have to get our parents to see. This is their space. It’s not just a label that we have - 

the Hispanic Serving Institution label - but this is ours. It’s part of our community, this 

space. It’s a land grant that belongs to us. 

 

Elena’s thoughts on having the youth conferences at the University revolve around the 

belief that the University, as a land grant University, belongs to the community. She related her 

personal family connections to the institution, beginning as laborers there, to contributors to the 

social and intellectual life of the school as students and graduate students. The sense of 

ownership by the community of the institution powerful, if not manifested in practice.  

Greg observed that the University provides the participating youth with a backdrop of 

inquiry and investigation. He said,  

GREG: There’s real value to having it at the university because it roots it in that there is a 

way - the world is understandable – the world can be investigated. There’s systematic 

ways in which we can investigate the world, that we can ask questions about the world, 

that we can gather information about the world, come to conclusions and point the way 

forward, and not just give up, like, oh, we can’t do that – the world’s just too complex, 

complicated, or whatever, to even go forward. I think that also perpetuates that cycle, the 

disadvantage that people suffer from inequality, the lack of education, the lack of 

healthcare, the lack of opportunity, all that stuff gets perpetuated by that. 

 

 While supportive of the symposium being held at the university, he remained critical of 

how universities operate in silos, theoretically interested yet materially detached from the needs 

and concerns of people beyond the campus gates. “Can we really afford to write-off universities 

or can we take them back? If we write them off and just say these are hopeless institutions, that’s 

a huge loss I think beyond something we can recover from.” He added, 

GREG: I feel like the university is so distant and disconnected from the real world, let 

alone the communities right around them. This could be a real connection – all those 

resources, all that wealth of knowledge, money, and privilege. All of that stored at the 

university could leak out some way through something like PAR. 
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Greg’s observation of the wealth of resources on the university campus and his 

perception of the institution’s disconnect from the community combined reflect a view that 

higher education functions in the interest of the status quo. Having the youth symposium at the 

university, then, could be a means of accessing those resources by those systematically excluded. 

Greg went on to say, 

GREG: That’s what I saw with the young people - they were there, and they felt 

comfortable, they felt that they belonged there. [….] I think there’s that element of 

keeping it to a real methodology, to a real research project, regardless of all the 

downsides and things that we could really dog on universities, and I think they [the 

students] bring that, and I don’t want to devolve into some kind of anti-intellectualism or 

something like that – that this is such a hopeless endeavor [….] I think it’s a way of 

potentially taking back universities. 

 

 The students who have shared their research, their art, and their voices over the past five 

years of youth symposia at the university have broken through the layers of bureaucracy, unequal 

funding regimes, hostile legislation and policies rooted in white supremacist, heteronormative, 

capitalist patriarchy, paraphrasing bell hooks’ oft used refrain. Youth participants, the 

overwhelming majority of which have been students of color, have been made to feel welcome at 

these critical gatherings because the attention has been centered on them, their concerns, their 

findings, and their hopes. They are not ignorant of the forces that have historically resisted the 

calls of their communities for change. Many young students, aware that they have been 

underprepared for the university, or unable to pay tuition, or both, still participated, surrounded 

by their peers and teachers, as well as scholars, activists, and family. Greg, pessimistic for the 

most part, was moved and saw hope in the CRiA process and symposium.  

The Non-Profit Sector and Social Movements 

 Dan shared some insights into the roles of community collectives and non-profit 

community groups, and their relationships to structural inequity and movements for social 
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change. The current trend of federal divestment from public programs and institutions are 

harmful to the most vulnerable populations in the country but have relatively little effect on 

groups advocating radical change. The fiscal policies and practices, both at the federal, and in 

Arizona, the state level are, as he said,  

DAN: (A)n attack on the people when they cut funds for schools. Anytime they’ve cut 

taxes for a corporation, we have to make it up out of our own pocket [….]  It’s an attack 

on all these services, and a lot of them are good liberal services, good things like schools 

are important and people that deal with drug addictions and all those programs [….] 

 

 Cuts to public education and healthcare services are characterized above as an “attack on 

the people”. This language reflects how many people on the receiving end of these cuts feel 

when critical resources are taken away from them. The millions of individuals working in these 

sectors have been made to do more and do better with less. Dan clarifies the difference between 

government-funded institutions in the service sector, and those groups that advocate and agitate 

for transformation of the social, political, and economic system. Lily shared that, 

LILY: I personally have found the ones that have been hit the hardest, the ones that are 

working more with substance abuse issues, the ones that are working on the mental health 

issues, those kinds of issues have been hit really hard. Preventative monies have been 

taken away from those organizations to the point that they’re fighting for money not for 

preventative, but for people that are already having problems and are trying to help them 

with those problems instead of the preventative stuff.  

 

 The tragedy in the above statement reflects both of callousness on the part of policy 

makers, and also the perseverance of direct service providers despite an ideology prevailing at 

the present time among those in power where they would rather reduce or terminate assistance to 

schools and populations in need rather than to tax corporations and the extremely rich. 

Prevention programs have been proven effective, but their reductions have been a consequence 

of this ideology. Another CRiA partner, Greg, senior administrator of prevention services at the 

Regional AIDS and HIV and Health Center, explained how this shift played out for his 
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organization and the communities they serve. The work of their organization, in collaboration 

with other entities throughout the city and county, contributed to successful outcomes of 

relatively low rates of HIV transmission. He said, 

GREG: There’s been things in place here for a really long time and suddenly we can’t 

qualify for CDC [Center for Disease Control] funding. This funding supported a lot of 

activities that made sure there was a lot of awareness of HIV. There were resources for 

testing and all of that in place and that suddenly goes away. We’re not even eligible for 

the funding. 

 

GABRIEL:  For your Center or the County? 

 

GREG: For the County. Maricopa County remains eligible. What they did was, the 

example is the CDC picked 50 cities, and these are the only places that can apply for 

funding going forward. It cut off a lot of places where, I guess my argument would be – 

that money has been effective and has kept the incidents low and now because the 

prevalence of HIV is low, we don’t qualify for [laughs] funding. So there’s that 

instrumental logic, or whatever, at play. What is neoliberalism? I don’t know – I think it’s 

just a continued logic of the capitalist state. 

 

What the author would call illogical, Greg describes as “the logic of the capitalist state”. 

This so-called logic is what David Harvey (2007) refers to as “accumulation by dispossession”. 

Working-class communities continue to bear the burden of these policies that continue 

broadening the divide between the rich and the poor. Greg goes on to describe how these policies 

are sold to the voting public.  He commented that, 

GREG: The Obama administration really used technocratic veneers for everything they 

did, like, ‘This is why we’re doing it and it’s so evidence-informed’ and all of this stuff to 

really, ‘How can we shrink things and give away smaller amounts of money to do fewer 

things with heavier restrictions and guidance instead of admitting that we’re cutting 

what’s available?’ 

 

 The dwindling resources for service providers like Greg’s organization has been coupled 

with the rising micro-management and bureaucratic requirements imposed upon them. The result 

is that organizations are spending more time and resources bending to the demands of the funder, 

be it private or the state. Greg went on to say, 
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GREG: [There] used to be a lot more opportunities for community organizations to apply 

for funding and show and prove that their efforts work and now it’s more of a process of 

“This is what you’ll do. You will do this set of things, regardless of whether or not that is 

what you think will be effective and work in your community and reach what your trying 

to reach”, and at the same time there’s other projects I’m working on where it’s like the 

idea of evidence and evidence-informed and best practices are just out the window. “We 

just need you to do some things. 

 

 The ability of community organizations to effectively carry out their missions, 

particularly in the fields mentioned above, such as mental health, addiction prevention, and 

disease prevention, has been hampered by an overarching approach that ignores the experiences 

and insights of community advocates and leaders. The smaller quantity of grants available forces 

groups to stray at times from their original intent and internal processes in order to survive as 

entities at all. The result is that services are diminished, organizations shut down, and people 

most in need suffer.  

 Funded and staffed social justice-oriented non-profit organizations received less 

sympathy from Dan and Lily at the Worker’s School. While funding opportunities for these 

groups have dwindled as well, the argument has been made by radical collectives that systemic 

change will not come about with government funding. Dan said,  

DAN: It’s different than organizations and movement that challenge the system itself, the 

structure itself. They’re in a different position, not funded by any public funds, you know. 

If they’re against capitalism, they’re not funded, and so it doesn’t affect those kinds of 

organizations [….] I don’t think it affects the movement that wants to change the system, 

the movements that want to raise class consciousness, the more radical movements I 

don’t think are particularly affected by the cuts because they never had them. 

 

 Dan continued to elaborate on the rise of left-leaning non-profit organizations and the 

paradoxical nature of their structures. He goes on to say,   

DAN: The whole phenomenon of young people being staff, and all these things, that 

didn’t exist when I was young. You didn’t have A.C.O.R.N., you didn’t have those kinds 

of jobs. There were some, but it’s unbelievable how many young people I know that 

work for – they move from one thing to another. I don’t even think it’s a good thing 

because it makes them dependent on those jobs, and the next thing you know, they’re 



114 
 

working for the chamber of commerce. Because you get dependent on those type of jobs, 

they move over to the enemy’s side.  

 

GABRIEL:  How do you think that’s affected how people organize? 

 

DAN: The weakness is that they’re not immersed with the people that they’re organizing, 

working with them. They’re not in there living like they are, and that’s a weakness.  

 

LILY: That’s why Cesar Chavez quit his job, so he could work in the fields because he 

felt he had to get immersed and that does not occur anymore. We still go out and we help 

people, but we’re not walking in their shoes. We’re helping them as much as we can in 

different ways but back then, people would actually walk in their shoes.  

 

 The idea of a paid, professional, often college-educated class of people leading the 

masses out of despair by way of grant monies procured from the government and foundations 

does appear improbable, if not absurd. The reality is that the non-profit sector has skyrocketed in 

the past 30 years, employing millions of smart and well-intentioned people. Some argue that this 

phenomenon has actually hindered – not helped – larger scale transformations from happening. 

This approach to addressing social ills can be seen as accommodationist to the prevailing 

structure by providing jobs to those in leadership, creating buffers between those most 

marginalized and those who ensure that the cycle is reproduced. It also creates a level of 

dependency. Do those leaders and employees truly want to work themselves out of a job, as 

many say they do?  The following comments made by Dan help clarify this paradox. He stated, 

DAN: This young man joined the Communist Party and he writes me and says he joined 

the Communist Party and interacting with these people online, arguing about what 

socialism will be like, and what do I think, and I said, ‘Well read the Communist 

Manifesto because Marx calls that petit bourgeoise radicalism. You think ahead to what 

socialism should be like, and you’re going to create that for people?’ You know? 

Socialism will be what the people who bring it about want. They’re going to create it. 

Like a revolution. 

 

Dan’s challenge is for those in privileged positions to listen to the wants and needs of 

communities long oppressed in this society and to follow their lead in mass struggle. He goes on 

to say, 
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DAN: The system’s set up to keep people kind of ignorant and not to fight back. You can 

win people over one at a time, but in the meantime, the system, the media, wins a million 

people to the other position. The way people have to learn is collectively through 

struggle. Not one at a time because we don’t have the resources. Getting people involved 

in a mass struggle then a bunch of people learn together. It’s different than convincing 

them on a moral level that this war is wrong, or that kind of oppression is wrong, or 

discrimination is wrong. People kind of know that. The struggle I think teaches them who 

the enemy is and who your friends are. Interacting with organizations that are actually 

involved in the struggle, even if they’re liberal groups or radical groups, either way, they 

learn about the struggles. 

 

 The excerpt above speaks to the notion that, while most people do have a moral compass, 

they are simply bombarded with distraction and indoctrination that prevents them from 

understanding, or seeking to understand, the structures undergirding the system which 

reproduces inequalities. Dan’s sentiment essentially is that mass struggle is a form of popular 

education through which structural, revolutionary change is possible. The idea of “win(ning) 

people over one at a time”, according to Dan, is insufficient considering the work required for 

such change to happen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



116 
 

Chapter 7 

 

Discussion 

 

“There must exist a paradigm, a practical model for social change that includes an understanding 

of ways to transform consciousness that are linked to efforts to transform structures” (hooks, 

p.118, 1996). 

 

 The Collaborative Research in Action (CRiA) project is an idea of critically connecting 

middle and high school students and teachers, community college and university students, 

community organizations, and collectives to share work towards social justice so that all could 

come together in a way that transcends institutional affiliation for large scale social change. The 

testimonios in the present study reflect a nuanced consideration of collaboration across 

institutions and sectors for social change. Partnerships and collaborations based on shared ideals 

of social justice work contribute to the humanization of the communities served as well as those 

from within the institutions themselves. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) 

facilitates an understanding of how ideologies that value justice can potentially populate 

ecosystems from the micro to the macro through the vehicle of critical collaboration and with 

tools that include participatory action research. 

Individualism, Silos, and the Maintenance of Neoliberalism 

Among the ideological roles of individualism within the neoliberal capitalist system is the 

simultaneous promotion of competition and denigration of critical collaboration. Institutions are 

often designed for specialization with a bottom-line of self-preservation. Individual organizations 

may be effective at meeting benchmarks and pre-determined goals, but there are no mechanisms 

in place that holistically unite attention and cooperation to confront our most pressing social and 
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environmental issues across geopolitical boundaries. The silo effect is a means by which such 

efforts are stymied. In k-12 education, this is manifest in everything from the ways in which 

youth are separated from each other by age, to how their work (and that of their teachers and 

schools) is evaluated. A social justice pedagogy that does not explicitly include critical 

collaboration with groups and movements beyond the classroom more performance than praxis. 

Collaboration for social justice is not nurtured historically in U.S. schooling systems. 

Individualism requires an adherence to self-interest at the expense of the broader society. 

Individualistic ends are often achieved by actions paralleling or mimicking a praxis of social 

justice. A danger in social justice pedagogy is having it remain at the level of academic exercise. 

Such an approach models a separation of studying oppression from taking liberatory steps to end 

oppression.   

Public education is upheld as a key component of society in the American imagination. 

Policy decisions, however, continue to erode the ability of public schools to provide adequate 

learning environments for their students, with those of lower socioeconomic status and students 

of color bearing the brunt. CRiA interns were nearly unanimous in their negative perceptions of 

public schooling in the US. Critiques ranged from the fact that those deciding policy at federal, 

state, and local levels are not required to have training, expertise, or background in education, to 

keen understandings of the school to prison pipeline and the function of schooling in the 

reproduction of a malleable workforce. Educators, administrators, and community leaders 

interviewed shared their concerns with high stakes testing, low spending per pupil, the dire 

teacher shortage due to low teacher pay and the weakening status of the profession, increased 

investments in police on campus, and Eurocentric curricula. School choice, voucher programs, 

and the rise of charter schools are all considered part of the larger shift toward the privatization 
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and corporatization of public schooling in the US. The system of meritocracy that rewards the 

performance of students on standardized tests reinforces individualism and competition (Souto-

Otero, 2010). Teachers and schools are also rewarded or punished based on arbitrary benchmarks 

set by policymakers. The goal of schooling under such a regime, then, is for students, educators, 

and administrators to meet established targets that are directly connected to teachers’ job security 

or (minimal) salary increase, and the amount of funding a school gets, and ultimately its ability 

to keep the doors open.  

Tuition at institutions of higher education continues to serve as a primary barrier to 

college access for underrepresented groups. Continued divestment at the state and federal level 

from community college and university systems transform not only who is going to college, but 

what the fundamental roles of these institutions are. Forced to survive with less and adapt to 

where funding currents are strong, higher education continues to entrench itself through 

public/private partnerships with the military industrial complex. The zeroing-out of state funding 

for two of the largest urban community colleges in Arizona is an attack on the aspirations of 

working class and minoritized communities who see these open-access institutions as pathways 

forward for themselves and their families. Rather than working together in the best interest of the 

students, the university system is perceived as having an adversarial relationship with the 

community college system and in competition over students and their tuition dollars. This 

absence of cross-institutional synchronicity is manifest in a lack of student transfer pathways and 

contributes to the low success rate for students transitioning from the community college to the 

university and earning undergraduate degrees.  

Non-profit organizations often provide life-saving social services to the most vulnerable 

but due to their tax-exempt status, they are limited in how they may advocate for structural 
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changes that would address root causes of inequity. Worse yet is the way in which such 

organizations become dependent on funders that have the power to dictate the direction and 

means of service provision. Non-profits find themselves in the position of competing rather than 

collaborating with groups ostensibly working toward similar goals. Thus, organizational 

survival, and the jobs individuals are dependent upon, takes precedent over the original mission 

of the organization.  

Ecological Systems Theory and Social Change 

 Bronfenbrenner’s work is largely a product of Western positivist scholarship and 

thinking, placing the individual at the center. His breakthrough contribution for a greater 

understanding of the social factors that contribute to human development came not with the 

intent of bringing the system down, but rather, to better understand the individual human 

experience in their relationship to the world around them. A deep analysis of ecological systems 

theory coming from a critical and decolonial standpoint (Freire, 2000; Giroux, 2011; Grande, 

2004; Maldonado, Rhoads, Buenavista, 2005) reveals the cracks and fissures in the dominant 

system that can be exploited towards a paradigm shift. 

A prevailing belief at the macrosystemic level in the United States is that citizens must be 

free of an overreaching government and able to put forth their best effort in the marketplace, 

where competition of products and ideas reward both the capitalist and the consumer. The 

ideology of neoliberalism entwines notions of freedom with the ability of corporations to 

maximize profits with minimal burden. This notion of corporate freedom has been codified in the 

2010 Supreme Court case of Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, where political 

spending (though not direct contributions to specific campaigns), even by corporations, was 

considered speech that is protected by the First Amendment (Dunbar, 2018). The ideologies of 
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American exceptionalism, individualism, and free-market capitalism are re-inscribed by schools, 

mass media, and the dominant political discourse, and are projected abroad through commerce 

and popular culture, thus fitting neatly into the promise of neoliberalism. The experiences of 

minoritized populations and impoverished communities in the United States reflect a reality 

much different than that pledged by the nation’s political and economic leaders. The present 

moment is witnessing a reunification of the practice and rhetoric of White nationalism (Zimmer, 

2019), while the gap between the rich and the poor continues to widen (Income Inequality, n.d.).  

  Ecological systems theory provides a guide for looking at the relationships between and 

among institutions through social layers. These layers can be transformed by way of social 

justice-based partnerships, challenging ideologies that allow for the perpetuation of oppression. 

A negative result of the silo effect is the lack of responsibility taken by individual institutions for 

the social and environmental crises exasperated by western civilization. Social justice 

collaboration requires an acknowledgement of injustice and an accountability toward 

introspective work in conjunction with equitable practices of partnership development and 

maintenance with communities.  

 Social organization and the interrelationships between the individual, institutions, and 

dominant ideologies can be understood through ecological systems theory, which serves as this 

study’s prevailing framework because it facilitates the interrogation of ideologies and 

institutions, and how they coalesce to reproduce the marginalization of poor and minoritized 

communities. The present neoliberal era is exemplified by continued deregulation, privatization, 

and reduction in government spending (Harvey, 2005) and can be better interpreted and 

intervened upon utilizing an ecological systems lens.  
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CRiA, YPAR and Transformational Resistance across Ecologies 

When people critically understand how exploitative and oppressive ideologies operate 

through institutions, ultimately impacting people at the individual level, then collective, 

collaborative, and counterhegemonic action can becomes the only alternative for building 

environmentally harmonizing and humanizing systems across ecologies. The application of 

intergenerational, multi-institutional, and cross-sector participatory action research centering 

youth voice, as evidenced by the CRiA program, provides a case study of community 

epistemology and praxis for transformation across ecologies. Social justice pedagogical 

collaborations establish levels of commitment and accountability toward equity that make 

scalable change possible.  For systemic social change, social justice pedagogy must incorporate 

an intersectional and self-critical praxis.  

The CRiA program challenges participants and partners to share time, space, and 

consideration for the manifold ways that we resist and challenge oppression. CRiA offers an idea 

of how collaboration involving over a dozen institutions can center youth voice and social 

justice, and in so doing, contribute to generating greater and more socially just climates 

conducive to positive social change. Social justice pedagogy reveals the humanity of those 

involved. There is a will, but a lack of ways for large scale social change. Teachers and 

community leaders alike want to do right, often working tirelessly. However, efforts that are kept 

within the parameters of individual classrooms or sections of community groups are not enough 

given the need and the power structure.  

The public school system is still regarded in the popular imagination as a place for 

upward mobility. While many well-intended people enter the professions of education and youth 

work, they often come to find that what is needed most is inter-systemic change rather than 
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isolated breakthroughs. Structural inequity spans preschool to higher education by design, 

playing a large role in the regime of neoliberal policies geared toward the maintenance of a 

stratified social system rooted in capitalism, white supremacy, and patriarchy. The slow move 

toward privatization of public education is a part of the larger process of diversion of funding 

toward the complexes of prisons, military, and a non-profit sector that has served as a social 

pressure valve following the mobilizations and uprisings of the 1960’s (INCITE, 2007). 

 The ideology of white supremacy is a foundational feature of American life, impacting all 

institutions across ecologies for centuries up to the present day. Scholars and educators have 

developed frameworks for understanding, addressing, and challenging white supremacy, most 

notably through critical race theory (CRT) and LatCrit theory (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 

2001). Youth participatory action research (YPAR) in the tradition of Cammarota and Fine 

(2008) is informed by CRT and LatCrit, and centers collective work for change. The individual 

student, through this form and process of YPAR, becomes a part of a learning community of 

peers convened to investigate issues of injustice, aided and empowered by supportive adults in 

the form of youth group leaders, teachers, and family. The CRiA program strove to follow this 

YPAR approach, with a build-out involving middle and high schools from multiple districts, 

community college and university students, scholars, and leaders from community organizations 

and grass-roots movements.  

Participatory action research with youth is powerful because the roles of researcher and 

agent for social change are ascribed to students. The school and classroom are elements of the 

microsystem where youth spend most of their days. The role of the child or adolescent in school 

is traditionally thought of as a passive absorber of what is deemed worth knowing by the teacher. 

Fulfillment of this prescribed role rewarded with good grades and the expectation of further 
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scholastic advancement and acceptance by society. According to Bronfenbrenner, “The 

placement of a person in a role tends to evoke perceptions, activities, and patterns of 

interpersonal relation consistent with expectations associated with that role as they pertain to the 

behavior both of the person occupying the role and of others with respect to that person (1979, p. 

92). Through YPAR, the social identities, lived experiences, and intuition of justice and injustice 

on the part of students serve as the foundations of their work at the individual level. Students are 

regarded as already in possession of the attributes of a researchers and individuals capable of 

making interventions in their environment. The difference between ascription and prescription is 

highlighted by Freire (2000) below: 

One of the basic elements of the relationship between oppressor and oppressed 

is prescription. Every prescription represents the imposition of one individual's choice 

upon another, transforming the consciousness of the person prescribed to into one that 

conforms with the preserver’s consciousness. Thus, the behavior of the oppressed is a 

prescribed behavior, following as it does the guidelines of the oppressor (p. 46-47). 

 

CRiA interns from the community college and the university embodied the roles of near-

peer mentors, scholars, and community advocates as they engaged in trainings and workshops 

with the participating middle and high school students. They describe how they were seen as role 

models, modeling a behavior of critical community engagement.  Young college students of 

color sharing their time, knowledge, and love with the younger students was powerful and 

meaningful to all involved, as reflected upon by participating CRiA interns and host teachers, 

and served as a counter to the “sal si puedes” (get out if you can) (Matthiessen, 1973) idea of 

what post-secondary education should offer to people from marginalized communities. “Framing 

the pipeline from K-12 schools into postsecondary education as a one-way ticket “out” is highly 

problematic and incongruent with needs and aspirations of Latino/a youth and their 

communities” (Irizarry, 2012, p. 306). Deil-Amen and DeLuca (2010) contribute to the 
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sentiment, stating that, “Rather than blindly advocating bachelor’s degrees as the only valuable 

option and the cure for all social ills, it might be wise to seek broader societal solutions that 

extend beyond more of the same push for higher education as a route to individual mobility” (p. 

30). CRiA offered an opportunity for middle and high school students to see college students in a 

role of collective consciousness raising for social transformation, as opposed to merely acquiring 

credentials for socioeconomic ascendance. The CRiA cohort were not students in formalized 

teacher preparation programs, but rather, a collective of individuals drawn together with a shared 

interest and growing passion for a more just and equitable society. The majority of the CRiA 

interns were cynical of public education as a whole, but still participated in the program. What 

they found in CRiA was an opportunity to be in community with peers and youth while 

subverting the dominant paradigms of schooling. 

The process of preparing the CRiA interns involved meetings and workshops at the 

community college, the university, and at the spaces of various community organizations and 

collectives. Each meeting was accompanied by at least one peer-reviewed article relating to the 

mission of the particular group that we were visiting, or the intention of the meeting, and was to 

be read by the interns prior to arrival. This process allowed the cohort to connect to the sites 

visited in physical and theoretical terms. Perhaps most importantly, however, was that these 

experiences were shared with their peers. Bronfenbrenner writes, “The developmental potential 

of a setting in a mesosystem is enhanced if the person's initial transition into that setting is not 

made alone, that is, if he enters the new setting in the company of one or more persons with 

whom he has participated in prior settings” (1979, p. 212). The relationships developed among 

the cohort of interns over the course of their training were deepened and enhanced as a result of 
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their shared experience of being introduced, often for the first time, to local spaces of activism, 

advocacy, and service provision.  

The CRiA program modeled what Bronfenbrenner called “ecological transitions” (1979, 

p. 6), as both the college student interns and participating middle and high school students 

navigated through institutions as critical and active participants. The youth symposium at the 

university served as a culmination of the year’s work, as well as a gathering space for families 

and stakeholders across ecologies to bear witness to youth epistemologies and demands for 

change. A sustained engagement in CRiA processes on the part of college students, middle and 

high school teachers, grass-roots and community organizations, community colleges, and 

universities provides youth and communities, through collective action, a foundation from which 

to affect change at the level of the exosystem. Bronfenbrenner writes, “The developmental 

potential of a setting is enhanced to the extent that there exist direct and indirect links to power 

settings through which participants in the original setting can influence allocation of resources 

and the making of decisions that are responsive to the needs of the developing person and the 

efforts of those who act in his behalf” (p. 256). The middle and high school classroom is 

strengthened by the active presence of a pair of CRiA interns. The younger students bear witness 

to the teacher sharing and decentering their power with non-experts – college students who are 

near-peers with the youth. The Symposium at the University is another arena where the 

traditional roles and power dynamics of an institution are repurposed for the good of social 

justice ideals articulated in large part by youth of color. 

Participating in CRiA has led youth to form social justice clubs on their campuses, 

beyond their formal participation with CRiA, as mentioned by Samuel (Chapter 6). They have 

addressed school board and city council meetings. Families, educators, scholars, and activists 
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that have participated in and contributed to the youth symposia in Tucson have contributed to the 

process by establishing an annual youth conference at another large public university in the state.  

The CRiA process has contributed to the critical development of youth, college students, as well 

as the reimagining of institutions themselves. Bronfenbrenner writes, 

The developmental potential of a setting is a function of the extent to which the roles, 

activities, and relations occurring in that setting serve, over a period of time, to set in 

motion and sustain patterns of motivation and activity in the developing person that then 

acquire a momentum of their own. As a result, when the person enters a new setting, the 

pattern is carried over and, in the absence of counterforces, becomes magnified in scope 

and intensity. Microsystems that exhibit these properties and effects are referred to as 

primary settings, and the persisting patterns of motivation and activity that they induce in 

the individual are called developmental trajectories (p. 284-285). 

 

The CRiA program, viewed through an ecological systems framework, is a semi-

structured process of movement across boundaries by youth and students from minoritized 

communities and siloed institutions with social justice as a unifying interest. The reimagining of 

institutional roles and dynamics presented by CRiA, based on cross-sector social justice praxis, 

offers a new way of collectively braiding social movements through supportive networks across 

ecologies with the ever-present goal of replacing the dominant ideology with one of genuine and 

regenerative love of  justice, the environment, and the human experience.  
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Appendix A:  Interview Questions 

 

Interview questions with partnering middle and high school faculty and administrators, higher 

education faculty, and community organization representatives 

1. What is the role of collaboration in the in the mission of your organization? 

a. What are some of the factors that help or hinder collaboration? 

2. What collaborations does your institution engage in with community organizations, 

public schools, and institutions of higher education? 

a. Are there sectors in the community that your institution / employees are 

discouraged, explicitly or implicitly, from collaborating with?  

3. What has been the impact of school choice, high-stakes testing, educational divestment at 

state/federal levels, tuition increases disproportionately outpacing wages, zero-tolerance 

behavior enforcement, charter schools, for example) on your institution? 

a. How has that impacted your institution’s work with other organizations? 

4. How does working with youth and students figure in the mission and daily work of your 

organization? 

5. How does action research relate to your organizational mission?  

6. How is intergenerational collaboration encouraged and supported? 

7. What has been the impact of participating in CRiA for you professionally? 
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a. Has CRiA had in institutional impact 

8. Why do you, as a teacher, host CRiA college students to facilitate research workshops? 

a. What benefit do you, your students, your school gain? 

9. Why do you participate in the youth symposium?  

a. What benefit do you, or your students, or institution gain? 

10. What are elements of CRiA that should continue, be improved upon, or modified? 

a. College student workshops / trainings 

b. Research workshops in classrooms  

c. Youth conferences 

Interview Questions for Participating Community College and University Student Interns  

Phase 1: Reflections on the workshop trainings 

1. What are your thoughts on the workshop trainings? 

2. How have these trainings compared to other learning experiences or workshops? 

3. What about these workshops has been effective, or not, in preparing you for leading 

research workshops in the schools next semester? 

4. Describe something that has surprised you – something that you did not expect to learn – 

from this experience so far. 

Phase 2: Reflections on leading research workshops with middle and high school students 
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1. How do you think students perceive you? 

a. As a college student, teacher, mentor, authority figure… 

2. How has leading these workshops affected your views of public education? 

a. Reflecting on the school, district, state 

b. Considering social justice teaching and learning approaches / CRiA approach 

3. What impact has leading these workshops and / or participating in the symposium had in 

your development as a thinker, leader, advocate? 

Phase 3: Big picture questions 

1. What is the role of collaboration and partnerships in social justice work?  

 a. How do you view individual and collective power?  

2. How has your participation in CRiA impacted how you see collaboration? 

3. Considering that social justice pedagogy is at the center of CRiA, how did that impact the 

relationships you made through the program? 
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Appendix B: Collaborative Research in Action by the Numbers (2014 – 2019) 

 

5: Years CRiA has been in effect, including 1 year of piloting the program 

4:  School districts partnered with in Tucson 

24: Total number of college student CRiA interns 

9: Community groups, organizations, and non-profit institutions that have hosted or led 

trainings for CRiA college students 

35: Total CRiA workshops and trainings for college students 

7:  Total youth symposia on social justice & ethnic studies organized at Arizona state 

 universities 

2: Universities that have hosted CRiA symposia  

5: Colleges and Universities represented by faculty serving as moderators at CRiA youth

 conferences 

1300: Total elementary, middle, and high school youth presenters at CRiA youth conferences 

9: Arizona cities that have sent youth to the CRiA Conferences  

30: Elementary, middle, and high schools throughout Arizona whose students presented 

 research or facilitated critical dialogues at CRiA youth conferences to date 

295: Total number of research workshops at middle and high schools led by CRiA interns 

595:  Total number of middle and high school youth that participated in semester-long 

 participatory action research workshops led by CRiA interns 
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