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Abstract

Navigating adolescence could be a challenge in its own right, but it is uniquely difficult for
urban minority and immigrant girls who are affected by a confluence of external
circumstances. This article describes a participatory arts-based study conducted by a women’s
research team with ten urban adolescent girls in the Midwest of the United States. The
purpose of the study was to illuminate the girls’ visions of their future and their struggles to
achieve these visions. The participants were African-American, Latino, and African immigrant
girls from one school. The study used photovoice and other arts-based activities to construct
photo-narratives depicting their visions of the future. Results are categorized into picturing
themselves, and picturing their school and their communities. The findings highlight the need
for a safe space for the girls to talk and share their thoughts and concerns about issues they
face and what they envision for their futures. The study also points to the need for further
collaborative partnerships to challenge the obstacles that immigrant and minority girls face,
not only in the American educational system, but also in the larger ecologies in which these
girls interact. Photovoice and arts-based research provide opportunities to engage in an
empowerment discourse not often channeled in other methods.
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Introduction

| want to be an artist. My Dad says | can’t because they don’t make enough money. He wants me to be a
pediatrician. Carolina, age 14".

Navigating adolescence is a challenge in its own right, but it is uniquely difficult for urban minority and
immigrant girls who are affected by a confluence of external circumstances. In addition to the social
pressures to engage in high risk behaviors that many adolescents face (Hymowitz, 2001), United States
urban minority and immigrant girls are more likely to experience or witness violence (Talbott, Celinska,
Simpson, & Coe, 2002), live in poverty (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Lee, 2005; National Center for Children in
Poverty, 2007), have less connection to natural mentors and social capital (Rhodes & Davis, 1996; Stanton-
Salazar, 1997), attend low-resource and substandard schools (Manz, Power, Ginsburg-Block, & Dowrick,
2010; Peske & Haycock, 2006), and face acculturative stress (Allen, Denner, Hirokazu, Seidman, & Aber,
1996). During this developmental period when it is critical for girls to voice their experiences, thoughts, and
fears, counter pressures silence them. For many girls, parents, peer groups, classmates, teachers, and
especially the media, establish role identities for them that hinder individuality, voice, and action. Without
meaningful empowerment discourse, girls placate these pressures through silence and accommodation. At
the same time strong, affirmative relationships can be a source of resilience for the girls to use to question
and defy such pressures (Spencer, 2002; 2006). High-poverty, low-resource schools attended by urban
minority and immigrant girls may be prohibitive of the formation of such supportive and beneficial
relationships and therefore obstruct the girls’ abilities to consider their “possible selves”, the world, and
their place in it (Cohen, Blanc, Research for Action, Inc., & American Association of University Women,
1996; Behnke, Gonzalez, & Cox, 2010). In fact, most schools are not prepared to support immigrant and
low-income students to not engage in risky behavior and/or to not drop out of school altogether (Behnke et
al., 2010).

Motivated by this situation and because of an existing sound partnership with a particular school and its
English as a Second Language Coordinator (M. Lang), we—a group of women ranging from 22 to 46 years of
age, and coming from varied economic, geographic, and cultural backgrounds—Ilaunched into a
collaborative project with ten minority and immigrant (African-American, Latino, African) adolescent girls
(Grades 6-8, aged 11-15 years) who attend an urban language immersion magnet school. The school serves
K-8 students who are native Spanish or French speakers along with a large number of African-American
urban youth. School admission is available to students across the city and is designed for families requiring
foreign language instruction. Students are taught primarily in Spanish or French, in addition to American
English. Almost all the students are considered US racial/ethnic minorities and increasing numbers of Latino
and African immigrant students are attending the school. Some 45% of the current student body self-
identifies as Hispanic/Latino and there is a growing population of West-African immigrant children. Almost
87% of the student body is economically disadvantaged (Ohio Department of Education, 2009), and
financial resources at the school are severely lacking (personal communication with the principal and
English as a Second Language coordinator, September 19, 2008 to present).

Although there is certainly a sizeable body of literature that would allow us as researchers to make
informed decisions about initiatives we could introduce at school, we resisted such an approach since it
does not reflect our ethical commitments as researchers. Rather, we wanted our research and work with
the girls to be rooted in their actual experiences in this particular school and within their communities. Our
research team is committed to building multiple understandings—based on the girls’ perspectives about
actions that we and other concerned adults can take to help them to successfully navigate these difficult
years so that they can freely define and pursue their dreams. Furthermore, we are equally committed to

! Pseudonyms have been used throughout to protect the anonymity of these girls.
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advocating for the girls’ development of agency®. An assumption underlying our praxis is that through an
ongoing cycle of empowerment, reflection, and action, these girls can craft a more positive future for
themselves. Our study is one of many that attempt to achieve these goals.

This article draws on an afterschool project incorporating shared inquiry and arts-based research
methodologies in which we and the ten girls collaborated to understand the challenges involved in
navigating adolescence. The research question was formulated as, “What are these adolescent girls’ visions
of the future for themselves, their school, and their world?” In responding to the research question, we
first describe the background of our community-academic partnership. Second, we describe the arts-based
methodology including photovoice that was used in the study. We then discuss the results of the study and
comment on the importance of developing a safe space for girls to share their thoughts, concerns, and
what they envision for their futures. Finally, we share our sense of the possibilities raised by this type of
collaboration and explore next steps.

Background
School-university-community partnership

This study is one of several that emerged from a collaborative community-academic partnership
established more than four years ago between the K-8 school, our university (University of Cincinnati), and
the local children’s hospital®. The fact that this study emanates from such a partnership is important. All too
often, well-meaning external researchers enter schools and impose their realities on the students, teachers,
and school community, gather their data or implement their intervention and leave (Slater, 1996). We did
not want to perpetuate such relationships which can be steeped in hierarchies that limit participatory
involvement and undermine authentic action. Earlier interactions through service-learning initiatives
involving four of the six members of our group helped develop a bond of mutual trust with the school and
its faculty and students. This is not to imply that the partnership is without problems.

Methodology

Arts-based research and photovoice

We began this study with a question that pointed our gaze towards understanding the girls’ perspectives
about what we and other adults could do to push back against the social and cultural pressures that limit
the options a girl from an urban school and urban community may have. Our sessions included a variety of
arts-based activities: examining photographic images of notable minority women; creating identity collages
from magazine images and then from the girls’ own photographs; photographing the school in a photo
scavenger hunt (girls were given a list of school-related items such as the letter grade of A+, a science
textbook, and so on) in which they had to take photos to prove they had found the items); and
photographing their communities and their lives. At the start of our work the girls were given research
journals to record their own reflections about each of the photographs they took. In some sessions we
asked them to share reflections with one another from those journals. Their final task for the year was to
design a series of photo-narratives with the theme, “what | want for myself, my community, and my
world”, and to record videos of themselves explaining their photos. Throughout all of this research, the

2 We use a psychological definition of the term agency, that is, to intentionally exert influence over one’s life circumstances. Bandura
(2006) outlines four properties of human agency: intentionality; forethought; self-reactiveness; and self-reflectiveness.

*Inan attempt to address the health and educational disparities of students at the K-8 school, the community-academic partnership
was established among a researcher at the university, a researcher at the children’s hospital and a teacher/English language
coordinator at the school. The partnership regularly applies for grant funding and obtained university funding for the digital
cameras used in the current project.
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girls’ interpretations of their work and the stories that their art evoked were central to our growing
understandings of their lives in their school and in their community.

In this article we report on the use of photovoice. Our interest in using photovoice (Wang & Redwood-
Jones, 2001; Wang, Wu, Zhan, & Carovano, 1998) and other arts-based approaches to engage the girls is
largely based on our understanding that these methods would help us find an interstitial place between art
and inquiry—one that would allow us to collaborate and learn from one another. We as researchers
approached the study with an understanding that the girls had their own unique perspectives on art and
photography and that the girls were able to share their own “expert” insights into their school, their
community, their lived experiences, and into the dreams they had for themselves. Photography, which
Ewald and Lightfoot (2001) describe as “perhaps the most democratic visual art of our time” (p. 14), can
readily be used with youth and gives them a powerful medium in which to share their perspectives on the
world. Even for us as university researchers, the democratic nature of photography—particularly when
using digital cameras that are very forgiving of our amateur status—provided a comfortable platform for
our work with the girls. Generally, adolescent girls are not given outlets for their voices to be heard and
shared (Brown & Gilligan, 1992) and often, therefore, the voices of marginalized students go unheard
(Angelides & Michaelidou, 2009; Cook-Sather, 2006; Kaplan & Howes, 2004). Engaging these voices can be
most valuable in the development of a positive school environment. For example, in an examination of the
value of research using images in school, Kaplan and Howes (2004) describe the reality that students
“generally have the least amount of power in school communities [and] school authorities can make it
difficult for pupils to engage in research” (p. 144). They had also sought a methodology that would
encourage students to engage in research at school because, in their experience, interviews and
guestionnaires were not adequate for understanding and learning about students’ perspectives. We share
a similar view in that we believe the use of arts-based research can facilitate the verbalization of areas of
tension and concern. We found our weekly sessions to be a safe place for the girls to discuss their
photographs—which was also an effective means of helping the girls voice ideas that they may not have
otherwise been able to verbalize or share (Leavy, 2009).

Our rationale for using an arts-based approach that included photovoice was to provide a space for girls “to
use their voices and be heard within a supportive environment” (Hirsch et al., 2000, p. 222) while at the
same time fostering the development of supportive relationships with peers and adult role models.
According to Hutzel (2006), arts-based programs can help young people acquire knowledge and skills that
apply to fields outside of the arts and can be a strong motivating force in the futures of young people,
particularly alienated youth who struggle to find a place in public school systems. Arts-based expressive
modalities can also provide a relational context recognizing both one’s own unique expression and the
expressions of others (Sassen, Spencer, & Curtin, 2005).

Using photovoice
Participants

The ten girls involved in this after school project were also part of a “Girls Club” initiative designed to
engage the participants in activities and conversations about their sense of self and their well-being. We
advertised the photovoice project to the larger girls club, and ten minority and immigrant girls (five African-
American, four Latina, one African) from the girls club agreed to participate. The girls’ ages ranged from 11
to 15 years. We began the photovoice project in late spring with 8 weeks remaining in the school year.
Because photovoice is a participatory action research methodology, it is intentionally open-ended. One
important facet of photovoice is the opportunity it gives participants to chart the course of the study (Wang
et al., 1998). We initially invited the girls to develop photography prompts that were drawn from their own
interests. This idea is rooted in the notion that the girls know their own communities and it is important
that they be given the opportunity to communicate what they know to us (Vaughn, Rojas-Guyler, & Howell,
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2008). With this broad framework, we hoped the girls would take the lead in raising areas for their inquiry
as a group.

Data generation

The first two sessions (Session 1 and 2) were dedicated to introducing the girls to the project and to
fostering connections between our research team and the girls, and between and amongst the girls
themselves. Critical to success was the promotion of inclusion early on, which proved to be a struggle
throughout our collaboration. Because the girls were in different grades and from different ethnic
backgrounds, the groups were focused on interpersonal connection building as well as interacting in terms
of established photovoice methodology. One example of an arts-based method focusing on inclusion was
an initial “all about me” collage, which involved creating a collage of images and text to express who each
was as individual. Every session thereafter included a brief activity that allowed the girls to interact and
share a personal story.

Before distributing simple digital cameras to the girls, we, the researchers, wanted to create a dialogue
about photography as an art form, as well as a medium for research (Session 3). To achieve this, the girls
and our research team discussed photography as a medium, as well as a means to generate visual data
about their lived experiences. An arts-based method that allowed for greater insight into photography and
the action of taking pictures included an analysis of selected images, which included historical minority
women, and different landscapes. The girls, in small groups, discussed several images using the SHOWeD
technique (Wang et al., 1998). The girls answered the following SHOWeD questions: “What do you See
here?”, “What is really Happening?”, “How does this relate to Our lives?”, “Why does this problem or this
strength exist?”, and “What can we Do about this?” Several members of the research team observed the
girls’ initial hesitation to voice their own assertions and reflections regarding the images. However, the
SHOWeD technique did enable a layer of analysis by the participants themselves.

Following a conversation on photovoice as a research methodology, we reviewed the goals and stages of
the photovoice process. A brief PowerPoint presentation, a training video, and discussion were all included
in the third session. The training video, for example, showed that a camera could turn a thought into a
photograph and that great subjects for photography included people, places, and interests. The video
posed the question: “What are you trying to take a picture of?” It also emphasized that sometimes an
image about a person need not necessarily include that person.

Data analysis

In order to capture the content of the girls’ discussions during each session, the research team took notes
during the session and wrote reflections afterwards. The notes and reflections alongside the photographs
served as the basis of the data analysis. Throughout the eight-week program, the research team reviewed
the notes, reflections, and photos in order to identify tentative themes. According to standard qualitative
research procedure, all the data was organized into broad conceptual categories and verified with the girls
for clarification, consensus, and validation (Bradley, Currey, & Devers, 2007; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The
girls revised their themes and compiled the final themes into photo-narratives, that is, posters using
photographs in response to the photo prompts. As they worked on their photo-narratives, the girls
discussed why they had created the posters and the meanings behind them. The photo-narratives would
carry the girls’ voices to the community when the next school year began with a gala celebration of their
new school building. Such public dissemination of the photographs and photo-narratives is important in
getting findings out into the school and community (Streng et al., 2004; Wang et al., 1998).
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Ethics

Part of the training included a brief section on visual ethics. Ethical considerations included appropriate
subjects to photograph, photographing other people, responsibility for carrying the camera, and sensitivity
using the cameras. We also provided consent forms to be used when taking photographs of other people.
During this discussion we emphasized the importance of respecting privacy and the rights of others.
Following the introduction on using the camera and the initial discussion on ethical implications of
photography, the girls generated themes for the first camera assignment. The girls agreed to return, with
up to 25 pictures, each week for the remaining five sessions. We also encouraged the girls to take self-
portraits and to respond to the self-portraits in their reflection journals. The girls identified their favorite
themes for photo assignments as happiness, success, future, and dreams.

When, after 2 weeks, several girls had not taken any pictures, we realized that we might have rushed some
of them into the study and that we needed to check in with them to figure out where they were with the
project. One realization that we had fairly early in the process was that the girls were not accustomed to
such broad parameters in terms of deciding the prompts themselves, and that they wanted us to be more
direct in guiding the project. This led the research team to ask them to consider the prompt, “What | want
for myself, my school, and my world”. For the remaining three sessions, all the girls generated photographs
and worked on their photo narratives in response to the suggested prompt.

Findings

Throughout the project it was evident that the girls had not previously worked with art as a medium to
facilitate thinking about changes they wished to see both within themselves, and outside in their school
and communities. The focus of the prompt we eventually introduced allowed the girls to consider
themselves, their local (school) community, and the larger world—all of which they could define in any way
they wanted.

Picturing themselves

The twenty photo-narratives illustrated tensions the girls felt between their dreams and impediments to
achieving those dreams. Although all the work is compelling, here we focus on and share the two photo-
narratives of one seventh grade Latina, Carolina. The first photo-narrative refers to Carolina herself,
whereas the second refers to the school and community. We also include a discussion about the process of
the photo-narrative of Rosario in trying to show how the photovoice process can be cathartic.

Carolina

Carolina is an intense young woman who is quick with an opinion and not hesitant to speak her mind in our
sessions. She would sometimes play the mediator—helping us navigate group dynamics with the girls when
we hit bumpy moments. She could also pull back into herself, sketching quietly, during the group
discussions. In one of our sessions we noticed a figure that Carolina had sketched in her journal. The pencil
drawing was of a young woman lying down, an expression of sadness reflected not only in her face, but in
the way her body was draped. There was a profound heaviness in the image. The picture drew all of us in.
The other girls asked Carolina if it was a picture of herself, but she told them it was “a friend who was
crying” because “she didn’t feel good.” The girls suggested that she should be an artist but she demurred
saying she was “just bored” and this is what she does when she is bored. It was in this conversation that
she said she would like to be an artist, but that her father had told her “you can’t draw that good.” She also
told us that he did not think that being an artist was an “acceptable career” and said that artists “don’t
make enough money” and that she should rather study to be a pediatrician.
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Later, when the girls worked on the photo-narratives, Carolina let her art speak for her about what she
wanted for herself. In her photo-narrative (see Image 1) we noticed the repetition of the words “dream”
and “dreaming” that seemed to echo her uncertainty and questions about her future. Her photo-narrative
moves clockwise from the top right corner and starts with the idea of traveling “to big cities” with the
legend, “I'm just a teenager with dreams.” Then she asserts that she just wants “to be someone.” The next
few pictures capture the fogginess of her dreams, suggesting that seeing ahead to realize those dreams is
complicated. Crowded in the left corner is the climax of Carolina’s narrative, her wanting to go to college
but without “documents” she wonders if that is really possible. This poignant question is adjacent to her
emphatic caption, “But dreaming is living and if | stop dreaming I'll stop living!!!” She then includes an
image of murky river water and the statement, “I want to see clearly.”

Image 1

Carolina’s photo-narrative, “What | want for me”
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Carolina’s second photo-narrative perplexed us. In some ways it follows a similar story line, one which
Carolina had been uncovering throughout the study and which speaks of the complexities that exist within
Carolina’s reality. The photo-narrative entitled, “What are we hoping (future)!”, has several written
guestions about the future of her community. On the top left-hand side, the first question asked is, “Do we
need to stop living life the way we are or do we start getting serious?” The photograph accompanying the
guestion shows people, young and old, male and female, in a group setting. They appear to be at a meeting
and signs written in Spanish cover the walls. We wonder if Latinos are the “we” mentioned in many of the
guestions inserted in the photo-narrative. Another photo, taken from a riverboat at night, shows a stadium
with its lights on. The rest of the photograph is black with the exception of a few heart-shaped cut-outs in
the boat railing illuminated by the stadium. The caption reads, “Do we wait for the lights to turn on in order
for us to know where we’re going?” The third picture shows several barges and a boat on a river. To the
right of the photo is written, “What’s in our future?” A final photograph, in the centre, features a blurry red
rose with someone’s hand holding it and Carolina asks, “Are things looking pretty for our future or bad?”
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The bifurcated nature of the questions throughout her photo-narratives show two paths: the one she and
her community are on, and the desired ideal future she envisions. Her questions show another side of
Carolina. When she spoke in our group we perceived her as strong, and certain of her future desires and
plans. However, her photographs convey a narrative that reveals the multiple layers of Carolina’s reality.
These layers are not only a result of her vulnerable age, but also of her minority and immigrant statuses in
the US. The complexities and fears in her story shout loudly from what appear to be just a few pretty
photos and drawings.

Rosario

In Rosario’s case, it was not so much the artistic product, but the art production process that seemed to
prompt a narrative of what she needs to have and to do in order to succeed. Rosario reminded us that it is
through empowering relationships that girls can connect with what they know and who they are (Gilligan,
2002; Jordan, 2008; Raider-Roth, 2005; Spencer, 2006). She helped us understand that the ways in which
we engage these adolescent girls are perhaps more important than the productions that emerge—in
Rosario’s case, the art was a conduit to connecting with others.

Rosario was also in seventh grade, although she is a year older than her peers. We noticed her quiet
composure during the group sessions. She was not quick to share in the group, but opened up when the
girls worked in pairs or in smaller groups. Having moved to this school from another state the previous
year, Rosario often compared this school to her former school and in her assessment the former school was
far superior. We had a strong sense that Rosario is very bright but that she is struggling to adjust to the new
environment. For instance, when one of us walked around the school with Rosario and Leticia during a
photographic assignment to capture images in response to the prompt, “what | want for my school”,
Rosario explained that they really needed more teacher aids in the school. She said that in her former
school they had “more English as Second Language (ESL) teachers” and that the students were better
behaved. She commented that it was difficult to learn in her classes because the teachers did not control
the students’ behavior. On reflection, we were struck with the realization that the educational system does
not ask students what they think they need to help them succeed academically. In fact, Rosario designed
her poster around the idea that students need “a helping hand” and used pictures of our team engaging
with the girls to illustrate her point.

Rosario also helped us understand the power of engaging in art and conversation with adolescents to bring
to the surface the tensions that are simmering within them. An incident that occurred 3 weeks before we
wrapped up the project for the year convinced us of the necessity to build spaces for girls to come together
to “just talk”, particularly during this adolescent stage of life. While working on the final photo-narratives,
Rosario was sitting off to the side of the group, not demonstrating any of the end-of-year excitement that
was present amongst the other girls. A couple of her peers moved over to chat with her. Seeing the group
forming, two of the research team members decided to walk over to check in on the group. As she worked
on her poster, Rosario began telling the small group, “I wouldn’t talk about this, but since we are all here...”
and then she told us that in the last year she had been suicidal. Looking out the window at a young man in
the parking lot whom she described as a friend she had met since she moved here, she said that this young
man had kept her from doing anything to hurt herself. She revealed that she had shared her photographs
with him and that he helped her to see that the photographs from the project, photographs that were
representations of her life, captured the things in life that were important to live for. As she reflected on
their conversation she began talking about the difficulties she had faced in the last year, adjusting to this
new school and making new friends—difficulties that exhibited themselves in lower than usual grades, and
the dark fact that those low grades only hinted at the struggle that was below the surface for her.
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Picturing their school and communities

The dialogic nature of our visual arts-based study revealed several sources of contextual stress for the
immigrant and minority girls regarding their school environment in both physical and sociocultural
contexts. These stressors included the harsh physical landscape of the school itself and also posed a
challenge to having a positive school and community. For example, the bullying and the destructive nature
of other classmates served not only as a distraction to the learning process, but also as an area of great
frustration for the girls—who envisioned their school environment to be something greater. During a
photograph scavenger hunt activity—when the girls partnered with each other and one of the research
team members—it was mentioned several times how much the girls did not like the physical state of the
school and how the building had sustained damage both naturally over the course of time and as a result of
other students’ destructive acts. One of the girls (Tanesha) said, “Why do people have to mess up
everything and destroy it.” Another girl (Adanna) shared Tanesha’s frustrations and agreed that she really
did not like all the trash on the ground and the graffiti on the bathroom walls. When one of the researchers
was in the bathroom looking at the graffiti with the girls, she asked why people destruct the bathroom
walls and throw stuff on the ground. The girls replied, “They think it’s cool or funny, but we don’t like it.”
The girls said that “girls who were ‘bad’ were the ones who wrote swear words and did the littering.” In this
conversation, the girls presented two conflicting groups—a group of girls that “cared about the school”
(they belonged to this group), and a group of girls that “didn’t care about the school.” When we asked what
they could do to help the situation, they said they would like to “see more recycling done” and to
“somehow tell people not to litter.” The girls showed us in words and in pictures how much the physical
state of their school affected them.

Another group made a similar acknowledgement in regard to the school being damaged. Carolina shared a
photo narrative titled, “Damage Sucks”, in which she asks the question, “Why can’t we just keep things
original?” (see Image 2). She was referring to doors that she had photographed, showing where the doors
had been vandalized. Both Carolina and Barbara, who worked on this photo collage together, said that it
was important to maintain school and community property in order to bring in visitors (an indication that
impressions of the school reflected on to the school’s occupants) and so that the property would last
longer. Through group discussion the girls shared that there was a need for more art in their school; they
said there was only one work throughout the building that the girls collectively felt could be defined as art.
That work was a collection of post-it notes that spelled out the name of a teacher.

Image 2

Carolina’s second photo-narrative, “Damage Sucks”
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An area of concern that surfaced through discussions was the issue of ethnic and age-based bullying, which
at the time involved some of the “bad” students who also had destroyed the school. In small group
discussions, the topic of bullying was commonplace. One girl, Yasmine, commented that the other bad girls
acted this way because they wanted to look tough. Perhaps this hinted at a larger strategy by the bad girls
to protect themselves against bullying and ridicule from older students. The girls also indicated that
bullying was an emotional challenge they experienced at school. There was pressure to conform and join
the bad girls to destroy the bathroom and to make fun of other students for doing well in school. The girls
in our group commented that this bullying made their experiences at school not fun, nor safe. The bullying
and physical destruction served as a barrier to having a healthy and positive social terrain.

Some of the understandings that came to light were the importance of family and friends in the girls’ lives
and the high aspirations that the girls had for themselves in terms of higher education. Family and friends
were often subjects in the girls’ photos, and the girls often explained their commitments to their families’
needs. Carolina, for example, explained that her family did not have the money to allow her to explore art
as a career path. Yasmine described hopes of becoming a neurologist one day but had to defer entrance to
a competitive college-prep high school in order to attend a local, less desirable high school, because she
had to take care of her younger siblings after school while her parents worked. This and many other
narratives exemplified the place of family and friends in the girls’ lives. The aspirations that the girls had
created and envisioned were rooted in positivity and education. They valued the significance of education.
During one of the photo discussions, Yasmine commented on one of the photos that depicted a woman in a
suit. Yasmine explained that one “never knew how education would help someone”, but that it was more
“important to have it than to be without it.” Despite these educational aspirations, Yasmine and other girls
in the group described what they perceived to be grave obstacles in access to higher education. Whether it
was undocumented status or finances, the girls expressed the gap between their own desires and what
actual opportunities would present for them in their future. The uncertainty about their future in higher
education, coupled with their expressions of disappointment with their school’s physical environment,
certainly stifled the girls’ dreams and aspirations.

Discussion

Facilitating this project allowed the adult researchers to see these girls’ lives through a lens not used in
traditional research methodologies. Although Carolina and Rosario stood out to us as representations of
how other adolescent girls live, especially young Latina adolescents, all of the girls’ stories captivated us,
particularly as they explored the impact that the physical and social space of their school had on them and
others. All of their stories helped us understand more about the roles they assume and their feelings about
their school and communities. Throughout this study, many girls did not report positive attitudes towards
the school because of their collective concerns about safety, pressure from teachers and parents about
grades and good behavior, and the overall “lack of childhood” experience they had been feeling. The girls’
attitudes and feelings toward school are consistent with much of the literature that suggests minority
urban youth attend substandard and often unsafe schools in addition to other life challenges they are
trying to manage (Hirsch et al., 2000; Manz et al., 2010; Peske & Haycock, 2006). Too often they are pulled
into the physically and socially aggressive culture that is rampant in their schools, with few alternatives
other than suspension to resolve the tensions (Talbott et al., 2002). Yet we also know that schools can
become “sanctuaries” for urban youth, particularly when they are structured to care for children’s
emotional and physical well-being (Antrop-Gonzalez, 2006). For urban adolescent girls, schools can create
spaces that promote positive self-identities and foster community, providing a “buffer to social injustice”
(Pastor, McCormick, & Fine, 1996, p. 24); what others have identified as strategies to foster resilience
(Johnson, 2008; Spencer, 2002; Vaughn, Jacquez, Zhao, & Lang, 2011). In the current project, the girls were
clearly calling out for structures that would provide support—to create a buffer to all the negative forces
working against their aspirations. The themes of support for healthy peer relationships, positive adult-
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student relationships, and a more controlled and disciplined school environment all speak to their desire
for their school to help them remain resilient in the face of these tremendous pressures.

Adolescent girls in modern cityscapes face growing challenges that threaten their everyday safety and
sense of self (Mclntyre, 2000). Many of these same challenges and concerns surfaced throughout the
duration of the project and provided us with key insights into how these girls have to process and manage
these threats. With the girls and their work as our guides, we as researchers have come to understand that
the space and time provided through arts-based approaches allow girls to share their thoughts and
concerns about the many issues they face and what they envision for their futures. This collaborative
project fostered opportunities for the girls to get to know one another on a deeper level and invited them
to see that empathetic, caring adults hear them and want to work with them to achieve their future
aspirations. In one girl’s words, “Sometimes we just need to get together and talk.” In fact, self-in-relation
theory tells us that relationships are important to adolescent development as a whole, but particularly to
young women’s development (Jordan et al.,, 1991). Peer relationships are an essential part of girls’
development and can help create a greater sense of self-worth and life satisfaction (Hay & Ashman, 2003;
Ma & Huebner, 2008). Furthermore, relationships with supportive adults have been shown to serve as
protective factors for youth and contribute to resilience and academic achievement in youth (Beam, Chen,
& Greenberger, 2002; Hirsch, Mickus, & Boerger, 2002; Rhodes & Davis, 1996). In a study across 20 primary
schools in Queensland, Australia, students who reported more positive adult and peer social networks,
feelings of connectedness to adults and peers, and a strong sense of autonomy, had higher self-ratings of
resiliency (Stewart, Sun, Patterson, Lemerle, & Hardie, 2004).

Through the art interactions we shared, the girls have shown us that there are tensions in their families,
school, and neighborhoods that directly relate to whether or not they can accomplish the goals they have
set for themselves or live in a world they imagine. The messages sent through their words and pictures
illustrate to us that these girls need rich experiences and support to equip them with strategies to handle
their uncertain futures. The Girl’s Club was more than an afterschool diversion—it provided a pivotal place
for voice and support. Although the art-making is not insignificant in this process—art became a vehicle for
voice in this project as it did in Sassen et al. (2005)—the crucial component that we heard from the girls in
our project was to give voice to their hopes for their futures, their school, and their communities. This
project allowed us to work with the girls and help disrupt the scripts that other people had for them.
Whether it is society underestimating their potential, parents’ well-meaning intentions pushing them
toward particular careers and choices, or peers pressuring risky behaviors, there are numerous challenges
the girls face now and will continue to endure. As the community-academic partnership moves forward, it
is our hope to empower the girls to work toward their own goals for themselves, their school, and their
world, to engage them in dialogue and action that is important to them, and to see the results of having a
say.

Conclusion

We began this work with the hope that the girls would reveal their concerns about their school and their
communities alongside visions for their futures. Not only did those themes emerge, but also several
stressors were revealed that were unique in terms of the girls’ minority and immigrant status. We had also
intended that an exchange of learning would take place among the girls and bi-directionally with the
researchers. The girls were able to experience a methodology rooted in empowerment and connection.
They were engaged in a positive process which allowed for dialogue and art regarding questions about their
future. The girls expressed gratitude about sharing in a research experience with female adult role models,
seeing that research could involve action, and understanding that some adults “really do want to improve
our experiences at school.” The girls learned how photography could be applied as both an art form and as
a tool for research. At the same time, we as researchers were able to look closely at the stressors and
barriers to the girls’ visions of future.
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One of the main goals of photovoice is to critically examine what images are produced in the inquiry
process (Wang et al., 1998). Early on in this process, most of the girls were enthusiastic about using the
cameras and taking photos. The majority of the prompts that the girls initially generated for the
photography assignments were optimistic and affirmative including qualities such as happiness, love,
success, dreaming, and the future. However, many of the girls’ photographs from their communities and
school did not reflect the same qualities but instead, depicted images that the girls described as stressful
and damaging. The few positive images (e.g. dreaming about future) included captions riddled with
uncertainty and ambiguity around whether the dreams were possible. The findings of this study suggest
that we need to do more to support adolescent girls and we need to listen more closely to hear the actual
content of their voices (or photos).

We know that we want girls to be safe, be happy, be strong and be successful, but have we
stopped to reflect on what these actually mean? Have we stopped to consult with girls to
unearth their aims, ambitions, challenges, and frustrations? (Little & Hoskins, 2004, p. 89)

This study and use of the photovoice process, in a small way, demonstrates that some of us are consulting
with, and listening to, girls.
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