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Abstract 

This capstone project involved participatory action research that set out to examine at-risk 

youth’s perception of community in New Orleans, Louisiana, where the study took place. For the 

purpose of this project, I developed and implemented a community-based art curriculum in 

which youth living in a New Orleans neighborhood created a public art wall. I observed and 

interviewed the participants throughout the project to gauge changes in perception of their 

community from the beginning of the project to the end. Utilizing an action-research and case-

study approach that included interviews, observations of classroom interaction, weekly 

journaling/blogging, analyzing photographs and video of sessions, analyzing written reflections 

and informal interviews with the youth, I discovered indications that these at-risk youth view 

their community as dangerous, and wished to do something about it, but didn’t initially believe 

that as children, they could make a difference. Despite the neighborhood suffering from rampant 

use of drugs, excessive violence and prolific prostitution, the youth view Anna’s Arts for Kids, 

the Saturday art program they regularly attend, as a safe haven from what goes on in their daily 
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lives. For the most part, the youngsters’ contributions to the art project and discussions idealized 

their community life, rather than depicted its actual state. Interviews with the youth throughout 

the study also indicated that with a dedicated curriculum and constant support and 

encouragement with art, attitudes toward community can shift in positive directions and 

potentially change the direction of the lives of the youth. In addition, the behavior of the youth 

appeared modified as a result of the art project, encouragement provided, and attention to the 

individual youth they might not receive outside of the program. Although this was a small study, 

both in size and duration (involving 16 youngsters over a six-week period), I hope my results 

lead to further community art projects with at-risk youth as I believe the benefits are 

immeasurable.  
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Introduction 

For six straight years (2006-2011), New Orleans, Louisiana has been reported as the murder 

capital of the United States (FBI, 2011). According to New Orleans Police Department (NOPD) 

reports, more than half of the cities’ murder victims have not reached their 30
th
 birthdays.  In an 

interview with PBS, New Orleans Police Superintendent Ronal Serpas confirmed that while 

many of the deaths can be explained by drugs, alcohol, and revenge, a significant number of 

these murders are the result of uncommon endings to very common fights, (Ifill, 2012). Mayor 

Landrieu stated in an interview in 2012 that tackling the city’s murder rate by providing a safe 

community is his number one goal (McLaughlin, 2012). What’s causing the underlying issue? 

According to the United States Department of Justice, many believe the lack of afterschool 

programs contribute to at-risk youth’s violent crime rate–this idleness leads youth to disengage 

from their community and each other (2011). Distrust in the community of New Orleans is 

rampant according to Serpas (Ifill, 2012). Given the high volume of violent crimes in the city, it 

seems as though many at-risk youth move from day to day without acknowledging or 

understanding the community problems and issues that directly surround them and could 

possibly affect them at any moment. The following project attempted to address and study these 

growing concerns by describing how community arts projects can engage at-risk youth with their 

community and further produce additional positive life-changing results such as improved self 

esteem. 

Research Objectives 

Nearly every state in the United States currently faces a budget deficit, leading to cuts in 

public education everywhere (Daniel, 2010). Unfortunately, the majority of the time, the arts 

portion of a school's curriculum is the first to be slashed. Where severe budget cuts have led to 
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reductions or the elimination of school arts education programs, opportunities for students to 

gain important social and behavioral tools that the arts can provide need to be sought in 

alternative settings (Daniel, 2010). These alternative programs can minimize the deficits felt in 

the schools if properly implemented in the communities.  

Historically, cultural and artistic programs worldwide have played an important role in 

community regeneration since the mid-1980s (Landry & Matarasso, 1996). Yet community-

based art education programs, specifically those dealing with public art involving at-risk youth as 

a way to increase their understanding of community has not been adequately addressed in the 

city of New Orleans. The following research project considered how public art initiatives housed 

within community-based education involving at-risk New Orleans youth can positively impact 

not only the community but also the children involved, particularly if these initiatives were 

developed with care and attention to the issues relevant to New Orleans youth. The project 

addressed the question: In what ways can community outreach programs involving public art 

enhance at-risk New Orleans youths’ understanding of community? Community outreach arts 

programs are defined for the purposes of this study as interventions that involved public art, local 

artists, art educators, teachers, community members, and at-risk youth (Newman, Curtis & 

Stephens, 2003).   

Purpose and Goals of Study 

The following paper describes a youth-oriented community arts installation and public 

engagement project that I developed, implemented, and observed with a group of at-risk New 

Orleans youth. I observed how this public engagement project had a significant impact on not 

only the children involved, but also the community. I explored the relationship between 

community art involvement and at-risk youth’s engagement with their community. In particular, 
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I sought to determine how community-based public arts projects serve to empower and engage 

the youth involved, if at all.  

An understanding of the relationship that community arts programs play in the development 

of such youth engagement has important implications for understanding the ways in which at-

risk youth see and interact with their community. Engaging these youth now, as young as 

possible, has the potential to positively affect their future. The data from the study came from the 

youth themselves; consisting of records of group conversations/discussions, photo 

documentation of their creative work, and analyses of semi-structured interviews post-art 

creation and installation. I observed youth in a Saturday academy setting, both during art making 

and after the project completion. I conducted group discussions, semi-structured interviews with 

each participant and the leader of the program to better understand students’ ideas about 

community and initial levels of community engagement both through observation of body 

language and analysis of the recorded conversations. The idea was to obtain authentic narratives 

about these youth’s experiences with their community and with public art. I photographed and 

video recorded the project and the art made by the participants. Using participatory action 

research as well as qualitative analysis of the narratives, video recordings, photographs and art 

itself, I examined the project looking for evidence of the youth’s engagement with the project. I 

analyzed these youth’s perceived attitudes about community both during and after the project, 

along with their levels of participation in the Saturday program for the duration of the project.  

Youth involvement in local community arts installations have broad implications for the 

strengthening of community relationships and improvement of self esteem in at-risk youth 

(Rabkin & Hedberg, 2011). These programs often expose the challenges, issues and triumphs the 

community faces, and present a call for action (Daniel, 2010; Rabkin & Hedberg, 2011). 
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Sculptures, murals, and other forms of community art are prevalent throughout New Orleans. 

However, in New Orleans, at-risk youth have rarely been involved in the actual creation of these 

projects. Typically, New Orleans community outreach organizations such as the SPCA, the 

Young Leadership Council of New Orleans, and the New Orleans Arts Council affiliated with 

local governmental agencies plan, produce and install community arts projects. These projects 

include murals or sculptures. A review of these organizations’ websites indicates that each of 

these entities has provided public art for the city, but none have worked directly with at-risk 

youth in their production at any level.
1
 

An understanding of the potential impact that community arts has on at-risk youth requires an 

understanding of the local culture, conditions, and context of the participating youth’s 

community. Therefore, the project began with an examination of these youths’ notions about 

community. I worked with the youth to examine definitions of community from their 

perspective. We worked together to develop these definitions through discussions as a group and 

then drew images of these ideas. In addition, we looked at examples of communities worldwide, 

public murals depicting community in New Orleans, and more so that the youth could see that 

definitions were unique to each individual and each community. We digressed from well-

recognized ideas of community to more abstract notions of the term. I encouraged the youth to 

ask questions, challenge each other’s ideas, develop their own insight, and contribute to the 

class-developed definition of community. 

I believe that engagement begins with an awakening of the mind to possibility. This study 

aimed to engage the at-risk youth involved with their community through the creation of a public 

art installation. I hoped to see additional results such as improved self esteem and future 

                                                           
1
 See SPCA - http://www.la-spca.org/, the Young Leadership Council of New Orleans - http://www.ylcnola.org/, 

and the Arts Council of New Orleans - http://www.artscouncilofneworleans.org/. 
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community involvement amongst these youth, but such considerations are beyond the scope of 

this research project. 

My review of literature involving civic engagement of at-risk youth describes the 

relationships between community arts initiatives and youth community engagement. In 

partnership with Anna’s Arts for Kids, I designed and implemented a community-based art 

program to work with these at risk youth. During my onsite empirical research within the 

community program I used a participatory action research methodology to collect and analyze 

the data continuously. The data included recordings of the group conversations, interviews of 

participants, observations of the sketches and final installation itself, and personal observations 

during the project (Brock and Pettit, 2007; Heron, 1995; Kindon et al., 2007; Reason and 

Bradbury, 2008). My goal was to identify and confirm a change in youth’s engagement with the 

surrounding community as well as see that they had a better understanding of their role in it.  

Research Questions 

This participatory action research project addressed the primary research question: In what 

ways can a community arts project involving a public art installation enhance at-risk youth’s 

understanding of community and their role in it? I also explored notions of how cultural capital 

played a role in the development, or lack thereof, of youth-community engagement. I confirmed 

the belief that such factors play a role in youth engagement with their community and as well as 

self-esteem and identity development in these youth, although such considerations are highly 

speculative and beyond the scope of this particular study.   

Rationale 

The purpose of this research was to better understand a group of at-risk youths’ attitudes 

toward and engagement with their community after implementing a public art installation in New 
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Orleans. In recent years, an increase in undesirable behaviors has been attributed to instant 

gratification, narcissism, and ignorance in American youth (Twenge & Foster, 2008). These 

behaviors have resulted in a decline in what researchers have identified as social capital (Twenge 

& Foster, 2008). Cultural theorist and journalist Robert Putnam (2000) aptly noted that 

Americans have disengaged, likely as a result of lack of trust in society; a phenomenon that he 

claims has been growing for many years. Educator and researcher Karen Hutzel (2007) notes that 

in cities where community arts programs have been implemented cultural capital has been shown 

to rise. This information led me to believe that we could reengage our society through the arts by 

recommitting ourselves to developing trust in community members. The best place to begin this 

development is with the children. 

The National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) published a report in 2011 based on their 2008 

Survey of Public Participation in the Arts. This report reminded us that: “Art works,” (Rabkin & 

Hedberg, 2011, p. 5). It emphasized that arts education in childhood is the most significant 

predictor of future arts attendance and personal arts creation, and cited the negative impacts that 

arts education has on social capital, or the participants’ knowledge, skills, and other factors that 

could affect their societal status. Their research tests, and ultimately confirms that long-term 

declines in Americans’ reported rates of art learning, directly correlate to the period since 1982 

in which art education has been widely devalued in the public school system. Thus, engaging 

youth in their community through arts experiences now may result in greater participation and 

potentially philanthropic endeavors later. 

Several articles, studies, and books have been published that have assessed community art 

and its impacts on the community. These include Project MUSE by Christopher Adejumo 

(2010), a study titled Art Entrepreneurship Afterschool by Sara Mackus (2011), and a study 
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described in Challenging Our Students’ Place through Collaborative Art: a Service-Learning 

Approach by Karen Hutzel (2006). However, very little has been published about community art 

initiatives developed and completed by youth with the aim of improving social capital and 

community engagement in the city of New Orleans.  

Assumptions 

It was my belief that the at-risk youth of New Orleans could be engaged through community 

art projects at a critical age in order to provide an outlet for self expression consisting of 

something other than the drugs or violence they more commonly experience in their local 

communities. Therefore, I wanted to learn more about community arts projects and how to 

leverage this idea of engagement in planning and implementing these projects. 

Administrators of Anna’s Arts for Kids commented to me during violent behavior 

suppression training that these youth had no more than a 300-word vocabulary-the equivalent of 

the average three year old. Thus, violence is often the only way they feel they can get their 

message across since they are unable to verbalize their feelings. Therefore, prior to beginning the 

project I was told to “dumb everything down” as many of my concepts would be unrealistic to 

hope that they’d be understood by the youth. Having never experienced this before, I modified 

my curriculum to the basics; however, I suspected that once in the classroom, I’d see how things 

progressed and go from there. 

Definition of Terms 

Community arts programs/projects. For the purposes of this study, the phrase “community 

arts programs” is defined as interventions that involve public art, local artists, art educators, 

teachers, community members, and at-risk youth (Newman, Curtis & Stephens, 2003).  
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Community Art Projects. For the purposes of this study, community arts projects are 

defined as the actual activities and art created for the community by groups of people doing 

creative things together (Webster, 1997). 

Cultural Capital. The assets one possesses that promote social mobility beyond economic 

means (Bourdieu, 1986). The concept of cultural capital has received widespread attention all 

around the world, from theorists and researchers alike. It is mostly employed in relation to the 

education system. 

At-Risk Youth. The Southern Regional Education Board’s (SREB) defines at-risk youth as 

those who received free or reduced meals (State of Louisiana, Kyle, 1999). However, this 

definition is too broad for this study. The National Center for School Engagement focuses the 

definition to better address aspects of the lives of this population, considering that youth may be 

at-risk for a number of reasons including being homeless or transient, involved in drugs or 

alcohol, abused, mentally ill, neglected, living in stressful home environments, lacking social or 

emotional support and involvement with delinquent peers (NCSE, n.d.).  

Definitions of at-risk are often categorized, such as that of the United States Department of 

Justice. It suggests that at-risk factors fall into four concrete areas, three of which are most 

pertinent to my research: community, individual, and peer risks (1998). The category of 

community areas of concern includes aspects such as the availability of drugs, guns, violence, 

mobility, community disorganization and poverty. For the purposes of this study, this term 

includes 10 New Orleans children aged 9-16 who regularly attend Anna’s Arts for Kids Saturday 

Academy program, plus an additional 6 youth who came in and out of the project sporadically. 

The youth were predominately African American (84.6%) and all came from lower-middle class 

families and lived in areas of the city affected by high crime rates. 
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Limitations of Study 

The main limitations that affected this study are the small sample size (16 youth), the limited 

amount of time in which the study was conducted (6 weeks), the location in which the study took 

place (urban New Orleans), and the limited economic backgrounds of the participants 

(predominantly lower-middle class). Further, the fact that I focused on one neighborhood in one 

city (New Orleans) limited the ability to generalize my findings significantly. In addition, my 

focus on community engagement development may have left out other important factors that 

community arts contribute. Due to these limitations, I am cautious not to generalize findings 

beyond my own sample. While I may consider the study to have produced a significant impact, 

or offer possible explanations for the data I found, any generalizations made can only be 

attributed to this study. 

Literature Review 

The following literature review considers how community art projects involving at-risk New 

Orleans youth can positively impact not only the community but also the children involved, 

particularly if these initiatives are developed with care and attention to the issues that are 

relevant to the youngsters. As identified by many studies, community art projects and programs 

provide valuable resources to both those involved as well as the community. When cultural 

capital is identified and at-risk youth are added into the mix, these projects take on new 

significance. This literature review concentrates on at risk youth in urban cities, looks at the 

impact of community arts projects through a comparison of key studies, peruses the significance 

of art projects on youth self esteem, and identifies how cultural capital can play a role in 

community development.  
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At-Risk Youth in Urban Cities 

In a study released by the State of Louisiana Legislative Auditor in 1999, the state defined 

“at-risk” using the Southern Regional Education Board’s (SREB) suggestion that these youth 

were those who received free or reduced meals, and the state is not alone in its definition (State 

of Louisiana, Kyle, 1999). By using this broad definition, they seem to claim that all students 

living in poverty are technically at-risk. However, utilizing this definition based on familial 

income alone neglects youth in urban environments and the issues they face. The National 

Center for School Engagement expands the definition to better address aspects of the lives of this 

population, considering that youth may be at-risk for a number of reasons including being 

homeless or transient, involved in drugs or alcohol, abused, mentally ill, neglected, living in 

stressful home environments, lacking social or emotional support and involvement with 

delinquent peers (NCSE, n.d.).  

Penned definitions are often categorized, such as that of the United States Department of 

Justice. The US Department of Justice suggests that at-risk factors fall into four concrete areas, 

three of which are most pertinent to my research: community, individual, and peer risks (1998). 

The category of community areas of concern includes aspects such as the availability of drugs, 

guns, violence, mobility, community disorganization and poverty. Each of these risks is 

significantly present or prevalent in the city of New Orleans as confirmed by Police Chief 

Superintendent Ronal Serpas (Ifill, 2012) and is reiterated with the regular reports in the local 

newspaper, The Times-Picayune. The category of individual and peer risks includes concerns 

such as alienation and rebelliousness, lack of bonding in community, having friends who exhibit 

at-risk behaviors, and other biological and physical factors. A review of the trailer for the 

documentary film about at-risk New Orleans youth, Shell Shocked, finds that a large population 
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of youth in the city falls into this category (Crescent City Films, 2011). The more risk factors 

present in the life of an individual, the greater these factors will impact the well being of the 

youth over time (DiGarbo & Hill, 2006).  

The Impact of Community Art Programs: Results Reported by Key Studies 

Community art programs have long been thought to increase social engagement, mutual trust, 

and cooperation (Kay, 2000). As can be determined from the Table 1 data, positive social 

impacts were common across the majority of studies and projects reviewed. The projects and 

reviews of projects outlined many positive impacts for individuals and communities which 

included personal impacts or connections with other community members, better understanding 

of others, greater acceptance (Jones, B., 1988; Matarasso, 1997; Matarasso, with Chell, 1998; 

Molina, & Garrido, 2008; Mulligan, et al., 2011); as well as social impacts that foster cross-

cultural understanding, stronger sense of community, increased cooperation across cultures and 

community, and identified common issues of the community (Jones, B., 1988; Matarasso, 1997; 

Matarasso, 1998; Matarasso, with Chell, 1998; Lowe, 2000; Molina & Garrido, 2008; 

Lichtenthal & Stelle, 2010; Mulligan, et al., 2011).    
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Table 1 

Key Community Arts Studies Reviewed 

Author Title Findings 

Jones, B. (1988) The community artist 

as a community 

development catalyst: 

an evaluation of a pilot 

project 

• Artists developed personal relationships 

• Community worked together, gained enhances sense 

of community 

Matarasso, F. 

(1997) 

 

Use or ornament: the 

social impact or 

participation in the arts 

• Social cohesion - 54% learned about other people’s 

cultures 

• Community – 40% felt more positive about where 

they lived 

• Local identity – 63% were excited to help in other 

community projects 

Matarasso, F. 

(1998) 

 

Poverty and oysters: 

the social impact of 

local arts development 

in Portsmouth 

• Gave focus to bringing different groups of people 

together 

• Facilitated cooperation between community groups 

Matarasso, F. 

with Chell, J. 

(1998) 

 

Vital signs: mapping 

community arts in 

Belfast 

• 64% reported gaining understanding of  other 

cultures 

• 81% felt projects raised awareness about community 

issues 

• 75% reported increased cross-community 

cooperation 

Lowe, S. (2000) Creating community: 

art for community 

development 

• Increased sense of community identity 

• Sense of place created 

• Common community issues identified 

Molina, J. & 

Garrido, A. 

(2008) 

 

Escribar el Lugar: 

collaborative projects 

in public spaces 

• Provided meaning to public spaces through words 

• Increased sense of belonging 

• Engaged interaction with community members 

• Encouraged respect and acceptance of community 

members 

Lichtenthal, T. & 

Steele, S. (2010) 

Revitalize this! • Interactivity of the public art trail 

• Home and business owners took responsibility for 

care of art 

• Community kept involved in progress of 

development through social media 

Mulligan, M. and 

Smith, P. (2011) 

Art, governance and the 

turn to community: 

lessons from a national 

action research project 

on community art and 

local government in 

Australia 

• Community artwork could build more effective 

partnerships between people 

• Arts programs contributed to well-being of a 

community 

• Projects created sense of community at local level 
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One of the drawbacks discovered in relation to determining a public art program’s ability to 

enhance community engagement was timeliness. A few of the studies conducted were pre-2000 

(Jones, 1988; Matarasso, 1997; Matarasso, 1998; Matarasso with Chell, 1998). While these 

studies have provided significant insight into community arts programs and their impact, as well 

as led the way to future studies, their age may hinder the relevance to today’s interpretation of 

the research question due to the numerous changes in community engagement since those studies 

were conducted including the categorization of at-risk, the new technologies available to youth 

providing different temptations and more instant gratification (Twenge & Foster, 2008). In 

researching major community art initiatives, I have identified a number of relevant studies from 

Europe and Australia (Matarasso, 1997; Matarasso, 1998; Matarasso with Chell, 1998; Molina & 

Garrido, 2008; Mulligan, et al., 2011). My search of American studies on the same topic seemed 

to yield significantly fewer results.  

Studies of the community arts projects allowed me to effectively conclude that these 

initiatives do have a significant impact upon the community and potentially its at-risk youth in 

developing stronger ties to the community (Lowe, 2000; Molina & Garrido, 2008; Mulligan, et 

al., 2011). Though it cannot be proven with my research design that my curriculum and its 

implementation were the cause for any changes in attitudes, I did see an increase in self esteem 

and a change in behavior in these youth as discussed in the next section. 

The Impact of the Arts on Identity, Self Esteem, and Community in At-Risk 

Youth   

In his most recognized book on aesthetics in education, Art as Experience (1934), John 

Dewey emphasized community and conversation, arguing that the study of art was embedded in 

and inextricable from the experiences of a local culture. John Dewey (1859-1952) was an 
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American philosopher, psychologist, and educational reformer. His ideas have been influential in 

both education and social reform. He considered school and civil society to be major topics 

needing attention and reconstruction. Dewey (1934) postulated that education should be a 

synthesis between the needs of the individual and the society, whose ultimate aim is to teach a 

person how to live. Dewey was a major 20
th
-century proponent of community engagement in arts 

education. My interest in this topic is inspired by Dewey’s ideas, which ultimately led to the 

research question at hand. While Dewey’s writings are significantly dated, his ideas about 

community engagement and the arts provide direction for future studies on how the arts may 

impact community engagement. Dewey believed that art was a potent form of communication 

through which strong community bonds could be developed. He stated that art was not only the 

most effective mode of communication that existed but it was also the most universal and freest 

form of communication. The apex of Dewey's vision as interpreted by Mattern (1999) was that 

art, “if closely tied to people's everyday lives and community, is a form of communication 

through which people learn about each other's similarities and differences, break through some 

of the barriers to understanding and awareness, and develop some of the commonalities that 

define community,” (Mattern, 1999, p. 54).  

Dewey’s ideas were expounded when, in 2001, Morgan and Streb examined the impact of 

engagement programs on students’ identity through pre- and post-surveys of high school age 

youth involved in a service-learning project. They observed that the project helped to build a 

sense of community in the youth and found that having a voice in a project provided a solution to 

disengagement. A number of studies revealed participation in activities while young, indicated a 

higher self esteem and higher level of participation as students aged (Morgan & Streb, 2001). 

While their research heavily referenced political engagement, they found that participation in 
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service learning projects where students had a high degree of voice and ownership improved 

youth’s self-esteem (identity) and encouraged tolerance.  

Closely related to the formation of identity, is the idea of morality. The greater understanding 

one has of their personal identity in relation to their community, the stronger they are when faced 

with moral dilemmas according to researcher Matthew Kieran (1996). Kieran proposed the 

notion that art prescribes and guides students toward a sound moral understanding of the world. 

Art, he argued, engages one’s sympathetic imagination to various people in different situations, 

thereby opening minds and encouraging “us to consider and become open to people, dilemmas 

and states of affairs we might otherwise have dismissed out of hand,” (p. 338). In this way, art 

contributes to one’s moral thinking and outlook. This view relates not only to identity 

development, but also to the idea of community engagement in relation to art education as 

proposed by Dewey (1934).  

A moral principle necessary to develop stronger ties to a community is trust (Misztal, 1996). 

In addition, the development of trust in contemporary societies is imperative to sustain social 

order (Kieran, 1996). Misztal (1996) outlined three kinds of social order related to trust, two of 

which were relevant to my research: cohesive order and collaborative order. She defined 

cohesive order as a type of trust based on experiences of common faith and values, such as those 

with friends and with society. Misztal (1996) defined collaborative order as a trust one needed in 

order to foster cooperation. Both forms relate to community as described above. Trust, as 

indicated in previous articles, is also related to morality. While many chapters of Misztal’s book 

were irrelevant to my research, overall, this book confirmed the connection between all of the 

above research and the idea that New Orleans mistrusts their community and police force, 

something that hinders the growth of the community’s cohesiveness, (NOPD, 2011). 
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Cultural Capital and Community Development 

Pierre Bourdieu, a French sociologist, came up with the idea of cultural and social capital in 

the 1960s. Since that time, many studies have been undertaken examining the effects of art on 

the development of this idea to explain the ways in which relationships of social inequity are 

reproduced within a community and the educational system. Bourdieu surmised that children of 

middle-class families were advantaged in gaining educational credentials due to their possession 

of cultural capital. The commonalities of most definitions of cultural capital are that they focus 

on social relations that have productive benefits. For the purposes of this study I will use 

Bordieu’s definition (1986), which states that cultural capital includes forms of knowledge, 

skills, education, and advantages that a person has, which give them a higher status in society. 

Parents provide their children with cultural capital by transmitting the attitudes and knowledge 

needed to succeed in the current educational system.  

There is no clear and undisputed meaning of this term however (Dolfsma & Dannreuther, 

2003). Cultural capital is multidimensional and must be conceptualized as such to have any 

explanatory value (Eastis 1998). Social capital is about the value of social networks, bonding 

similar people and bridging between diverse people, with norms of reciprocity (Dekker and 

Uslaner 2001; Uslaner 2001). Further, it is posited that the lower the class, the lower social 

capital one possesses (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). 

Yosso (2005) challenges cultural deficit explanations, and presents a different view she refers 

to as community cultural wealth. Through her examination of social capital through the lens of 

Critical Race Theory Yosso attributes the poor performance amongst minorities to lack of 

cultural knowledge and skills about mainstream culture.  For Yosso, it’s not that minorities lack 
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cultural knowledge, rather they lack the kind of knowledge and access that gains them power and 

resources in mainstream culture (Yosso, 1995).  

Studies have shown that cultural capital can be developed and controlled for, specifically 

through the arts (McCann & Austin, 1988; Lowe, 2000).  Art programs for at-risk youth typically 

available in a community setting, such as an after-school program, have been shown to aid in an 

increase in involvement, something these individuals have been reported to lack, in addition to 

reducing violent crime occurrences (McCann & Austin, 1988). Art, specifically community art, 

can develop a sense of community. For example, scholar of transformational education Seana 

Lowe (2000) recognized that social issues are regularly being addressed using the arts. She 

outlined projects, partners, grants and endowments that were increasingly combining the arts and 

service to community recovery and identification. Lowe indicated that little to no empirical 

research had been conducted on community art itself, however significant reflection had 

identified the sociological nature of art, hence her connection to community identity. She 

concluded that as a result of coming together to create community-oriented art, individuals 

developed solidarity based on their common experience. She further surmised that this common 

experience provided them with a shared interest and a structured opportunity to interact, which in 

turn led them to discover additional connections between themselves (Lowe, 2000). This notion 

matches Dewey’s (1934) hypotheses. Lowe’s (2000) research also indicated the projects inspired 

a sense of belonging, trust, and unity not previously present in the lives of those studied. While 

her research may have important policy implications, it was not clear how long the participants 

would carry the experience and continue to hold these beliefs, something which, if identified, 

would be pivotal for the argument for the continuation of community arts programs for at-risk 

youth. Mackus (2011) found that a responsive, student-centered teacher was able to modify her 
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views about art and education to meet the interests and needs of her students, rather than 

imposing her own white, middle-class orientation on the children she served.  

As this review indicates, the literature on both at-risk youth and community arts 

programming as a way to increase youth community engagement is promising. It is important to 

state that “at-risk” is merely a concept that reflects chance or probability, not certainty (Moore, 

2006). Just because a youth is labeled at-risk, does not necessarily mean that they will exhibit 

violent behaviors, delinquent actions or disengagement from the community. The concept merely 

means that the factors present in these youths’ lives give them a greater chance of exhibiting 

these observable characteristics. The common definition of “at-risk” (as defined by the SREB to 

mean students who qualified for free or reduced lunches) was lacking in relevance for 

categorizing New Orleans youth (State of Louisiana, Kyle, 1999) as I do not believe that all 

students who qualify for free and reduced lunch are at-risk in terms of violent tendencies. In light 

of this, it is more important than ever for the city to ensure that there are engaging and 

meaningful afterschool community arts programs available.  

While no scientific evidence currently exists to directly link art education to increased self-

esteem and increased community involvement, it is clear based upon the beliefs and teachings of 

historical figure John Dewey (1934) that a sound education in the arts heavily influences and 

enriches lives when structured to be engaging and promote social experiences. Based upon my 

research, I believe that an art education that is engaging and promotes social experiences in turn 

solidifies a strong sense of community in an individual. When an individual has high self esteem, 

and thus higher levels of trust in their community, they are more likely to be involved and give 

back to their community in meaningful ways (not necessarily monetarily). A carefully-planned, 
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meaningful art initiative that actively engages at-risk youth can lead to a thriving population 

(Boldt & Brooks, 2006). 

Method of Research 

I conducted a participatory action research project in which I worked with 10 at-risk youth, 

ages 9-16, who regularly attended the Anna’s Arts for Kids Saturday Academy in New Orleans. 

In addition to the 10 youth, 6 youth sporadically attended the program due to issues with 

transportation, family obligations and more. The neighborhood that houses St. Anna’s Episcopal 

Church, the church running Anna’s Arts for Kids, is called the Tremé. It is a lower-middle class 

area of the city riddled with high crime and violence. The area demographic is predominantly 

lower middle-class African American families. The overall group of participants in the project 

was a slightly uneven mix of girls (70%) and boys (30%). I conducted the research over a 6 week 

period beginning in February 2013, meeting with the youth every Saturday. The youth were 

divided (by Anna’s Arts for Kids for behavioral purposes as well as age) into three sections: 

Group A, Group B, and Group C. The project incorporated community action methods of art 

education (McNiff, Lomax, & Whitehead, 2003), service learning (Morgan & Streb, 2001), 

community art (Adejumo, 2000), and community development (Kay, 2000). I followed IRB 

research protocol; however, Anna’s Arts for Kids gave me permission to utilize their name in my 

paper. 

Subjects 

Ten at-risk youth who regularly attended the Anna’s Arts for Kids Saturday Academy were 

the subject of my study along with a rolling group of another six additional at-risk youth who 

attended, but missed several Saturday sessions during the course of the project. As it is a 

Saturday program and reliant on guardian support to get the youth to the facility, many youth 
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explained that their guardian didn’t wake up on time the week before, or they simply didn’t want 

to take them that day. This was expected, given the neighborhood and socio-economic status of 

the average citizens in the area. The seven regular attendees were a mix of 60% female and 40% 

male with approximately 86% African American and 14% Hispanic/Latino/African American 

mixed. The remaining revolving group of youth was also a 60/40 male/female ratio, but included 

67% African American youth, 16% Caucasian, and 16% other. 

Research Site 

Anna’s Arts for Kids is both an after-school mentoring/homework assistance program as well 

as a Saturday academy located in the Tremé neighborhood of New Orleans. It is run by St. 

Anna’s Episcopal Church in an old Victorian home on Esplanade Avenue. Being an old building, 

the program is not set up in classrooms, rather, the youth work where they can be fit in. My class 

was originally held in the computer lab upstairs (See Figure 1), however, it was moved 

downstairs to the Parish Hall, adjacent to the kitchen, when we added a youth who was 

wheelchair-bound and unable to get upstairs. The Parish Hall also serves as the breakfast room, 

lunchroom, and dinner room as well as the announcement/gathering area. The only bathroom on 

the first floor of the building requires youth to walk through this room and down the connecting 

hallway. The room is approximately 20’x15’ with a black and white linoleum floor to facilitate 

easy clean up. On the walls are various art projects previously completed by youth, 

announcements of other programs held through the church, and religious images and icons (See 

Figure 2). Originally, I thought this room would not be conducive to successfully completing the 

project due to the potential for distractions with youth coming in and out for snacks, bathroom 

breaks, etc. I cordoned off half the room using hanging curtains and folding screens to minimize 

the distractions and this seemed to work well.  
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Figure 1. Original upstairs classroom 

 

Figure 2. Parish Hall (classroom after moving due to wheelchair-bound youth) 
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Data Collection Procedures and Instrumentation 

The project is reported as a narrative action research project and includes myself as a 

participant observer (Heron & Reason, 1997; Sandelowski, 1991). I utilized semi-structured 

recorded interviews, video/photo throughout the project documenting as it unfolded, and 

conversations with participants, including youth, programmers, and more (Widdicombe & 

Wooffitt, 1995). I observed and documented the surroundings, the events as they unfolded, the 

youth participating and their interactions with each other. I listened to their stories, their 

testimonials about the project and noted their answers to the questions that came up in the 

discussions. I kept a field journal/blog, as well as video recorded and photographed our activity 

sessions for later review.  

The project occurred over a six week period from February 23-March 30, 2013. I met with 

the youth each Saturday for a 45-minute session. The program administrator divided the 

participants into 3 groups by the program administrator, based on age and attendance in the 

program. Throughout the project, I made numerous observations while instructing and 

supervising the project with youth aged 9-16 at Anna’s Arts for Kids Saturday Academy. The 

project began immediately following Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from the 

University of Florida (See Appendix A and B). I obtained youth assent signatures from the 

participating students, and guardian consent forms (See Appendix C). Prior to beginning the 

project, the purpose of the art project and outcomes expected were fully explained to both youth 

and guardians. All youth elected to participate.  

The community art project and my study of the same were conducted as follows. Initially, I 

held several group discussions with the youth about community. I asked them what community 

meant to them, what it was like to live in this city, and discussed how members of the 
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community were involved and overlapped as well as what types of issues they saw in their 

community. Because I was concerned with the quality of responses, the discussion was loosely 

framed rather than having structured interviews in order to allow meaningful conversations and 

revelations to be expanded upon as they were discovered (Fontana & Frey, 1994). As a group, 

we discussed community art and its role, as well as cited many local examples that the youth had 

seen throughout the city. After the first week of ice-breaking activities and getting to know the 

youth, I conducted individual semi-structured interviews with selected youth throughout the 

process in order to get their individual stories/narratives (Sandelowski, 1991; Widdicombe & 

Wooffitt, 1995). I also interviewed the program administrator to confirm and contrast youths’ 

ideas with an adult’s perception of the same. These discussions and follow up interviews were 

video recorded (with consent of participants) and utilized in the creation of a brief video 

documentary that I created about the project (Figure 6).  

Following initial inquiry activities and sketching with the youth, we explored the idea of 

murals as community art. We then created a tiled art installation for an Anna’s Arts for Kids new 

community center exterior wall utilizing a community art project curriculum which I developed 

to examine the youth’s sense of community as well as gauge current levels of self esteem 

(Hutzel, 2007). Each participant reflected on the past weeks of the study of community and 

symbolism and painted a 24”x24” masonite tile with tempera paints depicting their idea of 

community.  

I video recorded and took photographs of each session and of student sketches and final tiles 

throughout the duration of the project. Additionally, youth participated in the video recording of 

interviews with other participants as well. Once the youth were finished painting their tiles for 

the art project, we discussed installation and came up with the design and plan together, 
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installing the tiles up the street on the Dodwell House, a building the program recently obtained 

to move Anna’s Arts for Kids to a more permanent location. The videos, photographs and 

interviews on camera, my field notes and blog, as well as the artwork itself, provided the data for 

the study. The video recordings and interviews I feel were beneficial to my research in that they 

gave the youth a direct opportunity to provide feedback as it was happening. Post project 

interviews allowed youth to reflect on the lessons, project and their art, many realizing or 

seeming to realize in my opinion that a change had occurred in them since the inception of the 

project. 

I expected to find that with a well-developed community arts project, youth would better 

understand the issues that face their community and as a result, would become more engaged 

with it, as well as with their peers. I hoped to instill in the participants a passion for this 

engagement that they would take with them through life, ultimately making them positive 

contributors to their communities and beating the odds for youth in New Orleans. As outlined in 

my Findings section below, I believe some of these outcomes were achieved. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

In order to analyze the varied data I encountered as part of my project, I used several 

methods of data analysis. Direct observation and semi-structured interviews were utilized for 

analyzing findings (Brydon-Miller, 2001). The data collected was analyzed through active 

engagement with the participants (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood, & Eikeland, 2006). 

I reviewed the data obtained via these methods through grounded theory (Charmaz, 2010). 

Utilizing grounded theory for analysis allowed for both inductive and emergent processes to 

build understanding as events unfolded and knowledge accrued (Charmaz, 2010, p. 155). 

Because I was unsure what direction this study would take me at the outset, this theory was the 
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best fit for the project as it allowed for both formative and summative assessment as well as 

provided the necessary flexibility to make adjustments as needed: I found that these adjustments 

were necessary in every session due to the way conversations unfolded and discoveries the youth 

made as well as connections we had. I systematically reviewed my field journal notes, 

observations, recordings and photographs throughout the project constantly comparing and 

looking for patterns and trends in the youth participant’s engagement with the community.  

As the project progressed, I continued to use grounded theory to check and refine my method 

as each visit led to new information that built upon the previous observations. I tailored my 

lessons based on these findings and brought previous discussions back into the fold each week to 

keep ideas at the forefront of the youth’s minds. I systematically reviewed notes, observations, 

recordings and photographs throughout the project constantly comparing and looking for patterns 

and trends in the youth participant’s engagement with the community. I found that while my 

intention was to code data and categorize, what resulted was much more organic and exciting 

and could not be boxed into such categories. 

I attempted to generate emergent theories from the data to account for what I found, allowing 

me to pursue avenues I could not have anticipated. The narratives provided by the youth were 

constantly and systematically searched for commonalities in order to categorize the data for 

analysis. Utilizing Glaser’s (2002) expanded view of emergence, these categories were objective, 

general and abstract in order to increase generality. I consistently asked myself, “What is 

happening here?” in order to determine findings. 

Limitations  

As outlined previously, the short 45-minute sessions did not allow for much in-depth 

conversation during course of the sessions. I therefore relied heavily on the review of the 
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recordings and my field notes to “read” between the lines of what was being discussed. As such, 

many of my findings and discoveries are solely my own, and may not necessarily be the views of 

the youth involved in the project. Also, due to the brief amount of time I spent with these youth 

on this project, as well as the small sample size and specific subset of youth (at-risk, urban 

youth), I cannot generalize my findings or results of this study. It is important to note that while 

my findings appear significant to my specific population, I cannot confirm they would translate 

across other populations, other locations and other studies.   

Findings 

The following descriptions and findings are based upon my observations, video log, and field 

notes/blog analyzed after each session of the project. The final tile wall can be seen installed at 

the Dodwell House (Figure 3 below). For further details about the project visit my website at: 

www.CatherineDemsky.weebly.com (Figures 4-8). Here you will find my field notes/blog 

(Figure 5), a full photo gallery (Figure 6), the video documentary (Figure 7), curriculum (Figure 

8) and more. During the course of this project, I noticed significant behavior changes from the 

first session onward. The program administrator commented to me that the youth seemed calmer 

as well. I also found that clichéd symbols were drawn by youth only initially in their first or 

second sessions. Those youth who attended more than 2 sessions were significantly deeper in the 

symbolism depicted on their tile. Finally, I found that the youth drew positive images despite 

their circumstances and surroundings. 
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Figure 3. Wall of tiles created by youth, installed at the Dodwell House 

 

Figure 4. Website created for capstone project located at www.CatherineDemsky.weebly.com 
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Figure 5. Capstone project blog found on website 

 

Figure 6. Capstone project photo gallery found on website 
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Figure 7. Capstone project video documentary found on website and YouTube 

 

Figure 8.  Capstone project curriculum found on website 
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Behavior Changes 2oticed Within Two Sessions 

The at-risk youth participating in the program are known at Anna’s Arts for Kids for their 

behavior problems. Time and time again I was told of the outbursts, violence, and other issues 

the instructors regularly faced with the various youth. In fact, the issues are so prevalent, prior to 

being permitted to teach, I was required to take an 8-hour class taught by the church on how to 

deal with this youth population. Many examples were given as to why the behavior issues were 

common and going in eight months pregnant I have to admit I was a little nervous. I tested the 

waters by attending an afterschool session one evening not only to meet some of my participants, 

but also to watch how other instructors dealt with behavior. The youth were rambunctious, 

slightly defiant, and regularly talked back to the instructors. 

My first Saturday session, knowing the youth with the most prevalent issues, I prepared for 

the worst. I had 4 youth who definitely challenged my authority by not sitting in their seat as 

instructed, regularly talking out of turn, and seemingly not taking the project seriously (drawing 

but not drawing meaningful symbols as discussed). However, by week two, all the youth were 

quiet, respectful, excited about the project and actively engaged and participating in the 

discussions. I had to ask myself if this was the Hawthorne Effect in action or something else 

entirely (Steele-Johnson, 2000). However, after several additional weeks of monitoring the 

behaviors, I noticed that the youth continued their “good” behavior in my sessions. In addition, 

the program administrator commented to me several times that he had noticed a change in the 

regular attendee youth’s attitudes in the weeks since the Saturday art project began. He noticed 

more focus on homework, less interruptions in group settings, and an eagerness to participate in 

various activities that seemed to be heightened. This leads me to believe that the creativity outlet 

the project provided and the attention given to them by a caring adult showed them that violence 
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and/or outbursts weren’t necessary to get attention. It also leads me to believe that these behavior 

changes are a result of a change in self esteem, though this cannot be proven. 

Clichéd Symbols Only Drawn Initially 

The first week of the project, though we had meaningful conversations and discussions about 

symbols and community, I noticed that many of the youth drew clichéd symbols such as a heart 

to represent love, a gun to represent violence, etc. While I was happy to see that they understood 

the idea of symbols, I had hoped for more, and I got it in subsequent sessions. What surprised me 

most about the youth’s drawings was how deep some of them really were and how well they 

engaged with the project.  

Beginning with the second week and ultimately translating to their tile for the art project, the 

youth really expanded on their original symbols. The two youth with the most turbulent 

backgrounds, according to the program director, and also the most notorious behavior issues 

outside of my study, surprised me the most with their renderings. Roderick, 11, drew a cross the 

first week writing Peace, Hope, Love inside. Sentimental and surprising the first week, he took it 

a step further the second week adding eyes to the image and explaining to me that they were the 

“eyes of Jesus, looking down on us, protecting us from the violence in the community and 

instilling the values of peace, hope and love.” I was excited with the way he seemed to really 

connect with the project at that point. The other surprising image was a shield drawn to represent 

the program administrator and instructors who “protect us from the bad guys and act like police, 

keeping us safe from what is outside these doors.” This drawing and quote came from 10-year-

old Derrin.  

These drawings, in addition to the others lead me to surmise that the youth really did engage 

with the project, thoughtfully translating their ideas and observations about their community, as 
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well as their desires, onto paper and their tile. While they seemed to definitively engage with the 

project itself, I could not see the correlation of engagement with their community, something I 

had set out to discover with my research question. 

Despite Circumstances, Positive Outlooks 

One thing that surprised me about the art project tiles was the images created by the youth 

themselves. Despite their familial histories, status in the community, socio-economic status, and 

more, the images they chose to draw were all positively directed. Rather than choosing from any 

number of the prevalent negative influences they are faced with daily, each youth chose to 

positively spin their image by adding information to denote the power of peace, love, and 

happiness. The youth also shared amongst each other and the younger kids the reasons these 

things were important.  

This information leads me to believe that the youth have not yet become too jaded by their 

surroundings and are still at an age where they are open to the ideas this project hoped to instill 

in them through mentoring and self-expression through art creation. I was excited to see that 

despite what several program volunteers had led me to believe—that there may not be any hope 

for these youth—giving up in trying to reach them is not an option. Though not every life will be 

changed by the program and my art project, I believe that the benefits of these things will be 

embedded in their memory, and just maybe, they will remember the values we showed them 

when making a tough decision in the future. 

Summary Across Findings 

Looking across all of the above findings, I discovered that community arts projects enhance 

at-risk youth’s understanding of community and their role within that community. Cultural 

capital was identified to play a role, though to what significance and extent I was unable to tell, 
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in at-risk youth’s engagement with their community. Self esteem in at-risk youth also appeared 

to be enhanced, though this may have been a finding that had more to do with an adult role 

model taking interest in them personally rather than the effect of the art project itself. The youth 

seemed to have an increased awareness about themselves and their community following the 

completion of the project. Despite each of these youth’s varied backgrounds, they seemed to 

have a common interest in making their community a better place to live, though they were 

unsure of how this could be achieved when asked. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

As a result of this study, I am confident that this project and my research answered my 

intended question: 

1. In what ways can a community arts projects involving public art enhance at-risk youth’s 

understanding of community and their role in it?  

I also explored notions of how cultural capital played a role in the development, or lack thereof, 

of youth-community engagement. I confirmed the belief that such factors play a role in youth 

engagement with their community and as well as self-esteem and identity development in these 

youth, although such considerations are difficult to categorically prove, my personal 

observations lead me to believe this was accomplished.  

Discussion and Interpretation of Findings 

Based on my observations in the limited time I had with the youth, I believe that community 

arts projects involving public art have a unique ability to enhance at-risk youths’ understanding 

of their surroundings. From the beginning of the project to the end, there was a marked 

difference in how the youth saw their community and the focus they placed on it. In the 

beginning, I noticed the youth were hesitant, not only participating in discussions, but also in 
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drawing. By the third week, the youth were no longer shy about their thoughts and feelings and 

opened up to the group during the project. The youth took it upon themselves to share 

information about the project with others outside of the classes resulting in two new students by 

the fifth week of the project. These new students had heard about the tile wall and wanted the 

chance to have their ideas heard. I believe that through their participation in this project, the 

youth gained a clearer understanding of their community as well as their role in it. I base these 

conclusions on my observations as well as the observations and comments of program 

administrator Darryl Durham, who informed me he too saw marked differences in the youth 

from beginning to end of the project that mirrored my observations. 

Significance, Implications, and Recommendations 

Many educators have told me that at-risk youth were some of the most difficult youngsters to 

work with. True, their learning techniques may be different from the typical students. However, I 

found that they too, can be just as engaged when the curriculum is a good fit. Through the 

exploration on this project, I have discovered that keeping things close to home, talking about 

them together and talking through the challenges, and showing an interest in them and having an 

interested and caring attitude may be all that is needed to “break through” with these youth. I 

spoke to the youth like adults; I discovered that “dumbing things down” did nothing for their self 

esteem. Rather, positive feedback, showing an interest in their drawings and ideas, and having 

meaningful conversations were the key to keeping them focused, engaged, and actively 

participating. This method is important to understand as it implies this subset is really no 

different from any other group of youth, they simply need more encouragement and positive 

reinforcement to get there. I would like to expand this project to other at-risk programs across the 
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city to see if I can duplicate my findings and strengthen my data. If so, there could be strong 

evidence to alter curriculums in both academic and after-school programs for this population. 

Conclusion 

This study aimed to show that community arts projects can foster engagement in youth with 

their communities, as well as improve self esteem. These findings help to further the argument in 

favor of community art project education and ensure that programs such as these are funded and 

continued in alternative education sites. I believe this study revealed the need for additional 

research in the areas of the relationship between community-based art education and social 

capital with an emphasis on at-risk youth engagement. There is a need for longitudinal research 

in the effects of these programs on New Orleans youth over time. Will these programs help to 

keep these children out of trouble or is their cultural capital something that cannot be overlooked 

or overcome? The results of this and future studies, I feel, show that society can benefit from 

increased understanding by experiencing community through the eyes of its youth. 
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Appendix A 

UFIRB 02 – Social & Behavioral Research 

Protocol Submission Form 

This form must be typed.  Send this form and the supporting documents to IRB02, PO Box 112250, Gainesville, FL 

32611.  Should you have questions about completing this form, call 352-392-0433. 

Title of Protocol:   Public Art on Parade - A Community Arts Project Engaging At-Risk  

New Orleans Youth with Their Community 

 

Principal Investigator:   Catherine Michelle Demsky Holladay UFID #:  

Degree / Title: 

 

Master of Arts  - Art 

Education 

Mailing Address: (If on 

campus include PO Box 

address): 

 

Email: 

 

Department: College of Fine Arts Telephone #: 

 

 

Co-Investigator(s): 

 

 UFID#: Email: 

 

Supervisor (If PI is 

student): 

Craig Roland UFID#: 

Degree / Title: 

 

 

Associate Professor Mailing Address: (If on 

campus include PO Box 

address): 

 

 

 

Email : 

 

Department: 

 

Director of MA Program in 

Art Education 

Telephone #: 

 

Date of Proposed 

Research: 

Spring 2012 – January 1, 2012-February 28, 2012 
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Source of Funding (A copy of the grant proposal must 

be submitted with this protocol if funding is involved): 

 

 

N/A 

 

Scientific Purpose of the Study: 

The research project is a youth-oriented community arts installation and engagement project that I will develop, 

implement, and observe. I also propose to study how this engagement project will demonstrate how these kinds of 

community art initiatives have a significant impact on not only the children involved, but also the community. I intend to 

explore the relationship between community art involvement and at-risk youth’s engagement with their community. In 

particular, I want to study how community arts projects may increase cultural capital. 

 

Describe the Research Methodology in Non-Technical Language:  (Explain what will be done with or to the 

research participant.) 

I plan to conduct a participatory action research project in which I will work with 10-20 youth, ages 8-17, who regularly 

attend the Saturday arts program at Anna’s Arts for Kids in New Orleans. The neighborhood in which this program is run 

consists of predominantly lower middle-class African American families and the program targets at-risk youth. However, I 

am unsure whether or not the participants in my study will match this neighborhood demographic. I hope to involve an 

even mix of both male and female youth. I will conduct the research over an 8-week period beginning in January or 

February 2013, meeting with the youth at least once per week. The project will incorporate community action methods of 

art education (McNiff, Lomax, & Whitehead, 2003), service learning (Morgan & Streb, 2001), community art (Adejumo, 

2000), and community development (Kay, 2000). 

Following permission form and assent form gathering, I will select participants based upon attendance records to 

ensure I have youth who will regularly be present for the lessons and project. I will then hold several classroom lessons on 

community to get the youth’s perspective. Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with each participating youth and 

program director throughout the project to get an understanding of their idea of community, how they are currently 

involved in their community (if at all), and what kinds of issues they see their community facing currently. Because I am 

concerned with the quality of responses, these interviews will be semi-structured in order to allow meaningful 

conversations and revelations to be expanded upon as they are discovered (Fontana & Frey, 1994). I will also interview the 

program administrator to confirm or contrast youths’ ideas with an adult’s perception of the same. These initial interviews 

will be recorded and used in the development of a documentary of the project; youth will only be identified by First name 

and first letter of last name, as well as age. Together, the youth and I will discuss community art and its role, as well as cite 

local examples. Following the discussion, we will explore the idea of murals as community art. We will then create an art 

installation for the community utilizing an asset-based community art project curriculum to examine the youth’s sense of 

community (Hutzel, 2007). Each participant will then create a 24”x24” masonite tile depicting their idea of community. 

Once completed, we will assess methods for assembly and order to create a 24’x4’ mural and then together, scout an 

appropriate public location and obtain permission to install the youth’s tiles as a permanent community art installation. 

Youth will be interviewed again following the project completion to gauge changing perspectives on their idea and 

engagement with their community and understanding of identity. Observation, semi-structured interviews will be utilized 

for analyzing findings (Brydon-Miller, 2001). The structure of the project as a participatory action research project . The 

data collected will be analyzed through active engagement with the participants (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood, & Eikeland, 

2006). I expect to find that with a well-developed community arts project, youth will better understand the issues that face 

their community and as a result, will become more engaged with it, as well as with their peers. I hope to instill in the 

participants a passion for this engagement that they will take with them through life, ultimately making them positive 

contributors to their communities and beating the odds for youth in New Orleans. 
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Describe Potential Benefits: There are no known benefits of this study other than the possibility of these at-risk youth 

forming a lasting relationship with their community and potentially increasing their self esteem as a result of participating. 

Describe Potential Risks: (If risk of physical, psychological or economic harm may be involved, describe the 

steps taken to protect participant.) 

There are no known risks involved with this study. Youth involved in the community project will use standard classroom 

arts materials such as masonite boards, paintbrushes, and tempera paint. 

 

Describe How Participant(s) Will Be Recruited: Willing participants will be recruited by sending a letter home with 

the program attendees of Anna’s Arts for Kids describing the project and containing a consent form. I anticipate working 

with approximately 10-20 youth ranging in age from 8-17. Attempts will be made to obtain an even mixture of male and 

female youth.  

Maximum 

Number of 

Participants (to 

be approached 

with consent) 

50 approached 

3 program 

directors 

surveyed 

10-20 youth 

selected for each 

group 

Age Range of 

Participants: 

 

8-17 for student 

participation 

22-70 for program 

director 

participation 

Amount of 

Compensation/ 

course credit: 

 

None 

Describe the Informed Consent Process.  (Attach a Copy of the Informed Consent Document.  See 

http://irb.ufl.edu/irb02/samples.html for examples of consent.)  

Youth and guardians will sign a consent to participate in the discussions, interview, and art project.  

(SIGNATURE SECTION) 

Principal Investigator(s) Signature: Catherine Demsky Holladay Date: 1/8/13 

Co-Investigator(s) Signature(s):  Date: 

Supervisor’s Signature (if PI is a student):  Date: 

Department Chair Signature:  Date: 
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Appendix B 

IRB02 Office 
PO Box 112250 

University of Florida  
Gainesville, FL 32611 

Discussion & Interview Outline Questions 

DISCUSSION: Discussions with the youth will primarily be group discussions, and will be 

informal and fluid based upon the answers given. 

However, the basic framework for discussions will be as follows: 

- What is the place where you live called?  

- Do you live in a neighborhood in the city? 

- What is a community to you?  

- What makes your community different?  

- Are there any things similar across communities?  

- Can this group (class) be considered a community? Why or why not? 

These questions will involve much additional drawing on the board of people, places, 

and tings often found in communities. The youth will have sketch paper in front of 

them to draw along with me. Once feedback is received on the idea of community, I 

will move on the maps. 

- What is a map?  

- What does a map look like?  

- What kinds of things might be shown on a map?  

Many will not know what a map is, so I will bring many examples of maps: treasure 

map, globe, community map, topographical map, etc. to show them. I will have these 

examples placed around the room and have the youth stand in a circle around the 

tables and walk to each example to look at it carefully. This will get them up out of 

their seat and engaged. We will walk clockwise in the circle around the examples 

until each youth has seen all examples. We will then sit down to talk about what they 

observed. 

- What kinds of maps are there?  

- If they walked outside their house, what kinds of things would they see?  

- Would they see a store?  

- Would they see a school? Other houses? People?  

- Compare/Contrast Maps: After looking at at least 3 maps by youth, have youth raise 

their hands to tell us what is similar (explain this concept in detail to youth using 

many examples, drawing on board, etc.) in each map.  

- Do they see any of the same things on several maps?  
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- What does this mean to them?  

- In what ways are communities the same?  

- Then move on to differences. What items only appear on one map but not others?  

- Do they also see these in their community?  

- What types of people are present on the maps?  

- Who is important to the youth in their community? 

- What items from each of their maps are similar that they can put onto an imaginary 

community map to create their “perfect” or “ideal” community?  

- What would they like to see in their community?  

- What is currently on display in their community?  

- Was this reflected in their maps? Why or why not?  

- What is community art?  

- What can community art do for the neighborhood? 

- Can art show people problems?  

- Can art show people answers?  

- Can art give people a sense of pride in their neighborhood?   

- Can art show issues a community faces? 

- What kinds of public art exist?  

- If they could create a public art piece, what would they create? A sculpture? A mural? 

Example of the Wall outside the building, and other pieces nearby will be talked 

about/shown to give them ideas (will need to get images). 

Outside of the group discussions, youth may be individually asked from the following group of 

questions: 

- What did you know about the place where you live before you started this project? 

- Do you know more about your community now? 

- Do you have new ideas about your community after helping with the art project? 

- Did you have fun working together to create art? 

- Who do you hope will see the mural you helped create? 

- What is the most important thing about the mural you helped create? 
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Appendix C 

IRB02 Office 
PO Box 112250 

University of Florida  
Gainesville, FL 32611 

Parental Consent 

Dear Parent/Guardian, 

I am a graduate student in the College of Fine Arts at the University of Florida, conducting an arts project 

on under the supervision of Dr. Craig Roland. The purpose of this art project is to identify the ways in 

which community arts can increase youth’s understanding of community. The results of the project may 

help create more meaningful community arts education programs. These results may not directly help 

your youth today, but may benefit future youth in New Orleans. With your permission, I would like to ask 

your youth to volunteer and participate in the arts project. 

Participating youth will talk with me about community and help me create a mural art installation for 

public view. With your permission, the entire project will be video recorded and your youth may be asked 

questions about the project on the video. The video will be accessible to me and my supervisor for 

verification purposes, and portions of the discussions may be used in informational videos about the 

development of community arts programs for future agencies. Each youth will create a 2’x2’ square of the 

mural to be installed near Anna’s Arts for Kids. Children appearing on the video will only be known by 

their first name and first letter of their last name. Results of the project will only be reported as a group. 

Participation or non-participation in this project will not affect the children's placement in any program 

with Anna’s Arts for Kids. 

You and your youth have the right to stop participation during the project at any time without 

consequence. There are no known risks or immediate benefits to the participants. No compensation is 

offered for participation. Group results of this study as well as access to the final video will be available 

in May 2013 upon request. If you have any questions about this research project, please contact me at 

(352) 318-7719 or my faculty supervisor, Dr. Craig Roland, at (352) 392-9165. Questions or concerns 

about your youth's rights as a participant may be directed to the IRB02 office, University of Florida, Box 

112250, Gainesville, FL 32611, (352) 392-0433. 

Catherine Demsky Holladay 

If you agree to allow the youth to participate in the project, please complete the form below and return 

with your child to Anna’s Arts for Kids. I have read the procedure described above. I voluntarily give my 

consent for my youth, ___________________________________________, to participate in Catherine 

Demsky Holladay’s art project. I have received a copy of this description. 

 

____________________________  ___________  

Parent /Guardian    Date 
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IRB02 Office 
PO Box 112250 

University of Florida  
Gainesville, FL 32611 

Youth Assent Form 

COMMUNITY ART PROJECT WITH ANNA’S ARTS FOR KIDS 

We are inviting you to help us with this art project because we are interested in how you see the place 

where you live. 

This art project will be completed over 6 Saturday classes. First, we will talk with you about the place 

where you live. Then, we will draw with you. You will work with other youth to create a large piece of art 

called a mural that we will hang near Anna’s Arts for Kids so that everyone can see your artwork. 

We will take photos and record the classes and you may be on the video. We will not tell anyone your last 

name. You will be working with colored pencils and paint during this art project.  

You can choose not to help with this art project or stop helping at any time. We will also ask your parent 

or guardian for their permission for you to help us with this art project.  

If you have any questions about the art project at any time, please ask one of the instructors. 

 

____________________________  ___________  

Signature of Youth   Date 

____________________________  ___________  

Signature of Investigator  Date 

 

INVESTIGATOR/INSTRUCTOR 

Catherine Holladay  Phone (352) 318-7719 
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List of Figures with Figure Captions 
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2. Parish Hall (classroom after moving due to wheelchair-bound youth)  28 

3. Wall of tiles created by youth, installed at Dodwell House   34 

4. Website created for capstone project located at  

www.CatherineDemsky.weebly.com      34 

5. Capstone project blog found on website      35 
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8. Capstone project curriculum found on website     36 
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Biography 

A graduate of the University of Florida and La Sorbonne, Catherine Demsky Holladay has 

traveled the world for inspiration in design and photography. She has studied, apprenticed and 

worked with Pulitzer-prize winning photographers, Academy Award-winning directors and 

producers and industry-leading designers. 

Following extensive travel and years of working in the film, design and corporate worlds, 

Catherine fell into a teaching position with the software development and training company she 

worked for as a Graphic Designer. Realizing her love for teaching was insatiable, she decided to 

give up the corporate world and return to school to pursue an education degree coupled with her 

lifelong passion for art and art history, and returned to the University of Florida to pursue her 

Master of Arts in Art Education. 

Catherine’s research focuses on developing meaningful connections to art through cultural 

experiences, both in the classroom and in alternative settings such as museums and after school 

programs. She is interested in the preservation of artistic cultural traditions through public art 

and community art project development.  

In addition to an educator and researcher, Catherine sees herself as an artist. Her approach to 

her own art is reflected through the representation of cultural identity-based topics such as 

stereotypes, celebrations, and more.   

Laissez les bon temps roulez! 


