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ABSTRACT 

Sonny Eugene Kelly: Pipelines to Pathways: Reframing and Reclaiming Black Youth Identities 

through Performance  

 (Under the direction of Renée Alexander Craft) 

 

 

This dissertation is a critical performance-centered approach to resisting the dominant 

narratives that dehumanize and criminalize Black youth and perpetuate the School to Prison 

Pipeline in America. This approach engages the persons, perspectives, and positionalities of 

Black youth and their community members en route to articulating, analyzing, and addressing 

their experience with systemic criminalization and dehumanization. To this end, the Pipelines to 

Pathways project executes and examines a performance-centered process of antiracist analysis, 

artistry, and action for, and with, Black youth and their community members. The examination 

of this process is framed by critical race theory, critical interpersonal communication theory, the 

communication theory of identity, Goffmanôs dramaturgical model of communication, and 

theories of critical performance and pedagogy.  

This examinations is based upon two case studies: (1) a performance-centered youth 

participatory action research project with a group of Black youth in Fayetteville, North Carolina 

and (2) a performed autoethnography project based upon my own experience as a Black 

caregiver. This project qualitatively examines the performance process at work and exhibits its 

power to create spaces and generate intentional practices for Black youth and their community 

members to explore, examine, and engage in antiracist attitudes and actions that reframe and 

reclaim the inherent positivity, dignity, and agency of Black youth identities. 
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This work is dedicated to the more than four million Black youth living in America today. May 

you come to thoroughly examine, explore, enact, and enjoy your beauty, dignity, and agency. 

May you speak, write, act, dance, sing, shout, play, and create in excellent ways that make the 

world stop and take notice. May you invest every gift and dedicate every performance to the 

project of LOVE. Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might (Ecclesiastes 9:10). 
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PREFACE  

Because thereôs something inside so strong! I know that I can make ité  

(Freedom Schools theme song ñSomething Inside So Strongò by Labi Siffre) 

 

In 2011, as a youth pastor at a large predominately Black
1
church in San Antonio, Texas, I 

served as the supervisor of a Childrenôs Defense Fund (CDF) Freedom Schools program. Based 

upon the Freedom Schools that rose up in Mississippi churches during the ñSummer of Freedomò 

in 1964 under the leadership of civil rights leader and scholar Ella Baker, modern day Freedom 

Schools have sought to educate and empower marginalized children of color through academic 

and culturally enriching activities since 1995 (CDF, 2014; Hale, 2011). This six-week summer 

camp includes literacy training, mentoring, field trips, character development opportunities, and 

multiple extracurricular activities. But, for me, the embodied performance evident in the 

Freedom Schools program is the magic, the electric force, and the connective tissue that 

energizes the program to profoundly impact and empower youth. 

Each day, all of the scholars (students), servant leaders (young adult intern teachers) and 

adult staff at every Freedom Schools site across the nation start their programming with a 

gathering called harambee
2
. This session includes group songs, chants, and dances in the African 

                                                 
1 I capitalize the ñBò in ñBlackò and the ñWò in ñWhiteò whenever I am referring to people groups.  These proper 

nouns do not assume that the people groups that they name exist as homogeneous monoliths.  They do, however, 

implicate the uniquely divergent social, cultural, and psychological experiences of distinct groups in America. As 

such, I treat Blackness as a cultural group identity that is ñan amalgamation of cultural traditions and social realities 

that are fused by racial isolation and class distinctionsò (Hecht, M., Jackson, R., Ribeau, S., 2002, p. 24). 

 
2 Harambee is Swahili and used in many eastern African countries to mean ñall pull/come together.ò Freedom 

Schools employ elements of language, music and style based upon many African and African American traditions in 

order to celebrate the cultures and languages that are the roots of the identities of many of the underrepresented 

youth served by Freedom Schools.  
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traditions of call and response, collective action, and spiritual connection.  There is also a 

storytelling time where an honored community guest reads a childrenôs story for the larger 

group. ñCheers and chantsò are shared boisterously, as students ñstrut their stuffò (sharing their 

own individual movement styles) and participate in synchronous dances, songs, and chants 

(based upon contemporary popular music, traditional African and African American music, and 

new creations developed by the youth and staff) with the larger group. The daily celebration of 

harambee is an example of how the design of Freedoms Schools mobilizes public embodied 

performance to facilitate regular experiences of what anthropologist Victor Turner (1982) refers 

to as communitas ï a sort of ñmagicalò social phenomenon wherein individuals experience 

unmediated connection with each other in one common flow and movement (pp. 76,77). D. 

Soyini Madison (2012) conceptualizes communitas as a force that ñanimates collective action, 

[as] it rises in a temporal cohesion where individual identities come together in a kind of rapture, 

a transference of communal, affective energyò (p. 6).  The dynamic social interactions and 

consistent call for self-expression exhibited by these practices reveal particular communicative 

and performative processes that empower participants to engage with each other, their larger 

communities, and their own identities. 

I have observed the three most salient results of these communicative and performative 

processes to be (1) the creation of spaces for examination, expression, affirmation, and 

witnessing of identities; (2) the generation of intentional practices for examining, expressing, and 

reframing identities; and (3) the empowerment of participants to engage in antiracist attitudes 

that reclaim the inherent positivity, dignity, and agency in themselves and others. These forces 

are essential drivers of the final two components of every Freedom Schools summer program ï a 

public performance and an act of social activism. At the end of each summer, Freedom Schools 
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participants are encouraged to design, rehearse, and perform a creative arts-based presentation 

for their larger community. Participants also partake in some form of collective public activism, 

such as a march or a letter writing campaign (Smith, 2010). These activities allow the scholars to 

shine and to connect their personal interests and skills with their new knowledge and collective 

critical consciousness around self and society. 

The CDF Freedom Schools model and the rich body of qualitative and quantitative 

research that it has produced since its inception in 1995 have consistently revealed the positive 

impact that Freedom Schools participation has had on a wide range of measurable outcomes for 

students and their communities in terms of academic performance, positive self-concept, 

attitudes toward school and community, and social engagement (Bethea, 2012; CDF, 2014; 

Green, 2014; Hale, 2011; Jackson, 2009, 2011; Jackson & Howard, 2014; Smith, 2010; Taylor & 

Lara-Cinisomo, 2015; Taylor, Medina, & Lara-Cinisomo, 2010). However, I am particularly 

drawn to the fact that the ñmagicò of Freedom Schools begins and ends with performance.  

Fast forward to 2016 when I learned of 19-year-old Ravon Jordan, an aspiring college 

student and fashion designer who graduated from Fayetteville Urban Ministryôs Find-A-Friend 

youth intervention program. In May of 2014, Ravon attended a Fayetteville City Council 

meeting uninvited. Just weeks before, one of his best friends was gunned down in the Cambridge 

Arms apartment complex. Ravon came to ask the Council members to close Cambridge Arms or 

clean it up, so that it could be a safe place to live. This young Black man stood up wearing only a 

white t-shirt and jeans. He spoke up eloquently and artfully before an audience of mostly White 

faces. He spoke against gun violence and the devaluation of Black lives. He used metaphor to 

compare paying rent in Cambridge Arms to paying for oneôs grave. He compared the previous 

ineffectual approaches to reducing violence in Cambridge Arms to ñputting lipstick on a pig.ò  
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Just 41 days later, he was shot to death at a party. Though he was silenced by gun violence, the 

ñmagicò of Ravonôs poetic approach to antiracist activism speaks to, and through my work today. 

My quest to understand and to practice this magic informs and feeds a performance-

centered praxis toward constructing and expressing emergent narratives that declare the inherent 

positivity, dignity, and agency of marginalized youth and their communities. I developed the 

Pipelines to Pathways project as a multi-modal performance-centered approach to recreating that 

magic that I felt during harambee in the summer of 2011. This work was created to honor the 

voices of those young people, and their allies, who sang, danced, spoke, and walked out their 

beauty, brilliance, and bold purpose with reckless abandon.  This project is driven by my belief 

in the power of performance to engage, enliven, and empower marginalized Black youth toward 

collective transformation.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

 

Introduction  

 

I believe in the power of words 

I believe in you and I believe in me. 

I believe our words have the power to set people free. 

I believe the things that we say, 

Can change ñthem,ò ñthose,ò and ñtheyò to ñus,ò ñthese,ò and ñwe.ò 

For you see, when we use our words responsibly, 

They have the power to teach, build, and even heal. 

The words that we say put wings on everything we can think, dream or feel. 

So, man, woman, boy, and girl, 

Never forget that your words can (and will) change the world! 

(ñThe Power of Wordsò by Sonny Kelly for the youth)
3
 

 

The Pipelines to Pathways project forges routes whereby Black youth, their caregivers, 

and their community members can be empowered to creatively express their identities in ways 

that reclaim and reframe their sense of their positive, dignified, and agential selves. I hypothesize 

that these routes are activated and enacted through the process of collaborative, critical 

performance-making and sharing. Through these avenues, we can critically engage, express, and 

embody our own identities. These identities are framed by our lived experiences, stories, 

standpoints
4
, and positionalities

5
 and claimed by historical, socio-ectonomic, psycho-social, 

                                                 
3
 I wrote this poem as a gift for the youth with whom I have worked since 2002.  Today, I perform this poem to open 

creative self-expression workshops. It is means of inspiring people to liberate their voices toward transformation. 

 
4
 This term is based upon Black feminist and Critical Race Theorist Patricia Hill Collinsô (1986) ñStandpoint 

Theoryò which states that every individual has a different understanding and perspective of self, society, and events 

based upon their social standing in the larger social sphere. Oneôs standpoint is the social vantage point from which 

one sees the world. Oneôs perspective of self and society is limited, formed, and informed by that standpoint.  

 
5
 Cultural communication scholar Kathryn Sorrells (2016) presents ñpositionalityò as a question of oneôs access to, 

and interaction with power within a given social hierarchy. She defines positionality as ñoneôs social location or 

position within an intersecting web of socially constructed hierarchical categoriesò (p. 13). 
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interpersonal, and discursive forces that dehumanize and criminalize Black youth. This project 

outlines and examines a critical approach to reframing and reclaiming our identities by creating 

spaces, generating intentional practices, and empowering Black youth through performance. 

Pipelines to Pathways pursues a deeper collective understanding of the impact that 

racialized dehumanization and criminalization have on Black youth, their caregivers, and society 

at large. It examines the extent to which creative performance-centered modes of expression like 

original poetry, theater, photography, and performed ethnography can clarify and magnify the 

voices
6
 of Black youth and their caregivers in relationship to what has been called the ñSchool to 

Prison Pipeline.ò Further, this project analyzes how a performance-centered approach to critical 

pedagogy, critical inquiry, and public dialogue can amplify the perspectives, insights, and 

critiques Black youth and their caregivers make of the educational and criminal justice systems 

in our everyday experiences by placing them into an antiracist
7
 frame in the public sphere. By 

attending to the creatively expressed standpoints and positionalities of Black youth and their 

caregivers, Pipelines to Pathways works to de-colonize
8
 traditional top-down, outside-in 

approaches to research and intervention (Smith, 2012).  

Pipelines to Pathways develops a performance-centered model of examining and sharing 

our stories. It frames them in larger contexts and claims them as discursive beacons of human 

                                                 
6
 We donôt give voice to our collaborators or interlocutors, but rather, ñtheir history of speaking before, during, 

and after our arrival ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȱ ɉ-ÁÄÉÓÏÎȟ ςπρψȟ ÐȢ ØØØÉɊȢ I consider the performances of voice as 
publicly staged embodied and/or creative expressions of self and lived experiences. 
 
7
 I use Ibram X. Kendiôs (2019) definition of ñantiracistò as a word to describe people, practices, and policies that 

actively and intentionally support racial equity and antiracism, and that actively resist racial inequity and racism. 

 
8
 Decolonizing research has been defined by Linda Tuhiwai Smith as that which puts the collaborators first 

while acknowledging and celebrating their humanity, unique knowledge, and perspectives. This requires a 

keen understanding of what Smith (2012) calls ñindigenous researcher agendaò as one that considers what 

research with any community will do for them. Informed by a drive toward ñself determinationò and dignified 

agency, the indigenous research agenda focuses on ñbuilding capacity and working towards healing, 

reconciliation and developmentò (p. xiii). In this project collaborators, co-learners, and co-performers enact 

and read ñresearch as a site of struggleò and service (Smith, p. 41).  
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beauty, dignity, and agency. Through the Pipelines to Pathways project my collaborators, co-

learners
9
, and I have committed ourselves to examining and expressing our perspectives, 

positionalities, and lived experiences in words and ways that impact our realities. Working 

through the performance-making process, I examine how engaging and enacting voice through 

performance can resist dominant narratives that delimit and disparage Black youth identities
10

 in 

America. I also examine how performance can engage multiple modalities of interpersonal 

communication and public dialogue in ways that educate and invigorate individuals and publics 

toward antiracist attitudes and actions.  

We theorize our identities through our stories. For people in America, these stories are 

always racialized. For Black people in America, these racialized stories have historically silenced 

us and subjugated us to the whims and expectations of White supremacist norms. While there is 

no single Black identity, Americaôs particularly persistent form of racism has always created - 

and continues to create - false racial monoliths by which we often abide (wittingly and 

unwittingly). Consider the discussions about who will win the ñBlack voteò or how to address 

the absence of ñthe Black fatherò in ñthe Black family,ò which degrades the ñBlack community.ò 

In America, Blackness is often reduced to a singular identity that is often pathologized and 

problematized. Even the term ñBlack-on-Black crimeò assumes a case of self-inflicted harm - a 

kind of twisted self loathing homicidality that is projected onto Black people. This is a sticky 

route to traverse; laden with pitfalls and red herrings. As Hecht, Jackson, & Ribeau (2002) 

observe in their exploration of African American communication through identity and culture: 

ñThere is no single and correct way to be óAfrican American.ôò These identities are negotiated in 

                                                 
9
 My workshops are based upon Paulo Freireôs (1970) concept of critical pedagogy, wherein the teacher is also a 

student (ñteacher-studentò), open to learn from students as he facilitates meaningful dialogue and interaction. 

 
10

 Like Hecht, et al. (2002), I pluralize óidentitiesô in this context ñto accent variance in African American 

experiences, while recognizing that there is a shared set of realities among African American interactantsò (p. 1).  
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context and situationally emergent. As identities emerge, they present problems for the 

interactants, problems managing individual identities, and jointly negotiating conversationsò (p. 

2). These problems give rise to generative cognitive dissonance and critical consciousness 

around racismôs fallacious positivist claims and ontological suppositions around culture, justice, 

equity, power, relationships, and identity.  

The Pipelines to Pathways project seeks to incite this cognitive dissonance and critical 

consciousness to the end of reframing and reclaiming Black youth identities. The research 

process for the Pipelines to Pathways project spans three years and includes My Life Matters ï a 

performance-centered participatory action research (PAR) project with 35 Black youth 

collaborator - and The Talk ï my own critical autoethnographic analysis of the dehumanization
11

 

and criminalization
12

 of Black youth in America. The My Life Matters collaborators and I 

developed poetry, photography, and theater to engage diverse public audiences. With The Talk, I 

performed a one-person autoethnographical drama analyzing and expressing the embodied roots 

and routes of racism in America
13

 as they are traced through my own memories, experiences, 

stories, relationships, and interpersonal interactions. 

The research praxis I have engaged in over the past three years has examined how the 

performance process can magnify positivity, repair dignity, and enact agency for, and with, 

marginalized Black youth
14

, their caregivers, and their communities. This research employs 

                                                 
11

 I refer to dehumanization of Black youth as the convergence of the colonial economization and animalization of 

the Black body as a beast of burden, and the modern securitization of youth (especially Black youth) as an 

existential threat to Western societyôs peace, prosperity, and productivity. 

 
12

 I utilize sociologist Victor Riosô (2011, 2017) definition of criminalization as a ñprocess by which [marginalized 

youthôs] styles and behaviors are rendered deviant, and are treated with shame, exclusion, punishment and 

incarcerationò (p. xiv). 

 
13

 I continue to perform The Talk at universities, schools, churches, and other civic spaces at the writing today. 
14

 ñMarginalized Black youthò refers to those who face potential or actual court or school disciplinary involvement 

based upon past behavior or exposure to high levels of poverty, violence, or incarceration in their communities. 
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embodied modes of storytelling based upon African and African American storytelling 

traditions, poetry, photography, and live performance. The Pipelines to Pathways project pursues 

an embodied application of what June Jordan, founder of The Poetry for the People Initiative, 

refers to as the ñimpassioned embrace of language, the meaning of that highest calling; the 

difficult fabulous pursuit of the power of the word/the voice/the poetry, of people who live and 

die together, mostly unknown to each other; mostly seen, but not heardò (Jordan, 1995, p. 3). I 

have found that the performance process can create spaces and generate intentional practices that 

empower Black youth and their community members to reframe and reclaim our voices, our 

power, our relationships, and our identities. 

Research Questions 

 Broadly, I want to discover the routes by which a critical performance-centered approach 

effects social transformation toward antiracism and racial equity in the private and public 

spheres. This project seeks to create performances that incite in their participants critical 

consciousness, response-ability
15

, and a sense of social responsibility that resist the racialized 

dehumanization and criminalization of Black youth. I apply antiracist analysis
16

 to theories of 

communication and performance studies to answer the following questions: 

                                                 
15

 D. Soyini Madison (2012) uses the term ñresponse-abilityò to capture the coalescence of virtue and ethics that 

should occur when one encounters inequity. She argues that ñboth virtue and ethics as critical practice must also 

assume the responsibility of advocacyò (p. 97). My ability to act on this sense of responseability depends upon the 

resources and information available to me. It also depends upon my willing diologic engagement with those who 

suffer from inequity. Madison borrows the term from philosopher Kelly Oliverôs (2001) concept of witnessing 

which includes ñan obligation not only to respond but also to respond in a way that opens up rather than closes off 

the responsibility to respond by othersò (p. 18, 19). Oliver conceptualizes response-ability as the root of subjectivity. 

It is as a dialogic form of subjectivity that requires a ñresponse to addressò (p. 5). She notes, ñSubjectivity is founded 

on the ability to respond to, and address, othersò through witnessing. As an antiracist researcher it is my 

responsibility to present and address Black youth as positive, dignified, agential subjects. Their responses to being 

addressed as such beg an ethical responsibility in their witnesses to critically examine the roots of racism and forge 

potential routes for antiracist action and empowerment. 

 
16

 Antiracist analysis consists of the practice and products of critical research that actively and intentionally supports 

racial equity and antiracism, and that actively resists racial inequity and racism in praxis and in theory. 
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Å How can the performance process create spaces where the persons, perspectives, and 

positionalities of Black youth and their caregivers can be examined, expressed, 

affirmed, and witnessed? 

Å How can the performance process generate intentional practices for Black youth and 

their community members to examine, express, and reframe their persons, 

perspectives, and positionalities? 

Å How can the performance process empower its participants to engage in antiracist 

attitudes and actions that reclaim the inherent positivity, dignity, and agency of Black 

youth identities?  

I hypothesize that the praxis of staging, repeating, and dialoguing around performance-centered 

forms of self-expression can empower performers to engage and transform the stories and layers 

of identity that frame of their sense of self and society. I believe that the performance process can 

empower them to reclaim their own sense of positivity, dignity, and agency, while calling others 

to claim theirs as well. As the Poetry for the People Collective articulate in their ground rules: 

The art of telling the truth is a necessary and a healthy way to create powerful, and  

positive, connections among people who, otherwise, remain (unknown and unaware). The 

strangers. The goal is not to kill connections but, rather, to create and to deepen them 

among truly different men and women (Muller & The Poetry for the People Collective, 

1995, p. 16).  

 

This project examines the impact that the performative public framing and claiming of our 

personal and collective stories can have on efforts to promote antiracist consciousness, dialogue, 

and action among truly different people.  

In order to accomplish this, I grapple with elements of culture, race, identity, 

communication, and performance. I have practiced what Communication Theorist Michael Hecht 

(1993) calls ñlayering of theory,ò whereby ñalternative ways of knowing [é] are continually 
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juxtaposed and played off each other and/or blended togetherò in the work of forging routes to a 

richer understanding of the issues at hand (p. 76). To address issues of culture and race, I rely on 

a framework informed by critical race theory. To analyze the communicative issues of identity, 

relationships, and power, I apply the communication theory of identity (Hecht, 2002), Erving 

Goffmanôs dramaturgical model of communication, and critical interpersonal communication 

theory (Moore, 2017). To address the power of performance, I apply theories and practices of 

embodied performance, performance ethnography, performed ethnography, performative poetic 

inquiry, and performative writing.  

The Theoretical Framework of Pipelines to Pathway 

[T]he critique of what we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the 

limits that are imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond 

them (Foucault, 1984, p. 50). 

 

I argue that compelling embodied performances of the lived experiences of Black youth, 

their caregivers, and their communities has the potential to reveal and lift what antiracist 

educator Lee Ann Bell (2010) calls concealed stories (those that ñreveal both the hidden (from 

the mainstream) stories told from the perspective of racially dominated groups, as well as stories 

uncovered through critical analysis of historical and social science data that illustrate how race 

shapes experience in our societyò), resistance stories (those that ñdemonstrate how people have 

resisted racism, challenged the stock stories (dominant narratives) that support it, and fought for 

more equal and inclusive social arrangements throughout our history but seldom taught in our 

schoolsò), and emerging/transforming stories (ñnew stories deliberately constructed to challenge 

the stock stories, build on and amplify concealed and resistance stories, and create new stories to 

interrupt the status quo and engage changeò) (pp. 23-25). Bellôs Storytelling for Social Justice 

model is a route by which these three forms of critical storytelling can do the work of 
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deconstructing stock stories ïñthe tales told by the dominant group, passed on through historical 

and literary documents, and celebrated through public rituals, law, the arts, education and mediaò 

(p. 23). These are the dominant narratives that support and reify extant racist
17

 norms. 

I argue that stories that align with Bellôs Storytelling for Social Justice model have the 

power to incite collective critical consciousness around racist structures of domination like the 

School to Prison Pipeline
18

 . This project seeks to cultivate a ñcounter-storytelling community in 

which race and racism can be openly discussed in diverse groups and in which risks can be taken 

to expose how systemic racism operates in our daily lives and our role in supporting or resisting 

racial patternsò (Bell, 2010, p. 94). As writer and commentator Baratunde Thurston (2019) 

declares, ñSystems are just collective stories we buy into.ò Thus, I propose a method of curating 

and performing critical stories toward an antiracist consciousness that encourages and empowers 

us to buy into critical antiracist action and social transformation. 

I argue that to begin this process Black youth identities must be reframed from what 

Rhetorical Studies Theorist Eric King Watts (2017) would call the existing biotrope of the 

dehumanized and criminalized Black youth. I use the term biotrope to refer to a simultaneously 

metaphorical and metonymical approach to the meaning and value that a collective social 

imaginary assigns to bodies, based upon certain biological characteristics (Daut, 2016; Watts, 

2017). In other words, the Black youth body serves as a symbol for criminality (metaphor)
19

. 

                                                 
17

 Here, I utilize author Ta-Nehisi Coatesô (2015) definition of ñracismò as ñthe need to ascribe bone-deep features 

to people and then humiliate, reduce, and destroy themò (p. 7).  

 
18

 The Childrenôs Defense Fund has coined the phrase, the Cradle to Prison Pipeline®, often referred to as the 

School to Prison Pipeline, to explicate the statistical correlation between the disproportionately high rates of child 

poverty, school discipline experienced by black children and equally disproportionately high rates of incarceration 

for black people in the U.S. (Advancement Project, 2010, Alexander, 2010, Cass & Curry, 2007).  

 
19

 The Oxford Dictionary defines metaphor as ña thing regarded as representative or symbolic of something else, 

especially something abstract.ò Thus, the biotrope serves as a symbol of certain abstract phenomeona like 

criminality. 
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Simultaneously, the Black youth body serves as a substitute ï a sort of short-hand - for 

criminally prone people (metonym)
20

. While all criminals are not Black youth, the body of the 

ñBlack youthò (especially when it is clothed in modern hip-hop dress) carries with it the weight 

of preconceived notions of that tend to attach themselves to the American imaginary of the Black 

youth as ñat-risk,ò violent, dangerous, ñSuper Predatorialò etc.). 

I argue that the biotrope of the dehumanized and criminalized Black youth serves in the 

American imaginary as a source of what Sarah Farmer (2010) refers to as ñmoral panicò ï a 

general state of fear and apprehension that perpetuates a stereotype of Black youth criminality. 

This biotrope objectifies the Black youth subject, delimiting her subjectivity. Kelly Oliver (2001) 

describes this assault on subjectivity: 

Being othered, oppressed, subordinated, or tortured affects a person at the level of her  

subjectivity, her sense of herself as a subject and agent. Oppression and subordination  

render individuals or group s of people as other by objectifying them. Objectification  

undermines subjectivity: to put it simply, objects are not subjects (p. 7). 

 

Oliver argues that this process of objectification can only be overcome through the process of 

witnessing. She notes that  

Through the process of bearing witness to oppression and subordination, those othered 

can begin to repair damaged subjectivity by taking up a position as speaking subjects. 

What we learn from the beginning with the subject position of those othered is that the 

speaking subject is a subject by virtue of address-ability and response-ability (p. 7). 

 

This process generates a sense of obligation among all participants in the witnessing process to 

ñrespond to our environment and other people in ways that open up rather than close off the 

possibility of responseò (p. 15). Oliver (2001) posits ñaddress-abilityò and response-ability as 

ñthe roots of subjectivityò (p. 7). Only through open-minded and open-hearted witnessing can the 

Black youth be addressed in accordance with his inherently positive, dignified, agential 

                                                 
20

 The Oxford Dictinary defines metonym as ña word, name, or expression used as a substitute for something else 

with which it is closely associated..ò Thus the biotrope serves as short-hand for the sterotypes associated with it. 
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identities. Only when he is addressed as such by witnesses is he empowered with the ability to 

respond in accordance with his positive, dignified, agential identities.  

 The biotrope of the dehumanized and criminalized Black youth, on the other hand, serves 

as the objectified subject of a powerfully pervasive stock story that persistently dehumanizes and 

criminalizes Black youth, while justifying the mechanisms of the School to Prison Pipeline. In 

fact, the School to Prison Pipeline appears, at its surface, to be a very linear stock story:  

(1) A Black child grows up facing disproportionate exposure to negative psycho- 

social and socio-economic obstacles. (e.g. racism, poverty, and violence) 

(Camilleri, 2007; Cass & Curry, 2007; CDF, 2015, Ginwright 2010, 2016; Morris, 

2016; Rios 2011).
21

  

(2) The child goes to school and is disproportionately implicated in, and punished  

for, socially abnormal or ñunacceptableò behavior (or the appearance thereof) 

(Camilleri, 2007; Cass & Curry, 2007; Morris, 2016; Rios, 2011, 2017).
22

 

(3) The child is significantly more likely to experience negative interactions with law  

enforcement, and to end up incarcerated than their White counterparts (Alexander 

2010; Camilleri, 2007; Cass & Curry, 2007; Monahan et al., 2014; Morris, 2016; 

Rios 2011, 2017).
23

  

The Pipelines to Pathways project mobilizes the performance process to create spaces for 

antiracist self-expression, generate intentional practices of antiracist self-expression, and 

                                                 
21

 According to the Annie E. Casey Foundations Kids Count database (2017), Black children are three times more 

likely to live in poverty than white children. 

 
22

 According to the United States Government Accountability Office Report to Congressional Requesters report on 

ñK-12 Discipline Disparities for Black Students, Boys, and Students with Disabilitiesò (2018), Black boys were over 

three times more likely (and Black girls were five times more likely ) than their White counterparts to be suspended. 

 
23

 (Ibid) Black K-12 students are more than twice as likely to be referred to law enforcement and four times more 

likely to experience school arrest than their White counterparts.  
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empower Black youth and their caregivers to confront and counter this stock story with their own 

antiracist anecdotes, attitudes, and actions. 

A Communication Theory of Identity Approach 

[I] dentity is inherently a communication process and must be understood as a transaction 

in which messages and values are exchanged. These messages are symbolic linkages 

between and among people that, at least in part, are enactments of identity. That is, we, as  

communicators, would like to believe we are simply talking to others; instead, we are 

also exchanging codes of cultural personhood (Hecht, et al., 2002, p. 211). 

 

To effectively push back against the stories that frame and claim Black youth identities, 

we must first develop a deeper critical understanding of the ways in which Black youth identities 

are dehumanized and criminalized in America. We cannot gain this understanding by focusing 

only on the structural and systemic racism and inequity that may push youth into the School to 

Prison Pipeline; or by focusing only on cultural or individual patterns, deficits, or pathologies 

that may pull youth into the School to Prison Pipeline. The youth who are directly affected by 

this phenomenon can be empowered to resist and address the School to Prison Pipeline 

themselves. The pathway to this empowerment begins with addressing and mobilizing the 

symbolic and dynamic nature of identity at both the personal and political level. Because 

ñidentity is inherently a communicative process,ò the communication theory of identity (CTI) 

also helps us to examine the ways in which it is framed and claimed (Hecht, 1993, p. 78). 

CTI finds its foundation in symbolic interactionism. Herbert Blumer (1969) developed 

symbolic interactionism from his mentor George Herbert Meadeôs notion that ñhuman beings act 

toward things on the basis of the meanings that the things have for them,ò and that meaning is 

created via human interaction (p. 2). In staking a claim to human interaction itself as an 

episteme, Blumer (1969) was confronting the raging logical empiricism/positivism and 

behaviorism of his time. As a result, a symbolic interactionist approach to human communication 
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tends to address the limited perspective of late 20
th
 century sociology and psychology that 

trained its gaze on stimulus-response psychology, ignoring notions of agency, and subjectivity.  

Blumer (1969) declares that the primary premise of symbolic interactionism is that 

ñhuman group life is necessarily a formative process and not a mere arena for the expression of 

pre-existing factorsò (p. 10). In other words, rather than a means of discovering the roots of 

identity, symbolic interactionism was designed to discover and display routes of identity 

formation and expression. Blumer (1969) notes that people construct their sense of action and 

identity, based upon the sense of meaning that they derive ñthrough an interpretation of 

situations which confront themò (p. 74). Thus, symbolic interactionismôs focus is not merely on 

the psychological or social factors that have acted on individuals themselves, but on the 

constellation of human interactions that they constantly interpret and reinterpret as articulations, 

negations, and/or affirmations of self.  

In this context, George Herbert Mead (2012) introduces a crucial core concept of 

symbolic interactionism called the ñgeneralized other,ò or the ñattitude of the whole communityò 

(p. 354): ñSo the self reaches its full development by organizing these individual attitudes of 

others into the organized social or group attitudes, and by thus becoming an individual reflection 

of the general systematic pattern of social or group behaviorò (Mead, 2012, p. 357). Therefore, 

people (often referred to as ñagentsò in the symbolic interactionist framework) undergo a 

constant process of identification, interpretation and definition of self and situation. This process 

produces the ñself object,ò a conceptualization of self that is conditioned by social systems and 

unique human groupings (Mead, 1934; Blumer, 1969). Mead (1934, 2012) and Blumer (1969) 

posited a binary self ï the ñIò subject who acts upon the world, constructing self and reality, and 

the ñmeò object who is simultaneously acted upon and constructed by social interaction. Today, 
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the theoretical traces of symbolic interactionism are evident in identity-centered approaches to 

interpersonal communication theories like the communication theory of identity (Hecht, 1993).  

Communication Theorist, Michael Hecht (1993) expands this notion of a singular socially 

constructed self by examining identity formation as inherently ñcommunicative and relationalò 

(cf. Julia Mooreôs (2017) insistence on subjectivity superseding mere identity in critical 

interpersonal communication theory). Hecht (1993) examines identity through frames, which he 

defines as ñmeans of interpreting reality that provide a perspective for the understanding the 

social worldò (p. 81). He posits frames as both the perspectives with which we see the world and 

as ñways people conceptualize their own identityò (p. 81). His Communication Theory of 

Identity (CTI) adds a more complex framework to our analysis of the self by positing ñfour 

frames of identityò that are constantly at play in identity formation and transformation. They are 

the personal frame, enactment frame, relationship frame, and the communal frame. Analyzing 

identity through these four frames helps us to ñlayerò our analysis of the complex social process 

through which we communicate, construct, internalize, and effectuate our sense of identity 

(Hecht, 1993, p. 76). 

Hecht (1993) defines the personal frame as one that focuses on individual identity as 

expressed through oneôs sense of self-concept (cf. George Herbert Meadôs (1934) ñself objectò). 

The enactment frame focuses on the social interactions of individuals and how those interactions 

communicate identity. This frame is based upon symbolic interactionism understanding of 

identity formation which states that identity is emergent and dependent upon social interaction. 

The relationship frame of identity extends this notion that ñIdentity is mutually constructed in 

social interactionsò to the context of human relationships (p. 79). Hecht (1993) observes that the 

relationship frame attends to the tendencies of individuals to define themselves in three ways: (1) 
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by comparing themselves (in relation) to others (e.g. being the oldest, youngest, Whitest or 

Blackest person in the room), (2) by defining their own place in particular relationships (e.g. in 

relationship, the individual is transformed into ñfriend,ò ñteammate,ò ñcast mate,ò etc.), (3) and 

by allowing relationships to subsume individual identities (e.g. youth group participants become 

known as a research team). Finally, Hechtôs communal frame of identity ñlocates identity in the 

group not the individual or the interactionò (p. 80). This frame attends to how we bond around 

projects, common interests, mutual threats, and other collective endeavors to create a collective 

sense of self.  

Hecht (1993) argues that, at any given analytical moment, one may study identity through 

any combination of these frames depending upon the most salient elements at play. For example 

when we are examining the impact of collective narratives on collective consciousness, the 

communal frame rises as most salient. The other three frames are still applicable and relevant, 

but may, or may not be included in the analysis, depending upon the research questions. The 

CRT approach tends to view identity through a racialized communal frame. Hecht, et al. (2002) 

complicate this perspective by observing that ñAfrican American communication is grounded in 

African American cultural identitiesò that have been mutually framed by race, despite the 

diversity of individual persons, experiences, and relationships that comprise them (p. 1). 

The CTI framework offers a route by which my collaborators and I might conceptualize 

our Black identities in the context of interpersonal interaction, shared Black culture and 

racialized acculturation as it is constructed for, and by, us. Hecht, et al. (2002) conceptualize 

communication as a cultural process in the context of Black identity. In their analysis of how 

Black identity is communicated in modern America, they establish the following assumptions 

about culture: 
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Å culture is historically and socially emergent [Based upon shared history and shared  

meanings, cultural identity is transferred generationally and transformed through 

interaction.] 

Å people co-create and maintain culture as a function of identity [Cultural terms often 

overlap with other categorizations, like race. Thus, terms like ñBlackò are often expressed 

to label oneôs race and culture as a communal identity.] 

Å people negotiate their identities when they come in contact with others [Our  

relationships, social positions, and interactions especially inform our relational and  

enacted frames of identity.] 

Å memberships in cultures are pluralistic and overlapping [This intersectional approach  

allows us to examine the ways in which the personal inevitably becomes political, and 

how the political manifests itself in the personal in a plethora of ways.] 

Å culture is a system of interdependent patterns of conduct and interpretations [Cultures  

possess deeply rooted, affectively charged codes and unique patterns of symbolic 

interaction that indicate membership and personhood.] 

Å perceptions provide a rich source of interpretive data [Combining oral history, 

performance, and a narrative approach, allows us to more profoundly engage with the 

processes by which I/we frame and reframe my/our identities.] (pp. 26 ï 27) 

 

Thus, the CTI framework offers us a lexicon for pulling identities up from the downward push of 

external racism and the downward pull of internalized racism. 

A Dramaturgical Approach 
 

Universal human nature is not a very human thing. By acquiring it, the person becomes a 

kind of construct, built up not from inner psychic propensities but from moral rules that 

are impressed upon him from without (Goffman, 1993, p. 362).  

 

If Hecht sees identities as the conglomeration of four frames of identity, Goffman 

stretches these frames into multiple faces of identity expression. According to Goffmanôs (1959) 

dramaturgical framework, a personôs self is actually a series of masks (faces) that are 

conditioned by social norms, rules and expectations, and presented in specific social contexts. 

Goffman (1993) defines ñfaceò as ñthe positive social value a person effectively claims for 

himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular contactò (p. 359). The 

conglomeration of each of the faces that one puts on constitutes the ñselfò. What it means to be a 

particular person in the moment is to project a particular face to others.  
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Erving Goffmanôs (1959) dramaturgical model of human communication posits a 

continual ñInformation Gameò wherein all humans are performing at all times, thereby 

presenting a ñfaceò to the world audience. An individualôs face is constructed via a 

comprehensive process of mobilizing that individualôs activity in order to meet, defy, or comply 

with the expectations (or perceived expectations) of their audience members (the rest of society). 

The individual selects her face, which is framed by a given front in any given social interaction, 

with the goal of achieving certain personal objectives and aspirations. 

A ñfrontò refers to the particular modes by which one performs the face in a given 

situation, that is: ñthe expressive equipment of a standard kind intentionally or unwittingly 

employed by the individual during his performanceò (Goffman, 1993, p. 22). Goffmanôs (1993) 

front is comprised of ñsettingò and ñpersonal front.ò The ñsettingò is the environment, or scene 

(furniture, landmarks, weather, etc.) wherein the front is expressed. The ñpersonal frontò 

includes items of expressive equipment (e.g. age, race, gender, rank, dress). Goffman divides 

ñpersonal frontò into ñappearanceò (phenotype, body type, dress, etc.) and ñmannerò (attitude, 

accent, posture, gestures, etc.) (p. 24).  

Setting and personal front donôt always agree, because the intentions and aspirations of 

the individual performer and their choices of face and front donôt always match the diverse 

contexts within which they are performing. In fact, a front can take on a life of its own. 

ñCollective representationò occurs when a front becomes institutionalized, stereotyped and takes 

on a stability and meaning of its own beyond specific tasks (Goffman, 1959, p. 27). Goffman 

(1959) warns, ñSince fronts tend to be selected, not created, we may expect trouble to arise when 

those who perform a given task are forced to select a suitable front for themselves from among 
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several quite dissimilar onesò (p. 28). When a particular face/front combination doesnôt match 

with its holderôs intentions or aspirations, a ñperformance disruptionò occurs.  

The disproportionate rates of school discipline and incarceration that Black youth 

experience are evidence of the high stake performance disruptions that they face. Engaging in 

performative face modulation and positive front management can empower Black youth to 

counter the performance disruptions that result from their systemic dehumanization and 

criminalization. I define performative face modulation as the practice of choosing the 

performance pieces, characters, characterization, and delivery (materials, masks, moods, and 

modes) that one will perform for a witness. I define positive front management as the practice of 

choosing the key elements that frame the impression you will make, such as space, time, dress, 

and audience members to invite. In order to resist and counter such disruptions, Black youth 

must be empowered to claim positive, dignified, agential faces that are framed by positive fronts. 

A Critical Interpersonal Communication Approach 

[I] nterpersonal practices also sustain an inequitable social order through the articulation 

of what is and should be (Moore, 2017, p. 258). 

 

As Hecht, et al. (2002) observe, the communicative aspects of any social concerns like 

the School to Prison Pipeline are inextricably and bidirectionally bound to its cultural context. In 

other words, ñall communication exists in a cultural context and all culture is communicatedò (p. 

2). Thus, a critical communication theory approach to examining the lived experiences and social 

interactions of youth who are most susceptible to the School to Prison Pipeline may also help to 

address the cultural and communicative roots and routes that have formed, fostered and 

facilitated it thus far. To this end, I apply Communication Theorist Julia Mooreôs (2017a) 

suggestion that the field of Interpersonal Communication Theory (IPCT), being inherently 

empirical in nature, should take on critical empirical research ï ñcritical theory used to critique 
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and promote change in the observable worldò (p. 2). She calls on IPCT scholars to utilize critical 

theory as ña lens through which to critique and work toward changing unjust operations of 

powerò (p. 2). She argues that by actively incorporating three key critical theory concepts - 

power, identity, and relationships - within IPCT scholarship, a more socially relevant Critical 

IPCT (CIPCT) will emerge (p. 5). 

IPCT was born, for the most part, out of a post-positivist empiricist turn in the behavioral 

sciences and psychology in the late 1950ôs, through the 1960ôs. Julia Moore (2017a) notes that 

critical theorists have derided IPCT for its traditional commitment to ñindividualism, 

cognitivism, subject intentionality, and ahistoricismò (p. 3). Moore (2017a) urges a critical turn 

in IPCT that replaces these tendencies with an ñalternative definition of the person as a cultural 

manifestation inextricably linked to historical processesò (p. 4). She observes that between 2006 

and 2013 83.2% of published IPCT journal articles were postpositivist (based upon empirical 

evidence and mostly quantitative data), 13.9% were interpretive (based more on qualitative data 

like ethnography and narrative), and only 2% of all IPCT articles could be called ñcriticalò 

(applying a keen attention to power differentials, culture, and history to all data) (Moore, 2017a, 

p. 1). Moore (2017a) suggests that IPCT theorists employ ñtheories of discourse and power [that] 

will enable communication scholars to enrich their empirical analyses of everyday 

communication practices and relationships and adopt the ócritical edgeô of critical 

concepts/theories to challenge injustices of the status quoò (p. 5).  

To get at the power factor, Moore (2017, 2017a) posits Michel Foucaultôs critical theory 

of Power/Knowledge and discourse analysis as fruitful lenses for analyzing interpersonal 

interaction. Moore (2017a) suggests that IPCT shift from perceiving power as ñsocial influenceò 

to perceiving it as a ñdispersed, unstable and plural, and as operating through knowledge claims 
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about what is true and real,ò as evinced in dominant discourses (p. 6). Studying the dynamics of 

salient social influences without accounting for the historically rooted and socio-economically 

routed power dynamics at play cannot possibly render the kind of authentic and relevant critical 

understanding of those interactions that is necessary to generate social transformation. Moore 

(2017a) also suggests that IPCT shift from a focus on ñidentityò (a self-contained, autonomous 

agent) to one that analyzes the more dynamic phenomenon of ñsubjectivityò (one that is 

continually being constructed and constructing itself based upon an array of ñhistorical and 

cultural processò) (p 7). Finally, Moore (2017a) suggests that IPCT expand its focus from 

individual relationships to their power-laden contexts that are formed and fostered by discursive 

ñregimes of truthò ï the persistent and pervasive master narratives with which we theorize our 

existence and reify our sense of self and society (p. 8). She suggests three methodological 

approaches that can facilitate IPCTôs up-take of this critical turn: ñ(a) critical interpretations of 

qualitative data, (b) criticism of qualitative data, and (c) arts-based approachesò (p. 12). Moore 

(2017a) argues that these shifts and re-focuses have the potential to make IPCT more rigorous, 

relevant and readable to scholars and laypersons alike, while contributing to the resistance and 

transformation of social inequity and injustice. 

In addition to addressing one of Mooreôs (2017a) key critical elements 

(identity/subjectivity), CTI serves as a larger framework that I use throughout the Pipelines to 

Pathways project to examine and explore how the performance process engages and dances with 

and between the personal, enacted, relational, and communal layers of identity. I apply CTI to 

examine ñhow individuals frame and enact their personal identity and how these identities are 

relationally and communally expressed, negotiated, and definedò throughout the performance 

process (Hecht, et al., 2002, p. 216). Furthermore, I recognize, as Hecht, et al. (2002) have, that 
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the Black (African American) experience in America has manifested uniquely racialized identity 

formations that are constantly at play when we discuss the framing and claiming of identity. As 

we seek to explore and express our stories, we draw interstitial life blood from each of our 

epidermalized layers of identity (cf. Fanon, 1967, ñepidermalizationò).As we travel through the 

performance process, I assess the modalities of identity (subjectivity), relationships, and power 

that ebb and flow within and between participants throughout the performance process. While 

the CTI framework has the potential to engage all three of the Mooreôs key critical concepts to 

some degree, I have also employed Erving Goffmanôs dramaturgical model of communication 

analyze the routes by which power impacts social influence and interaction.  

A Critical Race Theory Approach 

Despite the scientific refutation of race as a legitimate biological concept and attempts to 

marginalize race in much of the public (political) discourse, race continues to be a 

powerful social construct and signifier (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 8). 

  

I pursue this line of research through a Critical Race Theory (CRT) lens that is 

specifically Afrocentric
24

. Because African-descended (Black) youth are the most acutely 

impacted by the School to Prison Pipeline, I focus here, on the unique historical, socio-economic, 

psycho-social, interpersonal, and discursive factors that disproportionately push and pull youth 

of African descent toward the School to Prison Pipeline (Alexander, 2010; Cass & Curry, 2007; 

Ginwright 2010, 2016; Morris, 2017; Rios, 2011). Further, African and African American 

storytelling traditions, materials, and modes inform my practices of performance-centered 

pedagogy, ethnography, and PAR throughout this project. Aligning with CRTôs emphasis on the 

power of storytelling and Lee Ann Bellôs (2010) Storytelling for Social Justice model, I depend 

upon embodied storytelling to ñdeconstructò existing oppressive paradigms while co-
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 It is uniquely attuned to the African American (Black) experience and perspective (Ladson-Billings, 2009). 
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constructing a positive sense of the dignified agential self with, and for, Black youth and their 

caregivers. This performance-centered process pursues active self-production
25

 with, and for, 

Black youth, their caregivers, and their communities.  

CRT education scholar Gloria Ladson-Billings (1998) argues that the raison dô°tre of 

CRT is to expose and contend with the fact that in Americaôs ostensibly post-racial meritocracy, 

ñrace continues to be a powerful social construct and signifierò (p. 8). CRT mobilizes 

storytelling and rigorous discursive analysis to expose hidden structures of domination while 

countering and confronting them with subjugated and resistant voices. CRT has the potential to 

meet, complement, and supplement theories of performance toward this end. The embodied 

action of performance engages the luminal space between the conceptual corpus and the material 

viscous, generating nuance, affective force, narrative logic, and the potential for transformation. 

As a praxis of research, reporting, and storytelling, CRT presents us with a clearly 

articulated lens through which we can analyze, amplify, and address the root causes of racist 

oppression and its conceptual and material routes. Since the 1990ôs diverse disciplines have been 

taking up this lens to apply a CRT assessment to social psychology (Goff et al., 2008, 2014), 

pedagogy (hooks, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Kharem, 2006; Nasir, 2012; Ginwright, 2010, 

2016), philosophy (Taylor, 2016), rhetoric (Watts, 2001, 2017), film (Barrish, DuVernay & 

Averick, 2016) performance studies (DeFrantz, 2014; Fleetwood, 2011; George-Graves, 2014), 

journalism (Coates, 2015, Kendi, 2019), sociology (Bonilla Silva, 1997; Rios, 2011), cultural 

studies (Gilroy, 1993; Hall, 2002; Weheliye, 2014; Silva, 2016) and other diverse disciplines 
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 Michel Foucault promotes ñnew forms of subjectivityò that I will refer to as ñself-productionò - a personôs active 

resistance to the hierarchical forces that tend to commodify, objectify, and normalize them (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 

1983, p. 216). Self-production is the process by which individuals overcome delimiting factors and freely explore 

the fluidity and endless possibility of their own identity - añcritical ontology of ourselvesò (1984, p.50). 
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(Crenshaw, 2011). Guided by these six principals, most CRT theorists mobilize their research 

and scholarship toward social transformation: 

Race is a Social Construct 

CRT scholars recognize race as a construct of racism, and they diligently work to reveal 

the circuitous routes that lead to its contrived roots. According to Kimberlé Crenshaw (1988), 

CRTôs focus is to reveal and attend to ñthe singular power of racism as a hegemonic force in 

American society. Blacks have been created as a subordinated óother and formal reform has 

merely repackaged racismò (p. 1331). Ladson-Billings (1998) says that CRTôs task is the 

ñdeconstruction of oppressive structures and discourses, reconstruction of human agency, and 

construction of equitable and socially just relations of powerò (p. 9). While race is a social 

construct, it is one with teeth, lurking in the shadows of a purportedly ñpost-racialò society.  

The Systemic Nature of Racism in America 

Crenshaw (1989) contends that CRT should reveal the fact that even antidiscrimination 

and antiracist efforts are often rooted in a ñwhite racial context that is seldom acknowledgedò 

(Crenshaw, p. 154). In order to reveal the normal and systematic nature of racism in America, 

CRT scholars focus on ñunmasking and exposing racism in its various permutationsò (Ladson-

Billings, 1998, p. 11). In the context of education, Ladson-Billings (1998) observes that ñthe 

social school curriculum as a culturally specific artifact designed to maintain a White 

supremacist master scriptò (p. 18). Furthermore, CRT recognizes the fact that the individuating 

practices of neoliberalism tend to misrecognize, totally ignore, or violently deny the existence of 

structural racism and systemic poverty, declaring their true causes to be ñindividual pathologiesò 

and ñcultural deficitsò (Crenshaw, 2012, p. 1451).  
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Storytelling 

CRT scholars often begin their analysis in the archive, but they tend to finish in the realm 

of storytelling (Crenshaw, 1989, 2011, 2012; Bell, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2018). CRT 

scholars use ñparables, chronicles, stories, counter stories, poetry, fiction, and revisionist 

histories to illustrate the false necessity and irony of much of current civil rights doctrineò 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 13). CRT scholars have found that within these stories reside the 

concealed stories that can most effectively counter and question the existing stock stories (Bell, 

2010). Ladson-Billings (1998) argues that, for CRT scholars, stories ñadd necessary contextual 

contours to the seeming óobjectivityô of positivist perspectivesò that are embodied and 

perpetuated by stock stories (p. 11). Crenshaw argues that storytelling is a crucial technique for 

giving voice to those subjugated sectors that are often elided from the larger conversations about 

race in our society (Crenshaw 1989, 2012).  

Critique of Liberalism and Dependence on Hegemonic Processes 

Derrick Bell (1995) argues that CRT are ñhighly suspicious of the liberal agenda, distrust 

its method, and want to retain what they see as a valuable strain of egalitarianism which may 

exist despite, and not because of, liberalismò (p. 899). A classical liberal approach to legal 

change in the U.S. is based upon a slow, incremental process that seeks to honor existing 

precedent while gradually generating new more progressive precedents. Dr. Martin Luther King, 

Jrôs words are often enlisted to support this paradigm ï ñthe arc of the moral universe is long but 

it bends toward justiceò (King, 1958). This gradual process of progression has proven to take 

generations to produce significant change. Crenshaw argues (1989, 2012) slow social transition 

is even slower for those with lower levels of social capital, agency, and positive visibility such as 

Black youth.  
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The Prerequisite of Interest Convergence 

Decades of CRT analysis reveals the principal of interest convergence - that is to say that 

Black people have historically only been afforded concessions and socio-economic benefits to 

counter or remedy racism when those concessions and benefits have also benefited White people, 

forcing further investment in White privilege (Bell, 1980, Ladson-Billings, 2018). For example, 

historically, ñWhites have been the primary beneficiaries of civil rights legislationò in the U.S. 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 12). While this legislation was ostensibly aimed at addressing the 

plight of racially marginalized peoples, it benefits more White women than any other group 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998). White women tend to participate in White households and raise White 

children, thus investing a large portion of the benefits of civil rights legislation directly into 

White households. CRT scholarship cautions that until matters of racial inequity are perceived by 

White people as a threat to their own welfare, they will remain un/under-addressed.  

An Intersectional Approach 

Kimberl® Crenshawôs (1989) intersectional approach to CRT, considers race from the 

vantage point of Black feminism. Crenshaw (1989) argues that a failure to reckon with the 

intersectional nature of oppression is a failure to honestly and fairly confront oppression. For 

example, while Black people, poor people and youth have historically experienced unique 

degrees of disproportionate marginalization in this country, the poor Black youth lives at the 

intersection of an exponentially demoralizing degree of marginalization imposed upon one body. 

An example of this is the formation of the dehumanized and criminalized Black youth biotrope 

born of a confluence of diverse factors adumbrated above. These intersections grow more 

precarious as you consider additional demographic factors such as gender, sexuality, and dis-

ability. A CRT analysis recognizes that paying special attention to the suffering of the most 
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marginalized among us expands our understanding of the impact of structural racism and moves 

us closer to solutions.  

Critical Race Interpersonal Communication Theory 

Based upon these six tenets, I apply a CRT lens to CIPCT in order to address and analyze 

the particularly racist roots and routes of human interaction whereby Black youth are 

disproportionately criminalized, marginalized and institutionalized in the U.S. To this end, I 

propose a Critical Race approach to IPCT, or a CRIPCT framework, that critically analyzes these 

roots and routes of racism and criminalization in order to form and inform emergent routes 

toward equity and justice for racially marginalized youth in America. The activist edge of CRT, 

combined with the accessibility and immediate application of the empirical research of IPCT has 

the potential to generate a uniquely critical antiracist mode of IPCT that can ñunearth, critique, 

and pose radical solutions to social inequalitiesò (Moore, 2017a, p. 2).  

The School to Prison Pipeline may be a problem with systemic racist roots, but, we can 

begin to transform it if we critically address its interpersonal routes that are paved by elements of 

power, identity, and relationships. For example, Crenshaw (2012) observes that ñthe relationship 

between underprotection and overpolicing is not solely a matter of state power but also the 

consequence of political elisions that have undermined the development of a more robust critique 

of social control and the expansive vision of social justiceò (p. 1471). This critique and vision 

should be applied to the racialized interpersonal interactions that racially marginalized youth 

experience in their schools and communities. bell hooks (1998) warns that the ñideological 

elements embedded in a White supremacist, patriarchal, capitalist society [é] are routinely 

mirrored and maintained in educational contextsò (p. 1). A CRIPCT approach challenges 

scholars to consider the social means and modes by which educational and judicial systems 
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disproportionately discipline the bodies of Black youth (Cass & Curry, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 

1998; Morris, 2017).  

Thus, a CRIPCT approach to social research can both trace and reveal extant patterns of 

racism that foster and facilitate the School to Prison Pipeline. By naming and tracking the roots 

and routes of systemic racism and focusing on identity, relationships, and power, a CRIPCT 

approach to youth empowerment helps researchers and practitioners of youth intervention 

programs to conceptualize the pathways to social transformation. Committed to author 

reflexivity and social transformation, the CRIPTC scholar should always feel the generative 

burden of accountability in her pursuit of justice, equity, and social transformation through her 

research. Thus, CRIPTC scholarship has the potential to inform intervention efforts that 

empower Black youth and their community members to resist and transform oppressive 

perspectives and practices that dehumanize and criminalize Black youth and their communities.  

A Performance-Centered Approach 

Theatre allows us to converse with our souls ï to passionately pursue and discover ways 

of living with ourselves and others. We are all artists, and theatre is a language. We have 

no better way to work together, to learn about each other, to heal, and to grow (Rohd, 

1998, p. xix). 

 

The Pipelines to Pathways project relies on theories of performance, performance-

centered writing methodologies, performative writing, and performance as a means of antiracist 

intervention and advocacy for, with, and by Black youth and their caregivers. Sociologist Philip 

Manning (2003) has observed a narrative turn in sociological research that began in the 1980ôs 

whereby research is increasingly interpreted and reported with an expanding focus on matters of 

ñvoice, autoethnography, cultural studies, narrative, and quasi-poetic workò (p. 1038). The 

Pipelines to Pathways project is an example of this approach. 
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 It seeks to produce creative embodied performances of self-expression; examine psycho-

social, historical, political, and discursive phenomena through performance; and mobilizing 

performative experiences to call people to action toward antiracism in the world. How can 

performance do all of this? In short, a performance-centered approach has the capacity to 

engaging the intellectual, experiential, spatial, and temporal excesses with which the social 

challenges of this world (like the School to Prison Pipeline) present us.  

Such an ambitious objective requires a dauntingly comprehensive understanding of the 

factors at play. The challenge of apprehending, addressing, and advocating with, and for, Black 

youth against their dehumanization and criminalization simultaneously exceeds the parameters 

and scopes of objective statistical measurement and of subjective individual experience (Dei, et 

al., 1997, Rios, 2010, 2017). A deeper understanding of the impact that the School to Prison 

Pipeline has in the lives and minds of Black youth lies hidden in the liminal space marked by 

intellectual and experiential excesses. While attempting to observe, examine, or measure the 

phenomenon intellectually, it is impossible not to impact, mask, or at least blur some of the 

phenomenological elements at play in the lived experiences of Black youth and their caregivers. 

Conversely, focusing on the lived experiences alone tends to develop in the researcher a 

deleterious myopia that can skew and even obfuscate a comprehensive view of the structural and 

systemic issues at hand. Add to these excesses the fact that publics and individuals are 

perpetually limited by space and time. Our desire to visit and explore the worlds of which we 

speak exceeds our capacity to actually go there and spend the time required to engage others 

(Peters, 1999). 
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A performance-centered approach offers uniquely flexible, reflexive
26

, and expressive 

modes of engaging these excesses of intellect, experience, space, and time. I contend that 

performance-centered scholarship is uniquely adept at critically engaging this kind of excess, in 

the ways that it merges embodied and textual knowledges, as well as empirical and imagined 

possibilities as they coalesce and express themselves through, and to, the bodies of performers 

and audience members. The performance stage becomes a fluid, yet very real space, where time 

is subjective, experience can be played and re-played, and issues can be pondered, debated, and 

presented anew.  

As Performance Studies Scholar, Richard Schechner (2013) observes, ñPerformance isnôt 

óinô anything, but óbetweenô.ò Transcending fixed bodies of knowledge such as archives, texts, 

and post-positivist experimental protocols, performance abides in the realm of the ñinterò ï the 

liminal (p. 30). In the context of his study of tribal cultures, Victor Turner (1982) refers to the 

luminal as ña free and experimental region of culture, a region where not only new elements but 

also new combinatory rules may be introducedò in a ludic (or free and playful) fashion (p. 30). 

Performance is not a fixed object of study, but a happening that ñtakes place in action, 

interaction, and relationò and demands an active witness to glean and engage with the knowledge 

that unfolds in the happening (Schechner, 2013, p. 30). Dwight Conquergood (2013) states:  

Performance studies brings this rare hybridity into the academy, a commingling of 

analytical and artistic ways of knowing that unsettles the institutional organization of 

knowledge and disciplines. The constitutive liminality of performance studies lies in its 

capacity to bridge segregated and differently valued knowledges, drawing together 

legitimated as well as subjugated modes of inquiry (pp. 151-152). 

 

Thus, the performance process operates means of playfully reimagining the narrative. 
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 I define ñreflexivityò as ñthe process of reflecting critically on the self as researcher.ò It is a ñcritical subjectivityò 

that entails ña conscious experiencing of the self as both inquirer and respondent, as teacher and learner, as the one 

coming to know the self within the process of research itselfò (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011, p. 124) 
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Schechner (2013) argues that all performances are ñrestored behaviorsò or ñtwice- 

behaved behaviorsò ï that is, they are re-hashings, rehearsals, repetitions of behavior that has 

already been practiced, expressed and/or executed in the past (p. 28). Though, it is humanly 

impossible to track the absolute ontological roots of any behavior, the act of exploring all 

behaviors ñasò performance helps scholars to unwrap, unearth, and understand the deeply rooted 

truths about ourselves and our world that often exceed the capacity of positivist inquiry.  

Performance Studies Scholar Diana Taylor (2016) notes, ñPlacing an event/image outside 

of its familiar context or frame can be, in itself, an act of interventionò and performance (p. 18). 

To this end, the Pipelines to Pathways project is a performance-centered intervention that 

depends upon reframing images and voices of those community members most affected by the 

criminalization and marginalization of Black youth. This performative reframing can publicly 

and personally rupture and resist the extant discursive frames that tend to essentialize, minimize, 

or otherwise trivialize their lived experiences. In pursuit of this endeavor, my collaborators and I 

have engaged the performance process as a means of procuring and presenting our creative 

expressions of self and society. To this end we privilege the creatively and performatively 

expressed perspectives of marginalized Black youth, their caregivers, and their community 

members as vital sources of valid expert knowledge on the subject.  

A performance-centered approach offers us the ability to simultaneously intervene in and 

examine the systemic racialized dehumanization and criminalization of Black youth in America. 

On one hand, the Pipelines to Pathways project employs performance as ñan episteme, a way of 

knowing, not simply an object of analysisò (Taylor, 2004, p. xvi). On the other, this project 

mobilizes performance as ñboth a method and a manifestation of ethics and advocacyò (Madison, 

2012, p. 14). Like Della Pollock (2005), I privilege performance as ñboth an analytic and a 
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practiceò that has the capacity to ñidentify systemic problemsò (like the School to Prison 

Pipeline) and ñintroduce alternative voicesò (like the opinions, positionalities and perspectives of 

Black youth) (p. 1).  

By engaging and magnifying these voices, performance is able to ñ[transmit] memories, 

[make] political claims, and [manifest] a groupôs sense of identityò (Taylor, 2003, p. xvii). This 

work is indeed personal and political. For, as performance studies scholar Dwight Conquergood 

(2013) so astutely observes, performance has the unique capacity ñto induce self-knowledge, 

self-awareness, plurality, reflexivity that makes it politicalò (p. 19). Through the Pipelines to 

Pathways project, we engage performance as a means of voicing our actual and aspirational 

understandings of self, struggles, and solutions. 

In addition to serving as a vehicle for naming and examining the selves and the systemic 

racialized dehumanization and criminalization of Black youth, performance also serves as what 

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett describes as a ñgenerator of theoryò (Zerbib, 2014). In other 

words, it guides my collaborators and me on a generative journey from naming and claiming our 

own identities and challenges toward the powerful act of theoretically and narratively framing 

those identities and challenges for ourselves and others. The end of all of this work is to establish 

a critical consciousness in all participants that drives us toward social transformation. 

The route to social transformation is through the transformation of the hearts and minds 

of performers and audience members. Ultimately, for us, performance serves us as a ñmeans of 

communication and as a subversive tactic to win hearts and minds in their efforts toward a more 

humane and democratic societyò (Madison, 2010, p. 1). My collaborators and I engage in a 

critical dialogic performance process as a means of building solidarity and a base for political 

activism among performers and audience members. In other words, through performance, we are 
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able to call each other and our audience members into the struggle for social transformation. At 

the same time, performance operates as a powerful ñubiquitous force in our social and discursive 

universeò that begins to transform the hearts, minds, and souls of its participants in its very doing 

(Madison, 2012, p. 166). My collaborators and I design and facilitate public performances for 

community members and leaders that ñ[create] a community of witnesses by and through 

performanceò that will call the witnesses to action toward antiracist solutions (Taylor, 2003, p. 

211). It is this embodied connection of diverse peoples in a performance space that translates to 

embodied action toward equity and justice beyond the performances and publications. 

As such, performance, as practiced through the Pipelines to Pathways project, wields the 

unique capacity to simultaneously generate a transformative trinity that Performance Studies 

Scholar Dwight Conquergood (2002) refers to as artistry (aesthetic work and experience), 

analysis (a rigorous approach to learning and developing knowledge), and activism (real world 

impact that changes the world for the better)
27

. Of course, activism implies some action beyond 

the publication of study results or the production of a play. The work of this research project is 

committed to actively seeking solutions to challenges that confront Black youth and their 

communities.  

The Pipelines to Pathways project is a performance-centered examination and 

exploration of diverse modes by which seeking, staging, and sharing our own unique stories can 

expand and enrich the stories of larger audiences, while advocating for, and moving toward, 

social equity. To clarify, I have sought to utilize a unique conceptualization of the term 

performance (and its adjective performative) here. In this work, I use the term performance to 

refer, at the most basic level, to embodied expression devised, dramatized, and staged or framed 
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 Conquergood (2002) often ties the concepts of artistry, analysis, and activism together with alliterative triads. His 

three Iôs are imagination, inquiry, and intervention. His triad of Côs is creativity, critique and citizenship. 
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for public witness (i.e. ñperformed,ò in the aesthetic sense). Performance Studies Scholar Renée 

Alexander Craftôs (2015) more constative definition of performance is appropriate here ï ña 

framed event, set aside in space and time, with its own script, costuming, props, and movement 

vocabularyò (p. 2). I also espouse Communication and Rhetorical Studies Scholar Kathleen 

Glenister Robertsô (2004) more functional definition of performance as that which ñhappens 

when someone draws upon their knowledge to make it into action, to transform tradition into 

communication so that it might be sharedò (p. 135).  

I use the term performative as a direct adjective of the noun performance (as explicated 

above), while acknowledging and playing with the richness and nuance that this word his 

historically performed in the context of communication and performance theory. Rather than 

merely an utterance that does something in the world, as J.L. Austin (1962) conceptualizes the 

word ñperformative,ò or as a means of expressing, reifying, and/or resisting normative social 

roles and expectations as Judith Butler (1993) conceptualizes it, I have built upon both of these 

understandings to construct a uniquely composite definition. I add to these conceptualizations of 

the performative a belief that performance is marked by embodied expression that indeed has the 

capacity to do things in the world by reflecting, engaging, and even resisting social norms. 

When I describe my approach as performative, I particularly mean that it employs 

Performance Studies Scholar Dwight Conquergoodôs commitment to the ñthree-tiered evolution 

of performanceò from mimesis, to poiesis, to kinesis (Conquergood, 1998; Madison, 2012, p 

188). My performative process begins with mimesis - a mimicking or reflection of lived 

experience through embodied expression based upon focused study and analysis. In turn, a 

deeply reflexive and critical application of mimesis tends toward poiesis - an aesthetic doing and 

a becoming that impacts both performer and audience members emotionally and intellectually, 
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charging them to critically contend with their own respective mindsets, standpoints and 

positionalities. This performative approach aims toward kinesis - real, embodied action within 

the performance space and beyond, that addresses the situation at hand and moves toward more 

equitable and inclusive social understandings and outcomes (Conqergood, 1998).  

My use of the term performative also bears the burden of Cultural Studies theorist Homi 

Bhabhaôs idealized conceptualization of a performative as that which describes ñaction that 

incessantly insinuates, interrupts, interrogates, and antagonizes powerful master discoursesò 

(Bhabha, 1994, p. 32). In this sense, the performative reframing and reclaiming narrative that 

Pipelines to Pathways accomplishes stands in the tradition of the transformative performance 

work created and performed by critical performance scholars and practitioners like Bertolt 

Brecht, Augusto Boal, June Jordan, Meade Palidofsky, Mitchell Capel
28

, and Mike Wiley
29

.  

My performance-centered work is strongly inspired by nationally acclaimed North 

Carolina actor, playwright, and educator Mike Wiley who conducts dialogic performances of 

ethnography and docudrama in classrooms, theaters, and other public forums around the nation. 

Having participated with Wileyôs work both as a performer and an audience member, I can say 

that I emulate his efforts to performatively turn ñaudience members into students who learn that 

they indeed belong in the struggle for truth, human justice, and the reconciliation of this nationôs 

sordid past and unsettled presentò (Kelly, 2019 p. 302). This project focuses this intent upon the 

School to Prison Pipeline and the forces of racialized dehumanization criminalization that feed 

on what Cultural Theorist Stuart Hall (2002) would call its roots and forge its routes. 
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 Though not cited in the References section of this document, Mitchell ñGrandaddy Junebugò Capel has been my 

mentor and model in the tradition of African and African American storytelling since we met in 2003. 

 
29

 For a comprehensive examination of Mike Wileyôs work in critical performance, documentary theater, and 

performed autoethnography see S. Kellyôs article, ñMike Wiley: A Multi-faceted Artist on a Mission for Social 

Change, published in The Routledge Companion to African American Theatre and Performance (2019). 
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The Pipelines to Pathways project seeks to articulate and analyze the communicative 

processes by which co-learners, performers, and audience members engage in deeper dialogic 

critical understandings of ourselves and others, and the racialized society within which we live. It 

evinces Bellôs (2010) argument that ñthe arts play an important role in building a community 

where risks can be taken and shared, and new norms established for acting against racismò (p. 

110). Grounded in what Dwight Conquergood (2013) refers to as ñdialogic performanceò which 

is based upon a ñperformative stanceò fueled by ñenergy, imagination, and courage,ò this work 

ñstruggles to bring together different voices, world views, value systems, and beliefs so that they 

can have a conversation with one anotherò (p. 75, 77). Like Conquergood, I propose that dialogic 

performance is ñthe means as much as the end of honest intercultural understandingò (p. 77). By 

performatively reframing who we are, we are able to claim whom we can be, thereby 

reconstructing a more equitable present and hopeful future for ourselves (Ladson-Billings, 1998).  

My use of the term dialogic is also based upon David Bohmôs (1994) definition of 

dialogue as an open, empathetic, collective, coherent, iterative, and reflexive sharing of unique 

perspectives, ideas, and ideals between participants that comprises a ñstream of meaning flowing 

among and through us and between usò (p. 7). The kind of dialogue that Pipelines to Pathways 

pursues is what Lisa Schirch and David Campt (2007) conceptualize in their work on ñdialogue 

for difficult subjectsò as an open and continuous mutual learning process that ñaims to build 

relationships between people as they address a common concernò (p. 6). It is through the 

episteme of critical dialogic performance and performance-making that I seek to facilitate 

intrapersonal and interpersonal dialogue that can reframe and reclaim a positive, dignified, and 

agential sense of self for, and with, Black youth, their caregivers and their larger communities. 
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This project presents public and small group performance as a means to express, 

examine, and empower the perspectives and lived experiences of Black youth and their 

caregivers. It also seeks to augment the existing body of research on the subject of Black youth 

dehumanization and criminalization with creative and embodied expressions of those 

perspectives and experiences. Through the performance process, I examine and explore the 

potentially generative relationship between Eric King Watts (2001) and bell hooksô (2015) 

respective conceptualizations of voice, as well as Madisonôs (2010) notion of response-ability (as 

derived from Kelley Oliverôs 2001 conceptualization of ethical, loving witness). 

 I utilize bell hooksô (2015) term ñcoming to voiceò as a means of capturing the process 

by which Black youth and their caregivers search out, confront, and choose to share their own 

perspectives and positionalities in personal and public spheres. hooks (2015) articulates this 

process as such: 

Moving from silence into speech is for the oppressed, the colonized, the exploited, and 

those who stand and struggle side by side a gesture of defiance that heals, that makes new 

life and new growth possible. It is that act of speech, of ótalking back,ô that is no mere 

gesture of empty words, which is the expression of our movement from object to subject- 

the liberated voice (p. 9). 

 

Thus, I use the term coming to voice as a means of naming the process by which Black youth 

and their caregivers intentionally engage in the act self-production that empowers us to 

personally claim and narratively frame our positive, dignified, agential selves. Ultimately, I 

argue that our voices can serve as an effective vehicle of internal and external resistance against 

our dehumanization and criminalization. For, voice has the power to push against the School to 

Prison Pipelineôs pulls and to pull against its pushes. 

I understand this ñvoiceò to be an emergent phenomenon that Eric K. Watts (2012) 

defines as the ñsound of affect... the most essential quality of being humanò (p. 16). Voice cannot 
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exist without a witness who is willing to hear. In other words, in order for voice to exist there 

must exist some other with the power to endow voice to the utterer by their very attention to the 

utterance. Thus, Watts (2001) posits a notion of voice ñthat is constitutive of the public 

acknowledgement of the ethical and emotional dimensions of public discourseò (p. 179). He 

argues that ñôvoiceô is the enunciation and the acknowledgement of the obligations and anxieties 

of living in community with othersò (p. 180). D. Soyini Madison (2018) defines voice as ñthe 

embodiment of a material self, a full presence that is in and of a particular worldò (p. xxi). These 

notions of voice have simultaneously ethical and material implications for the 

performing/expressing/voicing subject and her witness(es).  

Coming to Voice through Performance 

 

This process of performance-making-and-presenting seeks to empower subaltern 

storytellers to ñcome to voice,ò in the words of bell hooks (2015). She explains how the process 

of publicly voicing her own personal reflections and experiences facilitated a ñcoming together 

of the idea, the theory, and the shared personal experience that was the moment when the 

abstract became concrete, tangible, something people could hold and carry away with themò (p. 

3). It is through this powerful process of publicly ñtalking backò that ñthe oppressed work to 

expose the false reality ï to reclaim and recover ourselvesò (p. 3). She argues that for people 

from marginalized groups coming to voice ñis not solely an expression of creative power; it is an 

act of resistance, a political gesture that challenges politics of domination that would render us 

nameless and voicelessò (p. 8). Thus, the act of coming to voice is all at once expressive, 

libratory, and resistant. 

This coming to voice is a public declaration of our positive, dignified, agential selves that 

is every personôs birthright. By boldly expressing themselves the positive, dignified, agential 
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selves of each performer reveal the invaluably informative and potentially transformative 

knowledge and perspective that already exist in their body and mind. Publically sharing our 

voices allows us to engage what bell hooks (2015) calls:  

The struggle to end domination, the individual struggle to resist colonization, to move 

from object to subject, is expressed in the effort to establish the liberatory voice- that way 

of speaking that is no longer determined by oneôs status as object ï as oppressed being. 

That way of speaking is characterized by opposition, by resistance. It demands that 

paradigms shift- that we learn to talk ï to listen ï to hear in a new way (p. 15). 

 

My research examines how the performance-making-and-presenting process facilitates the 

lifting, voicing, listening to, and analysis of these knowledges and perspectives, while 

empowering the performer and audience members to more critically and effectively address the 

root issues at hand.  

Response-Ability and Responsibility through Witnessing 

 

Madison (2010, 2012) argues that the public performance and witnessing of voice 

facilitates a sense of response-ability among the participants ï that is a reflexive moment 

wherein participants consciously acknowledge and engage their moral obligation and ability to 

respond to the new understanding that they have gained about themselves and others from the 

performance. The witnessed and the witness own their ñobligation not only to respond but also to 

respond in a way that opens up rather than closes off the possibility of response by othersò 

(Oliver, 2001, p. 18). Madison (2010) observes: ñStage performance becomes a dynamic space 

where response-ability, advocacy, and ethics are heightened and ultimately culminate. The 

fieldwork data travels to the public stage with the hope that the performance will invoke a 

response (ability) among a group of spectatorsò (p. 12). To this end the Pipelines to Pathways 

project creates performances in small workshop settings and stages them in larger public settings 

with the goal of evoking voice and response-ability among all participants. The result is public 



 
 

 

 

38 

performance that expresses our voices, facilitates response-ability, and calls participants to wield 

a collective responsibility toward antiracism. 

I have found that voice and response-ability are always dynamically at play with and 

within the participants of the Pipelines to Pathways project. They operate as a continuously 

generative dialectic when I (a Black artist, scholar, teacher and parent of Black youth) work with 

marginalized Black youth to express our lived experiences - as I do in The My Life Matters PAR 

project. I find myself reaching new understandings and modalities of my own sense of voice and 

response-ability while I challenge and empower the students to grapple with theirs.  

Activating Voice, Response-Ability, and Responsibility through the Performance Process 

 

These experiences have inspired me to write and perform The Talk - a one-person 

performed autoethnography piece that grapples with the pressures and burdens that the 

caregivers of Black youth experience as we endeavor to raise our children to survive and thrive 

in a racialized America. The Talk, combines elements of autobiography, poetry, oral history, 

theatrical dramatization, mediated audio/visual material, and performed autoethnography to 

analyze the current state of racial affairs in the U.S., and how these affairs collide, penetrate, 

intercept, and sometimes coalesce with the process of identity formation and transfer for Black 

youth. All the while, I invite audience members to struggle with me to answer one crucial 

question: ñHow do you explain to a seven-year-old his all-encompassing Blackness?ò  

Ultimately, all of the performances produced by the Pipelines to Pathways project seek to 

humanize unique aspects of Black American experience. They also seek to challenge audience 

members and performers to confront the tensions that perpetuate existing racial hierarchies, 

inequities, and miscommunications. Through these routes, performance emerges as a powerful 

way of calling in performers and audience members to engage their voices and response-abilities 
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in the service of antiracism. The hope is that performance can empower the darker brothers and 

sisters of this land - whose ancestors were uprooted from their African homes - to extend new 

roots into the fertile soil of Americaôs imaginary, reclaiming and reframing a positive, dignified, 

and agential sense of self for, and with their peers, caregivers, and communities. 

The Pipelines to Pathways project stands in the tradition of the transformative 

performance work created and performed by performance scholars like Bertolt Brecht and 

Augusto Boal. Brechtôs (1957) epic theatre refers to public performance that incites critical 

consciousness by ñteach[ing] the spectator a quite definite practical attitude, aimed toward 

changing the worldò that begins with placing the spectator into a more active and critical role 

than is typical of Western theater (p. 57). Brechtôs epic theatre engages the spectator in a manner 

that challenges and invites her to response-ability. Brecht used screens and projected titles 

accompanied by ñepicò acting in order to confront the spectator with real life representations of 

the bourgeois reality in which they lived
30

. It portends a change in the concept of the orthodox 

dramatist theatre that this epic theatre should enact through a process of literarization ï that is 

the clear display and articulation of existing social conditions in such a manner that spectators 

are called to critical consciousness, and motivated to act toward social change that will take place 

beyond the theatre, and in other social institutions.  

While Brecht insists upon engaging audiences through modes of performance that incite 

critical consciousness, Boalôs Poetics of the Oppressed (or Theatre of the Oppressed) approach 

to socially transformative theater calls the performer and audience to immediate dialogue and 

                                                 
30

 Brechtôs essay ñThe Literarization of the Theatreò in Brecht on Theatre, articulates the tactics that he employed to 

achieve an ñepicò ñliterarization through performance. The Threepenny Opera
[1]

 (Die Dreigroschenoper) is a 

"play with music" by Bertolt Brecht, adapted from German dramatist Elisabeth Hauptmann's translation of John 

Gay's 18th-century English ballad opera, The Beggar's Opera, with music by Kurt Weill and insertion 

ballads by François Villon and Rudyard Kipling. The work offers a Socialist critique of the capitalist world. It 

opened on 31 August 1928 at Berlin's Theater in Schiffbauerdamm. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Threepenny_Opera#cite_note-1
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action within the performance space - ñall must be protagonists in the necessary transformations 

of society [to] arrive at the poetics of the oppressed, the conquest of the means of theatrical 

productionò (p. x). In this way Boal expands Brechtôs notion of performance as a tool and 

expression for social change by expanding the field of players and broadening the space in which 

those players act and interact (Cohen-Cruz, 2010). This expansion and sometimes coalescence of 

the roles of performer/actor and witness/spectator creates a particularly dynamic and fertile 

possibility for critical dialogue and interaction. 

Boalôs approach to space is also unconventional, expansive and liberating. Theater 

scholar Peter Book (1996) uses the term empty space to reconceptualize the way that we 

understand theater itself. Brook argues that, beyond a structure or framed area where aesthetic 

performances are assigned to take place, a theater space itself is really "any space in which 

theatre takes place" (p. 9). He argues that any empty space becomes a theater when it is entered, 

or engaged by a person who is being watched. For, it is the unassuming, yet acutely self 

conscious, embodiment of theatrical performance that renders it powerfully engaging and alive. 

According to Brook, in this fluid liminal space, we call a ñstage,ò ñthe vehicle of drama is flesh 

and blood and here completely different laws are at workò (p. 17). Boal (1995) calls this space 

the ñtherapeutic stageò and the performances that occur there as ñrehearsal for revolution.ò This 

is the space necessary for the facilitation of the kind of transformative and unifying dialogue that 

David Bohm (1990) calls for. He says that this dialogue ideally happens in "empty place, where 

we can let anything be talked about" free from the fetters of oppression and hierarchy (p. 49).  

Boal (1995) argues that performance can turn this space into transformative space when 

we conceptualize it as bi-dimensional. The affective dimension and the oneiric dimension. He 

argues that in the mind of the spect-actor (a combination of spectator and actor that is the result 
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of melding the two roles via dialogue and interaction between performers and audience members 

during the performance) memory and imagination play powerful roles. The affective dimension 

of theatrical performance empowers the performer to invest their emotions and memories into 

the characters and storyline being played out. The oneiric dimension empowers the spect-actor to 

commit to the ñas ifò and the ñwhat ifò all at once. In this dimension ñthe dreamer does not 

observe; here she penetrates into her own projection, she passes through the looking-glass; 

everything merges and mixes together, anything is possibleò (p. 22). By activating both 

dimensions, Boal argues that Theatre of the Oppressed ñis a mirror which can penetrate to 

modify our image!ò (p. 29). Performance Studies Scholar Jan Cohen-Cruz (2010) declares that 

ñBoalôs premise for activating the specta(c)tor represents a meeting of politics and aesthetics: 

people with the least amount of power, joined together, may find solutions that one could neither 

imagine nor, in most cases, carry out aloneò (p. 62). A performance-centered approach that 

honors and activates this dichotomous approach to space can help us to conceptualize the 

reclaiming and reframing of memories and imagined possibilities all at once. 

As a practice, embodied performance has the potential to empower performers to express 

their own knowledge while honoring what communication scholar John Durham Peters (1999) 

refers to as the ñholinessò of embodied presence in the communication process. By performing 

live embodied public presentations of personal and collective narratives that examine the trauma 

and triumphs experienced by the marginalized, the practice of embodied performance invites 

audience members and performers to experience Boalôs therapeutic stage together. This is a 

social space generated by the acts of live performance and performance witnessing where 

performers and audience members are all encouraged to imagine new possibilities together.  
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This critical performance-centered approach may produce "reflective, invited, practical 

knowledge that helps people to name, and consequently, to change their world" (Conrad et al., 

2015, p. 26). I argue that matching the embodied performances of lived experiences and 

perspectives with public audiences generates ñtherapeutic stageò experiences that facilitate a 

critical self-production for performers and audience members. This critical self-production can 

lead to critical consciousness, conversations, and courses of action that counter the forces of 

marginalization and oppression. 

Creative, public, embodied performance has the unique capacity to recognize and name 

the sundry seemingly divergent or incongruous elements at play in oppression, and to allow them 

to converse and coalesce in the bodies of the performers (if only for a moment). In The Art of 

Interpretation Wallace Bacon (1947) uses the term tensiveness to refer to the process by which 

oppositional forces ñmove rhythmically between contrary pullsò both within the performer, 

within the text that the performer is to interpret, and between the performer and the text (p. 41). 

Conceptually, this tensiveness can be extended to the space between the performer and the 

witness (cf. Boalôs ñspect-actorò). Bacon argues that ñthese oppositions create awareness in us if 

we attend to them without distractionò (p. 42). He states that the performance (or live embodied 

interpretation) of poetry requires that the performer find òcongruenceò between the multiple 

internal and external tensions that comprise the tensiveness at hand in seeking to find and 

express the meaning of the text for an audience. This congruence, when achieved is referred to as 

coalescence - a state of shared essence where, through the process and act of making and doing 

embodied performance the text, performer, and their respective tensions are mutually embodied. 

In this way, embodied performance empowers the performer to express, examine, and interpret 

the excess that is presented by tensiveness. Thus, a performative approach presents new 
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possibilities for analyzing and addressing both the pushes and the pulls of the School to Prison 

Pipeline. 

Clinical psychologist, Dr. Burnett-Zeigler (2019) recently noted the grossly 

disproportionate rates of suicide between Black and White male youth in the U.S. She suspects 

that ñBlack youths too often receive the messages that their lives are not valued and that they are 

less deserving of support, nurturing and protection than their peers of other backgrounds. 

Compared with white kids, they receive more detentions, suspensions and expulsions in school, 

have higher rates of arrests and incarceration, and fewer options for high-quality education and 

stable employment.ò She argues, ñMany black youths are often fighting for their lives in a 

system actively working against them, which can be exhausting and feel like a pointless, uphill 

battle.ò Burnett-Zeigler (2019) observes that, perhaps the most important way to address the 

increasing rates of Black youth suicide is ñto encourage young people to express negative 

thoughts and emotions without shame or fear of judgment.ò Self-expression to an affirming, 

loving witness is a crucial part of the pathway to healthy self-production. 

The cornerstone for any intervention aimed at motivating people to activate their agency 

toward personal and structural transformation ï thus reclaiming their own right to self-

production - is self-efficacy. As such, I view self-efficacy as the cornerstone of agency. Having 

emerged as a popular term among social cognitive theorists like Albert Bandura in the 1990ôs, 

self-efficacy is defined as oneôs faith that their intentional pursuit of specific endeavors can and 

will succeed. Self-efficacy has been positively correlated with healthy life choices, academic 

success, goal attainment, and negatively correlated with depression, anxiety, and delinquency 

among adolescents and children (Bandura, 2004; Carroll et al., 2009; Jonson-Reid, et al., 2005; 

Muris, 2001, 2002; Nebbitt, 2009; Primack & Primack, 200). Self-efficacy has emerged in the 
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fields of cognitive social behavior as the fulcrum for self-production which can lead to individual 

and structural change.  

Research has shown that telling our stories publicly can generate a powerful sense of 

positive self-concept, self-efficacy, and self-actualization, especially among marginalized youth 

(Cohen & Palidofsky, 2016; Conrad, 2013; Conrad et al, 2015; Madison, 2010; Palidofsky & 

Stolbach, 2012). Witnessing someoneôs story has the potential to make us pause to 

compassionately consider their point of view. Thus, storytelling and witnessing emerge as 

powerful modes of dialoguing with, and loving, others. 

Overview of Methodology 

[T]he object of dialogic action is to make it possible for the oppressed [é] to opt to 

transform an unjust reality (Freire, 1970, p. 174).  

 

The Pipelines to Pathways project examines the performative, pedagogical, and 

communicative processes that rise to play in the contexts of my collaboration with a youth-

intervention organization, marginalized Black youth, performance artists, peers, parents, my 

progeny, and diverse publics. Through the performance process, we have expressed, embodied, 

and examined the personal and collective
31

 stories that have grown from our perspectives on, and 

experiences with, Americaôs chronic dehumanization and criminalization of Black youth. I 

examine the extent to which this process creates spaces where the positionalities and 

perspectives of Black youth and their caregivers can be examined, voiced, affirmed, and 

witnessed. I mark how this process generates intentional practices for Black youth and their 

community members that allow us to examine, voice, and reframe our persons, perspectives, and 
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 Critical pedagogy scholar and youth intervention professional Shawn Ginwright (2010) uses terms like collective 

trauma, collective healing, and collective hope to articulate the means by which whole communities and people 

groups can be oppressed or liberated through and against their collective experiences of oppression, resistance, 

liberation (or the possibilities there of). I use ñcollective storiesò or ñcollective narrativesò to articulate those stories 

that are generated from and through certain collective experiences of dehumanization and criminalization. 
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positionalities. I also analyze the capacity that this process has to empower its participants to 

reclaim the inherent dignity and agency of Black youth. In my execution of the process, analysis 

of the data, and articulation of our findings, I apply a form of performance-centered poetic 

inquiry. This performative poetic inquiry has facilitated a more textured, nuanced, enlivened 

portrayal and understanding of Black youth identities and how they are/can be performatively 

framed/reframed and claimed/reclaimed as positive, dignified, and agential. 

Performative Poetic Inquiry 

 

I am using Sandra Faulknerôs (2017) definition of poetic inquiry as ñthe use of poetry 

crafted from research endeavors, either before a project analysis, as a project analysis, and/or 

poetry that is part of or that constitutes an entire research projectò (p. 210). If performance has 

the capacity to engage, handle, and process the excesses that we encounter in research; poetic 

inquiry lends the researcher an added capacity to ñmeld the scientific and the emotive, 

understand and comment on [lived experiences], and to embrace uncertaintyò (Faulkner, 2020, p. 

14). Take, for example, the performed oral history work of Anna Deavere Smith. She observes 

that people speak in ñorganic poemsò (Smith, 2005). To capture the essence of her interlocutors 

and to step into the poetry of their lives, she practices poetic transcription of their recorded 

interviews. In other words, the Pipelines to Pathways project positions a performance-centered 

approach to poetry ñas/in/forò scholarly inquiry and critical analysis (Faulkner, 2017, p. 210). In 

addition to poetic transcription, this project also presents the poetry produced by collaborators 

and found in literature as expert accounts and data for analysis. 
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The data collected is based upon co-performative witnessing
32

 surveys, a performative 

repertoire (including poetry, scripts, and photographs produced by, and with, my collaborators) 

and observations from live performances, focus groups (workshops), personal memories, 

surveys, and post-performance talk-backs
33

. I practiced direct and poetic transcription of focus 

group sessions, post-performance talk-backs, and field notes. You will find excerpts from both 

throughout this dissertation. 

To this data, I apply a theoretical framework based upon critical race theory, performance 

theory, and the communication theory of identity. I evaluate the intellectual and aesthetic routes 

through which this performative poetic inquiry addresses my research questions using Sandra 

Faulknerôs (2016) Ars Poetica. To address the challenges presented by the patently aesthetic, 

profoundly evocative, and oftentimes playful process of poetry writing, Faulkner (2009) 

proposes that practitioners of poetic inquiry measure the impact, relevance, and efficacy of their 

praxis using her ars poetica approach. Ars Poetica presents a rubric of poetic criteria based upon 

elements of artistic concentration, embodied experience, discovery/surprise, conditionality, 

narrative truth, and transformation. Ultimately, I developed a praxis of performative poetic 

inquiry that examines the capacity of the performance process to lift our stories, create spaces for 

sharing and witnessing our stories, generate intentional practices for performance-centered 

critical analysis of our stories, and empower us to mobilize these stories toward antiracist 
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 Dwight Conquergood (2013) uses this term to expand on anthropologist Victor Turnerôs call to critical 

ethnographers to perceive and place themselves as ñco-performersò in the research field. He notes, ñThe power 

dynamic of the research situation changes when the ethnographer moves from the gaze of the distanced and the 

detached observer to the intimate involvement and engagement of ócoactivityô or co-performance with his 

historically situated, named, óunique individualsô (p. 93). Co-performative witnessing is a reflexive witnessing of 

self and other from within a mutually shared experience of meaning making and performance. 

 
33

 The post-performance talk-back is a common feature of contemporary theater where performers return to the stage 

after the performance to field questions and appraisals from the audience. From my experience, the talk-back 

generally functions as a dialogic extension of the applause and usually focuses on the aesthetic elements of the 

performance. 
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attitudes and actions. In this way, poetry and performance merge and emerge as interwoven 

epistemes. 

Critical Performance and Performed Ethnography 

 

This project also weaves the practice of critical ethnography into the poetry and 

performance that it generates. When I refer to ethnography, I mean the practice whereby scholars 

experience first-hand the ñlives and stories of real peopleò and communities, then analytically 

and reflexively record those experiences and observations for the purpose of later sharing those 

lives and stories with larger audiences (Madison, 2010, p. 4). In this way, ethnography functions 

as both ña method of social science researchò and ña genre of social science textò (Conquergood, 

1991, p. 179). As Education Scholar Dr. George J. Sefa Dei (2007) and his team learned from 

their research with Black students in Canada, I have found that ñethnographic research gives a 

stronger voice to the collective struggles of our subjects, and brings to the fore the intersections 

of many complex issuesò such as racism, sexism, poverty, and the complicated dynamics of 

intergenerational, interracial, and intercultural communication (p. 33).  

This project also includes the practice of what D. Soyini Madison (2012) calls critical 

ethnography - that which ñenunciate[s] and clarif[ies] the obscurities of injustices and then [é] 

thoughtfully offer[s] just alternativeséò (p. 109). She champions a critical ethnography that not 

only seeks to improve the conditions of the subjects being studied, but also seeks to unearth and 

lift what Lee Ann Bell (2010) refers to as concealed stories. These are the stories that, when told, 

counter and uncover the invisible operations of power and control that bolster and embolden 

existing hegemonic structures.  

This project applies critical ethnography to the performance process; thus transforming it 

to critical performance ethnography. This performance-centered method of ethnography may 
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include the experiencing, exploring, and explicating of existing cultural performances like poetry 

workshops, theatrical performances, festivals, rituals, etc. (ethnography of performance) 

(Conquergood, 1989, 1991, 2002, 2013; Alexander Craft, 2015). Conquergood (1989) observes 

that performance ethnographers ñ[take] performance as both the subject and method of their 

researchò (p. 82). What we write, say, and do performatively, forms a repertoire of cultural 

performances that are replete with rich insights into our own experiences, perspectives, and 

positionalities. These insights help us to critically examine and express our identities and the 

structures, systems, and situations that push, pull, and threaten them. I apply critical performance 

ethnography as a tool to glean these insights and to leverage them toward antiracist action and 

attitudes. 

In the Ravon Jordan My Life Matters Project performance and book (APPENDIX B), for 

example, my collaborators and I use live performance, poetry, storytelling, and photography to 

examine the exogenic and endogenic forces that threaten our sense of self. We also examine how 

these forces form and inform our struggles and that pave pathways to our solutions. In turn, I 

critically examine the performative, pedagogical, and communicative elements at play in this 

performance-centered process. I practice performance ethnography (informed by critical race 

theory, the communication theory of identity, and theories of performance) to track how this 

process creates spaces for coming to voice and response-ability for Black youth; how it generates 

intentional practices for Black youth and their community members to examine, express, and 

reframe their lived experiences; and how it empowers its participants to reclaim the inherent 

positivity, dignity, and agency of Black youth.  

In contrast, I also use D. Soyini Madisonôs (2018) definition of performed ethnography: 

ñwhen performances in the field or performance ethnography is adapted for the stage or 
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communicated through modes of performance it becomes performed ethnographyò (p. xvii). The 

script that the My Life Matters collaborators and I wrote for the play Our óVille (APPENDIX A) 

is an example of this. We compiled our poetry, the insights we gained through workshops and 

focus groups, and our own memories of lived experiences to draft a full-length play that we 

intended to perform for larger communities. Our intent was to share this performed ethnography 

of our lives in Our óVille as a means of publicly presenting our antiracist analysis of the impacts 

that violence (especially racialized, gendered, and internalized violence) has had on our lives.  

The Pipelines to Pathways project also includes an element of performed 

autoethnography. I use Tami Spryôs (2011) definition of autoethnography as ña critical reflection 

upon oneôs experiences within specific social/cultural/political locationsò (pp. 130, 131). Thus, 

performed autoethnography is a methodology for reflexively processing and expressing 

autobiographical research analysis through the acts of demonstrating, dialoguing about, and 

developing performances of self-expression. I accomplish this through the performed 

autoethnographical work entitled The Talk. I have performed The Talk for thousands of audience 

members as an effort to publicly dramatize and embody my own experiences, perspectives, and 

positionalities with regard to the dehumanization and criminalization of Black youth. 

Ultimately the Pipelines to Pathways project has produced critical performance 

ethnography, performed ethnography, and performed autoethnography during a three year 

process. Through this project, we have discovered and created performative spaces in which 

marginalized Black youth and their caregivers can share, analyze, and mobilize (toward change) 

organic expressions of our lived experiences. Within these spaces, we have generated and 

enacted intentional performance-centered practices that have facilitated the creation and public 

presentation of diverse modalities of cultural performance like theater, spoken word, music, rap, 
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written poetry, and photography. These practices have empowered us to mobilize the 

performance process as a route toward reclaiming the inherent dignity and agency of Black 

youth. 

Participatory Action Research 

 

Through a PAR model, which includes a ñprotocol where both participant and researcher 

(share) lived experiences and standpoints en route to a shared praxis,ò and a ñcontinuous process 

of dialogic practice and reflectionò (Parker, Oceguera, Sanchez, 2011, p. 226), this project works 

with a group of marginalized Black youth in an urban community to explore and develop a 

praxis of performance-centered story building and storytelling. Hereafter referred to as YPAR, 

youth PAR treats marginalized youths and their participating community members as 

collaborators, rather than subjects, whose interests, concerns, and insights drive the direction and 

outcomes of the research toward activism. Michelle Fine (1994) declares that ña move to 

activism occurs when research fractures the very ideologies that justify power inequitiesò (p. 24).  

With the direct input of youth participants and their community members, this project 

mobilizes performance to create spaces wherein our voices are witnessed, paradigms are shifted, 

and perspectives are transformed. Through the YPAR approach, we collaborate to generate 

intentional practices that help us to examine, express, and reframe our lived experiences as local 

experts. Finally, the YPAR approach empowers individual and collective action that generates 

cross-cultural/racial/generational connections are advocates for the welfare of Black youth. 

Critical Pedagogy 

 

I define critical pedagogy as that praxis of pedagogy designed to develop in students and 

teachers a sense of mutual respect and critical consciousness about the diverse forms of social 

oppression that they experience, while motivating them toward struggle against that oppression. 
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Paulo Freire is often referred to as the father of critical pedagogy, a school of thought which 

Henry Giroux (2010) describes as ña way of thinking beyond the seemingly natural or inevitable 

state of things, about challenging ócommon sense.ôéa mode of interventionò (p. 1). Such 

intervention centers on the practice of continual dialogue, which Freire (1970) privileges as ñan 

indispensable component of both learning and knowingò (p. 17). Freireôs approach 

acknowledges an oppressive societyôs education system as one vestige of a larger oppressive 

system that may be transformed by the liberation of the oppressed subjects within the system.  

Based upon Freireôs model of the Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Augusto Boalôs (1992) 

Theatre of the Oppressed model takes on this transformative approach to pedagogy while 

privileging ñtheatre as languageò by which this transformation is articulated (p. 10). My 

approach incorporates the methodology of both scholars. Pipelines to Pathways is Freirean, in 

that it is centered on generating and facilitating critical dialogue with, by, and for Black youth 

around the issues that threaten their lives, agency, and dignity. I apply Boalôs approach to 

performance-centered critical pedagogy by facilitating theatrical activities that challenge and 

empower students (collaborators) and teacher (primary investigator) to honor our bodies and 

embodied interaction as means of teaching, learning, and transforming self and society. 

Limitations 

 

The My Life Matters component of this project was constantly challenged by sporadic 

attendance and scheduling conflicts. These challenges were generally based upon limitations in 

transportation, time, energy, and other resources that tend to be delimited by poverty, trauma, 

fatigue, varying levels of emotional maturity, and other mitigating factors. This made it difficult, 

and, at times, impossible to work consistently with the same students or collaborators for the 

duration of the project or to adhere to strictly established research protocols. For example, my 
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collaborators and I designed the project to engage all participating youth with at least one 

workshop lasting 60 to 120 minutes each week, and the Photovoice model requires at least six 

consistent sessions of photography demonstration and analysis. These protocols demand 

consistent attendance, which was rarely possible for our participants. You will find that, due to 

these circumstances, my execution and reporting of these protocols, their corresponding data and 

results are necessarily fluid, flexible, and, at times fragmented. 

Also, FAFôs mission is to modify the behavior of marginalized youth by focusing on the 

endogenic forces that pull youth into the School to Prison Pipeline. Thus, my examination of the 

exogenic forces that push youth toward the School to Prison Pipeline may, at times, conflict with 

this approach. For example, my discussion of structural causes and systemic implications of the 

School to Prison Pipeline did not receive as much support from the FAF staff as my discussions 

of positive life choices, accountability, and resilience. At times, it appeared that my more 

comprehensive approach to the pushes and pulls of the School to Prison Pipeline countered, or 

complicated, the standard FAF approach. Furthermore, as I gathered data via surveys and focus 

group (workshop) observations, I had to reckon with the extent to which these practices might 

reify notions of intellectual hierarchy, normalization, and commodification of collaborators. 

Furthermore, I noticed a positive attribution bias in surveys. Survey respondants had just 

experienced the emotional high of performance and their survey responses often read as an 

extension of the applause. As a result survey responses very rarely included critical or negative 

reactions that could have sharpened the efficacy and ethical acumen of this project. 

Performances were limited to the venues and host agencies that exhibited the capacity 

and unique desire for them. This generally included agencies and initiatives interested in racial 

equity and youth empowerment. Audiences consisted, by and large, of those community 
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members who were interested in these particular performances, performers, and/or the issues 

they address. We have had limited access to audiences that are resistant to critical conversations 

around racial equity and youth empowerment.  

With regard to the performance and performed ethnography produced by this project, my 

focus is on the impact that the performances have on audience members of all demographic 

specifications. I measured this with post-performance surveys and talk-back sessions. Audience 

members may opt to indicate their age, race, and nationality on the survey. However, because the 

survey and these data are optional, I have not placed primacy on the demographics of audience 

members in my analysis. Also, due to IRB restrictions, I was only able to survey adults. Some 

minors did participate anonymously in post-performance talk-back sessions. One minor emailed 

me after a performance. Thus, I was only able to capture the perspectives and thoughts of minor 

audience members if they participate in the post-show talk-backs or contacted me directly. 

Scope and Delimitations 

 

The research and performance work for this project was conducted over the course of 

three years, from 2016 to 2019. The PAR component of this project was named the My Life 

Matters project by my collaborators and me. My Life Matters includes qualitative data and a 

performance repertoire generated from three consecutive summers in the field at Fayetteville 

Urban Ministryôs Find-A-Friend youth programôs six-week Summer Achievement Camp in 

Fayetteville, North Carolina. During these summers (2016-2018), I served as a volunteer artist in 

residence, conducing self-expression workshops that simultaneously functioned as focus groups 

where 75 youth between the ages of eight and 18 joined me in exploring and expressing our 

understandings of self and society through public performances and collaboratively writing a 

book of poetry and a theatrical script. While, I worked with several children between the ages of 
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eight and 11, for this project, I focused on adolescent (ages 12 to 18) participants only. I 

analyzed qualitative data generated by self-expression workshops, performances, post-

performance surveys, and co-performative witnessing with 35 adolescent participants. I was also 

able to develop methods of performance-centered critical pedagogy in practice while conducting 

self-expression workshops, Photovoice
34

 sessions, rehearsals, and public performances with the 

My Life Matters team. Together, we produced two works of performance ethnography, including 

one live performance and a poetry book entitled The Ravon Jordan My Life Matters Project 

(APPENDIX B), which includes the poetry that we wrote over the course of three summers and 

the photographs that we produced through the Photovoice process in 2017. This book is a spiral 

bound document that we distributed to collaborators and to local community members We also 

produced a work of performed ethnography in the form of a script for a full-length drama called 

Our óVille that we drafted and rehearsed in 2017. 

The performed autoethnography portion of the Pipelines to Pathways project is based 

upon approximately two years of developing and enacting an autobiographical theatrical piece 

entitled The Talk. The Talk is an 80-minute one-person performance that brings to the public 

stage a combination of my research around the dehumanization and criminalization of Black 

youth and my personal experiences as a parent, teacher, and mentor of Black youth. This 

performance piece includes original autobiographical prose and poetry as well as oral histories 

and texts from historical archives and literature. It also incorporates curate photography and 

music. I conducted 23 performances and post-performance talk-backs between March 2018 and 

February 2019 in Fayetteville, Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill, North Carolina, which 

                                                 
34

 The PAR method of Photovoice (also known as ñPhoto Novellaò) is a qualitative research method by which 

participants express their observations through critical analysis fused with original photography. (Castleden, Garvin, 

&Huu-ay-aht First Nation, 2008, Wang & Burris, 1994).  
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generated over 400 post-performance surveys. I conducted a critical performance ethnographic 

analysis of the process, performance, public discourse, and survey feedback. 

While my collaborators and I have implemented a theoretically layered approach in the 

Pipelines to Pathways project, we have centered our focus on the play between critical race 

theory, theories of performance, and theories of communication. This project does not attempt to 

establish, or expound, expert knowledge on the psychological or emotional impacts or 

implications of identity formation for Black youth. The insights that my collaborators and I 

gained about ourselves, our struggles, and solutions to the forces that threaten our sense of 

positivity, dignity, and agency may be helpful for theorists in the fields of pedagogy, psychology, 

or psychiatry, but they are not clinically conclusive or therapeutic. 

This project does propose some effective performance-centered approaches to pedagogy, 

interpersonal communication, and public dialogue. However, it does not offer a comprehensive 

method of performance-centered pedagogy, community building, counseling, or therapy, such as 

is evident in more comprehensive methods like the Theatre of the Oppressed, InterPlay
35

, 

psychodrama and play therapy. The performance-centered pedagogical methods used here are 

strictly utilized in the service of seeking, examining, and sharing our individual and collective 

stories that reveal deeper insight into the impacts that racist structures of domination like the 

School to Prison Pipeline, and modes of communication like ñThe Talk,ò have on the identities 

and subjectivities of Black youth and their caregivers. Pipelines to Pathways surveys the 

dilemma of disparities between Black youth outcomes and White youth outcomes in both the 

education and criminal justice systems in an effort to name some of the roots and routes of the 

                                                 
35

 InterPlay is an embodied performance-centered approach to community building and activism, as well as social 

and personal change. Founded in 1989 by Dance Scholars Cynthia Winton-Henry and Phil Porter, InterPlay is a 

practice and philosophy that combines ñdance, theater, music, comedy, improvisation, ritual, and spiritò to help 

participants to draw on ñdeep body wisdomò to grow, learn, heal, coach, and connect as individuals and 

communities (http://www.interplay.org/pdfs/InterPlayCoFounders.pdf) 
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historical dehumanization and criminalization of Black youth in America. However, this project 

does not offer an extensive examination of the American education or criminal justice systems. 

Finally, while the intent of this work is to stand as an act of performance-centered antiracist 

activism and to incite future antiracist activism, it does not include a comprehensive review of 

historical or modern antiracist movements. 

Performing Positionality and Standpoint as a Researcher 

My work with the youth at FAF began in 2001 when I became a volunteer mentor for 

marginalized Black boys. I served as an employee of FAF as the Mentor Program Coordinator 

from 2002 to 2004. Over the next 15 years, I went on to work as a youth pastor, youth 

intervention program director, and volunteer with youth-serving agencies in North Carolina and 

Texas. Today, as a member of the Fayetteville, North Carolina community, I have a profound 

personal vested interest in the work of empowering Black youth and my fellow community 

members to countenance and counter the School to Prison Pipeline. I have seen how structural 

processes of dehumanization and criminalization mesh with cultural and individual experiences 

of identity formation and social isolation to push and pull these kids toward trouble with school 

discipline and law enforcement. As an actor, writer, and director, since 1998, I have experienced 

the power of embodied performance to effectively inform and transform the perspectives, self-

concept, self-efficacy, and self-production of performers and audience members alike.  

In 2016, I was inspired by the story of 19-year-old Ravon Jordanôs 2014 address of the 

Fayetteville City Council. In honor of his slain friend, Ravon stood before the power brokers of 

his city and spoke truth. I was moved by his courageous public assertion of his own positive self-

concept, dignity, and agency. Challenged by his untimely death, I began to focus on ways to 

counter the rampant destruction of young Black lives and identities through public performance. 
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As a Black parent, godparent, uncle, youth pastor, and youth advocate, raising two Black 

sons in the American South, I am acutely aware of our Black identities. In this sense, I operate 

and think as an ñinsiderò with regard to my interactions with Black youth. As a college-educated, 

able-bodied, heterosexual male who was raised in a relatively safe and functional middle class 

two-parent household, I understand that my life experiences and opportunities differ dramatically 

from those of the overwhelming majority of the youth with whom I work. Most of them are from 

single parent or non-traditional caregiver households that reside at or below the poverty line. The 

severe and chronic levels of violence, neglect, abuse, trauma, and general precarity that many of 

my collaborators have faced throughout their short lives are specters that I have never personally 

experienced, but that haunt them, and our interactions, daily. In this sense, I operate and think as 

an ñoutsiderò among the Black youth with whom I work.  

As the primary investigator for the Pipelines to Pathways project, I wear multiple hats 

and bear diverse, sometimes competing, responsibilities, and emergent response-abilities to 

myself, my family, my collaborators, my students, my colleagues, my audience members, and 

my community. Balancing the ethical, professional, artistic, and intellectual load of this 

ambitious multi-sited project has required constant reflection, reframing, and re-calibration of 

my perspectives, methods, and goals. At times I feel like I have the world in common with my 

collaborators, co-performers, and/or audience members. At other times, I find that my uniquely 

fluid position and standpoint can be confusing, frustrating, and even intimidating to myself and 

others. To grapple with these forces, I have learned to dynamically (but never perfectly) apply 

Victor Riosô tactic of ñframe switchingò between ñsubjective close-upsò and ñwide-angle 

insightsò, between ñoutsiderò and ñinsider;ò between the boy I was and the man I am, between 
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father and son, teacher and student, performer and witness, researcher and researched (Vigil, 

2017, p. vii).  

As my mind and body have played and practiced within and without these multiple 

worlds and roles, they have continually produced new understandings and experiences of excess. 

I have experienced what Michelle Fine (1994) explains as the result of researchers listening 

closely to ñeach other and our informantsò ï ñwe are surprised, and our intellectual work is 

transformed. We keep each other honest to forces of difference, divergence, and contradictionò 

(p. 31). Throughout this project I have been beset with excess - excess data, excess emotion, 

excess experiences, and excess material ï the processing of which exceeds mere descriptive text. 

Yet, like María Lugones (1987), I am compelled to write of my experiences in a manner that 

invites readers to travel with me to, and through, multiple worlds as playful, imaginative, 

inclusive, loving perceivers of each other. I invite the reader to join me as we grapple with the 

struggles that my collaborators and I have endured, in search of artistic expression, answers, and 

action.  

To this end, I employ what Della Pollock (1998) refers to as ñperformative writingò as a 

means of artfully and playfully processing this excess while ñexpanding the realm of scholarly 

representationò (Pollock, p. 80). Pollock (1998) notes: 

Performative, evocative writing confounds normative distinctions between critical and 

creative (hard and soft, true and false, masculine and feminine), allying itself with logics 

of possibility rather than of validity or causality, the scientific principles underlying 

positivist distinctions between ótrueô and ófalseô. It shifts the operative social paradigm 

from the scientific ówhat ifô (what then?) to its performative counterpart, óas ifô (what 

now?), drawing the reader into a projected im/mediacy that never (mimetically)  forgets 

its own genealogy in performance (p. 81). 

 

I am compelled to write performatively and to persistently and playfully perform writing as I 

push and pull my/our stories to the fore, driven by my faith in the belief that we may all become 
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more dignified in the performing, witnessing, engaging, and re-engaging of these ï our - stories. 

This performative style is as much a means for me to process the excess that overwhelms my 

sentience, soul, and scholarly scope, as it is a means for me to properly invite the reader into the 

worlds revealed by, and through, that excess.  

Just as the performance scripts for The Talk and Our óVille stand as examples of 

scholarship in APPENDICES C & A, respectively, and in Chapter 4; - as The Ravon Jordan My 

Life Matters Project appears in APPENDIX B and Chapter 4 of this dissertation - I frame my 

work with this performative style throughout the dissertation. The reader will notice my natural 

poetic tendencies to use alliteration, rhyme, flow, metaphor, rhythm and repetition interspersed 

with more traditional scholarly language, syntax, and grammar. I claim that right as a 

performative writer. I also commit to a thoughtful and critical treatment of the material at hand 

that may help us all to build emergent frameworks that lend us a more clear view of the excess 

we seek to examine, explore, and express. Perhaps this writing style will render the reader 

occasionally de-centered and disoriented. My hope is that even in those moments, it will serve to 

orient the reader to the voices of Black youth and their advocates and into a response-ability that 

empowers us all to do the work of writing/performing/imagining/talking/turning pipelines into 

pathways. 

Narrative Chapter Outline  

You tell a story  

To a specific audience  

For a specific reason  

In a specific format  

Always within the context  

Of your [é] on-going story (OôHalloran, 2014, p. 24) 

 

Chapter 2: A Theoretical Framework for Reframing and Reclaiming Black Youth 

Identities articulates and examines historical, socio-economic, and discursive the roots and routes 
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of the dehumanization and criminalization of Black youth and the School to Prison Pipeline in 

America. In this chapter, I apply a theoretical framework, based on CRT, CTI, CIPCT, and 

performance studies to research in the fields of critical pedagogy, youth empowerment, poetic 

inquiry, and psychiatry. I articulate the ways in which these threads have interwoven to form the 

theoretical foundation of the Pipelines to Pathways project and praxis. The result is a critical 

performance-centered praxis of antiracist pedagogy, YPAR, ethnography and autoethnography.  

Chapter 3: Pathways to Reframing and Reclaiming Black Youth Identities: Methodology 

introduces my methodology, articulating the particular critical modes of performance and 

performed ethnography/autoethnography, performance-centered PAR, and critical pedagogy 

I/we utilize to reframe and reclaim Black youth identity. I examine the process by which my 

collaborators and I procured, produced, and presented concealed, resistance, and 

transforming/emerging stories that countenance and counter extant stock stories that frame and 

claim to explain Black youth identities. I outline the specific ethnographic methods that I 

employ, including interviews, focus groups (workshops), surveys, field notes, coding, and co-

performative witnessing. I explain the performance-centered method of critical pedagogy and 

autoethnography that I use in my efforts to empower marginalized Black youth, their caregivers, 

and communities to voice concealed, resistance, and emerging/transforming stories that 

challenge the dominant narratives about Black youth. I then explain the means by which I 

collect, analyze, and secure the data harvested.  

Chapter 4: Case Study #1: My Life Matters discusses in detail the results of three 

summers in the field conducting the My Life Matters PAR project with 35 adolescent participants 

in a youth serving agencyôs summer camp. In particular, I examine how performance-centered 

approaches to pedagogy and community engagement can lift the voices of Black youth and 
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engage them in the praxis of response-ability in ways that empower Black youth identities. I 

employ a critical race theory lens to Julia Mooreôs (2017, 2017a) critical interpersonal 

communication theory framework, Michael Hechtôs (1993) communication theory of identity, 

and Erving Goffmanôs (1954) dramaturgy model of communication to analyze the racialized 

elements of identity, relationships, and power at play in this work. I also examine some of the 

poetry and photography that this PAR project produced (see APPENDIX B) as performance-

centered analysis of self, society, and solutions from the positionalities and perspectives of Black 

youth.  

Chapter 5: Case Study #2: Talking The Talk examines the impact that the writing, 

developing, performing, producing, and touring of my original authoethnographic performance 

The Talk has had on audience members and me. I present The Talk as a performance-centered 

approach to Critical Race Theory analysis. Through field notes, script review, and self-reflection, 

I trace the journey of The Talk from life experience, to critical research, to dramaturgy, and on to 

facilitating critical public dialogue in the form of post-performance talk-backs. I articulate this 

particular performance-centered approach to antiracist storytelling as activism using Lee Ann 

Bellôs CRT-based Storytelling for Social Justice model. As a critical performance of self and 

society, The Talk also privileges Michael Hechtôs (1993) communication theory of identity to 

examine the personal, enacted, relational, and communal layers (or frames) of identity at play for 

me in the process of receiving, giving, performing, and discussing ñThe Talkò as a genre of 

intracultural communication. I posit The Talk as a composite enactment of Diasporic Spidering, 

performative writing and poetic inquiry, narrative resistance, and public dialogue. I examine the 

extent to which The Talk experience was able to reframe and reclaim Black youth identities by 
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creating spaces for coming to voice and response-ability, generating intentional practices of 

coming to voice, and empowering participants to engage in antiracist dialogue and action. 

Chapter 6: Pipelines to Pathways: Conclusion and Recommendations explicates my 

conclusions based upon a comprehensive critical performance-centered analysis of the forces and 

factors that can delimit or empower Black youth subjectivity. I summarize my assessment of the 

efficacy, impact, and shortfalls of the Pipelines to Pathways project using Sandra Faulknerôs 

(2016) ars poetica (ñpoetic criteria for evaluating research poetryò) as an organizing principle (p. 

88). Finally, I compile the data collected throughout the Pipelines to Pathways project that 

speaks to its impact on the world. This chapter explores the power and possibilities for antiracist 

public performance to incite antiracist transformation at the personal, institutional, and 

communal levels. From audience reports of future action to reports of funds, volunteers, and 

action that was generated by this project, I outlined the evidence that antiracist performance can 

indeed serve as a source of hope and an act of activism. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  

Overview 

In this chapter, I will examine the roots and routes of the extant state of chronic 

dehumanization and criminalization of Black youth in America. I will also propose a 

performance-centered approach to resisting and confronting this dehumanization and 

criminalization, thereby reframing and reclaiming positive agential Black youth identities for, 

and with, Black youth and their caregivers. Based upon practices and theories in the fields of 

performance studies, communication, pedagogy, and psychology, I propose a poetic and playful 

performance-centered approach to this problem in the Pipelines to Pathways project. This 

aesthetic approach promises to confront and counter the dominant stock story about Black youth 

in order to reframe and reclaim the positivity, dignity, and agency inherent in Black youth 

identities. 

I define and examine the School to Prison Pipeline as a structure of domination that 

violently and persistently imposes itself on the bodies, minds, and identities/subjectivities of 

Black youth and their caregivers. I argue that the dehumanization and criminalization of Black 

youth are historically, socio-economically, and discursively rooted in Americaôs colonial past, 

racist foundations, and anti-youth tendencies. These roots intertwine to form an imbricated 

dominant stock story that frames Black youth identities in the American imaginary as a 

dehumanized and criminalized biotrope. I contend that this dominant stock story permits and 

perpetuates a violent anti-Black youth sentiment that is systematically routed to, and through, the 

bodies and lives of Black youth. Furthermore, I identify certain neoliberal norms, biopolitical 
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practices, and discursive frameworks that form, facilitate, and foment the School to Prison 

Pipeline.  

The Pipelines to Pathways project is rooted in my desire to address the disproportionate 

dehumanization and criminalization experienced by Black youth in America. Over the past two 

decades, I have worked closely with Black youth in an effort to forge creative routes of self-

expression. In that time, I have noted that experiences with negative school discipline and 

incarceration loom ominously in the every-day lives of many Black youth and their caregivers. 

The persistently high potential for experiencing school suspension, expulsion, and eventual 

incarceration haunt our social interactions and threaten our ambitions. We daily confront a 

chronic precarity as we struggle with the internal and external elements that tend to dehumanize 

and criminalize us in a racialized America. The School Prison Pipeline is a structural 

manifestation of this precarity. As such, it has emerged as a discursive target for this work. 

Defining the School to Prison Pipeline 

The United States of America is not a level playing field for all children and our nation 

does not value and protect all childrenôs lives equally (Wright Edelman in Cass & Curry, 

2007, p. 3). 

 

The School to Prison Pipeline refers to the grossly disproportionate rate at which Black, 

Latinx, low-wealth, and other marginalized youth experience disproportionate rates of negative 

school discipline and eventual incarceration in the U.S. (Alexander, 2010; Cass & Curry, 2007; 

Morris, 2017). While this abiding trend has historically been routed through the modern 

education and criminal justice systems, it finds its roots in a pervasive dilemma of disparities that 

has existed especially between Black and White youth in America for centuries (Kharem, 2006). 

The multiple vectors of this dilemma accumulate to form and facilitate what Childrenôs Defense 

Fund researchers Julia Cass and Connie Curry (2007) refer to as the Cradle to Prison Pipeline® 
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- often referred to as the School to Prison Pipeline - that directly links marginalized Black youth 

to the highest rates of incarceration in the nation. The School to Prison Pipeline is commonly 

discussed and deliberated over by politicians, pundits, pedagogues, and other public figures, but 

rarely ever presented through, or from, the perspectives of the Black youth or their caregivers. 

While there is no clear consensus on the exact causes of the pipeline, its effects are 

pervasive and profound. For example, Black youth in America are four times more likely to be 

suspended from school, and five times more likely to end up incarcerated than their White 

counterparts (Sentencing Project, 2019). This de facto systemic sacrifice of young poor Black 

bodies echoes the dystopian imagination as articulated by 18
th
 century philosopher Jonathan 

Swiftôs (1779) ñmodest proposalò ï a satirical response to the common prejudicial belief among 

many Irish landed elite that poor people and their children were the cause of moral, civic, and 

economic decline in the nation state of Ireland. Swift ironically proposed that the babies of poor 

Irish mothers be put to good use as sources of food (meat) and clothing (hide). Over 200 years 

later, Swiftôs ironic proposal still stings true in the American psyche as it struggles to deny and 

obfuscate its White supremacist, elitist, and often anti-youth proclivities. To answer a seemingly 

incessant and insatiable call for human life blood, Americaôs systems of education and criminal 

justice have complied with a modern day modest proposal for the sacrifice of young, low-wealth, 

and Black bodies. The challenge is that this proposal persists in a manner that is ominously 

unspoken and deadly serious, directly impacting the lived reality of millions of Black youth and 

their families. 

Black youth in America are born into a dilemma of disparities whereby they are, on 

average, chronically rendered underserved and deficient in the areas of income, literacy, 

academic achievement, health, abuse, and incarceration rates (CDF, 2012/2014/2014c). In fact, 
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the children with the least access to education, resources, and opportunities in the U.S. are the 

14.9 million poor children (Childrenôs Defense Fund (CDF), 2016). Of those children, Black 

children are the poorest in the U.S., at 39%, although they represent between 12% and 13% of 

the population (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2018; U.S. Census, 2017; CDF, 2014c, 2015). Black 

children are ñover three times as likely to be poor as White childrenò (CDF, 2014c). While rates 

of incarceration for Black youth are troubling, ñblack-on-blackò crime, homicide, and suicide 

rates continue to soar above those of their White counterparts, especially in urban areas in the 

U.S. (Bridge, 2018; Kann et al, 2017). The fact that Black children are twice as likely to suffer 

from child abuse as their White counterparts is evidence of the fact that Black lives, especially 

young Black lives, exist in the persistently precarious cross hairs of inequity, violence, 

dehumanization, and criminalization (Braga & Brunson, 2015). 

The particularly profound impact that the School to Prison Pipeline has had on Black 

youth is a systemic extension of the disproportionate historical, psychosocial, and discursive 

marginalization, dehumanization, and criminalization that youth of color have experienced in the 

U.S. (Alexander, 2010; Cass & Curry, 2007; Grossberg, 2005; Morris, 2017; Rios, 2011; Rios & 

Vigil, 2017). The dehumanizing evils of slavery and the criminalizing controls of Jim Crow are 

manifestations of Americaôs long history of delimiting, disparaging, and dehumanizing Black 

youth identities. From the 1955 lynching of 14 year-old Emmett Till
36

 in Money, Mississippi, to 

the 2012 killing of 17 year-old Trayvon Martin
37

 by a community watch patroller in Sanford, 

                                                 
36

 In August of 1955, Emmett Louis Till, a 14-year-old Chicago native who was visiting family members in Money, 

MS was beaten and murdered - his body, tossed into the Tallahatchie River by Roy Bryant and his half-brother J.W. 

Milam ï two angry white men who merely suspected that Emmett had flirted with a white woman - Royôs wife, 

Carolyn. After Roy and J.W. were found not guilty by a jury of their peers, they openly admitted to the murder. 

 
37

 On Sunday, February 26
th
, 2012, in Sanford, FL, a 17-year-old black boy named Trayvon Martin was stopped by 

a man named George Zimmerman, a community watch patroller who merely suspected that Trayvon was a criminal. 

Armed with only a bag of Skittles and a can of Arizona Tea heôd just purchased from a convenience store, Trayvon 
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Florida, highly publicized evidence of the disproportionate rate at which Black youth are 

punished, imprisoned, and killed with practical impunity in this country is startling. This evinces 

a dysfunctional pattern by which Black youth identities are axiologically drained, 

epistemologically framed, ontologically claimed, and physiologically slain or constrained by the 

School to Prison Pipeline and the systems that support it.  

The result is that marginalized Black youth are often trapped between dominant systems 

of authority that seek to control them and dangerous communities and environments that seek to 

misuse, abuse, and kill them. Meanwhile, the national conversation around Black crime, 

criminalization, school discipline and incarceration often espouses traditional top-down, deficit-

based approaches to pedagogy and youth intervention that have served to reify and perpetuate the 

School to Prison Pipeline (Braga & Brunson, 2015; Gorski, 2013; Morris, 2017; Tough, 2016). 

More progressive conversations (also top-down) tend to aim at dismantling structural racism, 

systemic oppression, and inequitable public policies, often disregarding the voices and lived 

experiences of Black youth (Dei, et al., 1997; Rios, 2011, 2017). These top-down approaches fail 

to consider the perspectives of the people who experience the impact of the School to Prison 

Pipeline most intimately. In doing so, they often perpetuate dominant narratives that elide or 

silence the wisdom, insight, and persuasive truths that live in the voices of Black youth and their 

caregivers. Here, I present an immodest proposal: that stakeholders sacrifice their own 

comfortable sense of self-righteous narrative integrity in order to lean in and listen closely to 

these younger, darker voices. 

                                                                                                                                                             
was stopped, shot, and killed that night. The following year, George Zimmerman was found not guilty of Trayvonôs 

death in a court of law.  
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Black Youth in School 

[I]n spite of the goodwill expressed in institutional ideals, commonly insidious[é] 

ideological elements embedded in a White supremacist, patriarchal, capitalist society [é] 

are routinely mirrored and maintained in educational contexts (hooks, 1998, p. 1). 

 

The ñSchoolò component of the School to Prison Pipeline is marked by stark racial 

disparities in academic achievement, suspension, expulsion, and dropout rates between Black 

and White students that pervade all grade levels. Black students tend to exhibit significantly 

lower proficiency levels in all academic subjects, lower promotion rates, and higher drop-out 

rates than their White counterparts. (Childrenôs Defense Fund (CDF), 2014, 2015, 2016). 

Further, the manner in which the U.S. educational system tends to discipline the bodies of Black 

students reveals persistent and glaring disparities in school discipline practices that have been 

well recorded nationally over the past several decades (Smith & Harper, 2015).  

In reports published since 2000, the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction has 

warned that suspensions, expulsions, and dropouts are directly correlated to "increases in crime 

and delinquency problemsò (Hardin, 2015). Consequently, if you drill down to Cumberland 

County, North Carolina, the site of the My Life Matters component of this project, Black youth in 

Cumberland County Schools are four times more likely to be suspended from school (Barnes, 

2016) and three times more likely to end up in juvenile detention than their White peers (Hardin, 

2015). What we see in Cumberland County is a reflection of what is happening in diverse 

communities ï rural and urban; big and small - across the country (Cass & Curry, 2007; CDF, 

2012/2014/2014c; Smith & Harper, 2015). 

Black Youth Crime and Punishment 

While black youth are policed and disciplined in and out of the nationôs schools, 

conservative and liberal educators define education through the ethically limp discourses 

of privatization, national standards, and global competitiveness (Giroux, 1998, p. x). 
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According to the U.S. Department of Justiceôs Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention (OJJDP), in 2018 ñNon-Hispanic white youth accounted for 52% of the 2018 youth 

population, non-Hispanic black youth accounted for 15%, and Hispanic youth accounted for one-

fourth (25%).ò Of the 700 arrests made of youth in 2017, 35% were arrests of Black youth. Of 

those arrests, Black youth represented 61% and 67%, respectively, of those youth arrested for 

robbery and ñnonnegligentò manslaughter (OJJDP, 2019). In North Carolina, Black students also 

exhibited the highest rates of school crimes throughout the state during the 2017-2018 school 

year (Public Schools of North Carolina State Board of Education Department of Public 

Instruction Report to the North Carolina General Assembly, 2019). These numbers reveal a 

consistent chronic correlation between Black youth and negative experiences with education and 

criminal justice systems. The North Carolina Department of Public Safety (2019) refers to this 

particular manifestation of the dilemma of disparities as ñDisproportionate Minority Contact.ò 

Meanwhile, Black youth are more often labeled ñat risk,ò ñtroubled,ò or ñbehaviorally 

challengedò ï terms that tend to pathologize the people labeled (Farmer, 2010; Ginwright, 2010; 

Ladson-Billings, 1998; Morris, 2017; Rios, 2011, 2017). Victor Riosô (2011) ethnographic work 

with marginalized Black and Latinx youth revealed that they experience a ñubiquitous 

criminalizationò that effectively forms a ñyouth control complexò which he refers to as a ñsystem 

in which schools, police, probation officers, families, community centers, the media, businesses, 

and other institutions systematically treat young peopleôs everyday behaviors,ò dress, and 

movements as ñdeviant, threatening, risky, and criminalò (p. xiv). This ñhypercriminalizationò 

facilitates a drastic increase in the probability of negative interaction with law enforcement.  

For example, a 2014 Propublica study of the 1,217 mortal police shootings captured in 

federal database between 2010 and 2012 revealed that Black males between the ages of 15 and 
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19 were 21 times more likely to be killed by police than White males that age (Gabrielson, 

Sagara & Grochowski, 2014). In fact, NY Times writer Roxane Gay (2015) felt compelled to 

pose the question, ñWhere are Black Children Safe?ò as the title to her article that addresses a 

school police officerôs brutal assault on a black high school student who peaceably refused to 

relinquish her cell phone. This event in Columbia, South Carolina is one of a plethora of violent 

incidents that have exposed the fact the bodies of Black children are often the target of 

normalizing violence inside and outside American schools. Highly publicized cases like the 

killing of unarmed 17 year old Trayvon Martin in Sanford, Florida in 2012 by a neighborhood 

watch vigilante, the fatal police shooting of unarmed 18 year old Mike Brown in Ferguson, 

Missouri in 2014, and the fatal police shooting of 12 year old Tamir Rice who brandished a toy 

gun in a park in Cleveland, Ohio in 2014, are merely signposts of the mortal threat that societyôs 

tendency to disproportionately discipline and eliminate Black bodies imposes upon Black youth.  

Black Youth Interrupted 

What if I want more? Not just a locked door.  

What if I want knowledge? What if I want to go to college? 

What if I want more? 

(Misunderstood & Big Smoke, ñWhat if I Want More?ò in APPENDIX C) 

 

Americaôs criminal justice system operates as a voracious deity of discipline and 

punishment,
38

 demanding a regular sacrifice of fungible young Black bodies to be funneled 

into its pipeline of discipline, detention, and death. The Pipeline is what it is. There is no 

argument about its existence. The controversy arises when we seek to discover and address its 

root causes, and routes to addressing them. While some argue that anti-social and pathological 

elements of Black (or ñurbanò) culture and individual proclivities of Black youth pull them 

                                                 
38

 Here I use Victor Riosô unique definition of punishment based upon his empirical study of the lived experiences 

and perspectives of criminalized Black and Latinx youth. He defines punishment as ñthe process by which 

individuals come to feel stigmatized, outcast, shamed, defeated, or hopeless as a result of negative interactions and 

sanctions imposed by individuals who represent institutions of social controlò (p. xv). 
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into the pipeline, others argue that structural White supremacy and socio-economic 

marginalization inevitably push Black youth into this pipeline. Meanwhile, the perspectives of 

the youth who experience this particularly pernicious plight are rarely voiced or countered in 

the dominant discourse. To deal honestly with the School to Prison Pipeline is to acknowledge 

its complex often paradoxical racist roots and routes, forged amidst a dynamic dialectic of 

human agency and interaction versus structural hierarchy and systemic oppression. 

Colonial and Racist Roots of the School to Prison Pipeline 

The especially crude and reductive notions of culture that form the substance of racial 

politics today are clearly associated with an older discourse of racial and ethnic 

difference which is everywhere entangled in the history of the idea of culture in the 

modern West (Gilroy, 1993, p. 7). 

 

Post colonial and cultural studies scholars like Stuart Hall, Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, 

Paul Gilroy and others, recognize the fact that racism, as we know it in the Western world is a 

social construct that dates back to colonial conquest. In fact Aimé Césaire (2000) traces the roots 

of modern day racial hierarchy in the Western world to White colonizerôs systematic 

ñthingificationò of the Black and colored colonized peoples. In other words, in order to justify 

the extreme violence, violation, and exploitation that the Western colonization process imposed 

upon non-White bodies, the White colonizer dehumanized the non-White colonized people by 

conceiving of them as ñuncivilizedò and ñanimal-likeò; and, thus in need, and even deserving, of 

violent control (Daut, 2016; Fanon, 1967, 2004; Césaire, 2000). In order for Whiteness to be 

constructed as the pure and perfect dominant race, Blackness had to be deconstructed from mere 

phenotypical features and reconstructed into an abject evil threat to humanity. 

Frantz Fanon (2004) notes that the person of African descent in the Western world has 

undergone a process of ñendo-colonization,ò wherein the institutions of slavery and Jim Crow 

laws allowed the White colonizers to enact a more intimate and nationalistic version of 
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colonization upon the Black peoples whom they imported to America. Fanon (1967) refers to the 

ñcrushing objecthoodò that Black people have historically experienced in the U.S., where ñThe 

body is surrounded by an atmosphere of certain uncertaintyò of facing violently marginalizing 

forces (p. 110-111). He describes a ñreal dialectic between the body and the worldò that demands 

that the Black man adhere to a ñracial-epidermal schema,ò based upon the historico-racial 

expectations of him in a White supremacist society that claims that ñ[s]in is Negro, as virtue is 

whiteò (p. 139). Gilroy (2010) observes that the violence of enslavement and colonization 

enacted ñbio-political processes which systematically produced infra-humanity, for the explicit 

benefit of the killers, torturers, and abusers.ò C®saire (2000) observes that, as a result of these 

processes American domination has emerged historically as ñthe only domination from which 

one never recovers [é] unscarredò (p. 77).  

Whether he likes it or not, and regardless of his skin tone, the child who has been 

identified as Black in this country has been born with a congenital condition that Frantz Fanon 

calls ñepidermalization,ò whereby they are discursively, legally, and socially reduced from their 

complex agential and dignified humanity to their skin color, phenotype, and patterns of language 

movement. Thus forces racialized identities upon the bearers of Black bodies. Those racialized 

identities are then confronted with a Western world that has historically devalued, disparaged 

and dehumanized Blackness (Nasir, 2012). Rapper Ice Cube (1993) articulates the looming threat 

of epidermalization in his song ñMy Skin is My Sinò: 

[é] they think I'm Khadafi 

Rolling in a six-tre jalopy 

They want to give me ten in the pen cause I'm smelling like Hen 

My skin is my sin 

My S-K-I-N is my S-I-N (Burning our black skin)  

My S-K-I-N is my S-I-N (Burning our black skin) 
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Paul Gilroy (2000) calls this ñdermo-politics.ò It is this involuntary and persistent process by 

which existing prejudices, fears, and hatreds felt toward Black bodies are inevitably and 

continually projected onto the fragile frames of Black people from childhood. 

Anti -Youth Roots of the School to Prison Pipeline 

We live, for at least part of the time, in a rhetorically constructed picture of kids out of 

control, an enemy hiding within our most intimate spaces. The responses- zero tolerance, 

criminalization and imprisonment, psychotropic drugs and psychiatric confinement- 

suggest not only that we have abandoned the current generation of kids but that we think 

of them as a threat that has to be contained, punished, and only in some instances, 

recruited to our side (Grossberg, 2005, p. 36). 

 

In a similar manner, since the latter half of the 20
th
 century, especially, American society 

has imposed a process of ñthingificationò on its young by forming a discursive r®gime that 

positions children and teens as threats to the quality of life and safety of American adults 

(Grossberg, 2005). Grossberg (2005) notes, ñIt has become common to think of kids as a threat 

to the existing social order and for kids to be blamed for the problems they experienceò (p. 16). 

In his critical cultural analysis of the transition of the U.S. from a kid nurturing society in the 

1950ôs, to a kid targeting society by the turn of the century, Grossberg (2005) observes that 

ñyouth comes not only to represent everything that has gone wrong in this country but in the end 

to be the cause of itò (p. 18). He argues that this perspective has discursively reduced American 

kids to ñuncivilized animals who have to be domesticatedò (p. 21), much in the same way that 

colonization has dehumanized non-White colonized peoples as uncivilized and animal-like.  

While anti-youth sentiment has expressed itself saliently in western society for centuries, 

it has re-emerged in the discursive criminalization of youth in the media, zero tolerance and 

inequitable discipline policies in schools, age profiling by police, and strict parole violation 

policies and curfews in America (Farmer, 2010). These anti-youth expressions have assembled in 

a manner that that has led to increasing, and significantly high, rates of youth involvement in the 
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criminal justice system (Grossberg, 2005, CDF, 2007, Okonofua, J. A., & Eberhardt, J. L., 2015, 

Rios, 2011, 2017; Stasio, 2015, Equal Justice Initiative, 2016). For example, Lawrence 

Grossberg (2005) notes the fact that zero tolerance policies and placing police personnel in 

schools, which began nationwide in the 1990ôs, caused a drastic increase in the criminalization 

and adjudication of behavior that previously would have been handled at the school level. Sarah  

Farmer (2010) notes that the convergence of chronic systemic inequity, racism, and anti-

youth sentiment have resulted in a ñmoral panic,ò whereby the Black youth, in particular, is 

framed as a threat that must be regularly surveilled, corrected, and contained. Fueled by this 

panic, the School to Prison Pipeline has arisen as a ñmoral epidemicò in America (Farmer, 2010, 

p. 366). 

Structural, Neoliberal, Biopolitical, and Discursive Routes of the School to Prison Pipeline 

One needs to know how different racial and ethnic groups were inserted historically, and 

the relations which have tended to erode and transform, or to preserve these distinctions 

through time - not simply as residues and traces of previous modes, but as active 

structuring principles of the present organization of society (Hall, 2002, p. 54).  

 

The extant Prison Industrial Complex and School to Prison Pipeline in America are 

systemic manifestations of particular ñstructures of dominationò based upon this nationôs 

uniquely anti-low-wealth, anti-Black, and anti-youth discourses, policies, and social protocols 

(Alexander, 2010; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, Wacquant, 2001). These structures of 

domination acutely threaten human justice and life, particularly for Black youth in the U.S. To 

clarify, going forward, I will apply sociologist Anthony Giddensô (1979) definition of a 

ñstructureò as the ñrules [and] resources recursively implicated in the reproduction of social 

systemsò (p. 64). Here, the word ñstructureò refers to ñstructuring propertyò that provides the 

ñbinding of time and space in social systemsò. These ñsystemsò are ñreproduced relations 

between actors or collectivities organised as regular social practicesò (sic., p. 64). I utilize 
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sociologist Pierre Bourdieuôs term ñstructures of dominationò to refer to those structures that 

enact a certain ñsymbolic violenceò - that is the use of symbols, such as physiological features, 

discourse, or images, to threaten, enact and justify violence against another human being, or 

group of human beings with, or without their complicity, with the end of reifying and sustaining 

symbolic dominance of a hegemonic force. Symbolic violence is applied to subjugate certain 

collectives of people under the power of a particular hegemonic dominance (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992).  

This violence is enacted through an insidious and effective force that Pierre Bourdieu 

calls misrecognition ï ñthe fact of recognizing a violence which is wielded precisely inasmuch as 

one does not perceive it as suchò (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 168). Misrecognition is an 

invisible doing that interpolates marginalized peoples into a system of dominance by assigning 

them values and meanings that perpetuate the existing social hierarchy. Through racist 

misrecognition, Black bodies are inscribed with notions of criminality, animality, and fungibility, 

such that the presence or appearance of any particular Black body is coded upon arrival (Young, 

2010). Within racist structures of domination, Black bodies perform by merely showing up. The 

very appearance of a Black body in the dominant field of vision is rendered ñtroublingò 

(Fleetwood, 2011).  

Thus, Black bodies take on, what Nicole Fleetwood (2011) calls an iconicity. Fleetwood 

defines iconicity as the social process by which ñsingular images or signs come to represent a 

whole host of historical occurrences and processesò (p. 2). Thus, without the necessary 

permission or recognition of the seer or the seen, structures of domination impose symbolic 

violence through the misrecognizing gaze. One need only reflect upon the defense used by police 

officers and authority figures who have been acquitted for gunning down the unarmed Black 
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bodies of Tamir Rice, Trayvon Martin, Mike Brown, Terrence Crutcher, and several others. In 

every case, the armed authority figure fired because he/she recognized an imminent ñthreatò to 

their lives in the form of a Black body. 

Here, it is useful to consider Michel Foucaultôs (2004) concept of biopolitics - a structural 

mechanism that determines what people (or, types of people) get to survive and thrive in any 

given society. In his discussion of biopolitics, Foucault (2004) often uses the term ñraceò to refer 

to unique people groups who war against other groups for genetic purity, survival and access to 

resources. He states, ñIt is no longer: óWe have to defend ourselves against society,ô but óWe 

have to defend society against all the biological threats posed by the other race, the subrace, the 

counterraceôò (Foucault, 2004, p. 61-62).  

Thus, for Foucault (2004), racism is a form of biopolitics that serves as ñprimarily a way 

of introducing a break into the domain of life that is under powerôs control: the break between 

what must live and what must die.ò (p. 254). Hence, for Foucault the race war is based upon 

biopower ï the power to kill or let live. For him, race is any separation of people where there is a 

norm versus a threat to the norm. In this way, Foucault uses race to get at the naturalness of 

power dynamics and human tribalism. Jardine (2005) applies a biopolitical lens to the modern 

Western educational system when she observes, ñThose things ï knowledges, bodily actions and 

desires, and so on ï that do not lend themselves to the production of high grades on published 

standardized test results are exposed as redundant,ò and thus, they become targets for 

marginalization and elimination (p. 36). Thus, Foucaultôs conceptualization of race provides us 

with a deeper understanding of how biopolitical technologies inherent in structures of 

domination, like the School to Prison Pipeline, have come to pose a persistent threat to the lives 

Black youth. 
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Here, it is useful to consider Subhabrata Bobby Banerjeeôs (2008) definition of 

necrocapitalism- ñcontemporary forms of organizational accumulation that involve 

dispossession and the subjugation of life to the power of death.ò Necrocapitalism is a post-

colonialist economic application of Michel Foucaultôs biopolitics, which ñmakes large numbers 

of people invisible, mainly the poor, the disinherited, and the dispossessedò (p. 1559). Thus, the 

chronic elision in dominant discourses around the uniquely systemic marginalization that Black 

youth experience in U.S. tends to tacitly condone their continued marginalization, 

dehumanization, criminalization, incarceration, and ultimate extermination.  

To Be Young, Casted, and Black 

[T]he state had not abandoned the poor; it had reorganized itself, placing priority on its 

punitive institutions, such as police, and embedding crime-control discourses and 

practices into welfare institutions, such as schools (Rios, p. 17, 2011). 

 

The dominant oppressive structures of U.S. society have historically placed a large 

portion of Black youth into systems that incarcerate them, kill them, or relegate them to what 

Wacquant (2001) has referred to as the ñblack subprolitariat.ò I argue that poor Black youth in 

America have emerged as a racialized sub-class, or, in the words of Michelle Alexander (2015), 

a ñracial subcaste.ò Alexander (2010) defines ñracial casteò as ña stigmatized racial group locked 

into an inferior position by law and customò (p. 12). It follows that, when these children get 

involved with the court system as ñoffenders,ò they are further, and oftentimes permanently, 

relegated to a lower subcaste ï poor Black criminal. Alexander (2010) notes that a person 

deemed a ñcriminalò in the U.S. today has ñscarcely more rights, and arguably less respect, than 

a Black man living in Alabama at the height of Jim Crow.ò In other words, ñWe have not ended 

racial caste in America; we have merely redesignated itò (p. 2). This is a modern-day echo of 

W.E.B. Du Boisô (2014) observation, "to be a poor man is hard, but to be a poor race in a land of 
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dollars is the very bottom of hardships." (p. 13). I will utilize Alexanderôs term subcaste to 

explicate the positonalities of marginalized Black youth, rooted and routed in the coalescence of 

the historico-social designations of socio-economic class, race, age and criminal status.  

Framed and Claimed by Criminalization, Responsibilization, and Animalization 

One ever feels his two-ness, - an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two 

unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone 

keeps it from being torn asunder (Du Bois, 204, p. 5). 

 

As American political theorist Wendy Brown (2015) observes, under the current 

neoliberal regime the market has become the site of ultimate ñveridiction.ò In other words, if you 

canôt clearly quantify the economic impact of a program, policy or person, you cannot justify 

their existence. Thus, the neoliberal subject ñis so profoundly integrated into and hence 

subordinated to the supervening goal of macroeconomic growth that its own well-being is easily 

sacrificed to these larger purposesò (p. 83). So, the criminalized Black youth, deemed less 

profitable than his White counterparts, is rendered fungible in this system. The same ñneoliberal 

subjectò whose very humanity depends upon her perceived economic impact is also faced with 

the pressure of what Brown calls ñresponsibilizationò: ñéforcing the subject to become a 

responsible self-investor and self-providerò (p. 84). Thus, the stories that we tell about a personôs 

surviving or thriving in this country become framed by stock notions of that personôs singular 

responsibility for their own rise or demise. 

Take for example the fact that the current U.S. presidential administration has drafted a 

budget that cuts $1.2 billion in federal funding from after-school programs that currently offer 

free and reduce-rate programming and services to some 1.6 million youths who are 

disproportionately non-White, living in, or near, poverty across the country (Brown, E., 2017). 

Yet, when charged to justify this sizeable cut in the infrastructure of intervention programs that 
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offer safety, community, health and nutrition services, psycho-social, and academic support to 

marginalized youth, the administration retorted that the academic and economic impact of these 

programs have not been proven. In other words, only that which can be economized according to 

neoliberal norms is valued by the dominant system. As Wendy Brown (2015) observes, under the 

current neoliberal regime the market has become the site of ultimate ñveridiction.ò In other 

words, if you canôt clearly quantify the economic impact of a program, policy or person, you 

cannot justify its existence. Thus, the neoliberal subject ñis so profoundly integrated into and 

hence subordinated to the supervening goal of macroeconomic growth that its own well-being is 

easily sacrificed to these larger purposesò (p. 83).  

So, according to this framework, a low wealth, Black child and her family are 

automatically vilified whenever it appears that they are not carrying out their responsibility of 

preparing her to be useful human capital for exchange on the free market. Consider the fact that 

this same presidential administration that proposed to cut funds to support poor and 

disproportionately non-White youth, strongly advocates for stop-and-frisk policies that often lead 

to increased criminalization, via racial profiling, of residents in poor, predominately Black 

neighborhoods - under the auspices of enforcing ñlaw and orderò and getting crime off the streets 

(Dwyer, 2016).  

This system renders all humans as ñhuman capitalò (Brown, 2015) via a particular 

discursive process. This same process identifies certain bodies as threat to productivity and 

profit, thereby further criminalizing them and their communities with a demand for law and 

order by means of biopolitical ñsecuritizationò (Silva, 2016). In this manner ñBlacknessò 

becomes what Kumarini Silva (2016) refers to as ñan identificatory strategyò mobilized to 

impose a ñsubjugated essentialismò on people identified as ñat-risk,ò ñdangerous,ò or ñcriminalò 
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ï terms disproportionately used to refer to Black bodies in the U.S. The words of Hero, a 

recently ñfreedò slave in Susan Lori-Parksô (2015) play Father Comes Home from Wars, set over 

150 years ago, continue to ring relevant today: "Seems like the worth of a Colored man, once 

he's made free, is less than his worth when he's a slave." This dehumanizing pathological 

mentality persists today when marginalized youth themselves often internalize it, thereby 

reinforcing racial and socio-economic hierarchy by playing up tropes of criminality, 

delinquency, and ignorance, or by simply lowering their own expectations for themselves and 

their peers (Camilleri, 2007; Ginwright, 2010, 2016; Rios, 2011).  

However, how do these structures of domination find expression in a country where 

ñcolorblindness,ò meritocracy, and a universal nationalist identity are integral elements of the 

dominant narrative circulated by many politicians, pundits, pedagogues, and policy makers? 

French philosopher £tienne Balibarôs (1991) response is, ñIn all these universals we can see the 

persistent presence of the same 'question': that of the difference between humanity and animality, 

the problematic character of which is re-utilized to interpret the conflicts within society and 

historyò (p. 57). So, when racial disparities arise, the culture of universals responds with a 

vehement denial of any existing social hierarchy. Instead, it blames the victims of that hierarchy 

for refusing to assimilate or to accept accountability for their own shortcomings. In turn, those at 

the bottom of the hierarchy are barraged with messages that reify their perceived inferiority and 

inherent malignancy. 

Obstacles of Obfuscation 

The greatest trick the devil ever pulled was convincing the world he didnôt exist (Singer, 

1995). 

 

Thus, our culture grants permission to politicians, pundits and professional experts to 

further objectify marginalized youth by re-framing systemic inequity as a question of ñcultural 
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deficitsò (Gorski, 2013; Rios, 2011, 2017; Morris 2017). In this way, the focus on the roots, 

routes, and resolution to the School to Prison Pipeline is deflected from racial hierarchy and 

economization of lives, and routed back upon the responsibilized individual and her cultural 

deficits. Unlike colonialism, this newer, more insidious form of racial designation is complex, 

obfuscated and difficult to resist directly, while its tendency to dehumanize and exact violence 

on non-White bodies is just as imminent and more effective.  

This phenomenon is rendered more salient by increasingly popular statements, mostly 

from the political right, that counter increasing accusations of racial and class inequity with a 

steadfast insistence upon the veracity of Americaôs myth of meritocracy. Consider the statements 

made by Kathy Miller, one of then-candidate Donald Trumpôs county campaign chairs in Ohio, 

wherein she declared that racism does not exist in America. She followed with, ñIf youôre black 

and you havenôt been successful in the last 50 years, itôs your own fault. Youôve had every 

opportunity, it was given to youò (Lewis, 2016). Furthermore, in the face of the spate of publicly 

reported incidents of police brutality against Black bodies over the past decade, especially, she 

referred to one of the grass roots organizing efforts that was designed to address this ill, the 

Black Lives Matter movement, as ña stupid waste of time.ò Finally, Miller credits President 

Barak Obama himself for creating a racism that did not exist before he entered the presidency. It 

is important to note here, that Ms. Miller, like President Donald Trump and many other 

prominent opponents of the Black Lives Matter movement, is less concerned with the politics of 

the movement, and more concerned with what she perceives to be the futility for any anti-racist 

action in a ñcolorblindò society.  

In fact, recent research in social psychology has confirmed the fact that pervasive implicit 

racial bias and discrimination against Blacks is indeed alive, well, and pervasive in the U.S. 
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These studies repeatedly expose evidence that people from diverse racial and socio-economic 

backgrounds tend to make subconscious connections between phenotypically Black people and 

crime, culpability (especially for youth offenders) and animalistic behavior (Eberhardt, et al., 

2004; Eberhardt, et al., 2005; Goff, et al., 2008; Goff, et al., 2014). Such research also reveals the 

fact that implicit bias causes agents in authority within systems of education and criminal justice 

to perceive higher levels of maturity and culpability in Black especially (Hetey & Eberhardt, 

2014; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015; Rattan, et al., 2012). In one study, law enforcement officers 

and college students tended to add three to five years of age the Black youth that they observed, 

as opposed to the Whites (Rattan, et al., 2012). The result is the ñadultificationò of Black youth, 

whereby authority figures tend to hold them to a higher standard of maturity than is appropriate 

for their age (Rockett, 2019). Because these anti-Black youth biases are implicit, they often go 

undetected. Meanwhile, the stock stories that feed and reify these biases are deep seated in the 

Americaôs narrative landscape. 

In fact, Americans tend to perceive less essential difference between a Black child and a 

Black adult (Eberhardt, et al., ñSeeing Blackò; Goff, et al., ñThe Essence of Innocence) As a 

matter of fact, in one particular study, Black boys in a criminal justice setting were consistently 

perceived by police officers and college students in a large urban area as up to 4.5 years older 

than they actually were. That is to say that authority figures may tend to perceive Black children 

as young as 13 years of age as adults (Goff, et al., ñThe Essence of Innocenceò). These same 

biases of adult essentialism and age miscalculation did not apply to White boys in the same 

study. Here, we see the insidious nature of a White supremacist racialized assemblage, catalyzed 

by economic ñresponsibilizationò and magnified with regard to Black youth in the context of 

criminal justice. During the tenuous adolescent years when youthôs identities are particularly 
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volatile and vulnerable, mistakes, social transgressions, and indiscretions are common 

(Camilleri, 2007; Walsh, 2004). However, for Black youth the stakes are particularly high. 

Sociology and cultural studies scholar Stanley Aronowitz (2003) observes that a certain 

ñAmerican exceptionalismò manifests itself as a ñclass denial that is woven into the fabric of 

American lifeò (p 15). Cornel West cites ñthe very discourse of colorblindnessò as a creation of 

ñneoconservatives and neoliberals in order to trivialize and disguise the depths of black 

sufferingò (Alexander, 2015, p. x). West indicts the whole of American society for its ñlong 

slumber of indifference to the poor and vulnerable. This indifference [é] leaves too many well-

adjusted to injusticeò (Alexander, 2015, p. ix). Here, we see that, in order to address this 

problem, we must first overcome the discourses of denial and acknowledge the subcaste 

dilemma by developing what Freire (1970) refers to as ñcritical consciousnessò of the forces that 

are at play in maintaining Americaôs undercaste. Freire proposes critical dialogue as the vehicle 

to achieve this critical consciousness. 

Robin DiAngelo (2018) accentuates the need for these critical conversations: ñnothing in 

mainstream US culture gives us the information we need to have the nuanced understanding of 

arguably the most complex and enduring social dynamic of the last several hundred yearsò (p. 8). 

The obfuscating forces of individualism (ñholds that we are each unique and stand apart from 

othersò) and objectivity (the belief that ñit is possible to be free of all biasò) tend to disparage 

racialized identity and deny systemic oppression (p. 9). DiAngelo (2018) observes that we are all 

swimming in the water of racism and ñwe are actors in a shared cultureò (p. 9). However, 

because White people are the dominant people group in the racial hierarchy, and are rarely 

compelled to confront racism, and their roll it its perpetuation, they are often dangerously 

ignorant of racismôs threat. When racism is addressed, they often perceive the discussion as a 
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direct affront to their own worldviews and ethics. This perception often triggers emotions like 

anger, fear, and guilt in White people. These emotional responses often result in counter-dialogic 

behaviors such as social distancing, denial, defensiveness, or debate. DiAngelo (2018, p. 2) 

refers to this process of obliviousness, to offense, to obfuscation as ñWhite Fragility.ò It is a 

particularly affective route of effectively silencing antiracist discourse and dialogue. 

Kendi (2019) observes that ñDenial is the heartbeat of racismò (p. 9). He argues that we 

must see the term ñracistò as descriptive and not as pejorative. In other words, racism can be 

defined by actions and policies that perpetuate racism and racially inequitable outcomes. Kendi 

(2019) defines racism as ñthe marriage of racist policies and racist ideas that produces and 

normalizes racial inequitiesò (p. 18). Furthermore, ñRacism itself is institutional, structural, and 

systemicò (p. 18). Thus, a racist is one who supports or enacts racism by action or inaction. This 

term does not define a person, but rather, it articulates their position in a given context. Thus, 

racism cannot be dismantled by pointing fingers and naming individual racists, but by identifying 

and naming racism and racist actions and attitudes as they present themselves. This must be done 

with the understanding that racism is rooted systemic mechanisms of racialized control (cf. 

Foucaultôs ñbiopoliticsò). The routes of racism, however, are supported and driven by self-

interest (i.e. a desire to be comfortable and to enjoy maximal privilege with minimal cognitive 

dissonance). To dismantle racism, we must first deal with it. To deal with racism, we must name 

it. To name it, we must be willing to articulate it and witness it, and the routes by which it haunts 

the everyday interpersonal interactions of Black youth. 
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Reclaiming Black Youth Identities through a Performance-Centered Approach 

Re-claiming does not require that we erase the past and script a new one. The prefix tells 

us this. To reclaim is to take something back. It is to possess something in the present 

while knowing that it has only recently been back in your possession. It is to remain 

aware of the previous óclaimsô even as you articulate your own. It is to know the past in 

the present as you work toward creating a future (Young, 2010, p. 225). 

 

For centuries Black youth identities have been claimed by exogenous White supremacist 

structures, systems and norms that have dehumanized and criminalized them. Likewise an 

internalized sense of inferiority and/or alienation has delimited our capacity and propensity for 

self-production. Nina Wallerstein (1994), for example, notes that the discrepancies between the 

ñAmerican Dreamò and the ñAmerican Realityò lived by marginalized youth may cause the 

marginalized to ñblame themselves for their lack of opportunities and develop low self-esteem 

and feelings of powerlessnessò (p. 155). To address this self-misrecognition, Wallerstein (1994) 

calls for a critical turn in pedagogy and research that ñdraw[s] on the personal and cultural 

strengths of youth that can promote resiliency and growth for individuals and communitiesò (p. 

155). She challenges educators and public health practitioners to explore the ñunderlying 

emotional, social or structural issuesò that lie at the root of many of the challenges that 

marginalized youth face today. She notes, ñthese underlying issues can be thought of as óhidden 

voices,ô which can either block learning, or, if they become a central focus, can unleash learning 

and motivation to changeò (Wallerstein, 1994, p. 156). We return to the power of voice. 

In the context of Lee Ann Bellôs (2010) Storytelling for Social Justice model, unchecked, 

dominant discourses tend to perpetuate status quo-reinforcing stock stories and silence the voices 

of subjugated discourses. Bell applies a CRT lens to storytelling as she seeks to unearth and 

amplify the concealed stories that lift the local knowledges of marginalized people, juxtaposing 

them with stock stories in a manner that generates critical consciousness around them. She also 
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celebrates resistance stories that mark and articulate the efforts of subjugated peoples and their 

allies to challenge the very hegemonic structures that generate and sustain stock stories. Bellôs 

work is committed to the CRTôs goal of mobilizing this resistance to move toward constructing 

new emerging and transforming stories that inform and facilitate action toward deconstructing 

oppressive structures and reconstructing more equitable and just ones (Bell, 2010; Ladson-

Billings, 1998). The Pipelines to Pathways project shares this commitment. 

Bellôs often performative application of CRT to critical pedagogy and public discourse 

reveals that the art of individual and collaborative storytelling can help marginalized people to 

develop a deeper understanding of the self and group members. Based upon over a decade of 

conducting critical ethnography and activism with marginalized youth, community members, and 

teachers, Bell (2010) observes, ñthe Storytelling Project Model can be used to help teachers 

understand racial positionality, think more critically about their practice, and develop curriculum 

that engages students as social critics and actorsò (p. 6). She has observed that arts-based 

interventions with marginalized youth are creative modes of storytelling that can ñplay an 

important role in building a community where risks can be taken and shared, and new norms 

established for acting against racismò (p. 110). While storytelling can be written, spoken, I have 

opted for what dramatist Peter Brook (1996) calls ñthe vehicle of dramaò ï that is embodied 

theatrical performance based upon ñflesh and bloodò where dynamic laws of human connection, 

entertainment, and engagement are simultaneously at work (p. 17). 

The performance work that this project does also applies what Performance Studies 

Scholar Nadine George-Graves (2014) calls ñDiasporic Spidering.ò George-Graves (2014) and I 

consider ñblack identity as an active processò of seeking to define and re-define oneôs sense of 

self as she explores the myriad roots and routes that traverse the body of Black identity (pp. 35-
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36). George-Graves endeavors to ñrechart the schematic of black identityò through this process 

she calls ñDiasporic Spideringò (p. 36). Diasporic Spidering entails ñThe multidirectional 

process by which people of African descent define their lives. The lifelong ontological gathering 

of information by going out into the world and coming back to the selfò (p. 33). The Pipelines to 

Pathways project utilizes Diasporic Spidering is a means of empowering individuals to engage in 

the dynamic process of self-production through story building and storytelling.  

Anthropologist Clifford Geertz accentuates the power of this process to create meaning 

when he observes that ñ[é] man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has 

spun (Clifford Geertz, 1973, p. 5). As a scholar, I explore and interpret these webs spun by my 

collaborators and me to publically reframe and reclaim the very meaning of self. When a 

marginalized Black youth knows who he is and doesn't allow society to tell him who he is, then 

there is a disruption of the biotrope and a transformation of the subjugated self object upon 

which the power of the School to Prison Pipeline is based. This disruption and transformation is 

rooted in positive self-concept and self-efficacy and routed through self-production and critical 

consciousness that empower us to reclaim and reframe of our own identities.  

This concept presents significant promises for the fields of pedagogy and performance. 

Education scholar Shawn Ginwright (2010) exhibited the deep impact that this process can have 

on marginalized youth when he challenged a group of Black youth in Oakland, CA to critically 

analyze their sense of self through reflexive self-inquiry, study of history, and a group trip to 

West Africa. Youth emerged from the process with an increased sense of self-efficacy, more 

positive self-concept, and a greater commitment to civic engagement. Furthermore, performance 

studies scholar Derrek Goldmanôs (2006) account of a theatrical adaptation of a novel with Black 

students at a predominately White institution, he found that the performance ñprocess was a 
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living reminder that origins are not fixed, singular points of departure but are rather like veins, 

bloodlines that run through bodies, spinning out from the center to produce sweat, blood, and 

motionò (p. 367).  

Derrek Goldmanôs (2006) example of a collaborative adaptation project that unified, 

educated, and motivated university students, faculty, and community members toward action. 

Madison (2010) has also demonstrated this generative method of collaborative performance 

when she directed a performance about womenôs rights featuring her college students in Ghana. 

As an instructor in courses where I have prepared students to work collaboratively to adapt 

literature to staged performances that incorporate the studentsô own perspectives and embodied 

experiences, I have seen first-hand how ñéadaptation may be a crucial means of dismantling 

and reinventing power structuresò (Goldman, 2006, p. 377).  

I have found that when we empower youth to trace, embrace, and embody the stories that 

construct their sense of self and society, we enhance the self-productive powers of storytelling. 

We also empower these subjugated voices to impact the dominant narratives that frame the 

perceptions, positionalities, and lived experiences of those in dominant people groups. For 

example, DiAnglo (2018) argues that when White people, as the dominant racial group in 

America, do not spend much time living, speaking, and thinking with people of color, the usually 

lack the ñracial staminaò that is required to talk honestly about race and racism without 

becoming offended or defensive. The stakes for developing racial stamina in White people are 

high. Without unpacking the race talk, we cannot achieve a collective understanding of the 

interest convergence connected with antiracism. As DiAngelo (2018) admonishes, we cannot 

impact the ñracial status quoò unless we get comfort in discomfort by embodying ñracial 

humilityò and developing ñracial stamina.ò For, ñwe will not move forward in race relations if 
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we remain comfortableò (p. 14). The goal is to move from naming racism to imagining and 

enacting antiracism. 

A Poetic Approach to Reclaiming Our Positive, Dignified, Agential Selves 

Poetry in research is a way to tap into universality and radical subjectivity; the poet uses 

personal experience and research to create something form the particular, which becomes 

universal when the audience relates to, embodies, and/or experiences the work as if it 

were their own (Faulkner, 2017, p. 210). 

 

Poetry is the fluid language of dynamic identity formation and free expression. For this 

reason, it has emerged as vital and ubiquitous element of this project. Poetry as a practice and as 

literary form is difficult to define in absolute terms. A singular static definition of poetry is 

impossibly elusive, because poetry, like performance, lives in the liminal. It is itself a form of 

expression that is adept at expressing and exploring excess. It is a form of expression that dates 

back to the first ambitious human attempt to embody words, movements, and vocalics to express 

that which heretofore had exceeded the capacity of mere literal verbal explanation. Today, I use 

the term poetry to describe a particular form of written and/or spoken expression that 

incorporates fluid and uniquely formed patterns of alliteration, rhyme, repetition, cadence, meter, 

musicality, metaphor, simile, syntax, improvisation, and other forms of evocative expression. As 

the poet modulates and presses into these elements in an attempt to work with, and through, the 

excess that bursts forth from lived experience, overwhelming emotion, and collective 

consciousness, they can reach a more profound sense of clarity, understanding, and inspiration. 

Poetry is a means of formulating and fashioning words for expression and embodiment toward 

empowerment. 

Poetry is a particularly powerful method of truth seeking, framing, and claiming, because, 

as June Jordanôs Poetry for the People Collective declares, it ñnames what has been silenced and 

allows us to understand and articulate our connections to one another and to the world we 
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inhabitò (Muller & the Poetry for the People Collective, 1995; p. 17). Sandra Faulkner (2020) 

argues, ñPoetry is about showing, not telling, our (in)humanity and all of its mysteriesò (p. 11). 

In every component of the Pipelines to Pathways project, I apply what Sandra Faulkner 

(2020) defines Poetic inquiry: ñthe use of poetry crafted from research endeavors, either before a 

project analysis, as a project analysis, and/or poetry that is part of or that constitutes an entire 

research projectò (pp. 3-4). Faulkner (2020) uses Poetic inquiry to express research results, 

engage in aesthetic activism, and to teach (p. 16). 

With regard to this project, I privilege poetry, as a form of performance that has the 

capacity to simultaneously operate as an episteme, method, and product of research. Poetry bears 

a unique capacity to delve into the psychic, corporeal, and emotive aspects of lived experience. 

Poetry makes them legible to the conscious inquisitive mind. As scholar and poet Elisabeth 

Lewis Corley notes, ñWhat do we ask poetry to do? We ask poetry to help us pay attention in a 

different wayò (Corley, 2019). Like water, poetry operates as a universal solvent, troubling our 

fixed notions of self and society and lifting new understandings. 

Faulkner (2020) observes: ñPoetry embodies experience to show truths that are not 

usually evident. For example, our deeply ingrained ideas about gender and culture and class and 

race, the seemingly natural ways of being are easier to unravel in verseò (p. 17). Thus, the poetic 

rendering of research can deconstruct dominant narratives. It can also be expressed to larger 

publics in a way that is more accessible, engaging, and interesting than traditional scholarship. 

All of this allows poetry to resist and rupture tropes and static stories while enlivening critical 

stories in a widely accessible format that can incite social change. 

Poetic inquiry is also an effective approach to critical pedagogy and self-expression 

work. Psychologist and Music Therapy practitioner Vanessa Camilleri (2007) celebrates the 
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therapeutic benefits of poetry writing. In her work, with inner city children, she conducts song 

writing workshops. These songs, which are just poetry combined with music, operate as 

ñtransitional objectsò that can ñabsorb and communicate dangerous thingsò for traumatized 

youth. In this way, poetry can serve as a safety valve and a venting place (p. 77). She notes that 

having youth speak or sing their poetry provides a safe place for them to communicate with 

others and express themselves in a controlled environment where they can reframe and 

reconsider the issues that concern them most. Furthermore, Camilleri (2007) reports that when 

youth complete the process of writing a song they feel a sense of accomplishment. When they 

are able to perform their work for others ï especially adults ï they tend to feel affirmed 

(Camilleri, 2007).  

Prisoner advocate and intervention practitioner Stephen John Hartnett (2003) has 

employed Poetic inquiry along with critical ethnography, autobiography, and historical research 

to develop investigative poetry. He argues that the goal of investigative poetry is to engage in ña 

version of synecdoche in which grand claims can be supported only through micrological 

analyses based on deep historical scholarshipò (Hartnett & Engels, 2005, p. 1051). Particularly 

pertinent to the Pipelines to Pathways project, Hartnettôs work with prisoners ñemphasizes the 

transformative power of poetry through cultural political critique and research with and for those 

populationsò (Faulkner, 2020, p. 29). Hartnettôs work combines the affective intensity of poetry 

with facts and insights gleaned from archival research to make a profoundly compelling and 

scholarly case against the U.S. Prison Industrial Complex (Faulkner, 2020; Hartnett 2003; 

Hartnett & Engels, 2005).  

Faulkner (2020) observes, ñThe act of listening to a poem can bring in the audience 

through the non-linear expression, the rhythm and cadence, in ways that traditional social science 
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writing with its ómumbling, passive voice, and long sentencesô cannotò (p. 30). It is in this spirit 

that the great scholar activist W.E.B. Du Bois laced each chapter of his seminal commentary on 

the condition of Black people in America (The Souls of Black Folk), near the turn of the 20
th
 

century, with poetry. Du Bois (2007) notes, ñBefore each chapter, as now printed, stands a bar of 

the Sorrow Songs - some echo, a haunting melody from the only American music which welled 

up from the black souls in the dark pastò (p. 1). Likewise, the production, and performance of 

poetry in this project persistently appear as means of expressing and engaging with qualitative 

research and historical analysis in order to more profoundly and poignantly discover, discuss, 

display, and dialogue about lived experiences, positionalities, and perspectives with Black youth 

and their larger communities. I will refer to this layered praxis as performative poetic inquiry. 

A Playful Approach to Reclaiming Our Positive, Dignified, Agential Selves 

Play, the natural language of the child, is often the easiest way for children to express 

troubling thoughts and feelings that are both conscious and unconscious (Schaefer & 

Drewes, 2014, p. 9). 

 

The spirit of playfulness facilitated by poetic and performance-centered approach of the 

Pipelines to Pathways project helps Black youth and their community members to reclaim our 

permission to examine and express our positive, dignified, agential selves. For example, Sandra 

Faulkner (2020) celebrates the capacity of poetry to serve as an effective mode of conducting 

and presenting qualitative research ñprecisely because of its slipperiness and ambiguity, its 

precision and distinctiveness, its joyfulness and playfulnessò (p. 12). Dutch historian and cultural 

theorist Johan Huizinga (1949) offers a theoretical framework that articulates the prominent 

place of play in human interaction. He argues that play is a ubiquitous, essential element of 

human interaction, but it is also primordial, in that it precedes culture, reason and human 

ingenuity. As Fisher (1987) marks the power of narrative by referring to humans as homo 
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narrans, Huizinga (1949) marks the power of play by referring to humans as homo ludens
39

. He 

uses the work of anthropologists and ethnographers to explore play as a socially informed 

activity that permeates all human civilizations. It cannot be faked and it can be perceived and 

performed by the players along a spectrum that ranges from fun and frivolous to profound and 

sanctified. Play itself is superfluous in human life, but becomes urgent when players feel the 

need for it. Huizinga privileges the phenomenon of play as not only an antecedent to more 

complex sociological activities, but also as a critical criteria for human activity.  

Huizinga (1949) makes the case that play, for humans is the highest order of being. He 

argues that play for playôs sake is sufficiently valid. He defines play with specific criteria that 

include freedom, supraordinariness, specific temporal and spatial imitations, strict rules, 

voluntariness, tension to be resolved by play and cohesion among the players. By these 

standards, play includes childôs play, artistic performance and religious ritual. He argues that all 

three of these can be profoundly serious, while the latter two may also be frivolous and fun. His 

point is that play is humanityôs way of skating the line between what is understood to be real and 

what is understood to be make-believe or imaginary. In that luminal space, Huizinga argues that 

humans get as close as they can to encountering the sublime. He states, ñNow in myth and ritual 

the great instinctive forces of civilized life have their origin: law and order, commerce and profit, 

craft and art, poetry, wisdom and science. All are rooted in the primeval soil of playò (p. 5).  

As I consider critical performance as a form of play, it is useful to consider Performance 

Studies and Feminist Studies Scholar, Mar²a Lugonesô (1987) notion of play as one that is based 

upon an attitude that is interrogative, imaginative, and improvisational. Lugones challenges us to 

travel to each othersô worlds (live spaces and lived experiences) with a playful sense of wonder 
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 The Latin word ñludensò is the present active participle of the verb ludere which means to ñplay, mock, tease, 

[or] trickò (Latdict, 2019). 



 
 

 

 

94 

and inclusion. She states, ñtravelling to each other's 'worlds' would enable us to be through 

loving each other" (p. 8). She notes: 

We are fully dependent on each other for the possibility of being understood and without 

this understanding we are not intelligible, we do not make sense, we are not solid, visible, 

integrated, we are lacking. So travelling to each otherôs óworldsô would enable us to be 

through playfully exploring and loving each other (p. 8).  

 

When a person performs their stories of self and society, they are traveling into an unfamiliar 

world of public discourse and inviting the public into her own world of lived experience, creative 

imagination, and love. 

For several decades now psychotherapy scholars have been exploring and expressing the 

unique capacity of play to produce ñtherapeutic changeò by activating the crucial elements of 

agency, belonging, purpose, safety, relationship, self-actualization, and self-expression. In fact, 

in his 1993 seminal text on play therapy, Therapeutic Powers of Play, psychotherapist Charles 

Shchaefer listed some ñmajor therapeutic powers of play, including self-expression, relationship 

enhancement, abreaction
40
, and attachment formationò (Schaefer & Drewes, 2014, p. 1). While 

the work of Pipelines to Pathways is by no means psychiatric therapy, the language and 

conceptualizations offered by this field and the fruitful research that it bears are helpful for me to 

articulate what I see in classrooms and stages when play is incorporated with the work of 

performance-centered self-expression.  

Schaefer and Drewes (2014) refer to the ñtherapeutic powers of playò as ñspecific change 

agents in which play initiates, facilitates, or strengthens their therapeutic effectò (p. 2). Based 

upon over two decades of practice and research, they observe that play therapy can operate as a 
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 Abreaction refers to oneôs ability to re-play, re-imagine, and safely deal with traumatic or negative experiences. 
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dynamic agent of change by facilitating communication
41

, fostering emotional wellness
42

, 

enhancing social relationships
43

, and increasing personal strengths
44

. Psychotherapists Mary 

Morrison Bennett and Stephanie Eberts (2014) articulate the power of play with regard to self-

expression: 

Children may have a greater need for a safe, accepting, and inviting relationship due to  

their limited development, limited sense of self, self-efficacy, and confidence in their  

ability to express themselves. Childrenôs expression is often limited; there are few times  

children are allowed to fully communicate their feelings. Adults often limit childrenôs  

expression because their feelings are displayed through their behavior, which may be  

inappropriate by adult standards (p. 13). 

 

The power of play, especially with regard to working with youth, is its capacity to provide an 

imaginative space where youth and adults are permitted to dance in the flux of agency, identity, 

positionality, and possibility.  

 Whether writing poetry, role playing, or engaging in an acting game, play allows (indeed, 

often requires) participants to release themselves from their unconscious and consciously 

perceived limitations, concerns, and traumas in a manner that allows them to re-conceptualize 
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 Play connects to children in a manner that helps them to better understand themselves and their situations, and to 

find ways to express this understanding. Play also tends to facilitate a more enjoyable and effective teaching-

learning process, whereby children are more ready and willing to learn new skills and information (Schaefer & 

Drewes, 2014). Furthermore, psychotherapists David Crenshaw and Kathleen Tillman (2014) note: ñWhen children 

are able through play to make the unconscious conscious or to bring into awareness the motives, the feelings, the 

conflicts, the maladaptive, defenses, or the trauma experiences that were previously outside of awareness, they can 

enjoy a greater sense of personal agency because they can consciously choose a course of action and make informed 

decisionsò (p. 37). Thus, participation in play can help players to name and express the previously ineffable. 
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 Psychotherapists Morrison Bennett and Eberts (2014) note: ñVarious forms of therapeutic play help clients 

develop better awareness of and control over distressing feelings. Moreover, the many positive affects experienced 

while playing strengthen the emotional health and well-being of clientsò (2014, p. 69). These positive effects include 

dopamine release, ñwhich provides a sense of enjoyment, focus, and drive to complete tasks,ò and positive attention 

and interaction from peers and adults (p. 15). 
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 Schaefer and Drewes (2014) observe: ñBeginning in infancy, the stages of sensory-motor, construction, pretend, 

and game play promote social development by triggering feelings of attachment, warmth, empathy, and respect for 

othersò (p. 155). Furthermore, psychotherapists William F. Whelan and Anne L. Stewart (2014) observed from their 

15 years of clinical practice and observation ñInteractive play that fosters mutual smiling, laughing, and delights 

between caregiver and child is a particularly powerful source of emotional bondingò (p. 181). 

 
44

 Research and practice in the field of psychotherapy have revealed that ñplay can boost a clientôs development, 

self-control, self-esteem, creativity, and resiliencyò (ibid, p. 211). 
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their understanding of, and interaction with themselves, their peers, and society. Through play, 

participants are able to modulate their understanding of the definitive ñwhat is,ò confront it with 

the subjunctive, ñWhat if,ò and emerge with an emboldened interrogative, ñWhy not?!ò 

Furthermore, psychiatrist Stuart Brown (2016), the founder of the National Institute of 

Play has found that the activity of play is a crucial element in the process of problem solving and 

of equalizing power differentials. He observes that the ñstate of playò is an ñaltered stateò that 

allows participants to ñexplore the possibleò beyond the extant material reality they face. 

Pipelines to Pathways facilitates multiple routes through which marginalized individuals are 

empowered to ñplayò and re-script their lives through the arts. Thus, it mobilizes play in a way 

that prepares us to transcend the identity delimiting forces of dehumanization, criminalization, 

incarceration and school discipline. Perhaps performance can empower us to write new scripts, 

wherein we may mobilize our activity toward positive change in ourselves and our communities. 

A Pedagogical Approach to Reclaiming Our Positive, Dignified, Agential Selves 

Without community dialogue and participation in decision-making around problem 

definition and solutions, policy changes- whether they are socioeconomic or specific risk 

factor reductions- cannot contribute to community empowerment (Wallerstein & 

Bernstein, 1994, p. 144). 

 

The Pipelines to Pathways approach to performance-centered critical pedagogy is based 

upon a robust body of research on performance-centered youth intervention programming argues 

that telling our stories publicly can generate a powerful sense of critical consciousness, 

belonging, and hope, especially among marginalized youth (Cohen & Palidofsky, 2016; Conrad, 

2013; Conrad et al, 2015; Fine, 2003; Madison, 2010; Palidofsky & Stolbach, 2012). 

Performance-centered pedagogy practitioner Diane Conrad works with ñhigh risk youthò
45

 to 
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 Conrad and the youth whom she serves prefer not to use the term ñhigh riskò, as its use performs a normalizing 

function that tends to stigmatize these particular youth. However, based upon funding and the need to use terms that 

can be readily accessed in the current discursive régime, she used this timer to refer to those youth who have been 
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engage in ñtheater, storytelling, creative writing, poetry, rap, visual and digital arts, as well as 

drawing on content from youthôs experiences, as ways of engaging them to express and analyze 

issues that they identified as relevantò (Conrad et al, 2015, p. 26). This approach allows 

practitioners and students to imaginatively explore what they think they know, to endeavor to 

grow, and to plan for where they want to go in life. Actively and innovatively incorporating the 

studentsô lived experiences with the learning process has also shown to be a crucial means of 

engaging them ï including family involvement, openly discussing issues of diversity, 

stereotyping and discrimination, and other culturally relevant opportunities by which the students 

are encouraged to articulate and reflect upon their own respective and collective relationships to 

the material and the agency that they wield in their own transformation process (Dewey, 1916, 

hooks, 1994, 1998, Murrell, 2002, Edwards, et al., 2010, Smith, 2010, Souto-Manning, 2010, 

Nasir, 2012, Gorski, 2013).  

The Pipelines to Pathways project incorporates a Critical Pedagogy Scholar Paolo 

Freireôs approach to pedagogy and social liberation. Freireôs (1970) philosophy of critical 

pedagogy and social activism acknowledges systems of oppression while empowering the 

oppressed to actively partake in a struggle to ñliberateò themselves and their larger society, via a 

ñcultural revolutionò (p. 158). Freireôs (1970) work seeks to bring a new critical consciousness 

(conscientization
46

) to the oppressed student whereby the student works in solidarity with other 

students, teachers, and their larger community to achieve collective freedom from oppression. 

Freedom is achieved in this model through a process of continuous critical dialogue between the 

students and teachers first, and the oppressors later.  

                                                                                                                                                             
exposed to, or shown a high propensity toward poverty, homelessness, incarceration, abuse, school discipline, 

substance abuse, or a number of other measures of risk. 

 
46

 Translated from the Portuguese conscientização. 
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The goal of the critical pedagogy that I practice in this project is to address the 

dehumanization of the oppressed subject by empowering the oppressed to ñperceive the reality of 

oppressionò and to actualize their inherent power to ñtransformò the situation (Freire, 1970, p. 

48-49). In Freireôs (1970) model, the oppressed subject has been systematically lulled into 

compliance based on a conviction that struggle and desire for change are futile. Thus, they 

misrecognize themselves and their power to ñovercome the situations which limit [them]ò (p. 

99). In this way, the oppressed student finds themselves trapped in what Freire refers to as a 

ñlimit-situationò ï one that projects the illusion of insurmountability and dissuades the oppressed 

person from resisting the status quo or struggling toward liberation (Freire, 1970, p. 99). Freire 

(1970) challenges teachers and students to work collaboratively toward experiencing 

conscientization - a ñdecoding process,ò whereby the mind of the oppressed is freed from the 

illusion of limit-situations. Freire (1970) calls this process the ñdecodificationò of limit-

situations: ñIn order for the oppressed to be able to wage the struggle for their liberation, they 

must perceive the reality of oppression not as a closed world from which there is no exit, but as a 

limit - situation which they can transformò (p. 49). Through Pipelines to Pathways, I teach modes 

of performance that help my collaborators and me to decode our limit-situations and to express 

our critical consciousness of them. In turn, through public performance, we teach/learn modes of 

being, perceiving, and acting to ourselves and larger audiences. 

Freire (1970) declares that ñthe object of dialogic action is to make it possible for the 

oppressed [é] to opt to transform an unjust realityò (p. 174). Likewise, in the realm of theater 

Augusto Boal (1979) demands that ñall must be protagonists in the necessary transformations of 

society [to] arrive at the poetics of the oppressed, the conquest of the means of theatrical 

productionò (p. x). Boal (1979) proposes a conceptualization of theater as ñchange and not 
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simple presentation of what exists: it is becoming and not beingò (p. 28). Boal (1995) declares 

that ñThe human being not only ómakesô theatre: it óisô theatre.ò He defines theatre here as ñthis 

capacity, this human property which allows man to observe himself in action, in activityò (p. 15).  

Thus, the person who participates in devised interactive theatre activities activates an 

intra-intersubjectivity when they become a spect-actor. This not only liberates the spectator to 

gain a deeper understanding of themselves and their context (as object), but it also gives her 

permission and space as an actor and witness (subject) to imagine transmutations, transitions and 

transformation of herself and her context. As Boal (1995) describes it, aesthetic space (any space 

where theatrical performance happens) liberates, in the human mind, the affective dimension, 

which is rooted in memory, as well as the oneiric dimension, which is rooted in imagination. 

Boal (1995) argues that the human being is ñtri-dimensionalò in her subjectivity ï that is, she can 

simultaneously be the object of performance, the audience to performance, and one who 

observes and considers the currently nonexistent possibilities for herself, as exhibited, or incited, 

by the performance (p. 14). It is by tapping into this profoundly reflexive capacity of human 

nature that embodied theatrical performance activates the imagination toward creation, 

transformation, and self-production.  

Thus, Pipelines to Pathways enacts a performance-centered pedagogical model as 

practice for action and transformation that will occur both inside and outside of the 

classroom/workshop. The intent of this project resonates with the observations that Laura Soble 

and Janet K. Long (2007) made after conducting art and drama therapy with inner city youth in 

three different settings: 

Art and drama therapies are, by their nature, transformative: children become aware, and 

are able to express, externalize, and transform difficult cognitive and emotional material, 

which allows them to formulate new approaches and attitudes to life [é] The arts as a 
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mode of communication, giving students a possibility to express feelings of despair and 

fear and an opportunity to receive positive feedback about strengths (p. 195). 

 

As Boal (1979) posits in his Theatre of the Oppressed, scholars and practitioners have 

discovered that diverse modes of applying performance-centered pedagogy can lead to Freireôs 

conscientization. When marginalized peoples are allowed to participate in the unsettling of 

origins, they are further empowered to question the current state of affairs, and to imagine their 

ability to choose and inform alternate destinations.  

To this end Pipelines to Pathways incorporates some elements of Boalôs work in its effort 

to empower and engage Black youth. Warren Linds et al. (2015) offered me an example of this 

approach. They implemented a Theatre of the Oppressed-based collaborative research 

partnership consisting of indigenous and settler youth in Canada. For this project, they conducted 

workshops that ñprovide[d] a performance-based theatrical structure for dialogue on significant 

social, cultural, and health issues... and create[d] imaginative "blueprints" for possible future 

choicesò (p. 4). Linds et al. (2015) discovered that an intervention with marginalized youth ñalso 

develop leadership skills: youth begin to question habitual thinking as they become aware that 

through knowledge they are better equipped to take appropriate independent action..." (p. 4). 

Research like this has proven that a performance-centered youth intervention programs have 

mobilized performance as rehearsal for revolution.  

Performance-centered critical pedagogy has also been proven to build the social capital of 

marginalized youth. Kersha Smith (2010) applies a Foucauldian framework to her observation of 

how the CDF Freedom Schools program attempts to foster more empowering and encouraging 

régimes of truth by carefully constructing an environment of hope and high expectations, 

wherein the students are referred to as ñscholarsò and young adult interns are referred to as 

ñservant leaders.ò This daily performance of referring to the participants (and them referring to 
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each other accordingly) as ñscholarsò and ñservant leadersò endows them with the authority of 

valuable experts. Accordingly, in the Pipelines to Pathways program, we honor the power of 

words labels and discourse as we collaborate to create, curate, and communicate our stories. 

Troy Harden, et al. (2014) cites a ñyouth violence prevention and intervention programò 

in Chicago where adults employed performance-centered practices to facilitate a process of 

ñbuilding social capital and achieving social discipline through participatory learning and 

decision-making that enables people to restore and build community,ò with the goal of 

ñpromot[ing] resilience and protective factors for youthò (p. 66). Thus, performance-centered 

pedagogy helps students to recognize the gifts, talents, and unique perspectives that they 

currently have, while encouraging them to expand and explore new insights and skill sets.  

From acting games to live performances with audiences, performance-centered critical 

pedagogy produces a repertoire of cultural performances that find their aesthetic space both 

inside and outside the classroom setting. Linds et al. (2015) observes: "Through games we find 

the balance between freedom and control, which is necessary to help people discover and explore 

the different facets of their personalities" (p. 12). Embodied games that challenge students to 

express themselves in new and embodied ways. These games facilitate a process by which 

students are empowered to play their way into new understandings of self and society, dignity 

and agency (Boal, 1995; Gruwell, 2009; Rohd, 1998). Harden, et al. (2014) call for further 

research in this area, which would include a ñrigorous re-applicationò and a ñstandardized 

trauma-informed youth oriented curriculumò that is ñflexible and adapt[s] to particular social and 

cultural context in which they are carried outò (Harden, et al.., 2014, p. 77). Developing such a 

curriculum requires the discovery of tactics, processes, and spaces of liberty.  
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The performance-centered critical pedagogy enacted by Pipelines to Pathways is 

committed to meeting students where they are while honoring and making space for them to 

process and express their unique life experiences and positionalities. I designed this project based 

upon my understanding that many of the marginalized youth with whom I work ñhave lived 

much of their lives in high risk and abusive situations, suffering physical, mental, sexual abuse or 

neglect, or otherwise negative domestic environments involving violence, crime and substance 

useò (Conrad, 2013, p. 7). The overwhelming majority of my collaborators have experienced 

pervasive and persistent forms of trauma. For this reason, this project had to address the 

existence of trauma, as it pervaded our interactions and expressions of identities. I have learned 

from Meade Palidofskyôs work, which spans over 25 years of actively applying performance-

centered pedagogy with often highly traumatized incarcerated teens through Chicagoôs 

Storycatchers program, that providing consistent empathic witness, establishing a safe place for 

the witnessing and sharing of trauma, setting shared goals. The work of programs like 

Storycatchers and My Life Matters forms a community wherein discussion of traumatic 

experience is de-stigmatized and a collaborative artistic approach to creating a theatrical product 

that expresses trauma performatively, can help youth to cope and work through past trauma. 

A recurring theme that arises among contemporary thinkers in critical pedagogy and 

critical race studies is the necessity of a supportive, confirmatory, culturally relevant dialogic 

environment. When communities, educators, and students work together dialogically to construct 

such an environment, learners are intentionally encouraged to partake in a constantly evolving 

and open process of ñbecomingò that transcends their existing limit-situation and connects them 

to positive notions of their own racialized identities and to the learning process (Ginwright, 2010, 

2016, Nasir, 2012). Freire (1970) declares that ñthe object of dialogic action is to make it 
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possible for the oppressed [é] to opt to transform an unjust realityò (p. 174). This process often 

incorporates innovative and unorthodox elements across multiple disciplines such as 

performance/theater, contemporary music, group activities, art, movement, civic engagement, 

social activism, as well as setting high academic standards with studentsô input (Ginwright, 2010, 

2016, Ladson-Billings, 1998, Nasir, 2012, Payne, 2008).  

With regard to racially conscious critical pedagogy, Naôhila Suad Nasir (2012) stresses 

the importance of what she calls ñteaching for identity-buildingò in order to effectively support 

and empower Black students in the U.S. Her research has revealed that environments that help 

Black students to succeed must first understand that their identities have been ñracializedò by 

systemic White supremacy. These ñracialized identitiesò inform studentsô learning patterns as 

well as their perceptions, and attitudes toward self and education (Ginwright, 2010, 2016; Nasir, 

2012). Nasir (2012) suggests that educators interested in addressing this issue create 

environments for students that include the following five crucial elements: (1) ñCaring 

relationships among members of the school communityò; (2) ñSpaces where students are cared 

about as whole people; (3) ñAccess to material resources for all students; ñ(4) ñCulturally 

relevant practices;ò and (5) ñExplicit conversations about race and managing discriminationò (p. 

163). Furthermore, establishing a supportive, student-centered and democratic environment 

focused on liberation and transformation of the students has been shown to improve student 

academic performance, self-image, and self-concept (Ladson-Billings, 1994, Cooper &Simonds, 

2007, Shor, 1996). Rios (2011) concludes that ñthe more rehabilitative, reintegrative, and 

positive their interactions with authority figures, the more the boys believed in themselves and 

understood themselves to have a better futureò (p. 23). This research reveals the great influence 

that authority figures have on the self-concept and lived experience of marginalized youth. For 



 
 

 

 

104 

this project, I examine my roles and interactions as teacher/leader/performer who works with 

Black youth in this context. 

A Participatory Approach to Reclaiming Our Positive, Dignified, Agential Selves 

[A]  move to activism occurs when research fractures the very ideologies that justify power 

inequities (Fine, 1994, p. 24).  

 

 The My Life Matters project is heavily informed by the extensive research done in the 

field of YPAR, which reveals an empowering model for effecting liberation and social change 

with youth. The YPAR model generally focuses on building relationships, establishing a safe 

space, working through collective trauma caused by poverty, marginalization, and violence, 

building cultural knowledge and pride, and facilitating civic engagement for youth (Irizarry, 

2009). This model, executed in diverse communities through diverse modalities has been shown 

to effectively improve the self-esteem, sense of self-efficacy, and the tendency to make positive 

life choices for youth participants (Conrad, 2015; Fine, 2009; Harden et al., 2014, Irizarry, 

2009). Irizarry (2009) cites multiple examples where YPAR has engaged youth and equipped 

them to become activists ñin the struggle for social justice and educational equityò that has 

ñpositively shape[d] their life trajectories, while simultaneously challenging the multiple forms 

of oppression that delimit them and reproduce social inequalityò (p. 195-196).  

Performance-centered YPAR practitioner Diane Conrad and her colleagues observe that 

ñwhat is really needed is research that works towards concrete improvements in the lives of 

youth" (Conrad et al., 2015 p. 21). Their ñUncensoredò project is an example of how 

performance ethnography can fulfill its commitment to action through a PAR model. In addition 

to playing acting games, writing and conducting staged performances, the ñUncensoredò group 

produced and implemented youth-designed and youth-lead workshops for adult educators and 

youth service providers in their community. The Art works that the youth developed were used 
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to start conversations about the relevant issues at hand, moving toward collaborative solutions 

with community stakeholders. Just as Conquergood (2013) admonishes ethnographers to avoid 

ñart for artôs sake,ò YPAR practitioners resist the urge to seek knowledge for knowledge's sake. 

The desired product of YPAR is "reflective, invited, practical knowledge that helps people to 

name, and consequently, to change their world" (Conrad et al., 2015, p. 26). YPAR seeks new 

understandings and perspectives based upon local embodied knowledges.  

The Photovoice method, implemented through the My Life Matters project, represents an 

effective blending of photography, ethnography, and performance/arts-based YPAR. For over 

three decades now, the process of Photovoice (also known as ñPhoto Novellaò) has been used by 

PAR practitioners to explore their  perspectives through photography, and to garner a larger 

audience for local marginalized populations (Castleden, Garvin, & Huu-ay-aht First Nation, 

2008, Wang & Burris, 1994). Photovoice works by generating photographs as expressions of the 

participantsô lived experiences, perspectives, and positionalities with regard to a particular social 

issue. Participants meet regularly to share and discuss their photographs, then they 

collaboratively curate a public sharing of some of the photographs. By presenting the 

photographs and photographers in the same space, the Photovoice method facilitates a process of 

critical embodied storytelling. Wang and Burris (1994) note that ñphotographs serve as one kind 

of ócodeô that reflect the community back upon itself, mirroring the everyday social and political 

realitiesò (p. 172). Photovoice has been most extensively used in the field of public health, but 

also has implications for the social sciences in general (Rudd, Comfort, Manzilo, & Zani, 1994, 

Wallerstein, 1994).  

Photovoice has proven to be an effective participatory research tool that equips and 

engages diverse marginalized populations toward the end of achieving social justice and civic 
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engagement around a myriad of social issues (Wang & Burris, 1994, Rudd et al.., 1994, 

Wallerstein, 1994). Successful Photovoice projects have served diverse communities by 

producing formative research, pilot studies, case studies, community needs/assets assessments, 

policy/advocacy, and program evaluation (Lightfoot, 2014). Photovoice has been used 

effectively to examine and address diverse social issues as well, like Latinx youthôs perceptions 

of medical communication, living with HIV, homelessness, and racial identityôs interaction with 

adolescent health and education (Catalani & Winkler, 2010). Such projects have generated new 

community relationships and organizations, as well as public forums and leadership 

opportunities for participants to engage with stakeholders and policy makers who can impact 

these issues directly. Thus the Photovoice method offers a proven means of generating a 

performative praxis and repertoire that can be mobilized to serve as analysis, artistry, and 

activism for social transformation. 

A Performance Approach to Reclaiming Our Positive, Dignified, Agential Selves 

 

 ôWeô is a political and intellectual stance; a wish worth aspiring toward; a fantasy never 

coherently achieved. óOurô work is a montage, and it is anything but intellectually 

independent (Fine, 1994, p. 30). 

 

The Pipelines to Pathways project enacts performance-centered mode of critical 

ethnography that includes performance ethnography, performed ethnography, and performed 

autoethnography. I have found ethnography to be a particularly fertile mode for processing and 

generating critical theory and analysis because it counters the traditional positivist and elitist 

tendencies of scientific research that form and fortify many master narratives in the Western 

world. Conquergood (1991) observes that critical ethnography unsettles the status quo of 

scholarship in four ways. First, it calls for a ñreturn to the bodyò by privileging embodied 

knowledge as valid expert knowledge. Second, its preoccupation with ñboundaries and 
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borderlandsò launches ethnographers out of the social centers to connect and build bridges with 

those marginalized people who exist on the periphery. In this way, critical ethnography has the 

tendency to bring marginalized people to the center of the social and scholarly gaze. Third, 

critical ethnography has ushered in ñthe rise of performance,ò which, as a dramaturgical lens, 

lends itself to the analysis of the embodied social and cultural performances that unfold in the 

ethnographic field. The ethnographerôs gaze includes, and transcends language and written text, 

thereby allowing it to interact with, and take in, the sundry forms of extra-textual and extra-

lingual human performances that reveal our practices, passions and priorities. Fourth, critical 

ethnography is grounded in ñrhetorical reflexivityò ï an understanding that the writings of the 

ethnographer re-present the ethnographerôs subjects to others in a way that reveals the 

ethnographerôs own biases and positionality with respect to the subject and intended audience.  

Performance ethnography, as practiced in Pipelines to Pathways, is what happens when 

the critical ethnographic process of study is applied to the cultural performances observed and 

created in the field. Madison (2012) argues that performance ethnography ought to focus on 

generating ñintersubjectivityò whereby performance ethnographers ask ñthe audience to travel 

empathically to the world of the subjects and to feel and know some of what they feel and know, 

two life-worlds meet and the domain of outsider and insider are simultaneously demarcated and 

fusedò (p. 194) (cf. Lugonesô (2010) ñworld travelò). She charges critical ethnographers to 

demand of their work reflexivity, collaboration, ethical other-centeredness, and a drive toward 

ñequity, freedom, and justiceò (p. 5). To this end, the performance ethnography enacted by 

Pipelines to Pathways is aimed at creating public critical consciousness, conversations, and 

courses of action that positively reclaim and reframe the inherent positivity, dignity, and agency 

of Black youth identities.  
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Performed ethnography is what happens when the research is staged and presented for a 

public audience. The researcher(s) take(s) to the stage to embody their findings before a witness 

of audience members. The embodied performance of these findings takes the place of oral or 

written reports. Critical performed ethnography commits the researcher/performer to putting skin 

in the game and holding themselves accountable to being an agent of the social transformation 

that they seek.  

Performed autoethnography combines autobiography and performed ethnography to push 

the researcher into the embodied expression of their critical reflexivity (Madison, 2012). The 

result is that the researcher now steps into the roles of ethnographer, autobiographer, 

performative writer, and performer all at once. A new entity arises from this coalescence ï what 

Tami Spry (2006) refers to as the performative-I. This entity coalesces data collection and 

critical reflection with data expression by drawing from, and empathically digesting, diverse 

forms of text, social interaction, and embodied experience (cf. Conquergoodôs ñco-performative 

witnessingò). The performative-I is charged with expressing the intellectual, empathic, and 

embodied processes and products that arise through the field experience. Sandra Faulkner (2020) 

articulates the particularly poignant practice of poetic inquiry as a method of her own 

autoethnography: 

I show that poetry as/in/for research offers scholars , teachers, and practitioners a means 

of doing, showing, and teaching embodiment and reflexivity, a way to refuse the mind-

body dialectic, a form of ethnography and qualitative research, and a catalyst for social 

agitation and change (p. 2). 

 

The result is a performative practice that simultaneously analyzes social issues and the 

researcher/performerôs unique positionality, standpoint, and biases with respect to these issues.  

In the Pipelines to Pathways project, these performance-centered modes of critical 

ethnography generate both practices and products of analysis, artistry, and activism. Madison 
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(2010) notes that performance ethnographers recreate ñôtemplates of sociality,ô decoding [their] 

field data in order to record it óbeautifullyô for the stage eventò (p. 13). The result is a 

performative repertoire that does things in the real world. For Diana Taylor (2004), this 

repertoire is that significant body of knowledge that is actualized in a ñnonarchival system of 

[embodied] transferò of knowledge (p. xvii). In this way, performance and performed 

ethnography help us to explore, examine, and engaging both the archive (scripts, records, 

writings, etc.) and the repertoire (live performances, visual arts, photography, etc.) to uncover the 

truth that is rooted deep beneath the complex routes that cut across our diverse lived experiences.  

Performing Our Way from Pipeline to Pathways 

hurt people hurt help people (A collaborative poetic rendering of the lesson of 

forgiveness and resilience created with youth participants in a self-expression workshop, 

2017). 

 

Performance studies offers us a praxis for pulling our identities up, and into, frames of 

positivity, dignity, and agency that racism denies or delimits. People are constantly performing 

their identities on a stage of dynamically shifting and overlapping frames of identity. In America, 

these everyday performances are scripted by racialized norms and expectations. With specific 

regard to race, Judith Butler (1993) explains that ñôraceô is partially constructed as an effect of 

the history of racism, that its boundaries and meanings are constructed over time not only in the 

service of racism, but also in the service of the contestation of racismò (p. 18). She argues that, 

even while faced with racialized, sexed and gendered norms of subjectification, the individual 

has agency to play with - or modify - these norms by ñrearticulatingò them. She notes that there 

are spaces of ñambivalence which [open] up the possibility of reworking of the very terms by 

which subjectification proceedsðand fails to proceedò (p. 124). The performance process, with 

its requirement of energy, courage, and imagination, offers such spaces of ambivalence 
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(Conquergood, 2013). In this revolutionary/liberatory/therapeutic space, teachers/learners/spect-

actors may be empowered to ñdecodeò and deconstruct their lived experiences and begin to 

pursue a Freirean liberation - ñboth ófreedom fromô internal and external forms of oppression and 

ófreedom toô pursue dreams, wellness, peace and a better quality of lifeò for themselves and 

others (Freire, 1970, p. 17). 

Julia Moore (2017) critically explores this notion of performative liberation by applying a 

Foucauldian Power/Knowledge analytic, along with Judith Butlerôs theory of performativity to 

Goffmanôs dramaturgy model to develop a ñPerformative Face Theoryò (PFT) (Foucault, 1980). 

PFT is a mode of CIPCT that reveals ñhow identity work relates to broader materializations of 

powerò (p. 259). By grappling with Goffmanôs concept of ñface threatsò (existential challenges 

to a personôs face in the context of a particular social interaction), Moore (2017) highlights the 

power dynamics that are exhibited by the resulting ñface workò (a personôs efforts to maintain a 

desired or expected front to counter or resist a given face threat) (p. 261). With PFT, Moore is 

able to criticize the patriarchal and heteronormative structures that pressure women to comply 

with a collective representation of motherhood. 

This process of developing a critical consciousness of the self object may also help 

members of dominant people groups to critically consider, and transform, their own part in 

perpetuating structures and systems of oppression. Similar to the symbolic interactionist 

conceptualization of the ñgeneralized other,ò DiAngelo (2018) observes, ñWe gain our 

understanding of group meaning collectively through aspects of the society around us that are 

shared and unavoidable: television, movies, news items, song lyrics, magazines, textbooks, 

schools, religion, literature, stories, jokes, traditions, and practices, history, and so onò (p. 11). 

These are the texts that frame our identities. She clarifies, ñOur understanding of ourselves is 
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necessarily based on our comparisons with othersò (p. 11). When, we playfully examine this 

process and refuse to frame our own sense of positivity, dignity, and agency as mutually 

exclusive with the positivity, dignity, and agency held by others, we begin to experience the 

transformative power of mutual response-ability and interest convergence. We are able to come 

to voice, witness, love, and stand with one another in ways that save face while drawing us 

toward critical social transformation. 

Ultimately the very work of critical performance is connection. This work connects 

people to their stories, and their stories to other peoplesô stories, and these collective stories to 

social change. The literature reveals that when we come to voice by performing our lived 

experiences for a witness, we are able to generate a profound response-ability in both performer 

and witness. This response-ability facilitates the responsibility that compels us to act ethically 

toward the other. As Glenister Roberts (2004) observes of storytelling: ñCreating the story of 

oneôs life and becoming embedded in it ï becoming a person rather than an óindividualô ï 

informs oneôs ethical decision and binds one in a moral duty to other persons in the narrativeò (p. 

131). This chain reaction ï this fission of agential subject from individual self object - can 

explode into transformation. Oliver (2001) suggests that humans pursue subjectivity as ñthe 

result of a process of witnessing that connects us through the tissues of language and gesturesò 

and supersedes the senses of sight and sound (p. 223). We do this by putting skin into the game, 

and performance facilitates this act of revolution. 

The power of performance is that it not only communicates revolution, but, it also wields 

the capacity to embody revolution. Communication Scholar John Durham Peters (1999) warns us 

of the persistent limitations of human connection via mere communication: ñOne must often 

sacrifice the dream of fidelity in representing oneôs own feelings and thoughts in order to evoke 
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the truest image of them for the other,ò he observes (p. 266). Peters conceptualizes the persistent 

perpetual divide between oneôs self and the ñotherò as a gaping chasm that lies open between 

subjects. He observes that this chasm can never quite be completely bridged by the process of 

communication. We will never fully get the drift of others with whom we interact. Perfect 

communicative fidelity is impossible. In fact, racism widens that chasm. As Patricia Williams 

(1997) declares, racism 

is a gaze that insists upon the power to make others conform, to perform endlessly in the 

prison of prior expectation, circling repetitively back upon the expired utility of the 

entirely known. Our rescue, our deliverance perhaps, lies in the possibility of listening 

across that great divide, of being surprised by the Unknown, by the unknowable (p. 74). 

 

Peters (1999) postulates that ñpresence becomes the closest thing there is to a guarantee of a 

bridge across the chasmò (p.271). Ultimately, the live and embodied human interactions that 

emerge from doing the work to build those bridges promise possibilities for lasting, meaningful, 

and generative ï albeit imperfect and incomplete ï human connection that transcends race. 

The fact is that ñoneò and ñthe otherò dwell, move, feel and signify in and through 

material bodies. Thus, Peters (1999) concludes, ñTouch and time, the two nonreproducible things 

we can share, are our only guarantees of sincerityò (p. 271). Petersô ultimate goal ï along with 

Conquergood, Boal, Freire, Madison, Lugones, Oliver, and others cited here - though lofty and 

metaphysical, seems noble and useful to me - love. How can human beings show sincere love ï 

life changing, difference making, and hope inspiring love - to one another? It must be embodied, 

because we are embodied. Performance is an embodied mode of art-making, analyzing, and 

activating that allows us, as scholars to ñgoò to each other. As we perform for and with one 

another, we commit our bodies and minds to the connective act of going into the chasm ï boldly 

taking the breach ï world traveling. We become connective tissue. Performance studies is about 

putting skin in the game, knowing that we will never fully understand the essential ñother,ò but 
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we can understand each other better. The better we understand each other, and our experiences 

navigating diverse social ills, the more equipped we are to develop emergent narratives that 

address those ills together. 

As a researcher, dramatist, and caregiver to Black youth, I have embarked upon this risky 

venture of performance-centered praxis in order dredge up roots of racialized pipelines and drive 

toward routes of antiracist pathways. It is through this process of performatively coming to voice 

that my collaborators and I call others into empathy and solidarity with our lived experience. I 

draw on hooksô (2015) example of actively and strategically placing the voice of the Black 

woman at the center of her work ï not as ñan action to exclude others but rather as an invitation, 

a challenge to those who would hear us speak, to shift paradigms rather than appropriate, to have 

all readers listen to the voice of a black woman speaking a subject and not an underprivileged 

otherò (p. 16). My collaborators and I engage in acts of performance that are centered around our 

performative writing that boldly claims the positivity, dignity, and agency endowed to us by the 

Creator. As Della Pollock (1998) explains, ñperformative writing enters into the arena of contest 

to which it appeals with the affective investment of one who has been there and will be there at 

the end, who has a stake in the outcome of the exchangeò (p. 96). With this in mind, this project 

performatively centers the voices of Black youth and their caregivers to call community 

members into critical conversations about how we can do better for our children. 

Through this ambitious performance-centered approach my collaborators and I confront 

the School to Prison Pipeline by reclaiming our right to participate in sincere, active, embodied 

acts of love for ourselves, each other, and our communities. bell hooksô (2015) notion of 

reclaiming ourselves (or ñself recoveryò) is particularly relevant and salient in my execution of 

the My Life Matters YPAR project and in my development and performance of The Talk. By 
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examining the parlayance between the experiences of the pushes and pulls of the School to 

Prison Pipeline and empirical evidence, my youth collaborators and I discover new pathways to 

voice that all at once call us into response-ability and challenge us with the responsibility for 

antiracist action. In exploring the roots of racism, colorism, Black suffering, and struggle that 

forged the route that I instinctually followed in administering ñThe Talkò with my son, I am able 

to put together and ñreunite the fragments of being, to recover our historyò (hooks, 2015, p. 31).  

My immodest proposal here is that those with institutionalized privilege and agency in 

our society sacrifice the bliss of ignorance and disconnectedness to make spaces in their hearts, 

minds, and spheres of influence where they will hear our voices and witness our stories. 

Together we will deconstruct stock stories, dismantle biotropes, decode limit-situations, 

transcend misrecognition, and disrupt the forces that push and pull Black youth toward the 

School to Prison Pipeline. Our embodied storytelling will poetically and playfully reframe and 

reclaim from the sacrificial altar our inherent right to our positive, dignified, agential identities. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY  

Overview 

The Pipelines to Pathways project employs two distinct components aimed at learning 

from, and with, Black youth and their caregivers, the impacts that a performance-centered 

approach to critical pedagogy, critical ethnography, and Participatory Action Research (PAR) 

can have on efforts to empower and encourage Black youth and their community members to 

countenance and counter the School to Prison Pipeline. The My Life Matters collaborators and I 

developed, dramatized, demonstrated, and dialogued with subaltern narratives derived from our 

own perspectives and lived experiences. With The Talk, I perform a critical autoethnography 

tracing my own understanding of, and experience with, the dehumanization and criminalization 

of Black youth from the standpoint of a Black caregiver. These subaltern narratives counter 

extant dominant narratives in order to disrupt the historical, psycho-social, socio-economic, and 

discursive processes that form, foster, and frame the School to Prison Pipeline and the 

dehumanization and criminalization of Black youth.  

The primary data collected includes poetry, prose, photography, theatrical scripts, and 

field notes generated by my collaborators and me. This data is supplemented by archival data, 

surveys, and transcripts from interviews, self-expression workshops, performances, and post-

performance talk-backs. I analyzed the data collected to measure the capacity for the two 

components of the Pipelines to Pathways project to impact both performersô and audience 

membersô perceptions of self, society, racial inequity, and our own capacity and propensity to 

counter that inequity. 
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The My Life Matters project is the PAR component of Pipelines to Pathways. This 

approach to engaged scholarship is based upon ñan epistemology that assumes knowledge is 

rooted in social relations and most powerful when produced collaboratively through actionò 

(Fine, 2004, p. 173). My Life Matters activates Lee Ann Bellôs (2010) Storytelling for Social 

Justice model by curating and publicly performing concealed, resistance, and emerging/ 

transforming stories with Black youth participants in order to counter and contextualize the 

dominant discourses that form the extant stock stories of the School to Prison Pipeline. My Life 

Matters was conducted in collaboration with the Find-A-Friend youth program of Fayetteville 

Urban Ministry (FAF), during a six-week summer camp spanning three summers (2016 ï 2018). 

Participants included 36 youth between the ages of 12 and 18, eight adult staff members, two 

adult summer camp volunteers, and 50 audience members. 

The critical pedagogy component of Pipelines to Pathways is centered in my 

observations and praxis, conducting self-expression workshops with Black youth during My Life 

Matters. These workshops aimed to performatively explore, express and empower the positive, 

dignified, agential selves within each co-learner. During these workshops, I utilized pedagogical 

tactics and concepts from Paulo Freireôs (1970) Pedagogy of the Oppressed model, Augusto 

Boalôs (1979) Theater of the Oppressed model, and Shawn Ginwrightôs (2010) Radical Healing 

model. I also employed pedagogical and performative practices that I gleaned from African and 

African American storytelling traditions as well as some of those outlined in Michael Rohdôs 

(1998) Theatre for Community, Conflict & Dialogue, Augusto Boalôs (2002) Games for Actors 

and Non-Actors (2002), Susan E. Carrellôs (2004) Group Exercises for Adolescents, and Erin 

Gruwell and The Freedom Writers Foundation (2007) The Freedom Writers Diary Teacherôs 

Guide.  
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Inspired by my experience as a parent, family member, community member, mentor, 

teacher, and friend of Black youth, and heavily informed by my work with the youth of My Life 

Matters, The Talk has emerged as a work of critical performed autoethnography that has helped 

me to both reframe and reclaim Black youth identity before public audiences. I wrote and 

developed The Talk as a one-person performance between April 2015 and March 2018. I 

performed it four times as a student project as part of the University of North Carolina (UNC) 

Chapel Hillôs Communication Department in March 2018. Between July 2018 and February 

2019, I performed The Talk, as directed by UNC Chapel Hill  performance professor Joseph 

Megel, 19 times for audiences in Fayetteville, Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill, North 

Carolina. I have performed The Talk at churches, community centers, and theaters. Audiences 

ranged in size from 15 to 200 people. With every performance of The Talk, I facilitate or 

participated in a post-performance talk-back. Participants included 15 classmates in Professor 

Joseph Megelôs course, Communication 660 Advanced Projects in Performance Studies, which I 

took to develop the piece dramaturgically during the fall 2016 and fall 2017 semesters. The 

March 2018 production included five production team members and approximately 200 audience 

members total. The seven performances that I did between July and December of 2018 included 

production teams ranging from two to three people and approximately 300 audience members in 

total. The January-February, 2019 production included a production team of nine theater 

professionals, and over 1,000 audience members total.  

To provide context and foundation, I comprehensively surveyed the archive of public 

databases regarding crime, racial equity and incarceration, such as the Anne E. Casey 

Foundation, the Childrenôs Defense Fund, the Equal Justice Initiative, the NAACP, and the 

Sentencing Project. I have accessed public archives and newspapers such as the North Carolina 
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Department of Public Instruction, the North Carolina Department of Juvenile Justice, the U.S 

Census, The Fayetteville Observer, and national news to develop foundational understanding of 

the statistical parameters of racial inequity, social perceptions of Black youth, and the School to 

Prison Pipeline. I have also incorporated insights and ideas from literary exemplars like W.E. Du 

Bois, Te-Nehisi Coates, James Baldwin, Langston Hughes, and Howard L. Craft to help to frame 

this conversation. I have reviewed multiple texts, journal articles, films, and online videos 

pertaining to Black youth, critical performance, performance-centered youth interventions, 

critical pedagogy, sociology, PAR, Youth PAR, racial equity, Critical Race Theory (CRT), the 

School to Prison Pipeline, and ñThe Talkò (as a genre).  

Critical Dialogic Performance-Centered Modes of Discovery and Dialogue 

Diasporic Spidering allows for many different points of intersection and modes of 

passage to be woven together around a central coreðthe individual searcher/journeyer. 

Rather than describing a fixed moment in time, African diaspora (and black identity) in 

this sense becomes also a contemporary active processðan act, a performative (George-

Graves, 2014, p. 37). 

 

My approach to analyzing and addressing the School to Prison Pipeline and the 

marginalization and criminalization of Black youth is a particularly critical and dialogic one. 

When I say that my analysis is a critical one, I mean that it is ontologically based in ñhistorical 

realismò ï the understanding that we live in - and perceive ourselves and society through - our 

experiences. These experiences are embedded within a ñvirtual reality shaped by social, political, 

cultural, economic, ethnic, and gender values [that have] crystallized over timeò (Lincoln, 

Lynham, & Guba, 2011, p. 98). In other words, no social problem can be effectively and 

honestly engaged without attending to the historical, psycho-social, socio-economic, and 

discursive roots that have formed, fostered, and framed it. Epistemologically, my critical 

approach to research both acknowledges and honors the inherently ñtransactional,ò 
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ñsubjectivist,ò and ñvalue-mediatedò/value-laden process of communicating, meaning making, 

teaching, and learning truth. Axiologically, I am committed to a praxis that honors the positivity, 

dignity, and agency of my collaborators while always seeking to leverage the research in ways 

that will benefit them in real life and forge routes of antiracist action toward equity and liberation 

for us all (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011, p. 98). 

To achieve this, the Pipelines to Pathways project employs the following research 

methods: 

(1) Participatory Action Research (PAR) is that research that acquires new  

information with and for local communities, as opposed to on or from them. The 

praxis of performance-centered PAR consists of collaborative acts of creative 

expression, storytelling, performance making, and the collective analysis thereof. 

I applied a uniquely performance-centered approach to Nina Wallerstein and 

Edward Bernsteinôs (1994) use of PAR for problem naming and problem solving. 

(2) Performance ethnography helps me to examine the historical, social, and  

cultural context in which my collaborators and I are co-performing and co-

creating performance.  

(3)  Performed ethnography is enacted when the My Life Matters participants  

share our performative repertoire and when I perform The Talk for public 

audiences. 

A Critical Performance-Centered Approach to Pedagogy and PAR  

[W]e must not stand on stage as solitary beings basking in borrowed light. No lasting 

good will come of it. We must instead be light-bearers, letting the collective amplify the 

light of the individual and allowing the shared responsibility and glow if it to change us 

(Renée Alexander Craft, When the Devil Knocks, 2015, p. xiii). 
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I utilize critical performance-centered pedagogy and PAR because they have addressed 

the top-down failure of popular analysis mentioned above while offering invaluable insight into 

the lived experiences of marginalized youth (Conrad et al., 2015; Ginwright, 2010; Irizarry, 

2009; Wallerstein & Bernstein, 1994). They lend themselves to a Foucauldian approach to 

critical social and cultural analysis, studying power at its extremities, ñin its ultimate 

destinations, with those points where it becomes capillary, that is, in its more regional and local 

forms and institutionsò (Foucault, 1980, p. 96). Here, I focus my analysis on a unique group of 

35 adolescents on the fringe of society, experiencing the push and pull of the School to Prison 

Pipeline in Cumberland County, North Carolina. 

I engage Black youth identity at the capillary level, with small groups of two to 35 youth 

at a time. I conduct performance-centered self-expression workshops through which I have 

developed the 3D model of performance-centered youth engagement. First, I/we demonstrate a 

creative performative form of self-expression (a poem, a theatrical performance, a photograph, a 

song, etc.). Next, I facilitate a dialogue with my co-learners around the demonstrated bit of self-

expression. Finally, we systematically develop individual and collective creative performative 

expressions of our own experiences, perspectives and understandings. What the performance 

work we develop is informed and inspired by the preceding demonstration and dialogue. 

Through the 3D process, my collaborators and I produce a performative repertoire.  

The PAR method of Photovoice (also known as ñPhoto Novellaò - a qualitative research 

method by which participants express their observations through critical analysis fused with 

original photography) expands this repertoire to include photography that explores the 

perspectives of local marginalized populations (Castleden, Garvin, &Huu-ay-aht First Nation, 

2008, Wang & Burris, 1994). My performative approach to Photovoice includes a modified form 
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of Photovoice that encourages youth participants to create and analyze original poetry and prose 

alongside their interpretations and analysis of their photography. The Photovoice process as 

employed in the Pipelines to Pathways project serves as a particularly puissant complement to 

the 3D model for performance-centered youth engagement. It includes an iterative line of inquiry 

based upon the SHOWED method of inquiry that my collaborators and I apply to photography, 

poetry, music, embodied performances, and other texts. SHOWED is a systematic method of 

decoding limit -situations toward critical consciousness and liberation. The steps of SHOWED 

are: (1) What do you SEE in this photograph/performance? (2) What is really HAPPENING in 

this photograph/performance? (3) How does this relate to OUR lives? (4) WHY does this issue 

exist? (5) How can we become EMPOWERED by our new understanding? (6) What can we DO 

about this? (Lightfoot, 2014; Wang & Burris, 1997).  

Critical Performed Ethnography in Action 

[M]an is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture 

to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in 

search of law, but an interpretive one in search of meaning (Clifford Geertz, 1973, p. 5). 

 

In this project I qualitatively examine how the adaptation and performance of literature 

can be as much an artistic practice as it is an act of analysis and activism. By applying this 

approach, I am expanding on their work of performance scholars like Goldman and Madison to 

examine the capacity of a collaborative adaptation of a collaboratively devised original 

performance repertoire to incite critical consciousness, conversations and courses of action for 

diverse performers and audiences. The Pipelines to Pathways project combines critical 

performed/performance ethnography and PAR to examine the critical creative expressions of 

marginalized Black youth and their caregivers with the end of inspiring critical conversation and 
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courses of action around the School to Prison Pipeline and the marginalization and 

criminalization of Black youth. 

The Talk project seeks to present a performative repertoire of truth which includes live 

theatrical performance, oral histories, my own personal and intellectual musings, and recorded 

historical observations (Taylor, 2004). In this way The Talk also reveals the fact that, ñéthe 

archive and the repertoire are parallel and overlapping realmsò (Cole, p. 29). Moving beyond the 

mere statistics and policy which dominate the existing archive, The Talk presents performed 

autoethnography that expresses the truth of the lived experiences of real people that I know 

(including myself), and our local and embodied understanding of the pernicious, painful and 

pressing issues surrounding Americaôs racialized social hierarchy. I performatively mobilize this 

force in my effort to reframe our societal understanding of Black youth and their caregivers, and 

to reclaim our right to our positive, dignified, agential selves. Simultaneously, by performing 

narratives that explore the trauma of marginalization and oppression that racism inflicts on 

human bodies and minds, I invite audience members to experience with me what Boal (1995) 

calls ñthe therapeutic stage,ò where we are all encouraged to imagine new possibilities together. 

Decolonizing the Research 

Scholarship on school reform, racism, community life, violence against women, 

reproductive freedomésits at the messy nexus of theory, research and organizing. The 

raison dô°tre of such research is to unsettle questions, texts, and collective struggles; to 

challenge what is, incite what could be, and help imagine a world that is not yet imagined 

(Michelle Fine, 1994, p. 30). 

 

I approach this research from a decolonized/decolonizing motivation. To clarify, I will 

first establish a working definition of ñcolonization,ò and an understanding of the looming threat 

that it poses to the methodology of this project and the performance of collaborative social 

engagement. Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) defines colonized research as that in which the 
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researcher acts upon the ñresearchedò (hereafter referred to in this context as ñindigenous,ò 

ñyouths,ò ñco-learners,ò ñcommunity members,ò or ñcollaboratorsò) as a representative of an 

imperialist hegemon that seeks to expand its influence over the indigenous in a manner that 

further subjugates the indigenous knowledge and establishes the superiority and universality of 

the imperialist perspective and hegemonic influence. She notes that colonized research is 

ñembedded in imperial expansionism and colonization and institutionalized in academic 

disciplines, schools, curricula, universities and powerò (p. x).  

In a typically Eurocentric paradigm, colonized research presents an image of the 

proverbial indigenous back to the Western world as the lesser ñother,ò thereby dehumanizing her 

and reifying existing racial, ethnic, and socio-economic hierarchies. It reinforces and reiterates 

limit -situations and misrecognitions by repeating and re-performing the ñrules and codes which 

frame in the broadest sense what is possible and what is impossibleò (Smith, 2012, p. 8). I find 

this indigenous-centered framework useful for work with Black youth in the U.S. because 

ñ[s]lavery was as much a system of imperialism as was the claiming of other peoplesô territoriesò 

(Smith, 2012, p. 28). 

With regard to the material of the research, Smith (2012) uses the term ñsharing 

knowledgeò rather than ñreporting back information.ò First, reporting back implies that the 

ñivory towerò of academia is the ultimate keeper of knowledge. Secondly, she feels that ñthe 

responsibility of researchers and academics is not simply to share surface information [é] but to 

share the theories and analyses which inform the way knowledge and information are 

constructed and representedò (p. 17). To maintain the integrity of the ñsharing knowledgeò 

model, the Pipelines to Pathways project has included regular check-ins with the youth 

participants and community in a manner that enacts a sharing, rather than merely a collecting 
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(colonized ethnography that Conquergood (1998) counters with his academic, aesthetic and 

activist approach to the process of collaboration) or teaching (banking system style pedagogy 

that Freire (1970) counters with his Pedagogy of the Oppressed model of liberation). Throughout 

the activities of this project, I have sought to share knowledge, insight, wonder, and love with my 

collaborators, colleagues and audience members.  

Service and struggle are two actions that must be collaboratively pursued in framework 

that puts the researcher on equal footing as the collaborators. For the researcher to enter the 

community of collaborators in order to create or lead a struggle is inherently imperialist, in that it 

perpetuates the sentiment that the researcher is a broker of universal truth and justice by virtue of 

his ñexpertò position. An example of this de-centering of the imperialist expert can be seen in the 

Sangtin Writers Collective (2006) works, which presents a ñcollective methodologyò that 

expands the archive of credible evidence, or data, to autobiographical writings of the people. 

This expansion of the cannon provides a more vivid and grounded understanding of what is 

actually happening in the community of study. This equips the researcher to actively influence 

the ñpolitics of powerò by re-defining ñknowledge productionò (154). To this end, I present non-

traditional texts in the form of performance scripts, poetry, and the Ravon Jordan My Life 

Matters Project anthology of self-expression as scholarship (see CHAPTER 4). 

Performative and Poetic Inquiry 

Qualitative researchers use poetry in their work precisely because of its slipperiness and 

ambiguity, its precision and distinctiveness, its joyfulness and playfulness (Sandra L. 

Faulkner Poetic Inquiry: Craft, Method and Practice, 2
nd

 ed., 2020). 

 

By placing our pain, joy, fear, hope, frustration, and meditations into acts of performance 

we (Black youth and their caregivers) are able to reflexively decode, discover, and demonstrate 

our deeper understanding of the roots and routes of the Black youth criminalization, 
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dehumanization, and the School to Prison Pipeline. By placing our lived experiences into the 

arena of performance, we have committed to what D. Soyini Madison calls ñacts of activism.ò 

These acts not only reveal to us the multiple layers beneath the surface of things, but also the 

myriad possibilities and pathways that can be posited and pursued once we transcend the status 

quo of things. 

This work actively employs Sandra Faulknerôs (2020) method of poetic inquiry wherein 

my collaborators and I have employed poetry as both an episteme and as a method. In both 

components of Pipelines to Pathways I have facilitated, written, witnessed and analyzed poetry 

as a means of engaging and learning from, and with, my collaborators, audiences, and self. I 

implement poetic inquiry throughout this project. For example, I teach and facilitate workshops 

where students and I write simple poetry like haiku, which helps us to start conversations, focus 

group discussions, and to distill and clarify our more intimate and complex thoughts and 

feelings. My collaborators and I work together to write collaborative poetry as we actively and 

dialogically seek to express our lived experiences and ever-expanding understanding of them to 

each other and to larger audiences.  

My research is often expressed in a creatively patterned and performed collage of 

analysis, data, and creative musings, as seen throughout the scripts of Our óVille and The Talk. 

The poetry of this dissertation, as well as the scripts and poetic works produced by both 

components of the Pipelines to Pathways project, allow my collaborators and I to engage, 

examine, educate, empower, and explore ourselves and society with a greater sense of fluidity, 

freedom, accessibility, and activation. I assess and analyze this performative poetic work using 

Sandra Faulknerôs (2009) rubric of poetic criteria: artistic concentration, embodied experience, 

discovery/surprise, conditionality, narrative truth, and transformation. 
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The My Life Matters Project 

My Life Matters Research Design 

 

The My Life Matters project is centered in Fayetteville, North Carolina, the county seat of 

Cumberland County, North Carolina (population over 330,000) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). The 

majority of the projectôs activities occurred during a six-week period between June and August 

each summer (2016, 2017, and 2018) as part of the programming offered by FAF. Since its 

inception in 1982, FAF has consistently reported improvements in the self-esteem, behavior, 

court involvement, and academic achievement of its participants. Today, FAF boasts a 90% 

success rate at keeping kids out of trouble and successful in school (fayurbmin.org). FAFôs 

mission is ñto deter youth ages 6-18 from adjudication or further court involvement by 

improving behavior, enhancing academic achievements, and building positive relationships 

within the communityò (www.fayurbmin.org). FAF youth participants have had some negative 

social experience with school discipline, the criminal justice system, community members, or 

peers. The youth were referred to the agency by school officials, court counselors, judges, 

parents and other concerned community members. FAF serves approximately 200 youth each 

year with mentoring, tutoring, group sessions, and interpersonal skills workshops. This includes 

the 70 ï 80 youth that FAF serves with field trips, activities, physical activity, and arts 

workshops during its six-week Summer Achievement Camp. This project focuses only on 

Summer Achievement Camp programming. I do not examine the year-round programming that 

FAF conducts, but I do make note of several performative and communicative elements of 

FAFôs culture and methodology that spill over into my interactions with the youth and staff 

during Summer Achievement Camp.  
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I began laying the foundation for the My Life Matters portion of this project in the 

summer of 2015 when I conducted two artistic self-expression workshops for 30 Summer 

Achievement Camp participants. I returned during the summers of 2016, 2017, and 2018 as 

Primary Investigator, artist in residence, PAR collaborator, and camp counselor. Operating in 

these capacities, I actively engage with the youth and staff throughout for four days a week each 

week. I co-performatively witnessed, as the summer camp participants and I interacted and 

collaborated. I also partook in the dynamic process of performative writing whereby my field 

notes regarding social and cultural performances in which I participated and observed, are 

particularly vulnerable, invested, and reflexive (Pollock, 1998). Here is where I actively and 

reflexively partake in and observe (i.e. co-performatively witness) processes of cultural, social, 

and identity performances to create critical performance and performed ethnography that 

examines the historical, cultural, socio-economic, and personal contexts and patterns at play in 

this project. 

All My Life Matters collaborators were initially contacted in person by me or a 

representative of FAF at the Summer Achievement Camp orientation meetings that occurred in 

late May and early June each year. Those who could not attend the orientation meetings were 

approached in person upon their next visit to the FAF site or at summer camp. I recruited 

participants by offering this project as one option for the youth to participate in during the FAF 

Summer Achievement Camp. The FAF program serves women and minorities with no 

limitations based upon race, ethnicity, socio-economic background, gender, religion or national 

origin. Youth are referred to FAF, and accepted into FAF, based upon their need for positive 

intervention to prevent future negative actions and experiences.  
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All  youth who participate in FAF's Summer Achievement Camp were invited to 

participate in this research project, but their participation in the My Life Matters project had no 

impact upon their access to all Summer Achievement Camp activities or enrollment. Youth who 

chose not to participate were offered alternative activities by FAF Summer Achievement Camp 

staff and volunteers. Participation in this project is entirely voluntary, and participants were 

informed that they had permission to drop out from participation at any time. Disruptive, illegal 

or otherwise counter-productive behavior was grounds for dismissal from the project. The FAF 

Staff reviewed each case with me and we followed FAF protocols for handling such behavior. 

While I conducted performance workshops with 75 students from ages eight to 18 as part 

of my commitment to the youth and the agency, my focus for this project was on 35 adolescent 

(ages 12 to 18) participants, because this is the age when marginalized youths tend to experience 

significantly higher rates of school suspension and incarceration (Public Schools of North 

Carolina, 2018, p. 18). Participants in workshops were 100% Black (with two students being 

Afro-Latina and another being a self-described mixed race person of partial African descent). 

While I interacted with younger children, and adolescents who opted not to participate in the 

PAR project, only 35 adolescents participated as collaborators in the My Life Matters PAR 

process.  

During FAFôs Summer Achievement Camp, I conducted one-to-two weekly hour-to-two-

hour performance-centered workshops with 3 to 35 youth at a time. These workshops included 

acting games, storytelling, playwriting, poetry, photography (using the Photovoice method in 

2017), music, dance, and other forms of creative self-expression. Through workshops and co-

performative witnessing with the youth and eight adult staff members of the agency, I 

qualitatively measured the capacity of this process to generate stories (and performances of 
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stories) that inspire and articulate subjugated narratives of the positive, dignified, agential Black 

youth. I also examined the process by which this project produced a repertoire of diverse creative 

expressions of our collective and individual understandings of self, society, the School to Prison 

Pipeline, and the dehumanization and criminalization of Black youth. The repertoire includes an 

anthology of photography, prose and poetry entitled The Ravon Jordan My Life Matters Project, 

an original collaboratively written script of a full -length play entitled Our óVille, and two live 

public performances. I submit these elements as rich sources of expert data that can be extended 

far beyond their capillary origins by means of performance. 

I reviewed field notes from co-performative witnessing to contextualize our experience of 

the performance process from workshops, to rehearsals, to performance. I analyzed this data to 

examine the projectôs capacity to help performers to develop critical consciousness, procure and 

publicly present critical stories, participate in critical conversations, and consider critical courses 

of action to address the forces and processes of dehumanization and criminalization that form, 

foment, and enforce the School to Prison Pipeline.  

I administered post-program paper surveys to youth participants to measure the impact 

that the program has had on their attitudes about themselves, their peers, society, and their 

willingness/ability to express themselves. I administered post-performance paper surveys to 

audience members to assess the perceived relevance and impact of the performance. Using a 

critical performance ethnography approach, I analyzed this data to examine the projectôs capacity 

to help performers to express themselves clearly and creatively in public.  

My Life Matters Data Collected 

 

Á Demographic information on 35 adolescent participants collected from FAF staff 

¶ Age, gender, grade in school 
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¶ Free/reduced lunch qualification (yes or no) 

¶ Household make-up (non-traditional, single parent, both parents) 

¶ Referral source (court/court counselor, parent, school, other) 

¶ School suspension in the last school year (yes or no) 

¶ School expulsion in the last school year (yes or no) 

¶ Past court involvement (yes or no) 

¶ Relations with incarceration (self, parent, sibling, extended family, none) 

¶ Violence Experienced (defined as assault with any weapon) (self, parents, sibling, 

extended family, friend, none) 

¶ Death Experienced (parent, sibling, extended family, friend, none) 

Á 14 self-expression workshops conducted by the primary investigator (60 to 120 

minutes; 1,000 minutes of audio recorded transcribed by the primary investigator )   

Á One public performance of 14 youth and the primary investigator for 50 community 

audience members (August 5, 2016) 

Á 15 post-performance surveys for performers (2016) 

Á 22 post-performance surveys for audience members (2016) 

Á One public performance of three youth participants at the Fayetteville City Council 

meeting (September 12, 2016) 

Á One post-performance talk-back after a performance of The Talk (July 18, 2018) 

Á 80 pages of field notes hand written and transcribed by the primary investigator 

(single spaced 12-point Times New Romans font) 
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During the summers of 2016 and 2017, I conducted weekly 60 to 120 minute 

performative self-expression workshops with 5 to 35 youth participants at a time for the duration 

of the six-week camp. Due to logistical limitations, I was only able to conduct two sessions 

during the summer of 2018. I performed my autoethnography, The Talk for 27 youth on July 18, 

2018 and conducted a 60 minute talk-back with them. During the six-week summer camp 

experience, I engaged this group of youth with games and warm up activities in order to help 

participants to honor their bodies as communicative instruments, and to release them to 

embodied expression and play. I followed these games and activities with facilitated dialogue in 

which we discursively and performatively expressed, examined, and embodied our truths 

through prose, poetry, dramaturgy, music, movement, photography, and other forms of creative 

expression that emerged during our workshops. This work has culminated in a performative 

repertoire that we analyzed and organized for placement in a book (The Ravon Jordan My Life 

Maters Project), and for future live community performances that will articulate our local 

understandings and experiences with self, society, and the School to Prison Pipeline. I worked 

with the youth to devise public performances of ï and critical conversations around - this 

repertoire as a form of critical performed ethnography.  

Over the course of three summers in the field at FAFôs Summer Achievement Camp, I 

have observed that the regular programming that FAF provides to FAF youth throughout the year 

often becomes a salient topic of discussion, reflection, and application for both youth participants 

and FAF staff. Inside jokes, shared stories, and a wide array of social norms established during 

the school year appeared to have formed and fueled a unique culture and mentality among FAF 

staff and youth significantly impacted the dynamics of the My Life Matters project. The FAF 

culture and protocols comprised an important backdrop and context for the dynamics and flow of 
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the My Life Matters project. To better respect and account for this context, I have observed how 

these elements impacted the performance process.  

The Photovoice protocol requires a limit  of 12 participants and a minimum of 6 sessions 

to collectively select themes, present photography, discuss photography, and to collectively 

select the photographs that best capture the themes. Due to the large number of My Life Matters 

participants during the summer of 2016 and the scheduling conflicts during the summer of 2018, 

we were only able to conduct a successful Photovoice project during the summer of 2017. 

During the summer of 2017, 11 adolescents volunteered to participate in the Photovoice project. 

Workshops included a creative self-expression component offered to all 35 adolescents, and 

separate Photovoice workshops offered only to the 11 volunteers. Photovoice volunteers were 

assigned disposable cameras to take home to capture pictures based upon our agreed upon 

themes related to violence during the first two weeks. Because this became too costly, we 

decided to invest in digital cameras that the youth participants were assigned to take home 

throughout the week to complete photography assignments.  

The Photovoice project enacted during the summer of 2017 included 11 youth 

participants and followed the following protocol: 

Week 1 Session ï Introduction to the concept and practice with cameras 

Week 2 Session ï Review photographs on the theme of ñviolenceò 

Week 3 Session ï Review photographs on the theme of ñcauses of violenceò 

Week 4 Session - Review photographs on the theme of ñeffects of violenceò 

Week 5 Session - Review photographs on the theme of ñsolutions for violenceò 

Week 6 Session ï Review all selected photographs and apply the 3D model of 

performance-centered youth engagement. As the Primary Investigator, I also examined the 
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performance-making process and its impact on our sense of self-concept, self-efficacy, self-

production, and self-actualization. I rehearsed and performed with my collaborators. I partook in 

co-performative witnessing throughout this process. I also analyzed archived data and field notes 

derived from co-performative witnessing. 

Changes in camp schedules due to weather, funding, youth behavior, and other 

unforeseen issues caused considerable uncertainty with the research schedule each summer. This 

uncertainty also prevented consistent contact with all of the youth participants each week. For 

example, we were not able to perform at all in 2017 and I was only able to conduct two 

workshops and one performance of The Talk with the youth during the 2018 Summer 

Achievement Camp.  

The most robust sources of data were field notes from co-performative witnessing of the 

performance process and the performative repertoire. (See APPENDIX G for example lesson 

plan). During the summer of 2017, my collaborators and I decided to curate an anthology of their 

prose, poetry and photography. We also collaborated on a script for a play entitled Our óVille ï a 

dramatic reflection of their lived experiences and perceptions around the struggles that they face 

daily. We developed the script and rehearsed over the course of Summer Achievement Camp. 

Due to venue limitations and scheduling conflicts, we were not able to produce a performance of 

Our óVille during the summer. We scheduled an October performance, but this date also fell 

through. Due to turnover of staff and youth participants, as well as scheduling conflicts, we were 

never able to produce a public performance of our work in 2017 or 2018.  

Summer of 2018 was particularly challenging due to personnel shifts in the FAF 

organizations and unforeseen scheduling conflicts. The activities and commitments scheduled by 

the FAF organization precluded the regular six workshops. I served as a camp counselor for the 
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duration of the camp, conducting only two self-expression workshops and one performance of 

The Talk for 27 adolescents in July of 2018. Three youth participants from the previous two 

years rose to serve as my audiovisual technicians for the performance of The Talk. These same 

three youth participants went on to serve as the audio visual technicians for two public 

performances at the Fayetteville, Cumberland County Arts Council on October 14
th
. They also 

served as active panelists as I facilitated the post-performance talk-back. Some of their feedback 

and insight will appear in my analysis and articulation of the data associated with The Talk 

component of this project. 

One of the final products of this process is an anthology of our creative self-expression 

work produced over the course of My Life Matters. The book, entitled The Ravon Jordan My Life 

Matters Project, was completed in the spring of 2019 (see Chapter 4). This book is a brief 

anthology of some of the prose, poetry, and photography that the youth chose to publish. The My 

Life Matters anthology represents a critical performance approach to expressing our perceptions 

and experiences of self, society, and the School to Prison Pipeline. In the collaborative spirit of 

PAR, the My Life Matters anthology book and the Our óVille script are available to community 

members and youth to incite larger conversations around the issues that disproportionately 

impact the lives of marginalized Black youth in Cumberland County, North Carolina, and to 

position the youths themselves as local experts on these issues. They have been distributed to 

youth participants, and are available at the FAF location. 

The Talk Project 

The Talk Research Design 

 

The Talk project is the culmination of my work as a practitioner, performer, and a parent 

of Black youth, analyzing the genre of ñThe Talk.ò This social phenomenon is the conversation 
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that caregivers of Black youth in America often feel compelled to have in order to warn these 

youth of the slings and arrows of racism that they may face in the world. I examine the process 

by which I researched, wrote, rehearsed, performed, and publicly discussed and analyzed this 

piece of performed ethnography and autoethnography with youth, scholars, and community 

audiences between April, 2015 and February, 2019. My data includes observations from field 

notes, transcripts from post-performance talk-backs, published reviews, post-performance 

surveys administered to volunteer adult audience members, and oral history interviews. 

I conducted these oral history interviews as an effort to ñdraw (historical) fact(storied) 

symbol into the precarious, creative process of memory-makingò in the context of writing and 

performing The Talk (Pollock, 2006, p. 88). As I conducted these oral history interviews, I 

engaged in an interview method that Della Pollock (2006) calls ñlistening out loudò ï whereby 

the interviewer listens with their heart, in deep humility and gratitude toward their interlocutors. 

This praxis is based upon a mindset that allows the interviewer to engage with their interlocutors 

at a deeper level than is normally allowed in everyday life. Pollock (2006) states: 

Begun in the spirit of preservation that drives much oral history practice - the desire to 

save stories from both political obscurity and the ravages of mortality, listening out loud 

sets fire to the thing saved: through the course of conversational interviews, improvised 

retellings, scenic description, poetic transcription, and public rehearsal, the story as a 

historical artifact goes up in the flames of committed understanding, becoming the 

molten energy of re-creation (p. 89). 

 

Rather than recording the interviews, I focused more on spending time with each individual 

parent, listening ñbody to body, heart to heart, not so much recording as absorbing the other 

person's storyò (Pollock, 2006, p. 89). By listening ñhard,ò I learned my parentsô perspectives 

and experiences with race by ñheart.ò I attended to their words, vocalics, affect and embodiment 

as they spoke to me. I then spent a few hours writing narratives as storytelling script. I returned 

to each parent and performed my embodied interpretation of the stories they told me. The goal 
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was not to achieve perfect fidelity in characterization and interpretation (which is impossible). 

The goal was to capture and project through my body the spirit of their stories in a way that they 

felt was satisfactory. 

In this way, I operated as what Kelly Oliver (2001) refers to as a loving witness. As I 

embody my parentsô stories as a teller, I am able to experience the deeper impact that listening 

out loud avails where the teller  

feels for, with, on behalf of, and in response to her friend. This isn't a mimesis of feeling 

in the sense of a direct copy. The performer isn't feeling-and doesn't pretend to feel-what 

her friend felt. But the friend's-or first performer's-feelings are doubled, and doubled 

again-one body to ·another, and past to present. Both the primary teller and the 

listener/teller are moved in corresponding but markedly different waysò (Pollock, 2006, 

p. 92). 

 

During interviews the primary tellers (each parent) and the teller (I) laughed, cried, and 

expressed gratitude for the gracious sharing of, and the humble and genuinely inquisitive, 

listening to their stories.  

I, in turn, brought this curious, loving, gracious energy to the public performance of these 

stories ï thus setting them on fire in my bones
47

. Through embodied performance, I pass this fire 

on to audience members. Pollock (2006) articulates the power of this recurrent flow of exchange 

to preserve what was, name what is, and to imagine the emerging/transforming possibilities of 

what will be: 

The interviewer is herself a symbolic presence, invoking not only other, unseen audiences 

but promising - as if by bodily contract alone - that what is heard will be incorporated 

into public memory and acted on in some way, that it will make a difference. Oral 

histories thus write the past into the present on the promise of an as yet unimagined, even 

unimaginable future. They dream the past-performing what happened as an image of 

what might happen. Entwining what is with the normative claims of what might be, oral 

histories tell the past in order to tell the future - not to predict, to reveal, or foreclose on it 

but to catch it in ethical threads drawn in the act of telling (p. 88). 

                                                 
47

 Here I allude to a Bible scripture wherein the prophet Jeremiah declares that Godôs word ñwas in mine heart as a 

burning fire shut up in my bones; and I was weary with forbearing, and I could not hold backò (Jeremiah 20:9). 
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It is with this mindset that I embody and poetically interpret oral histories, public record, 

literature, and my own memories in The Talk. This performance is designed to drive performer 

and audience member playfully and purposefully on a voyage through what racism was and what 

it is ï with a hopeful eye toward the antiracist future that could be. 

I performed in Raleigh, Durham, Fayetteville, and Chapel Hill, North Carolina. I 

participated in 23 post-show talk-back sessions that lasted between 15 and 60 minutes each. I 

collected and analyzed 374 qualitative post-performance surveys administered to volunteer adult 

audience members at 19 performances between June, 2018 and February, 2019. I also gained 

insight and information from the perspectives of several audience members, my production 

teams, classmates, colleagues, and community stakeholders via email or voluntary one-on-one 

feedback throughout this process. With this data, I examined the capacity of The Talk 

performance to facilitate critical conversations and critical consciousness around Black youth 

and the School to Prison Pipeline that will  lead to future conversations and actions to resist and 

counter racial inequity and negative biotropes of Black youth. Paper surveys were available to 

audience members at all 19 performances.  

The Talk is the manifestation of my compulsion as a scholar and performer to do 

something with my writing. To this end, The Talk itself and my writing about it are ventures in 

performative writing as described by Della Pollock (1998): 

As performance, as writing that stipulates its own performativity, performative writing 

enters into the arena of contest to which it appeal with the affective investment of one 

who has been there and will be there at the end, who has a stake in the outcome of the 

exchange. The writing/subject puts his/her own status on the lineéin the name of 

mobilizing praxis, breaking the discursive limits of the emperorôs stage, and invigorating 

the dynamics of democratic contest in which the emperor and his new clothes (or lack 

thereof) are now continually refigured (Pollock, 1998, p.96). 
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This performative style of writing is all at once evocative, metonymic, subjective, citational, and 

consequential (Pollock, 1998, pp. 81-94). I practice performative writing here as a method of 

writing pathways out of pipelines for and with Black youth.  

The Talk Data Collected 

 

¶ Four hours of one-on-one oral history interviews conducted by the primary 

investigator with Berry and Jo Kelly (the parents of Sonny Kelly) 

¶ One 5-minute interview conducted by the primary investigator with Sterling and 

Langston Kelly using the post-performance survey questions 

¶ 24 post-performance talk-back sessions (20 to 60 min each; 729 minutes of audio 

recorded talk-back sessions transcribed by the primary investigator) 

¶ 375 post-performance surveys (185 from eight performances conducted June ï 

December 2018 performances and 190 from 16 performances conducted January ï 

February 2019) 

¶ 50 pages of field notes (single spaced 12-point Times New Romans font) 

¶ 12 pages of single-spaced email feedback from six community stakeholders, to 

include a 16-year-old youth who attended a performance of The Talk with her church 

group in March, 2018 (March 14, 2018), Lloyd Kramer (University of North Carolina 

Chapel Hill Professor of History) (March 9, 2018), Xin He (Cumberland County 

Schools Chinese immersion teacher) (November 8, 2018), Barbara Smalley-

McMahan (Raleigh Police Accountability Task Force volunteer and Board Chair) 

(January 15, 2019), Sonia Frischemeier (Boomerang Youth, Inc., Director of 

Operations) (November 2, 2019), and Michael MacGovern (Broughton High School, 

Raleigh, North Carolina, Assistant Principal) (November 15, 2019). 
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¶ 30 minute phone conversation with Michael MacGovern to receive feedback on the 

October 9, 2019 Broughton High School performance (October 18, 2020). The 

primary investigator took notes by hand. 

¶ 45 minute conversation with Sonia Frishemeier at the Boomerang Youth, Inc. site on 

October 30, 2020. I typed notes into a laptop during her report oral report. 

Field notes were based upon three years of development, dramaturgy, rehearsal, 

performance and post-performance talk-backs. This includes two fall semester sessions of Joseph 

Megelôs Communication 660 (Advanced Projects in Performance Studies) at UNC Chapel Hill 

from early August through mid-December in 2016 and 2017. Oral history interviews were 

conducted one-on-one with my father, Berry C. Kelly, and my mother Jo. D. Kelly. I conducted a 

total of two hour-long face-to-face interviews, and one 30 minute telephone interview with Berry 

C. Kelly to learn about his personal experiences growing up as a Black youth in the segregated 

South, as well as his personal experiences giving and receiving ñThe Talk.ò I conducted one 

telephone interview with Jo D. Kelly for approximately one hour and 30 minutes to learn about 

her experience growing up as a self-identified Black youth in the Los Angeles area of California 

during the 1950ôs, through the 1970ôs.  

I performed an early version of The Talk as a student showcase production with UNC 

Chapel Hillôs Communication Department at Swain Hall on the campus of UNC Chapel Hill, 

March 8 ï 11. Admission for these performances was a suggested donation of $10. I facilitated 

talk-backs (which included the director Joseph Megel) after each of these four performances and 

recorded some feedback from audience members. Depending on the time available at each venue 

and the amount of time that it took me to prepare myself and return to the stage, talk-back 

sessions ranged from 15 to 60 minutes long.  



 
 

 

 

140 

I facilitated all but four post-performance talk-backs conducted in 2018 and 2019. One 

performance in Cary on October 22 was facilitated by communication consultant and community 

organizer Tru Pettigrew. The November 1
st
 performance at Smith Middle School in Chapel Hill, 

North Carolina was facilitated by playwright, poet, and scholar Howard L. Craft. Performances 

on January 25 and February 8, 2019 at the Durham Fruit Co. (The Fruit) were facilitated by 

Renée Alexander Craft, PhD.  

The eight community performances that took place from June 26 through December 1, 

2018 were coordinated with agencies, organizations in Chapel Hill, Raleigh, Durham, and 

Fayetteville. These performances included approximately 435 audience members, 185 of whom 

submitted surveys. The 16 performances that occurred between January 24 and February 17, 

2019 were part of a professional production produced by Street Signs Center of Performance and 

Literature, Bulldog Theater Ensemble, and the UNC Chapel Hill Department of Communication. 

These performances included approximately 1,810 audience members, 190 of whom submitted 

surveys. In total 25 community leaders in law enforcement, activism, education, politics and 

entertainment participated as panelists after one or more of the 19 performances. (See 

APPENDIX K for a list of performance dates, venues, host organizations, and panel 

participants).  

I voice recorded all 24 talk-backs with a hand recorder, accumulating 720 minutes of 

digital audio recording. I played these recordings back and transcribed them into a Word 

document. I reviewed these transcriptions and coded them as I observed emergent themes and 

phenomena that countered, confirmed, or coalesced with my theoretical framework. I 

synthesized these codes and analyzed them alongside my field notes and post-performance 

surveys in my quest to answer my research questions. 
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I distributed post-performance surveys after each of the 24 performances that occurred 

between June 26, 2018 and February 17, 2019. The six of the eight performances that occurred 

between June 26, 2018 and December 1, 2018 in Cary, Chapel Hill, and Fayetteville, North 

Carolina were free and open to the public. The November 1, 2018 performance at Smith Middle 

School in Chapel Hill, North Carolina was a fundraiser and awareness raiser for Boomerang 

Youth, Inc. and admission was $10 per person. The December 1, 2018 performance at Redeemed 

Christian Church in Fayetteville, North Carolina was a fundraiser for the church familyôs family 

reunion and admission was $10 per person. For six of these performances (October 14 through 

December 1, 2018), I used a three-question paper survey for adult audience members with the 

following questions: (1) What did you find most memorable, striking, or interesting about this 

show? (2) How did The Talk impact your thoughts about society and your place in it? (3) How 

did The Talk impact your thoughts about Black youth in America? This survey was designed to 

help me to learn what elements of the performance were most compelling and to gain a 

qualitative measure of the extent to which the performance was able to foment or foster critical 

thinking and a shift of attitudes toward Black youth and racial equity. Due to printing limitations, 

this survey was limited to only two questions on June 26, 2018 performance at the Chapel Hill 

Public Library: (1) What did you find most memorable, striking, or interesting about this show? 

(2) How did The Talk impact your thoughts about your society and your place in it? All of the 

surveys for these seven shows displayed optional fields for age, race(s), nationality(ies), and 

general comments. 

Survey questions for the eight performances conducted in Fayetteville, Cary, and Chapel 

Hill, North Carolina between June and December, 2018 included the following:  

¶ What did you find most memorable, striking, or interesting about this show?  
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¶ How did The Talk impact your thoughts about our society and your place in it? 

¶ How did The Talk impact your thoughts about Black youth in America? (not  

included in on the June 26, 2018 performance survey)16 performances conducted  

in Durham and Chapel Hill, North Carolina in 2019 included the following questions:  

¶ How did the event impact your understanding of society and your place in it?  

¶ In what ways will this experience impact your future conversations and actions? 

Of the 16 performances conducted between January and February 2019, the first 12 

performances took place at the Durham Fruit performance space. The final four performances 

took place at UNC Chapel Hillôs Historic Playmakers Theater. Admission for these 

performances was priced as follows: Thursday performances cost $15. Fridays, Saturdays, and 

Sundays, tickets were $20.00, with $2.00 discounts available for Active Duty Military, Veterans, 

and Seniors. Tickets were $10 for all patrons under 35 to all shows. UNC Students, Faculty, and 

University Staff receive $10 tickets for all Chapel Hill  shows. Paper surveys were distributed 

with the programs for each of these 16 performances and a web site was announced and 

distributed on the surveys for people to submit their feedback online. These 190 surveys were 

based upon StreetSignsô standard post-performance survey format and protocol, and included 

demographic information (age, gender, racial/ethnic background, education, and how they 

learned about the event).  

This survey contained the following questions: (1) Did the event encourage and stimulate 

you to think critically about the subject matter? (2) Did the event place the subject matter in a 

larger cultural, historical, and analytical framework? (3) How did the event impact your 

understanding of society and your place in it? (4) In what ways will this experience impact your 

future conversations and actions? This survey also includes an open field for ñGeneral 
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Comments, Feedback, and Suggestionsò (See APPENDICES H and I for iterations of post-

performance surveys). 

To accurately place this project in the fields of communication, performance studies, 

critical pedagogy, CRT, and PAR, I examined published materials, books, pamphlets, and web 

sites. I also audited current and historical approaches to performance-centered pedagogy, youth 

intervention, PAR, performance ethnography, and performed ethnography. For statistical data I 

examined databases from sources like the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 

Department of Juvenile Justice Delinquency Prevention, NAACP, U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. 

Department of Education, and other agencies that collect information about youth. I have 

combined all of these data to create ethnographic products such as reports, articles, anthologies, 

presentations, and embodied performances. Thus, our work will  add to the embodied, uttered, 

written, and otherwise creatively expressed perspectives of local youth experts to the existing 

canon of transferable knowledge regarding the School to Prison Pipeline and the marginalization 

and criminalization of Black youth. In this way, our work is generating an expanding the archive 

of textualized research findings that overlaps with a repertoire of emergent and devised 

performance. 

Data Analysis 

I reviewed and coded the performative repertoire produced by the Pipelines to Pathways 

project, as well as all field notes, post-performance survey comments, and transcripts of 

interviews, workshops, and post-performance talk-backs. I personally transcribed 1,000 minutes 

of self-expression workshop recordings (My Life Matters) and 729 minutes of recorded talk-

backs (The Talk). I examined the themes that arose from the data to analyze and articulate the 

function and impact of each component of the Pipelines to Pathways project on participants and 
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community members. I analyzed the routes through which - this performance-centered process 

created spaces where the positionalities and perspective of Black youth and their caregivers 

could be examined, expressed, affirmed, and witnessed; to generate intentional practices for 

Black youth and their community members that allow them to examine, express, and reframe 

their lived experiences; and to empower participants to reclaim the inherent dignity and agency 

of Black youth. I framed this analysis using language and concepts rooted in critical race theory, 

the communication theory of identity, and theories of performance. 

In the creation of The Ravon Jordan My Life Matters Project poetry and photography, 

and the of scripts for Our óVille and The Talk, my collaborators and I conducted a performative 

poetic inquiry into Black youth identities, their dehumanization, and criminalization. Through 

public performance, our voices rise to express our expert knowledge and critical analysis of the 

dehumanization and criminalization of Black youth. Using Faulknerôs ars poetica as a rubric, I 

examine the aesthetic and intellectual routes by which this repertoire can serve as both a practice 

of expression and a space for expression. This rubric is based upon the elements of artistic 

concentration, embodied experience, discovery/surprise, conditionality, narrative truth, and 

transformation. 

I conducted co-performative witnessing during self-expression workshops, rehearsals, 

and performances, recording my experiences and observations by hand in field notes. I 

transcribed those field notes to an 81-page single spaced Microsoft Word document. I also 

engaged in 24 post-performance talk-backs for The Talk. For each talk-back, I used a digital 

voice recorder to capture a total of 729 minutes of group discussion. I then transcribed each of 

these recordings into a 65-page single spaced Microsoft Word document. I took note of the 

factors that facilitated or hampered antiracist dialogue in each of these social encounters. I also 
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analyzed some environmental, demographic, discursive, interpersonal, pedagogical, and aesthetic 

factors that can inform the formulation of intentional practices whereby Black youth and their 

community members can examine, express, and reframe their lived experiences.  

Finally, I combined these observations with post-performance surveys, as well as in-

person and e-mailed reports from community stakeholders that articulated the impact of this 

process. I reviewed 12 single-spaced pages of emails and took note of two conversations with 

stakeholders in which they reported funds and support raised by performances, as well as 

antiracist actions and attitudes that they attributed to the performances. I took hand written and 

typed notes of these conversations. 

Limit ations 

Due to inconsistent attendance and participation with the My Life Matters project, my 

coding and conclusions are by no means comprehensive or entirely definitive. They do however 

offer a rich tapestry of insight into the process of effectively performatively reframing and 

reclaiming our positive, dignified, agential selves while disrupting the discursive regimes that 

form, foster, and facilitate the School to Prison Pipeline. 

The genre of the post-performance talk-back is a common occurrence in contemporary 

theaters. The talk-back is usually presented as a special opportunity for audience members to 

directly address the performing artists with their questions and thoughts. It is largely presented as 

a means of further appreciating the performance ï an extension of the applause. Because the 

primary investigator has designed the talk-backs that follow The Talk to engage audiences in 

critical antiracist dialogue, this genre has served as a challenge. Because the talk-backs only last 

15 to 60 minutes, most of the feedback and dialogue (especially early in the talk-back) for this 

project were positive affirmations of the performance (i.e. extensions of the applause). It was 
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often difficult to channel the audienceôs energy and focus toward antiracist dialogue until they 

were given some time to comment on, and show appreciation for the aesthetic, and emotional 

elements that they found most salient. I advised each audience that I would be recording each 

talk-back session and including the information shared there in my dissertation. Thus, the space 

for honest and generative antiracist dialogue was limited during the talk-backs. The longer talk-

backs afforded the audience and performer more of this space.  

Furthermore, post-performance surveys and talk-backs served as my primary form of 

feedback for the live performances generated by the Pipelines to Pathways project. Because 

these channels delivered immediate feedback, they were helpful to examine the immediate 

responses that this work elicited from audience members. However, due to the short answers and 

timeline, responses were not as well thought out or critical as they might have been if the survey 

respondents had been afforded more time to reflect on their experiences. Surveys and talk-back 

comments were, more often than not, positive and celebratory. The fact that they took place in 

the wake of applause may have limited skewed audience membersô responses and participation 

toward more positive and less critical feedback. 

The Plan for Monitoring and Protecting the Data 

All  demographic data files for youth collaborators and participants have remained in my 

personal control on a password-protected laptop. Any specific data that this project uses from 

such files will  be aggregate and anonymously reported. Data that is collected via observation, 

workshop/focus group or one-on-one interview has been stored on my password-protected laptop 

and secured in my possession. Any publication of this data has been aggregated and/or 

disassociated from any identifiable information associated with the youth participants and 

collaborators of the Pipelines to Pathways project. This data has been made anonymous or made 
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unidentifiable by name changes and appropriate changes in story details so as to prevent 

unwanted identification of subjects before publication. The FAF staff and youth collaborators 

reviewed all performance and publication materials for approval before they were made public.  

All  focus group observations were recorded as anonymous and collective responses. 

Video and audio recordings of performances, workshops, and interviews were secured in my 

possession and on my password protected laptop. They will  not be published without the 

permission of subjects, parents, guardians and FAF leadership. All  reports from the transcripts of 

one-on-one and group interviews and focus groups will  be reported anonymously, or with 

pseudonyms. Authorship of all published materials will  be ascribed to pseudonyms chosen by the 

collaborators. Any pseudonyms used will  be coded, and such codes will  remain secured with the 

files maintained by me, and in separate files on my password protected laptop. 

Care for Collaborators 

Procedures for Subjects in Need of Medical or Psychological Follow Up 

 

Personal stories shared may embarrass or affect the reputations, livelihoods or 

psychological health of some. To protect participants, any information that they shared with me 

was reported as coming from an anonymous source and never associated with their name or 

personal data or details that could identify the child. The public performance will  include some 

personal experiences and perspectives of participants. Participants were afforded the option to 

exclude their personal experiences, words or perspectives from the production and the process. 

They were also allowed to choose to change details of the performances so as to prevent 

identification or embarrassment. Parents, guardians, and FAF staff were afforded access to, and 

the right to delete or edit, any information that could possibly cause emotional distress, 
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embarrassment or breach of confidentiality prior to the public performance or publication of the 

performative repertoire.  

The public performances were photographed and audio/video recorded. The images and 

videos produced from the public performances were shared in publications, public meetings, and 

on the Internet. However, participantsô input from workshops and performances will  not be 

associated with their image or voice as portrayed in these recordings or photographs. Any other 

audio/video recordings, or photographs recorded or taken beyond these public performances, that 

may identify participants or their immediate family, will  not be published.  

Traumatic or negative feelings may arise as participants discuss how The School to 

Prison Pipeline and the marginalization and criminalization of Black youth has (and does) affect 

us. Participation in workshops or performances may cause participants to remember (or trigger) 

past or present trauma. In addition to having trained seasoned youth program practitioners on site 

at all times, the FAF youth intervention program has clear guidelines that indicate the process by 

which they will  refer any participant in need of medical follow-up or psychological counseling to 

the most appropriate sources of professional help. 

Additional Protections for Children 

 

All  interviews with minors were conducted during FAF business hours with another adult 

in the immediate area who was approved by FAF staff and/or the legal guardian of the minor. 

Youth names will  not be associated with any demographic or statistical data. All  interview and 

focus group observations of minors will  be reported as anonymous or using pseudonyms. 

Measurements of program impact will  be reported collectively, and any individualized data will 

be reported anonymously. Participation in the My Life Matters program and any other activity 

pertaining to this program (to include focus groups and performances) are completely voluntary, 
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and require parental/guardian consent for participating youth, consent for adult collaborators, and 

assent of minor collaborators. Participants were permitted to share their personal information and 

perspectives, with approval of parents/guardians, in conjunction with their presentation of 

embodied performance or public speaking at public performances and presentations. For 

example, three youths addressed the Fayetteville City Council in September of 2016, and they 

voluntarily identified themselves, their ages, and their grades before they performed a poem and 

song sharing their perspectives and aspirations. 
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CHAPTER 4: CASE STUDY #1: MY LIFE MATTERS  

Overview 

What moved this research from merely collaborative to Afrocentric is that each 

participant agreed that the African American child and community were the subjects and 

not the objects of study. The approach throughout was to ask what could be learned from 

African American students and their teachers that maintains the integrity of their culture 

and their world view (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. 180).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 1. My Life Matters performance, 2016     Figure 2. My LiFe Matters performance, 2016  

 

Find-A-Friend is located in a two story building nestled on a hill in the historic part of 

Fayetteville. The large square brick building used to be the Lions Club building. A faded Lionsô 

Club sign is still displayed above the front door upstairs.  As I pulled up, and turned off my 

vehicle, the pleasant summer sun that was shining on my face as I drove, soon became a dazzling 

brilliant ball of fire in the absence of my AC blowing cool air in my face. I noticed that the 

playground outside the Find-A-Friend program was full of elementary school aged children 

screaming, jumping, running, chasing, and frolicking. The heat did not seem to faze them one 

bitò (Excerpt from September 9, 2015 field notes, initial site visit for My Life Matters project). 
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In this chapter I apply critical race theory (CRT), the communication theory of identity 

(CTI), and critical race interpersonal communication theory (CRIPCT) to examine how 

performance-centered interventions and embodied performance can (1) create spaces where 

Black youth can come to voice and be affirmed and witnessed; (2) generate intentional practices 

to examine, voice, and reframe their lived experiences; and (3) empower all participants to 

engage in antiracist attitudes and actions that claim the inherent positivity, dignity, and agency of 

Black youth. This work culminates in performances and performative practices that actively 

resist the criminalization and dehumanization of Black youth.  

This chapter is the product of three summers (2016-2018) in the field conducting the My 

Life Matters youth participatory action research (YPAR) project with 35 adolescent participants 

in Fayetteville Urban Ministryôs Find-A-Friend (FAF) programôs Summer Achievement Camp in 

Fayetteville, North Carolina. I also worked closely with Shauna Hopkins, the FAF Director, and 

eight of her staff members. The focus of our YPAR work was to develop new skills to: (1) 

critically assess the threats to the lives and positive self-concept of Black youth, (2) develop 

creative modes of self-expression based upon our assessments, and (3) to demonstrate and 

distribute this self-expression in the form of public performance, written poetry, a theatrical play, 

and photography. The products of this YPAR include a public performance held on August 5, 

2016, a book of poetry that was written and developed over the course of the three summers 

entitled The Ravon Jordan My Life Matters Project (See APPENDIX B), and a full script for a 

collaboratively written play called Our óVille (See APPENDIX A).  

Through self-expression workshops, performative writing, rehearsal, and public 

performance, my collaborators and I created spaces to build trusting and affirming relationships 

with one another and our witnesses. Through the performance process, we also generated 
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intentional practices that helped us to examine, express, and reframe our own identities. In the 

act of performing our stories for public witness, we experienced and shared the power to reclaim 

the inherent positivity, dignity, and agency of Black youth.  

We achieved this by confronting the extant criminalizing and dehumanizing stock stories 

around Black youth identities and informing ï even altering ï them through the performance of 

embodied storytelling. This process finds its roots in - and forges new routes through - the 

perspectives, lived experiences, and creative expressions of Black youth and their communities.  

As a result, Black youth and their communities effectively emerge as public counter-storytellers 

who discover and demonstrate their own concealed stories, resistance stories, and 

emerging/transforming stories. We frame and present these stories in such a way that they 

empower performers and witnesses to reclaim the inherent positivity, dignity, and agency of 

Black youth.  

For the course of this project, 35 Black youth, eight adult volunteers and FAF staff 

members, and I collaborated on the My Life Matters project to qualitatively examine and 

articulate our perspectives of the School to Prison Pipeline through prose, poetry, playwriting 

and photography. These youth, between the ages of 12 and 18, had been referred to FAFôs 

services by a family member, school counselor, juvenile court counselor, or other community 

member, due to negative interactions with peers, school discipline, juvenile courts, or community 

members. 40% (14) of the participants were male and 60% (21) were female. 20% (7) of the 

youth had experienced some court involvement (criminal justice contact such as arrest, 

adjudication, and/or sentencing). 40% (14) had been suspended from school within the past year 

of their participation. All of the youth had some experience with incarceration: 14% (5) had been 

incarcerated, 34% (12) had experienced a parent being incarcerated, and 52% (18) had 
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experienced the incarceration of an extended family member. All had personal experiences with 

the death of loved ones, but 86% (30) had experienced the death of a peer. All of the youth came 

from low-wealth households and qualified for free or reduced rates lunch based upon the Federal 

Income Eligibility Guidelines (See APPENDIX F for demographic charts). 

 These youth are caught in a dilemma of disparities that is evident across North Carolinaôs 

education and criminal systems. Black youth in North Carolina experience significantly 

disproportionate rates of suspension, expulsion, and dropouts (Public Schools of North Carolina, 

2019). With regard to suspension rates, Black students have had the highest suspension rates of 

all other groups (over 14 times those of Asians, four times those of Whites and Pacific Islanders, 

three times those of Hispanics, approximately twice those of Multi Racial students, and 

approximately 1.2 times those of Native Americans every year between 2013 and 2018 (p. 29). 

Between the 2013-2014 school year and the 2017-2018 school year, Black studentsô rates of 

long-term suspension and expulsion continued to soar above other groups (pp. 38, 47). These 

numbers correlate to significantly higher rates of campus arrests and incarceration (Hard, 2015; 

OJJDP, 2019). 

Thus, the School to Prison Pipeline poses a real and present danger to the positivity, 

dignity, and agency of the identities of these Black youth. Throughout the course of the My Life 

Matters project, my collaborators and I worked together to investigate and articulate our 

struggles with what we perceived to be the threats to our positive, dignified, agential, 

conceptualizations of self. My collaborators and I met for one to two hour weekly self-

expression workshops over the course of three six-week Summer Achievement Camp sessions 

(2016-2018). These workshops functioned as focus groups, where we demonstrated, dialogued 

around, and developed poetry, prose, and photography that articulated our experiences with 
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criminalization, violence, and the School to Prison Pipeline. To this end, we employed 

Photovoice and a collaborative mode of poetic inquiry to make sense of our feelings, 

experiences, and observations.  

Through this process, the My Life Matters team created spaces where the power in 

our voices was activated, affirmed, and witnessed. Through performance, my collaborators 

and I activated what June Jordan (1995) articulates as the unique power of poetry praxis to 

reclaim identity: ñPoetry means taking control of the language of your lifeò (p. 3). She 

privileges the poetry writing and sharing process as a basic building block for ñtrue 

community; a fearless democratic societyò (p. 3). She posits that ñpoetry is the medium for 

telling the truthò (p. 8). I have observed, as Jordan (1995) did with the Poetry for the People 

youth education and poetry project, that ñwithin the tenuous experiment of a poetry 

workshop: of a beloved community, these young American men and women devise their 

individual trajectories into non-violent, but verifiable powerò (p. 9).  

In these spaces, we generated intentional practices for examining, expressing, and 

reframing our lived experiences. For example, in the self-expression workshops, I developed and 

implemented the ñ3-Dò (Demonstrate, Dialogue, Develop) method of facilitating creative 

performance-based analysis, artistry, and activism with, and for, marginalized youth. In this 

chapter, I examine the capacity of this particularly dialogic performance-centered approach to 

engage participants, create critical consciousness, and to develop and perform stories that inspire 

positive self-concept, self-production, critical consciousness, and response-ability among 

performers and audience members.  

Through a critical performance-centered pedagogical process of demonstrating the 

performances of stories, dialoguing about those stories, and developing new performances for 
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public presentation, my collaborators and I have found new spaces and practices to love 

ourselves and each other. We have playfully traveled to, and through, each otherôs worlds as we 

alternated between the roles of storyteller and loving witness (Lugones, 1987). During self-

expression workshops and rehearsals, we traveled to each othersô respective worlds of unique 

lived experiences, lending each other a playful attitude of inclusion, imagination, and loving 

perception (Lugones, 1987). We then turned our efforts to producing public performances of 

poetry, storytelling, and theater that invite audience members and performers into inquisitive 

reflection and critical conversations around self and society.  

The act of continued, iterative, and critical dialogue among collaborators was crucial 

element of creating spaces where we could explore, examine and express our multiple frames of 

identities. Through the performance process, we engaged in self-production. Incorporating 

elements of critical dialogue into all of our activities allowed us to experience the dignity and 

agency that comes from sharing our perspectives as experts on the topic and on our own 

experience. Dialoguing in small groups and in public performance spaces empowered us to claim 

our own stories as well as our rightful share in the stories of others with whom we had come to 

empathize.   

We generated the modified SHOWED and 3D methods as intentional practices for 

examining, expressing, and reframing our understanding of self and society. These practices 

emerged as excellent methods of enacting critical dialogue and the coalescence of interpersonal 

and intrapersonal tensiveness. We also produced and analyzed original photography, wrote a 

play, and wrote haikus and collaborative poetry to explore our deeper understanding of our own 

identities. These practices facilitated a continual process of critical dialogue and engagement that 

established a modus vivendi of mutually assured construction. As such, participants were 
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empowered to confront the dehumanizing and criminalizing gaze of the generalized other (a gaze 

that we often experienced in daily life) with a positive, dignified, and agential counter-voice. We 

then created spaces of liberation where that powerful voice could be humanized, magnified, and 

affirmed by a loving collective witness.  

The result is a performance process that empowers its participants to reclaim the inherent 

positivity, dignity, and agency of Black youth identities. This process fortified our sense of self-

efficacy and expanded our capacity for self-production. The two integral elements of this 

performance-centered process off empowerment are the actor (performer, storyteller, poet) and 

the audience member (witness). Kelly Oliver (2001) proposes that having another person 

willingly and lovingly witness oneôs story can be incredibly encouraging, especially for 

marginalized peoples, who are regularly ñotheredò and effectively silenced by structural racism, 

violence and inequity. Oliver (2001) suggests that mere recognition as it is typically 

conceptualized, is an illusion that perpetuates the propensity of the recognizer to dominate and 

objectify the ñother,ò thereby stunting humansô capacity to love one another, and overcome 

existing systems of oppression. Prison theater practitioner Jonathan Shailor (2011) puts this 

phenomenon in the context of performance-based prison programs when he observes that 

ñprisoners develop their capacity for empathy, through repeated opportunities to explore othersô 

perspectives through the medium of theatreò (p. 26). Through this repeated process of 

performing and witnessing, students are encouraged in their own growth, as they encourage 

others in theirs. This sort of mutually assured construction defies the dehumanizing and 

criminalizing deleterious effects of mass incarceration violence, poverty, and racism. 
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Points of Engagement between YPAR, CIPCT, and CRT in My Life Matters 

The complexities faced by inner city children are overwhelming when taken as larger 

societal issues, but are extremely basic when broken down into the individual needs of 

each child: to be fed, loved, and heard (Camilleri, 2007). 

 

Through the course of this YPAR project, my collaborators and I critically examined and 

expressed our perceptions of the threats and challenges facing Black youth in America today. By 

definition, the PAR model includes a ñprotocol where both participant and researcher (share) 

lived experiences and standpoints en route to a shared praxis,ò and a ñcontinuous process of 

dialogic practice and reflectionò (Parker, Oceguera, Sanchez, 2011, p. 226). The PAR approach 

required my collaborators and me to engage the key elements of CIPCT as articulated by Moore 

(2017a): identity, relationships, and power. Through co-performative witnessing, poetic inquiry, 

and survey analysis, I examined how these elements were at play in the execution of the My Life 

Matters project.  I applied CRT to this framework to account for the particularly racialized 

context within these Black youth and I were living. 

The YPAR method lent itself to a deeper understanding of how these elements of critical 

interpersonal communication complement, collide, and coalesce in the lives of my youth 

collaborators and me. We repeatedly expressed and examined these elements in focus groups, 

Photovoice sessions, rehearsals and performances. Furthermore, my collaborators and I observed 

multiple vectors through which these key elements are routed through interpersonal interactions 

with peers, pedagogues, police officials, and publics. 

YPAR treats marginalized youth and their participating community members as 

collaborators, rather than subjects, whose interests, concerns and insights drive the direction and 

outcomes of the research. It thus, requires close attention to identity, interpersonal political 

power dynamics, as well as the roles and expectations we have of ourselves and others in 
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relationship as collaborators. YPAR also requires author reflexivity - a constant inventorying of 

researchersô biases and purpose as collaborators seek to share power and expertise in the quest 

for a deeper understanding of self and society. Furthermore, scholar and PAR practitioner 

Michelle Fine (1994) calls activist research that ñfractures the very ideologies that justify power 

inequitiesò (p. 24). In this way, YPAR is committed to empowering social transformation. 

  My method of performance-centered YPAR is profoundly informed by my commitment 

to what performance-centered critical pedagogy practitioner Diane Conrad (2013) articulates as 

three prerequisites for effective ñtransformative drama with incarcerated youthò: "see them as 

valuable," be "respectful of their views," "[give] them a voice in the process, and [take] their 

interests and experiences into account" (p. 10). Guided by these prerequisites, I served as an 

artist teacher/learner in the My Life Matters project, collaborating with 35 beautiful and brilliant 

Black youth to lift, voice, and examine our concealed, resistance, and emerging/transforming 

stories. I simultaneously operated as the primary investigator for the overarching Pipelines to 

Pathways project, wherein I attended to the critical elements of identity, relationships, and power 

at play in this work. 

Identity: Reclaiming Positivity, Dignity, and Agency 

 

The most important thing that happened to me was [é] that I found myself surrounded 

by people [é] who kept pushing me to see more than what was directly in front of me, to 

see the boundless possibilities of the wider world and the unexplored possibilities within 

myself. People who taught me that no accident of birth ï not being black or relatively 

poor, being from Baltimore or the Bronx or fatherless ï would ever define or limit me. In 

other words, they helped me to discover what it means to be free (Moore, 2010, p. 179). 

 

This project attends to Black youth identities as a means of articulating the dynamic 

subjectivity, positivity, dignity, and agency that are the birthright of every human. Julia Mooreôs 

(2017a) CIPCT framework privileges subjectivity (a dynamic sense of identity that is continually 

constructing and being constructed itself based upon an array of ñhistorical and cultural 
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processò) over a static sense of identity (Moore, 2017a, p 7). Furthermore, CRTôs intersectional 

approach to the identity construction process opens our understanding of the concept of an 

ñindividualò to the myriad of pressures and meaning-making processes that simultaneously 

operate on one person or group of persons at any given moment. An intersectional approach 

expands the notion of George Herbert Meadôs (1934) ñIò/òmeò binary from a singular 

subject/object, into a plural and fluid unit that operates along a wide spectrum of socially and 

historically positioned and conditioned roles, labels and, meaning-making processes. Michael 

Hechtôs (2012) CTI articulates this dynamic as the four frames of identity: personal, enacted, 

relational, and communal. 

For example, during the summer of 2016, I found myself challenged with a particularly 

angry adolescent boy. Before we could begin our first self-expression workshop, he was pointed 

out to me by an elementary school girl who informed me that he had been calling her names and 

bullying her. When I approached him, he stood before me with clenched fists and a steel eyed 

gaze that seemed to look right through me. I called him by his name and attempted to hear his 

side of the story. Tears in his eyes, he paced back and forth explaining how he had not had a 

chance to play on the swing all day, and that this little girl was ñhoggingò it. Besides, several of 

the boys had been picking on him, and he was able to ñhandle it.ò After admonishing him about 

name calling and bullying, and advising him to inform adults whenever he felt bullied, I took this 

time to ask the boy about his hygiene. I knew it was a problem, because several other camp 

counselors and some youth had noted a smell of urine and body odor. When I asked him about 

the odor, he froze. I assured him that there was no shame in having problems like this. In fact, I 

was a bed wetter until my teen years. He opened up about the fact that his mother, who was an 

addict, had been on a binge for the past week, and he had no way of cleaning his clothes. After 
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conferring with the program director, another volunteer and I took this boy to the store to get 

some fresh clothing. Just a few pair of jeans and couple of clean t-shirts later, this young man 

was ready to engage and participate in a positive and inclusive way.  

This experience taught me that, at any given moment, our intersections may collide to 

frame othersô sense of our identity and to claim our own agency. Had I not taken the time to 

learn from this boy ï the expert on his own lived experiences ï the intersections of poverty, low 

self-efficacy, gender norms, and familial positionality at which he lived, I might have 

misrecognized him (c.f. Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). I might have allowed myself to define 

him by the iconicity of his brown body and shabby dress (the typical image that Iôd seen in the 

media and community as the representation of the ñat riskò, ñantisocial,ò ñunruly,ò ñdangerous,ò 

Black boy). I might have allowed my perceptions of his actions, attitude, and intentions to 

totalize him and thereby interpolate him into a cycle of further marginalization and punishment. I 

might have punished him for bullying and moved on to the next child. However, by actively 

li stening, sharing my own vulnerability with him, and working together to seek a solution, he and 

I both pursued a route from victimized and marginalized self object to positive, agential, 

dignified subject. I charged him that day, ñNow you feel better. I want you to always try to make 

other people feel better. You have that gift. Use it.ò He nodded and smiled. He later became one 

of the most outspoken performers at the 2016 Ravon Jordan My Life Matters Project public 

performance, and one of only two 6
th
 graders to participate in the 2017 Our óVille rehearsal. 

The My Life Matters project is replete with examples of identity transformation from 

frames of misrecognition, criminalization, and dehumanization to frames of positivity, dignity, 

and agency. On the morning of June 27, 2017, before our official My Life Matters workshop 

began, I was met shortly after my arrival by a little girl who has survived her motherôs substance 
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abuse and being forced into sex trafficking herself. She was only nine years old. She handed me 

a picture that said ñTo Mr. Sunieò at the top. She drew a smiling sun in the top right, shining 

down on a rainbow. Beneath that rainbow was a smiling cloud that she said was her. She was 

raining down on the plants below. I told her that I loved this art so much, because it made me 

feel special, and it reminded me that we need each other to grow and do good things. The plants 

need the sun and the water to grow, so she and I work together to make things better. She 

beamed at this. I told her that I would cherish this artwork for life. Ironically, itôs all in black 

pencil, but, in our eyes it burst with imaginative color as if it were painted with the most 

extravagant of oil paint pallets. 

Michael Hechtôs CTI conceptualizes identity as a composite of four frames: the personal 

self, the enacted self, the relational self, and the communal self. Depending on the context and 

the focal point, Hecht (1993) argues that any one, or combination, of these frames can prove to 

be more salient and relevant for our analysis of identity. A CRT approach to CTI keeps us 

mindful of the systemic and persistent nature of racism in America, which fixes a racialized 

communal frame of identity over the interactions and shifts of the other frames. We are reminded 

that people can change their careers, social status, criminal records, religions, and names, but 

race in America is an indelible permanent marker that informs every other aspect of our lives for 

racially marginalized people. Chapter 2 examined the myriad and pervasive routes by which 

racism colors every aspect of racially marginalized peopleôs existence through implicit bias, 

internalized inferiority complexes, media portrayals, and the circulation of racist stock stories. 

A CRIPCT approach, based on CTI reveals the process by which stories of resistance or 

transformation can be procured, produced, distributed, received, and digested by the public. This 

is reflected in the poem ñThey vs. We,ò performed for a public community audience (to include 
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the Mayor of Fayetteville) in August of 2016 by My Life Matters youth participant, Poetess. In 

this public poetic declaration Poetess resists the racializing gaze of the generalized other that 

would pit Blacks (ñWeò) against Whites (ñTheyò). She acknowledges and names the all 

encompassing racialized communal frame of identity that deemed her as a ñWeò at birth. She 

also challenges They (White people) to critically consider their own positionalities in a White 

supremacist society, where they are rarely ever challenged to confront their racialized communal 

frame of identity: 

We are born mourning our already lost souls that are already sold to They and our lost 

lives We can't even touch ócause They have it in the palm of their hands 

But every time We try to confront another problem it seems to make matters worse. Just 

when We think it's getting better They and We go and mess it up 

They say we're free but do We really believe that? 

Do They really believe that we think we are safe in this world 

When all we see is hatred in their eyes? 

But They say We are free and that might just be but not as long as THEY keep fighting 

with WE. 

But They say We are free and that might just be but not as long as THEY keep fighting 

with WE. 

 

This poem serves as a concealed story that taps into a deeper understanding of the systemic 

nature of racism that can precariously supersede individual identity and choice. Here, Poetess 

articulates how racism operates at the capillary level, in the mind of a youth, and manifests itself 

as fear, self-doubt, hopelessness, and ñanti-social behavior.ò We begin to see the powerfully 

delimiting factor that racial identification can play in the interpersonal interactions of Black 

youth. Trapped in the agonistic dialectic pipeline of ñThey vs. We,ò Black youth often find it 

tremendously challenging to conceive of unfettered pathways to possibilities promised by the 

ñAmerican Dream.ò Yet, this poem is also a call for antiracist transformation. Poetess calls for 

the agents of they and we to work toward peaceful possibilities. 
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Crenshaw (2012) notes, for example, that the neoliberal ñcrisis narrativeò around 

marginalized peoples posits that the root of the issues that ñat riskò Black youth face resides 

within their homes and communities ï not in the structures and systems of racism that condition 

and contextualize their behavior, mindset, and social trajectory. In this manner ñBlacknessò 

becomes what Kumarini Silva (2016) refers to as ñan identificatory strategyò mobilized to 

impose a ñsubjugated essentialismò on people identified as ñat-risk,ò ñdangerous,ò or ñcriminalò 

ï terms disproportionately used to refer to people identified as members of the ñBlackò race in 

the U.S. This process reifies negative biotropes and the static stories that circulate them. 

Furthermore, the iconicity of the young Black body marks it as a site of continual misrecognition 

just as soon as that body enters the gaze of the generalized other (Fleetwood, 2011). 

This complicated web of symbolic interaction and fixed communal framing is one reason 

why my collaborators and I named the research project My Life Matters in contrast to the 

popularly racialized and politicized moniker of ñBlack Lives Matter.ò This title was also chosen 

by my collaborators because my original title: Trauma-Informed Performance-Based Youth 

Participatory Action Research on the School to Prison Pipeline was simply ñtoo complicatedò 

and focused on the negative. My Life Matters is affirming and declarative in a way that speaks to 

the positivity, dignity, and agency of it participants all at once. Throughout the process, we 

challenged each other to keep asking and answering the pointed question: ñWhy does my life 

matter?ò This was a means of building positive self-concept as much as it was a means of 

resisting the multivariate mechanisms of subjugated essentialism that systemic racism tends to 

impose upon marginalized Black youth. Furthermore, opting for a term that is not racialized or 

politicized allows for broader public appeal, presenting potential pathways for interest 

convergence with non-Black participants. 
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 In 2016 My Life Matters was more of a free style self-expression project, where youth 

endeavored simply to answer the question ñWhy does my life matter?ò The youth and I returned 

in 2017 to dig deeper into what we feel threatens our positive self-concept, dignity, and agency. 

The question that arose from our self-expression workshops was, ñWhat makes you feel like 

your life doesnôt matter?ò By sharing in open discussion, then applying the Photovoice method 

of SHOWED (see Chapter 2), as applied to poetry and music and photographs, we decoded some 

of the limit -situations that threatened our lives, positivity, dignity, and agency. Of note, we 

identified the primary sources of violence in our lives in the following descending order: gender 

stereotypes, racism, suicide/self-harm, bullying, gun/domestic violence, and drugs/gangs.  

All of these themes are addressed in the Ravon Jordan My Life Matters Project poetry 

book in APPENDIX B, however, the notion of gender stereotypes as the primary source of 

violence requires some fleshing out. First, this element was most vociferously championed by 

the females                   

in the room, who comprised 60% of my youth collaborators. Secondly, the males did not 

disagree, however, their reflections on gender stereotypes as a source of violence differed.  
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                                                      Figure 3. Causes of violence 

The group decided to watch the music video for Beyonc®ôs 2013 song ñPretty Hurts.ò In this 

video, we see several women preparing back stage for a beauty pageant. In the first minute of 

this roughly seven minute video, the viewer witnesses the painstaking steps that these women 

take to be accepted by the audience. Disappointed gazes in the mirror, in-fighting among the 

ladies for beauty supplies, constant comparison to each other, and, even a brief nod to bulimia as 

Beyonc® exits a bathroom stall wiping her mouth, with a suspicious look on her face. Beyonc®ôs 

character, a self-conscious and nervous contestant who embodies a far cry from the femme fatal 

that she normally portrays as a fierce performer in the public eye, quietly begins the song in a 

capella: 

Pretty hurts 

We shine the light on whateverôs worst 

Perfection is a disease of a nation 

Pretty hurts 

We shine the light on whateverôs worst 

Try to fix something 

  But, you canôt fix what you canôt see,    

Itôs the soul that needs the surgery 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

             Figure 4. ñPretty Hurtsò SHOWED 
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The first part of the video depicts the concealed story of the suffering caused by gender 

stereotyping and body shaming. However, toward the end of the video Beyonc®ôs character 

decides to rage against the machine, destroying beauty pageant trophies, wiping off make up, and 

doffing her wig. In doing so, she actively resists the prescribed iconicity of the Black female 

body. This dramatized resistance story also serves as an emerging/transforming story of what we 

might do to reject the pipelines and limit -situations that gender stereotypes impose upon our 

bodies and minds.                                      

After watching the video and listening to the lyrics, we analyzed its message and  

relevance to our lives using the Photovoice SHOWED method. Based upon this analysis, we 

were able to decode the limit -situation that gender-based violence presented to us. We learned 

that the pressure to be something that youôre not was the true violence of gender stereotypes. 

Many females noted that they often feel treated like their bodies and looks are all  

 that matters. They also observed that this pressure is the root of much unwanted competition and 

in-fighting with other females (See the photograph ñGirlfightò in The Ravon Jordan My Life 

Matters Project poetry book, APPENDIX B). Some of the males argued that homophobia 

threatens their lives. One young man stated, ñSome places, I canôt be who I am, or I might get 

hurt.ò Other males agreed with the fact that sometimes they feel the need to act violently because 

of the expectations set upon them by peers and society. Phrases like, ñnaw, I canôt go out like 

that,ò and ñI ainôt no punkò were stated and many young men and women nodded their heads in 

agreement with these sentiments. One young man, in an attempt to keep the discussion inclusive, 

tilted his head toward the young man who showed concern about homophobia and clarified, ñIt 

ainôt a gay thing or nothinô. Itôs just about respect.ò We all agreed that we could be empowered 
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by this video and this discussion by being ourselves whenever possible, defending others from 

gender biased bullies with ñvoice,ò and telling the truth. 

See Figure 4 for a photograph of this SHOWED session (indicating what we Saw, what 

was Happening, how this affects Our lives, Why we thought it was happening, how this new 

insight/information could Empower us; and what we could/planned to Do about it). While a 

deeper dive into gender performativity, heteronormativity, homophobia, and gender-based 

violence would be useful here, they are not within the scope of this project. Suffice it to say that 

it appears that dealing with gender expectations and stereotypes is a crucial element to be 

attended to when doing the work to reframe and reclaim Black youth identity. The field notes 

excerpt below indicates how this process facilitated a coming to voice of individuals and the 

group. It also fit the flow of our performance making process: 

So, after deciding on the 3 top causes of violence, we moved on to watch Beyonc®ôs 

ñPretty Hurts,ò one of Demetriusô suggestions. I decided to conduct a SHOWED on this 

video. This was a good change of pace for the kids after a very in depth conversation 

about violence. Shauna Hopkins, printed out lyrics for ñPretty Hurts,ò ñFree,ò ñBlack,ò 

and ñIf I Were a Boyò. 

What did you SEE? Girls trying to live up to a standard. Woman isolated for being 

herself. Sheôs trying to be something that sheôs not by putting something on and make her 

appearance better. Sheôs alone. Sheôs willing to give up her happiness just to make 

society feel better. 

What was HAPPENING? She was giving up her happiness. She was being treated 

unfairly and differently than the other people. She was being pressured to change. 

How does this affect OUR lives? Little girls feel like, ñOh, well maybe I need to do this 

to fit in too.ò 

WHY does this happen? The media and society. People see on TV all these fashion 

modelsétheir looks and everybody else, so they can impress somebody. 

How can we be EMPOWERED? WE can choose to not follow whatôs trending. Be 

ourselves. 

What can we DO? Stand up for ourselves and others. Prove them wrong. Be the best you 

can be.  

Tina felt inspired to share her speech from her pageant. The question she answered is 

ñWhat makes you unique.ò She wanted me to read it for her, but I asked her to stand up 

and speak her own. Question is ñWhat Makes You Unique and Whyò ï Answer: ñI said, 

what makes me unique is my ability to keep pushing despite having myasthenia gravis. 

Sometimes I want to quit. I keep pushing through. Being proud of what I have and keep 
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running to get to where I want to me. [Sonny: Now explain to them what myasthenia 

gravis is, ócause you explained it to me, but I want them to know]. Myasthenia gravis is a 

muscle disease I got when I was younger and itôs. Itôs like something else. It starts from 

my head, down; and I got surgery a month ago on it, so I could see straight, because I 

couldnôt see straight before. [Sonny: Thank you for sharing that with us. So, now you are 

educating us as well. Round of applause for Tina. Thank you, Sister! (the whole group 

claps their hands and Tina coyly returns to her seat with a trace of a smile on her face). 

So, Tinaôs body doesnôt work the same way that everybody body works, but she can still 

stand strong and be confident and choose to be unique and liver her life the way she 

wants to live. I thank God for a place like Find-A-Friend, ócause this is the place where 

we can stand up and do that. You canôt do that everywhere else, right? (several nods and 

audible responses of ñThatôs rightò in the group). So, one thing we can do is create safe 

spaces where people can stand up and be themselves and not judged, not bullied, not be a 

part of the naysayers and the nonsense out there. Jared responded: I like how she did that. 

I replied, ñTell Tinaò. He looked her in the eyes and said, ñI like how you did that.ò 

Sonny added, ñI like how you did that too, Tina. We broke into 3 groups of about 5 to 8 

kids each (Justin led the Gender Stereotyping group, Dina led Bullying/Suicide and Dre 

led Racism (2017, June 27). 

 

Here is an example among countless examples produced by My Life Matters workshops of how 

performative inquiry leads to a deeper, more reflexive understanding of ourselves and empowers 

us to express it to others. 

This empowering re-claiming of the self is evident in the original autobiographical poetry 

that we produced. At a Photovoice session in June, 2017, in response to the prompt, ñWhat are 

the causes and effects of violence in your life?,ò one of the My Life Matters project collaborators 

presented a picture of himself as seen through the reflection of a shattered rear view mirror. 

Shortly after submitting this photograph entitled ñShatteredò he shared a poem lamenting his 

negative sense of self and corresponding sense of hopelessness, his struggle against suicidality, 

based, at least partly upon his past incarceration and negative interactions with educators, law 

enforcement, peers, and family members. In focus groups, many of the youth were able to relate 

to this sentiment. To dig deeper into the intersections of identity as developed through symbolic 

interaction, consider the fact that the youth who produced the photo ñShatteredò was struggling 

with his understanding of self based upon his own criminal record, bi-racialness, academic 
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challenges, and self-reported fatherlessness, among a host of other identificatory intersections 

(expressed and unexpressed). These intersections, among others, left him feeling that there was a 

definitive futility to making positive, healthy, forward looking choices within his social context. 

One young man noted that one teacher constantly reminded him of who he was before he 

ñstarted making changesò in his life. She continued to sit him in the back of the class, 

disregarding his protests, because thatôs where she traditionally seated the ñtrouble makers.ò This 

notion of being a reflection of oneôs negative past has shown to operate as a violent delimiting 

factor in the self-production of many of my collaborators. These youth tend to internalize the 

racism that is attached to them through action, and re-attached to them through their own re-

action and re-interpretation self (Camilleri, 2007; hooks, 1998; Rios, 2011, 2017). Author 

W.E.B. Du Bois (2014) refers to this phenomenon as ñdouble consciousnessò: ñOne ever feels 

his two-ness, - an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two 

warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder" 

(p. 5). 

Trapped in this marginalized self-concept, a youth learns to define herself as a unique 

ñself objectò called ñat-risk,ò ñthug,ò ñtroubled,ò ñproblemed,ò ñconvict,ò ñdelinquent,ò or 

ñinmate,ò in an environment that constantly presents her with objects and relationships, the 

meanings of which are conditioned by a uniquely toxic and punitive state of regular racism and 

criminalization. For example, in one 2017 Photovoice session, inspired by a photograph of a 

cemetery that contained a large headstone engraved with the word ñBLACK,ò one young man 

lamented, ñSometimes it feels like itôs just no use. We only have three options: college, court 

[negative contact with criminal justice system], or the cemetery [death].ò CRT demands that we 
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as scholars and citizens consider these mechanisms in our work, and consider how our work will 

address them.  

Accordingly, in the My Life Matters project, we resist essentializing labels. As FAF 

Director, Shauna Hopkins declared to me at my initial site visit on September 9, 2015, ñWe need 

to look beyond the labels!ò Through creative expression of poetry, prose, and photography, we 

took to unpacking the labels placed upon us and creatively analyzing, naming, and sharing our 

own lived experiences. By creatively telling our stories, we reframed ourselves and reclaimed 

our rights to our positive, dignified, agential selves. Consider the 2017 poem entitled ñI Want 

Moreò: 

What if I want to stop banginô and slanginôé 

Stopped by cops for how my pants are hanginô? 

What if I want more? 

What if I want to stop being profiled for my past? 

Write a new play, with a new cast. 

What if  I want more? 

 

In this poem, two poets (Misunderstood and Big Smoke) collaborated to share their collective 

experience of naming the misrecognition and criminalization they experience based upon their 

communal frame of identity as Black youth. This poem is also delivered by ANDRE in the play 

Our óVille, as a direct address to the audience just after he is stopped and frisked by a police 

officer on stage. In this way, it serves as an emerging/transforming story from one Black youth 

who calls the audience in to imagine with him the possibility of wanting more. This ñmoreò is 

metonymic expression for his will and desire to move toward a plethora of positive possibilities 

of identity formation and transformation that can transcend racialized and criminalized tropes 

through aspirations and actions. The poets substitute the term ñmoreò for their desire to do more 

with their lives, in the enacted frame of identity. The term ñmoreò also names their desire to be 

more in the personal frame of identity. 
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After her experience sharing her poetry publicly for the first time with the Ravon Jordan 

My Life Matters performance in 2016, Poetess reflected on this experience of coming to voice, 

and the liberatory impact of this process on her own sense of self in her poem, ñHelpò (ñHeò 

refers to here is the facilitator of the self-expression workshops): 

He helped me through the pain  

And let my express myself to heal this migraine  

He let me be myself  

When I didn't even know what that was  

He heard me  

And had others hear me too  

With the help of staff  

They all helped me to laugh  

He told us that we matter and we're all meant to be heard  

 

This is a reflective poem that she wrote shortly after the August 5, 2016 public Rayon Jordan My 

Life Matters performance.  

In the interest of pursing this work reflexively, I must admit to having felt the confident 

prideful swelling of my chest as I read this poem. However, I understand that a savior mentality 

is not what any of us need to effectively address the deep seated issues of racist dehumanization 

and criminalization of Black youth. While, I am thrilled that this collaborator recognized my 

loving witness as a source of empowerment, I hope for this research to challenge us all to seek 

regular opportunities to create and maintain spaces of affirmation and witness where we can 

encourage Black youth to come to voice and empower them to reclaim and reframe their 

positive, dignified, agential selves. 

Relationships: Creating Affirming Spaces  

Only by witnessing the process of witnessing itself, the unseen in vision, the unsaid in 

language, can we begin to reconstruct our relationships by imagining ourselves together 

(Oliver, 2001, p. 223). 
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The success of the My Life Matters program depended on trusting and affirming 

relationships between collaborators for its success. As collaborators, we sought and express 

concealed stories that often make us feel vulnerable, angry, afraid, and uncertain about ourselves 

and the society we live in. This kind of work can only be executed in spaces that facilitate 

resilience, courage, and a bold coming to voice. Relationships are the bedrock of this space.  

In fact, my journey into the worlds of Black youth identities through the My Life Matters 

project was almost cancelled before it began. This had everything to do with the sanctity of 

relationships. It all began with a phone call in April of 2016. I was preparing an Institutional 

Review Board application to begin my research with a group of Black youth and I had personally 

chosen the FAF program as my primary potential site due to my own history with the program 

and its leadership. I had already named the project the Trauma-Informed Performance Based 

Youth Participatory Action Research on the School to Prison Pipeline. I called my colleague and 

friend, Shauna Hopkins, the Director of FAF and pitched this idea to her. With over 16 years of 

experience serving marginalized youth through the FAF program, Shauna was a valuable 

community expert in youth intervention. I assured her that it would be simple, and that I would 

provide a service to her summer camp participants by conducting free creative self-expression 

workshops. I had conducted such workshops for the FAF youth during the summer of 2015 to 

help her to meet the requirement for a grant from the Fayetteville, Cumberland County Arts 

Council, so we had some history with this kind of work. In light of our past experience and 

mutually supportive relationship, Shauna agreed whole heartedly to allow me to conduct my 

research project and creative self-expression workshops with FAF during the summer of 2016. 

Due to a challenging graduate school course load and Shaunaôs ever demanding 

workload, serving 150 to 200 youth a year with after-school programming and case management, 
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we didnôt touch base again on this project for over a month. However, I was confident that all 

would run smoothly. I had a history with the organization and the staff, dating back to the time 

when I was the Director of FAF, and Shaunaôs supervisor, from January 2012 through June of 

2015. From June of 2012 through my July of 2015, I served as the Director of Operations for 

Fayetteville Urban Ministry (the mother agency of FAF), where I continued to serve as Shaunaôs 

supervisor. Frankly, I had developed a three year pattern of managing and leading Shauna. Now, 

that I was a YPAR researcher, I was stepping into a new season of collaboration with Shauna, 

her staff, and the FAF youth that was supposed to honor their desires, plans, and needs as 

commensurate with my own. The shift in our enacted frames of identity (i.e. my shift from 

enacting supervision over Shauna and her work to enacting collaborative work with her, her 

team, and the youth, where she would now enact supervision over me) collided with our 

relational frames of identity, as two very close friends and former co-workers. 

By mid-May, 2016, I knew that I had to finalize my research plans for that summer and I 

was not able to get in contact with Shauna to plan and confirm the research. Instead of enacting 

my role as collaborator and reaching out to her to seek solutions, I enacted my previous role of 

supervisor, and I reached out to her administrative assistant. On May 23, 2016, I defied the 

collaborative principals of YPAR and the trust of my relationship with Shauna when I enacted a 

forcing of my own agenda ahead of the needs, desires, and protocols of my collaborators. I e-

mailed Shaunaôs administrative assistant directly and asked him to share with me statistics about 

the demographics of FAF youth and details about the upcoming parent meetings where I had 

planned to present the research to parents and distribute forms of consent and assent to parents 

and youth. I courtesy copied Shauna in the e-mail, and she responded with silent anger.  
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For several days neither she, nor her administrative assistant, returned my e-mails or 

calls. On May 26, 2016, I pressed the issue and called her repeatedly on her personal cell phone, 

Shauna responded with a cold and distant demeanor. She asked me what I thought I was doing 

and she questioned my motives with this research project. She expressed to me that she didnôt 

understand that I would be doing ñresearchò this summer, and that when she agreed to let me 

participate in summer camp, she didnôt understand what all that my participation entailed. This 

put me into a panic.  

My enacted frame of identity (i.e. the primary investigator role) was in peril. Likewise, 

her enacted role as the Director and leader of FAF was being compromised by my act of directly 

tasking her employees and imposing new protocols without prior approval from her. This, in turn 

placed a tremendous amount of tension on our relational frames of identity. I was being a 

thoughtless and selfish friend. She felt betrayed and dooped by me. This dynamic, in turn, 

collided with our personal frames of identity. She expressed that she felt that she was playing the 

fool and I was playing the manipulator. I, in turn, felt that I was just being the pragmatist that I 

am, and she was being overly sensitive. I had enacted a trespass that resulted in a domino effect 

wherein our enacted, relational, and personal frames of identity collided painfully. 

Add to this tension the fact that I had just sat in on a Photovoice workshop with Dr. 

Alexandra Lightfoot at UNCôs Gillings School of Public Health, where I learned that this process 

would require me to be organized and clear with my collaborators about my expectations, needs, 

and protocols. I would need to find some way to extract from the 70, or so summer camp 

participants a group of 12 or less for a Photovoice team. Secondly, I would need to purchase 

cameras and possibly bring in assistants who were better versed at photography than me. These 

were just more detailed impositions to Shaunaôs summer camp plans. 
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When, Shauna, a person whom I treat and treasure like a sister to me, told me that she felt 

dooped and betrayed by me, my personal frame of identity was shattered. Guilt turned to shame, 

and I understood that I indeed had valued my academic career over her authority, buy-in, and 

true collaboration. I was treating her like I was still her supervisor. In that moment, my YPAR 

training reminded me to share power, to insist upon iterative and clear communication, and to 

ensure that the research was of true and lasting benefit to all parties involved. In that moment, I 

placed my research on the sacrificial altar of relationship and self-concept preservation. I offered 

to conduct the weekly creative self-expression workshops and do no research.  

I apologized for overstepping my boundaries and for not checking in to clarify with 

Shauna along the way. My miscommunication and disregard for the dynamics of identity, 

relationships, and power at play in this process had broken trust with my key collaborator and 

community expert. Because I thought I had a verbal agreement with Shauna in April, I did not 

submit to her a lay summary. She had no way of reviewing or offering feedback to my plan and 

protocols. Disarmed by my offer and emotional show of contrition, Shauna agreed to allow me 

time to draft and submit to her a lay summary for the project.  

On June 7, 2016, I sat down with Shauna for a two-hour meeting. I led with a heartfelt 

apology and an open-ended offer for her to say ñyayò or ñnayò to the research. She was very 

receptive and agreed to allow me to do the research as long as I did it in a way that was, first and 

foremost, healthy and beneficial to FAF and the youth. I covered the two page lay summary with 

her and showed her the parent permission form, youth assent form, and adult participant form. 

Shauna agreed to participate and challenged me to follow her lead, as she was much better 

acquainted with each of my future youth collaborators and their parents. She started by 

challenging me to change the title of the project. Beside the fact that she found the title ñwordyò 
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and ñcomplicated,ò Shauna suggested that overtly tackling the School to Prison Pipeline was too 

complicated, and not necessarily relevant to the youth. In addition to simplifying the project by 

suspending the Photovoice project in 2016, Shauna suggested that we name the project ñMy Life 

Matters.ò In my field notes, I recorded her justification: 

[My Life Matters] looks like kids across the country taking ownership of their lives, their 

communities, their futures. Kids saying, óYou know what? Let me take care of me.ô Itôs 

adults taking care of young people, young people taking care of each other, and most 

importantly young people taking care of themselves. The most important thing that adults 

can do is listen and be supportive. 

Thus, the title My Life Matters serves as more than a functional title. It is also a driving force for 

the YPAR work and a signpost of the mending and strengthening of the relationship between 

friends, colleagues, and collaborators.  

The power of relationships served as a poignant cornerstone for the My Life Matters 

project for the entire three years. During that time the theme of belonging was continually 

expressed as a vital element of creating spaces of resilience and courage where Black youth 

could be empowered to confront and resist the delimiting forces of dehumanization and 

criminalization. We learned that a gradual, careful, and playful process of self-expression was a 

vital prerequisite for establishing a sense of belonging. As a facilitator I employed performance-

centered pedagogical practices that I gleaned from African and African American storytelling 

traditions and the arts-centered approaches of Lee Ann Bell, Augusto Boal, Erin Gruwell, and 

Michael Rohd. These activities focus more on play, creative expression, and embodiment than on 

direct inquiry or self-disclosure.  

By encouraging participants to explore the enacted frame of identity in the context of 

aesthetic creation, we were able broaden and reinforce the relational frame of identity. Through 

the act of loving witness, and courageous trusting performance, we grew closer to one another 

and we learned more about one another. In other words, our communal and personal frames of 
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identity also began to coalesce. It was that that we were becoming one, as much as we were 

becoming a diverse community marked by mutual love, respect, and response-ability. 

Because adolescents tend to struggle disproportionately with self-doubt and negative self-

concept, participation in the performance process can be a rewarding and encouraging means for 

them to garner a sense of belonging and solidarity with others (Walsh, 2004). However, the CRT 

lens reminds us of the hypervigilance and hyperdiscipline that many Black youth experience at 

their respective intersections of social positionality in their communities and schools (Crenshaw, 

2012; Ginwright, 2010, 2016; Ladson-Billi ngs, 1998; Rios, 2011, 2017). These factors are 

persistent threats to the positivity, dignity, and agency of Black youth identities. They also limit 

the level of vulnerability and self-disclosure that many marginalized Black youth are willing and 

able to partake in (Gruwell & The Freedom Writers Foundation, 2007; Rios 2011).  

I have found that it is best for the facilitator of the performance-centered process to lead 

by sharing his own sensitive information and self-expression first. This leading by example is an 

act of putting skin in the game that tends to facilitate a process whereby students are encouraged 

share gradually and collectively at their own pace. As a teacher/learner, I learned to tread lightly 

on questions and issues that might require more time and trust (e.g. participantsô exposure to 

violence, abuse, or incarceration). The goal is to draw all participants naturally and safely into a 

place of deeper belonging, intersubjectivity, and mutual response-ability. 

I observed that through the mechanisms of call and response, bodily interaction, and co-

performative witnessing
48

, participants entered the performance process on their own terms, 

maintaining a sense of safety, positivity, dignity, and agency. For example, every session begins 

with a round of an activity that we call ñI hear you.ò I ask every participant to sit in a circle. Each 

                                                 
48

 Co-performative witnessing is a reflexive witnessing of self and other from within a mutually shared experience 

of meaning making and performance (Conquergood, 2013). This framework empowered all participants to clearly 

conceptualize their dually vital roles of witness/audience/collaborator and performer/player.  



 
 

 

 

178 

individual takes a turn standing (to embody the act of standing in your truth, standing for what 

you believe in, and claiming your space and right to be witnessed), saying their name, saying 

how they are feeling today, and embodying how they are feeling today. The other participants 

are to ñlisten with their eyes and earsò and respond with similar energy and movements. In an act 

of performative reflection, the other participants mirror the speakerôs movement and tone to the 

best of their ability, while uttering the simple phrase ñI hear you.ò The leader reminds them that 

making these movements and saying ñI hear youò is not a means of making fun of the speaker, 

nor is it merely an attempt to empathize or sympathize with them. It is simply a holding of space 

to say that ñI love and respect you enough to stay in the room with you and to pay attention to 

you.ò I remind them that ñloveò here simply means, ñI want the best for you and I hope that you 

want the best for me.ò ñRespectò means, ñI think you have the right to be here and to be heard.ò 

This is a daily practice of witnessing. It is an embodied enactment of response-ability. 

This simple and repetitive routine is an extremely abridged adaptation of Della Pollockôs 

(1998) listening out loud method of collecting oral histories, whereby the teller  

feels for, with, on behalf of, and in response to her friend. This isn't a mimesis of feeling 

in the sense of a direct copy. The performer isn't feeling-and doesn't pretend to feel-what 

her friend felt. But the friend's-or first performer's-feelings are doubled, and doubled 

again-one body to ·another, and past to present. Both the primary teller and the 

listener/teller are moved in corresponding but markedly different ways (p. 92). 

We are all encouraged to disclose in our own way, to a depth that we feel comfortable. 

This exercise helps us to practice self-expression and loving witness. Thus, it simultaneously 

enacts our personal, relational, communal, and enacted frames of identity as it challenges us to 

stand out from the crowd and express what is inside each of us to the crowd of loving and 

respectful witnesses. Together, we come to voice, declaring, ñWho I am and what I have to say 

matters.ò We also commit to witness, declaring, ñWho you are and what you have to say 

matters.ò  
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The embodied action of standing and speaking our truth activates the enacted frame of 

identity as we come to voice ï ñI am one who stands up and speaks up to claim my identities.ò 

When we stand in our truth and express our own perceptions and positionalities, we activate the 

personal frame of identity. Because we are all mutually witnessing and sharing with love and 

respect, we develop and honor rhythms collaboratively in relationship to one another, activating 

the relationship frame of identity. We are declaring, ñI am one who chooses to be a part of this 

team/ensemble/family.ò Finally, as Black youth, we are generating a space of courage and 

creativity that is shaped by our Black bodies and informed by our unique stories and positive 

sense of communal identities ï ñI am a representative of a larger community of which I am 

proud and knowledgeable.ò In this, our communal frame of identity is activated. All of this 

comes together in a mantra that we often shared in groups throughout the three year project ï 

ñMy name is (state your name), and my life matters.ò This statement performs at once as a 

personal statement that enacts the claiming positivity, dignity, and agency and as a communal 

statement declaring that you are a participant in the My Life Matters program. All of this began 

with relationship between the person coming to voice and her loving, respectful witness. 

After we complete one round of ñI hear you,ò we take about five minutes to write free 

style in our journals any thoughts or feelings we have in the moment. I often use this quiet 

writing times to lead students in writing haiku poetry ï a simple three line poem consisting of 

five syllables, seven syllables, and five syllables. This poetry style helps new poets, especially to 

distill their most poignant thoughts into just a few words. The simplicity of this poetry style also 

allows those who are insecure about their writing to save face by avoiding the typical challenges 

of syntax and grammar. If students find haiku constricting, I offer them the option of freestyle 
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writing or ñHype-kuò (5 words, 7 words, 5 words) answering prompts like: Reflect on a time 

when you felt that your life did not matter/a time when you felt that your life mattered. 

Some youth participated actively and wrote feverishly, others drew pictures, and still 

others closed their journals and their mouths, seeming to exhibit no interest. Regardless of the 

youth participantsô immediate response, I found, that, over time this simple pattern of behavior 

creates a regular rhythm that seems to build trust with the youth, as well as a sense of positivity, 

dignity, and agency. Pastor Chad Pullins, who facilitates the All Pro Dad (father-child bonding) 

program at my sonôs school often says that ñsimple, repeatable, consistent rhythms cause 

children to develop a sense of significance.ò The ñI hear youò rhythm has become such a staple 

with the My Life Matters program that the youth have stopped me and reminded me to do it 

whenever I jumped directly into a self-expression session due to time limitations or my own 

thoughtlessness. In 2017 and 2018 some of the youth themselves led this warm up process. 

Through this regular occurrence, I have observed Michael Rohdôs assessment that ñemphasis on 

caring and self-expression throughout the group process allows individuals to safely be heard in 

unique and supported saysò (p. 3).  

After ñI hear youò and journaling, we move into some physical activity to honor the 

embodied nature of interpersonal communication and performance. I conduct these warm up 

activities with three goals in mind: ñto get a group of people playing together in a safe space, to 

energize that space, and to create a sense of comfort in the collective doing of specific and 

structured activitiesò (Rohd, 1998, p. 4). Furthermore, I applied Boalôs (1995) Theatre of the 

Oppressed methodology as ña system of physical exercises, aesthetic games, image techniques 

and special improvisations whose goal is to safeguard, develop and reshape this human vocation, 

by turning the practice of theatre into an effective tool for the comprehension of social and 
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personal problems and the search for their solutionsò (p. 15). Embodied warm ups and acting 

games empower us to give permission to our bodies to play and express. We are warming up our, 

bodies, hearts, and minds to share and to receive. Thus, introductions and warms ups served to 

connect mind, body, and soul to the struggle for power, building of relationships, and 

transformation of identity. 

Of the many warm up games that I have employed, the most popular is one that I picked 

up while visiting the Shakespeare Behind Bars
49

 program at the Audubon Youth Development 

Center in Louisville, Kentucky in April of 2016. This game is called ñZip, Zap, Zop,ò and it 

requires participants to look at, listen to, and anticipate the movements of their collaborators. 

One participant starts the pattern by sending consistent eye contact, a clap of their hands and the 

word, ñZip!ò to another person standing across the circle. That person, in turn, executes the same 

actions toward another person, now shouting, ñZap!ò The third person must repeat the behavior 

in relation to another person, yelling ñZop!ò The participants continue to send this rally of ñZip! 

Zap! Zop!,ò one person at a time, around the circle. At first, we did not play it competitively. 

However, as trust and depth of relationships were built, the students preferred to play this game 

competitively. Any hesitation or mis-articulation would disqualify a participant from the game, 

and require them to sit outside the circle. By the end of the game, two people are feverishly 

passing ñZips,ò ñZaps,ò and ñZopsò back and forth at super speed as everyone else cheered them 

on. As fun and light hearted as this seems, ñZip, Zap, Zopò is simply another simple repeatable 

rhythm that helped us to grow closer to one another. I have found that allowing yourself to risk 
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 Funded by the Fayetteville Cumberland County Arts Council, I spent five days observing the Shakespeare Behind 

Bars program in Louisveille, Kentucky in April, 2016.  I was able to participate in the final week of a 10-week 

program where a group of 13 to 16-year-old male inmates voluntarily rehearsed four hours a week and presented a 

public reading of an abridged version of Shakespeareôs Julius Caesar.  
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defeat in front of a group of people develops a deeper level of relational intimacy, especially for 

youth who spend so much time trying to appear strong, independent, and without vulnerability.  

After ñI hear youò and the warm up exercise, we got into the substance of the creative 

self-expression workshop. We discussed identities, society, safety, and other topics in the context 

of analyzing or creating artistic expression. For my first session on June 14, 2016, I led the group 

in Erin Gruwell & the Freedom Writers Foundation (1997) ñLine Game,ò which helped us to 

explore what hurts and joys we all have in common through a process of controlled, but 

escalating self-disclosure. The questions started out shallow and gradually went deeper. For 

example, I started by asking participants to step onto line in the middle of the floor if they liked 

Cheerios more than Life cereal, or if they had ever left the state. As our level of relational truth 

deepened and students seemed engaged and comfortable with the lines of inquiry presented, my 

questions graduated to ñHave you experienced the death of a loved one?ò, ñHave you ever been 

in love or ódeep likeô?ò, ñHas anyone ever told you that you were bad or that you wouldnôt 

succeed in life?ò, ñHave you ever been suspended?ò Nearly every youth stepped on the line 

together at the following questions, ñHave you lost a friend to violent death?ò; ñDo you have at 

least one family member who is incarcerated?ò; and ñDid you grow up without father?ò As a 

practical matter, I also asked who considered themselves an artist of the 10 or so people in the 

room (including 3 young summer interns/volunteers), at least two admitted to being poets, one 

was a musician and rapper, one was a singer and actor, and all were open to the idea of 

producing their own creative works. This was a particularly courageous act of self-disclosure, as 

the youth knew that I was preparing us for a performance later in the summer. Admitting your 

capacity for artistry was nearly tantamount to admitting your willingness to perform your artistry 
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publically. As we penetrated each othersô frames of identity, we grew closer as collaborators, 

and, as a teacher and facilitator, I got a clearer view of what I was working with. 

Once, we had established a working knowledge of each otherôs proclivities, patterns, and 

personalities through this performance-centered process, we moved to the place of collectively 

witnessing examples of performance. This step of demonstration is the first step in the 3D model 

of performance-centered youth engagement. When we witness demonstrations of public 

performance carried out by people who look like us, we are encouraged to face our fears and 

grab the proverbial mic ourselves. I began this demonstration at the very first My Life Matters 

workshop on Tuesday, June 14, 2016 by playing the YouTube video of Ravon Jordon, a FAF 

alumnus, speaking to the Fayetteville City Council, as well as the report of his shooting, just a 

few months after this address, in 2014. This demonstration seemed to grab my collaboratorsô 

attention every time I played it. Many of them either knew Ravon as FAF participants or 

classmates, or they knew of him. Ravon was a FAF participant when he went to speak to the City 

Council. Two of the Summer Achievement Camp interns, Fayetteville State University students 

and FAF graduates knew Ravon Jordan. They cried at the sight of his video, and shared some of 

their feelings. Allowing the trusted adult interns to share their emotional vulnerability and 

personal experience with death was certainly a strategic enactment of self-expression that helped 

to encourage other youth to participate.  
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Figure 5. Ravon Jordan addresses Fayetteville City Council, May 12, 2014 

I told them that Ravon was an example of a young person ñwho looks like usò using his 

words to impact his community. He stood alone at a microphone, this sleek darker-than-most 

native son, clad in white T, jeans and sneakers, commanding the attention of a primarily White 

and non-Black audience. Although he was not invited to this meeting, Ravon stood and spoke ï 

not perfectly. He stood and spoke ï not articulately. He stood and spoke courageously, 

poetically, passionately, and a silent crowd of suits and church shoes sat and listened. I could see 

the eyes of my youth collaborators light up. They were inspired. 

We then engaged in a dialogue for about 20 minutes about what we saw guided by the 

SHOWED method. We reflected on how serious a problem gun violence is in our communities. 

We cried and lamented the loss of one of our own, as well as the memories other personal losses 

that Ravonôs story triggered in some of us. We talked about neighborhoods where we have 

experienced late night gun shots and gang activity. Individuals shared their own stories of loss 
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and fear. I noted the elements of metaphor, simile, vocalic modulation, eye contact, and 

embodiment that Ravon employed to emphasize and articulate his point effectively. We agreed 

that what Ravon did mattered because ñnobody else is saying anything,ò ñthey listened to him!,ò 

and we were ñproud of him for stepping up for his friends and family.ò By enacting this form of 

courageous public self-expression, Ravon was honoring his relational frame of identity, as a 

friend of a young woman who was gunned down in his neighborhood. 

The final step of the SHOWED method challenged us all to consider what we would do 

about what we had just witnessed. We all agreed that we should find a way to remember and 

honor Ravon and his activism. One of us suggested that we do the summer performance in 

August in Ravonôs honor. We all agreed that this was a good idea. We then brainstormed about 

what else we could do. Ideas like doing motivational speaking to kids in schools, peer-to-peer 

mentoring, and going back to City Hall to address gun violence arose as options. Here, we were 

beginning to develop the emerging/transforming stories of a community that is committed to 

changing the oppressive status quo. I asked my collaborators to keep writing their thoughts and 

feelings in their journals. These would become the poems that we now read and share proudly in 

the Ravon Jordan My Life Matters Project book of poetry (APPENDIX B). 

To bring the 3D process closer to home, and into the room, I performed ñSterlingôs 

Story,ò an eight minute autobiographical story about how I had to explain race and racism to my 

oldest son Sterling when he was only seven-years-old. In the performing of the story, I enact a 

dramatic restoration of the behavior I enacted when I had ñThe Talkò about race with Sterling. 

There is a point in the story where I replay the day Sterling was born. When I perform the 

behavior of picking him up for the first time, tears naturally well up in my eyes. This really 

grabbed their attention. After having led by example, I found that the youth were by and large 
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ready and willing to offer thoughtful and detailed responses to these prompts. This leveraging of 

embodied theatrical performance of the relational frame of identity as a means of putting skin in 

the game to begin (or expand) the performative self-expression process proved to be quite 

effective. We dialogued around the ñtalksò that we had all received from our caregivers and our 

mutual experiences of being Black in America. Their development assignment was to go and 

answer for themselves the questions ñWhy does my life matter?ò and ñDo I feel that my life 

matters?ò 

From these experiences, I developed my 3D or 3T Model (Demonstrate, Dialogue, 

Develop or Tell, Talk, Transform) of performance-centered youth engagement. First, the 

facilitator presents some performance work of his own, or via a guest artist. The goal is to 

Demonstrate/Tell a compelling concealed or resistance story to help the participants to develop a 

deeper, more critical understanding of the larger issues at hand. We spent most of our time 

together on the second step in this model ï the Dialogue/Talk portion - which is as it should be. 

The youth felt comfortable sharing some deep hurts and insights that they could personally see 

reflected in the performance that was demonstrated. We fleshed out all of this by applying the 

SHOWED method to each work of creative expression that was demonstrated, or told. Finally, 

the Develop/Transfer step was where I saw youth applying what they had observed and 

discussed to create their own work. All of the poems and conversations referred to in this chapter 

and evidenced in APPENDIX B were generated by this step. We were also able to write the play 

Our óVille based upon the stories, perceptions, and insights that we Developed/Transformed into 

artistic and direct open expression.  

For example, for our second session on June 21 of 2016 (and every year thereafter), we 

began with ñI hear you,ò followed by a series of movement games, such as Zip!Zap!Zop!, Boalôs 
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(2002) Columbian Hypnotist or Slowest Race, Rohdôs (1998) Circle Dash or Cover the Space, or 

Gruwellôs & The Freedom Writers Foundation (2007) Line Game or Free Writing. Next, we 

witnessed and analyzed a poem together. During the second session each year, that poem was 

Donovan Livingstonôs ñLift Off.ò  

This poem was part of a 2016 address at Harvard Universityôs Graduate School of 

Education and stood for us as a powerful exampled performed poetry that would garner a 

standing ovation, national recognition, and eventual publication in a short book (Pritchard, 2016. 

This poem, and its context stand as resistance stories from a native son of Fayetteville. Donavan, 

a Black man, was a graduate of one of our local public schools, Jack Britt High School, in 2005. 

At his May 25, 2016 graduation from Harvard University, he was selected to deliver the keynote 

address. In this address he recalled a moment during his high school graduation when a teacher 

prohibited him from sharing poetry at his public address. Now, at Harvard University, before the 

eyes of the world, he would ñgo savage and spit fiyaò
50

. The poem includes the empowering 

narrative of a Black boy who was once labeled ñDisruptive. Talkative. A distractionò in the 7
th
 

grade, until he met the right teacher, Susan Parker, a speech coach who helped him to come to 

voice through oratory. He recounts in the poem: 

I was in the 7
th
 grade, when Ms. Parker told me, 

ñDonovan, we can put your excess energy to good use!ò 

And she introduced me to the sound of my own voice. 

She gave me a stage. A platform 

She told me that our stories are ladders 

That make it easier for us to touch the stars (Pritchard, 2016) 

 

As he closes the poem, Livingston also calls educators to follow Ms. Parkerôs example of 

emerging/transforming action: 
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 This compound colloquialism, taught to me by my youth collaborators is a way of saying that in Donavanôs poem, 

he expressed strong and assertive resistance through a particularly puissant parlayance of poetic prowess. 
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As educators, rather than raising your voices 

Over the rustling of our chains, 

Take them off. Un-cuff us. 

 

After we watched a YoutTube video of Livingstonôs performance of ñLift Off,ò we dialogued 

about what we thought was most relevant and memorable. This exchange allowed us to share our 

personal and collective thoughts and feelings about our own experiences with racism and 

education through a piece of art.  

We engaged in generative a disidentification. Disidentification helps us to articulate and 

analyze our feelings more deeply and courageously via two routes of entry: differentiation and 

misrecognition. Pollock (2006) defines differentiation as ñthe delineation of identity boundariesò 

(p. 91). As we sat and watched Donovan Livingston tell his story, we were stricken by the fact 

that he was not us, yet his experience gave voice to many of our own yearnings, pains, concerns, 

and life experiences. I recall the lyrics to Roberta Flackôs 1973 R & B hit, ñKilling Me Softlyò 

where she reflects upon an experience where a singerôs lyrics and melody coalesced with her 

own lived experience, giving public voice to her very private feelings: 

Strumming my pain with his fingers 

Singing my life with his words 

Killing me softly with his song 

Killing me softly with his song 

Telling my whole life with his words 

Killing me softly with his song 

 

Differentiation causes a generative Brechtian distance to have a person who is different from the 

teller to tell the story in first person. The absurdity causes rupture and gives rise to critical 

consciousness.  

Pollock (2006) defines misrecognition as ñthe dialectics of identity play and replayò that 

she likens to the phenomenon of ñseeing one's self in a kind of fun house mirror with painful 

clarity and/or pleasurable curiosityò (pp. 91, 92). This allows for heightened reflexivity and re-



 
 

 

 

189 

creativity in the teller and the re-teller. The teller (Livingston, in this case) is caught in the 

luminal space between ñnot meò and ñmeò ï the ñnot not me.ò The self (My Life Matters 

participantsô identities) is not originally defined but lost in ñmimetic replayò (p. 93).  

As we dialogue about the poem, we are able to tap into our own personal experiences as 

reflected through the poem and refracted through our sharing and collective witnessing in the 

group. Totally empathy with Livingston or with the other participants is impossible, however, as 

Pollock (2006) observes with her listening out loud technique, ñThe distances provoked by 

disidentification help to shift the I/you, self/other relationship with which the participants 

typically begin into a tentative I/thou ethic of respect and appreciation (p. 93). Thus the poem 

ñLift Offò served our group discussions as a launching pad for deeper, more loving and 

respectful interactions and relationships among the participants. This process allows us to self-

express some of our own closely held opinions and experiences with negative school experiences 

by empathizing with and examining Livingstonôs work through the SHOWED method.  

This led us to the Development/Transformation phase of the 3D model of performance-

centered youth engagement. We agreed that the most salient themes that arose for us in the poem 

were the threat of violence from the expectations of others (especially in the form of gender 

stereotyping and racism) and the internalization of negative expectations that impact our own 

mindsets. We considered holding another My Life Matters public performance in 2017, but the 

youth suggested one ensemble performance this time. They wanted to tell one clear story that 

would touch on all of these issues so that people could ñfollow itò and ñreally get it.ò We agreed 

that I would be the playwright and that the group would act as an active dramaturgical collective. 

Throughout the summer, I would incorporate our poetry and transcripts from our workshops into 

the play. We would continually workshop the script until it was a piece that we all felt 
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comfortable presenting to a larger public. That public would be adults that needed to ñknow what 

we go throughò as well as youth that could be ñinspiredò and encouraged ñto know that theyôre 

not alone.ò Thus the concept of Our óVille was born of the 3D method of performance-centered 

youth engagement. Although we did not get to perform Our óVille publicly, we continued to edit 

and embody its spirit throughout the rehearsal process that spanned from June 2017 through 

December 2017. 

Besides facilitating games, self-expression workshops, and rehearsals, my consistent 

presence at the Summer Achievement Camp as a camp counselor was a crucial element of the 

relational trust and intimacy that I developed with my collaborators. As we learned the rhythms 

of every day camp life together, the kids and I learned each other, and our level of self-

expression and response-ability would grow in depth and breadth at unexpected times. For 

example, on June 13, 2017, I started chatting about life in general with two My Life Matters teens 

at the playground. Somehow, the conversation turned to violence and incarceration. The female 

teen talked about how being sexually abused as a 10 year old continues to affect her as a 15 year 

old, as she has to repeatedly testify and go to court so that the assailant will have to face justice. 

She was frustrated because she has to relive this trauma repeatedly, and the assailant oftentimes 

doesnôt even show up to court. She said, ñNow, I donôt know if I want to be gay or not, and part 

of that is because Iôm dealing with all this.ò She was able to channel some of this pain and 

confusion into her poetry and theatrical performance with My Life Matters.  

The teen male recalled being ñlocked up.ò He had recently completed a youth education 

and employment program called Tar Heel Challenge. He argues that he achieved this in spite of 

his time in juvenile detention. He felt strongly that being locked up did not help kids. ñIt just 

made me worse. I learned how to not get caught,ò he said. In addition to revealing and reframing 
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biotropes, the process of reframing Black youth identity also requires that we address the 

psychosocial experience of criminalization and marginalization that frame and condition the 

lived experiences of Black youth. Psychiatrist James Gilligan (2001), who served prisoners in the 

Massachusetts penal system for 25 years, has observed that shame caused by societal inequity 

and marginalization breeds violence. He describes prison as a place where punishment begets 

shame, which produces a ñôpure cultureô of violenceò (p. 13).  

These acts of vulnerable self-expression not only drew us closer as collaborators, but they 

also empowered the youth by allowing them to name their struggles and begin to imagine 

solutions and modes of resistance. Sharing our collective trauma interpersonally and finding 

ways to express it publicly through poetry and theater helped us to engage that enacted frame of 

identity in a way that transformed our personal, relational, and communal senses of self. When 

my collaborators and I examined what we perceived to be the solutions to the criminalization, 

racism, and violence that we had experienced, developing a sense of belonging emerged as the 

most salient solution. Participants agreed that building positive relationships with peers and 

trusted adults was a crucial help to making positive life choices and to coping with experiences 

of racism and disproportionate negative experiences in education or criminal justice.  

You can see this in the closing scene of our play Our óVille. The title indicates a 

collective claiming of a place (Fayetteville) as home and a collective naming of this place with a 

commonly used colloquialism (ñThe óVilleò). The play follows four friends as they struggle to 

survive and thrive amidst a myriad of threats to their existence. JOSEPH, an effeminate boy who 

loves to dance and dress colorfully must confront his homophobic father, his inherited bully 

tendencies, substance abuse, and suicidality. SABRINA, a strong athletic female character, must 

confront the bullying that often comes from resisting gender norms, as well as an estranged 
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relationship with her father whom she only sees on summers when she has to compete with her 

step mother for attention. ANDRE is recovering from a past of incarceration and criminality. He 

must confront negative interactions with police officers and educators who donôt recognize that 

he has changed. He also struggles with finding belonging in a world where his father has been 

ñlocked upò since his infancy. TIANA struggles to apply herself to school work while protecting 

her younger siblings from poverty, the violence in her neighborhood, and the chronic absence of 

their substance addicted mother. All of them find a lasting sense of solace in their friendship and 

in their time at FAF. This play is centered around relationships, and may best be summed up by 

one youthôs reflection on what he liked most about FAF: ñItôs like we all got the same problems. 

Itôs like we all belong here. We familyò (July 2016 workshop) 

When asked to submit photographs that articulated solutions to criminalization and 

violence during the summer of 2017, several participants gravitated to a picture titled ñBond for 

Lifeò showing some of the participants sitting close together and laughing. All of the participants 

agreed that they found this particular peer group to be a source of healing, coping, and hope in 

the face of lifeôs trials. Participating in the process of creating and sharing artistic expression for 

critical analysis allowed the youth to experience the joy and encouragement that comes from the 

reciprocal process of coming to voice and witnessing as both artist/performers and audience 

members/witnesses/researchers.  

To achieve this level of collective consciousness and connection it is also crucial to 

develop a sense of community whereby individual collaboratorsô respective communal frames of 

identity coalesce around some focal point. CRT theorist Patricia Williams (1998) reminds us to 

beware of ñpremature communityò ï a false sense of community that neglects or oversimplifies 

the diverse oppressive forces present. To avoid such a pitfall, consider the power of storytelling 
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to develop a deeper understanding of the self and group members. As Lee Ann Bell (2010) 

observes, ñthe Storytelling Project Model can be used to help teachers understand racial 

positionality, think more critically about their practice, and develop curriculum that engages 

students as social critics and actorsò (p. 6). She observes that arts-based interventions are creative 

modes of storytelling that ñplay an important role in building a community where risks can be 

taken and shared, and new norms established for acting against racismò (p. 110). Thus a CRIPCT 

approach to performance-centered youth engagement reveals the power of the coming to voice 

and witnessing process to develop relationships and activism, while keeping researchers 

accountable and reflexive. 

I have found that when students feel cared for and significant, they operate from a place 

of positivity, dignity, and agency to participate in driving and directing the process going 

forward. Here we see how the enacted frame of identity is activated when we conceptualize 

ourselves as My Life Matters participants when we partake in its/our rhythms and patterns that 

require us to enact love and respect in relation to ourselves and one another. This enacted frame 

can shift the personal frame toward a positive, dignified, and agential sense of self as we learn to 

share, give loving witness, and expect loving witness form others. All the while, the relational 

frame of identity, which is based upon our sense of connectedness, positionality, and comparison 

to others, unites us and drives us to hold each other accountable and to operate with purpose. 

This dynamic frame work, in turn, shatters the stigmatizing forces of racism, as we see our 

potential as a collective of thinkers, poets, and storytellers. In this way, the performance process 

begins to transmute the communal frame from a racialized one to a poeticized one ï form 

pipelines to pathways. 
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Power: Coming to Power by Coming to Voice 

I have also witnessed how they employ performance as a means of communication and as 

a subversive tactic to win hearts and minds in their efforts toward a more humane and 

democratic society (Madison, 2010, p. 1). 

 

In the spirit of CRTôs call to storytelling and social transformation, Pipelines to 

Pathwaysô performance-centered processes of identity framing and claiming combines critical 

pedagogy, creative self-expression, and storytelling to help communities to build affirming 

relationships while developing empowered counter-storytelling communities that confront and 

resist the racist status quo (Bell, 2010, p. 111). Power plays a crucial role throughout this 

process. It is the product of our coming to voice, the source of our response-ability, and the force 

that drives the enactment of our social responsibility to antiracist transformation. My 

collaborators and I found that attention to personal and collective power dynamics helped us to 

more clearly examine the impact that our stories have on our identities.  

For example, during one the June 21, 2017 focus group, 35 Black youth and I discussed 

how we had experienced violence in our daily lives, and what we thought about its causes, 

effects, and possible solutions. As collaborators, we shared our personal opinions and insights. 

Meanwhile, I wrote them on a white board for the group to view and revise. When I asked my 

collaborators what they feared most, one young man responded, ñMore than anything, Iôm scared 

of gettingô stoleô on
51
!ò A rumble of assenting nods, moans, sighs, and grunts rolled around the 

room. After I petitioned my collaborators to expand upon this sentiment, I learned that the 

overwhelming majority of these Black youth were more concerned about experiencing daily, 

unsolicited violence from their peers than from any other source.  One collaborator lamented the 

fact that kids in her neighborhood were not allowed to play outside that summer because of 
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 This term, derived from ñstolen,ò refers to being physically attacked by another person without warning. 
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ñbeef
52
ò between two prominent gang members. We agreed that we collectively perceived that 

the most clear and present danger to our lives came from peers and those who live in our own 

communities. 

In other words, expanding from two of our collaboratorsô personal stories, we expressed, 

as a group, our persistent experiences with the endogenic forces (within our communities and 

personal spaces) that pull us toward violence and violent experiences. One story was told by a 

16-year-old young man who felt that he had to get into a fight at school to prevent one of his 

peers from attacking him first. The other story was told by a 15-year-old girl who felt trapped in 

her home all summer due to the threat of gang violence from her own community members. We 

further analyzed these stories by applying the SHOWED method. Our responses to the ñWhat 

can we Do about this?ò step ranged from preemptive violence (e.g. ñSteal on them firstò or ñYou 

could join a gangò) to avoidance (ñJust stay home and donôt bother nobodyò) and self harm (ñthis 

kind of thing makes some people kill theyselfò).  We agreed that all of these options delimited 

our sense of agency, and made us feel, in some ways, ñpowerless,ò with regard to reducing 

violence in our lives. In fact, most of my youth collaborators expressed that they experienced an 

abiding intrapersonal endogenic pull toward violence as a means of self-defense and saving face.  

However, with regard to the exogenic pushes of violence in our lives, we named racism, 

gender stereotypes, bullying (which is inextricably bound with suicide in our perception), and 

drugs (which is inextricably bound with gangs and general substance abuse in our perception). I 

wrote these on the board and we voted on the exogenic sources of violence that we thought were 

most pressings. Racism, gender stereotypes, and bullying/suicide rose as the top three exogenic 

sources of violence. We then, agreed to create a series of linked haikus from these statements 
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 Abiding conflict that demands a resolution before the conflicting parties can re-engage peaceably.  
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that soon morphed into a song that traced our perceptions of the pushes and pulls of violence in 

our lives. One collaborator created a beat on a small djembe drum while others of us swayed and 

chanted. We sang out the lines of the haikus in turn, sometimes as rap, sometimes as song, and at 

other times as chant. We were overcome by a euphoric sense of communitas. We collaborated to 

write and perform the poem ñViolence Makes Me Feelò (or ñPowerlessò) ï a combination of 

song, chant, rap and dance that names the impact that violence has had on us while allowing us 

to voice our resistance to it. Our experience confirmed Camilleriôs (2007) observation of 

collaborative song writing with youth:  

the process of group songwriting is an excellent way to develop self-esteem and social 

skills such as group cohesiveness, social interaction, communication, problem-solving, 

listening, and respect. Songwriting is an active process that requires a responsive and 

energetic interplay between the people engaged in the process (p. 78) 
 

 

 

 

Figure 6. ñViolence Makes Me Feel,ò summer 2017 



 
 

 

 

197 

Thus by attending to the various intersections of lived experiences and modes of 

expression in the room and turning them into a  poetic rendering of a collective story, we were 

able to penetrate into a much deeper level of mutual understanding, belonging, and critical 

awareness than we had before we began. We were also empowered to navigate the tensiveness 

that exists between the pushes and pulls of violence in our lives. My field notes from this 

experience express the deeper understanding that I personally gained from this practice of 

collaborative performative writing: 

I see here that the effects of violence in these kids lives are powerlessness (lack of self-

efficacy), a certain rushedness about life (time can be taken and moves fast regardless of 

their input or needs), loneliness, feeling of rejection and neglect, they feel like they are 

losing precious time and that incarceration takes potentially smart and strong people from 

their community (ñbeautiful mindsò). 

 

We later published this collective poem in The Ravon Jordan My Life Matters Project 

(APPENDIX B). We also incorporated the two original stories that began this process into the 

Our óVille (APPENDIX A) script. This poem was one of many other poems and selected 

Photovoice photographs that empowered us to voice our perspectives and positionalities, and to 

make a public call for antiracist action on behalf of marginalized youth. In the words of the song, 

we transformed from ñpowerlessò to ñpowerful.ò 

The process by which one might build and tell her own stories and thereby transform her 

own self-concept as an act of resistance to ñcollective representationò is an intrinsically 

communicative one, informed by the CTI framework and played out in Erving Goffmanôs 

dramaturgical framework. Here, Hechtôs (2002) four frames of identity coalesce with Goffmanôs 

(1959) ñfront.ò If the front defines and frames the situation for those who observe, perhaps 

positive front management (reframing our stories and how they are told) and performative face 

modulation (claiming our right to come to voice and share our stories from our own perspectives 
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and through our own modes, moods, and media) are variables accessible to individual youth that 

will empower them to resist the powerlessness and inferiority complex that structures of 

domination impose. When you consider Goffmanôs (1959) contention that all humans are 

constantly performing for other humans, it appears that there is a deep disconnect in the 

audience-performer dynamic that is exhibited in the relationship between the criminalized Black 

youth and authority figures in the educational and criminal justice systems in the U.S. What 

Goffman would refer to as incidents or ñperformance disruptionsò have become the norm for 

many marginalized youth. 

Reducing face threats and minimizing required face work through a model of intentional 

positive front management is one way to minimize performance disruptions and to maximize 

positive interactions between marginalized youth, their peers and authority figures. This research 

reveals the great influence that interactions with authority figures and peers have on the self-

concept, self-expression, and lived experience of marginalized youth. In the My Life Matters 

project, this conclusion was enacted on August 5, 2016 when 14 of my collaborators and I 

performed our poetry and prose in a public forum for an audience of 50 diverse audience 

members, which included parents, family members, friends, the city mayor, and other 

community stakeholders.  

The collaborative mode of poetic inquiry that My Life Matters often employed helped my 

collaborators and me to collectively and individually frame and claim our faces, as we shared 

responsibility for writing, and, eventually embodying and voicing the poems and stories that we 

collectively created. The play Our óVille is a prime example of this. In addition to its inclusion of 

a collection of individual and collaborative poetry, this play depicts four characters that stand as 

composites of many My Life Matters participants.  


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































