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Abstract of Dissertation

Co-Designing Abolitionist Curriculum With Youth Activists: A Participatory Study

This study documents a group of young people as they engage in learning about
abolition, activism, and organizing.

The youth were tied together through their connection to me, an educator in the
same county where they all went to high school. The study was conducted through a
series of interviews and online summer sessions, centered around abolition, activism, and
organizing. The data was interpreted through a lens of critical literacy and abolitionist
theory. Data was coded through a memoing process of thick descriptions that transformed
into the writing in the dissertation itself. Data and subsequent analysis were member
checked by one participant through conversations and reviewing memos.

Findings for this study consisted of the importance of community in learning
about abolition, activism, and organizing. The project documents a variety of ways that
youth people engage in this learning including learning in community, learning through
reading, and learning through trial and error. The study also acts as a guide for educators
to use as they begin thinking about their own radical work with youth. Importantly, I also
provide an example of self-reflection when working with young people in abolitionist

spaces.
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Glossary of Terms

Abolition: Abolition is centered around the end goal of abolishing the prison-industrial
complex, but it does not restrict itself to prisons. In this study, I also referred to abolition
in education as a way of life and pedagogy that ultimately moves toward liberation and
anti-oppression in education (Love, 2019).

Counternarratives: Counternarratives are stories that work against existing master
narratives or in spaces where no stories are being told publicly, specifically about
marginalized groups (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). Counternarratives are used as a
methodology in this study.

Youth: For the purposes of this study, young people between the ages of 15 and 21.

Abolitionist Teaching and Pedagogy: “Abolitionist teaching is the practice of working in
solidarity with communities of color while drawing on the imagination, creativity,
refusal, (re)membering, visionary thinking, healing, rebellious spirit, boldness,
determination, and subversiveness of abolitionists to eradicate injustice in and outside of
school” (Love, 2019, p. 2).
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Ideas of prison abolition and defunding police have been centered in mainstream
media in recent years, primarily gaining popular attention after the police murder of
George Floyd. Since then, surface-level public rhetoric and buzzwords around prison and
police abolition have become commonplace (e.g., “defund the police”), but these popular
phrases are rarely discussed in depth outside of abolitionist circles. Simultaneously, the
U.S. educational landscape is littered with fears of critical race theory permeating
schools. Despite this growing unease regarding tackling issues of race within the
classroom, there is little evidence that teachers are indeed implementing lessons, units, or
courses that foster spaces for students to engage in concepts of abolition or activism.
Moreover, mainstream narratives on activism—especially youth activism—tend to omit
their nuanced thinking about race and other equity-related issues. For instance, the
popular media pays little attention to youth activists’ deep intellectual understanding and
reflection of their own organizing. As a public school teacher, I have seen this lack of
acknowledgement of the role of youth in activism and students’ thirst for additional
knowledge on these important topics.

Marable (1992) defined racism as “a system of ignorance, exploitation, and power
used to oppress African Americans, Latinos, Asians, Pacific Americans, American
Indians, and other people on the basis of ethnicity, culture, mannerisms, and color” (p. 5).
Within systems of public education, students of color face racism every day in their
classrooms (e.g., DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). Thus, youth voices are particularly important
in understanding these experiences and breaking down the systems of white supremacy
that make them possible. Racism in public education is one of many forms of oppression

that youth activists fight against.



When I was a young person in a public high school, my knowledge of activism
and abolition were virtually non-existent. I began developing an understanding of this
issues after college, and I attribute this to finding a non-school-based community in
which I was able to learn and engage with like-minded peers. What I quickly learned
about abolition was that it strives to dismantle systems of oppression, not shift them; after
all, if a system is actively hurting a marginalized population, it is are not liberatory or
working toward liberation. Freire (2018) called for the oppressed to restore humanity in
both the oppressed and the oppressors in their fight for liberation. One form this
restoration can take is the creation of liberatory, antiracist, and abolitionist teaching and
curriculum. In response to the lack of public knowledge around youth organizing and
abolition—and the absence of spaces for both in public education—I worked on this
project to co-design learning experiences about abolition, activism, and organizing with a
group of youth organizers.

Research on abolitionist pedagogy in traditional and non-traditional classroom
spaces has outlined the successes that classrooms and teachers have experienced when
they embraced abolitionist values (Davis, 2011a; Dozono, 2022; Love, 2019).
Furthermore, the research on youth activism has outlined how young people tend to
participate in activism and what motivates and blocks this participation (Liou & Literat,
2020; Sawchuck, 2018; Terriquez, 2015). However, there is a dearth of scholarship on
the intersection of youth activism and abolition and, specifically, how youth engage in
community-based education to further their organizing efforts. My research sought to fill
this gap by co-designing an abolitionist curriculum with abolitionist youth activists and

documenting their experience. My study has added the abolitionist activist voice to the



literature and, consequently, will help scholars and practitioners better understand how
youth view themselves as growing abolitionist activists.

Youth activism has been prevalent throughout the history of the United States,
though many of these youth and their associated movements have been largely ignored or
co-opted by larger, whiter, older movements. Today, the notion of abolition is increasing
in popularity in mainstream media and dialog. For the purposes of this study, abolition
has been broadly defined as the removal of the prison industrial complex (PIC) and white
supremacist power structures in society, with the long-term goal of freedom and
liberation for all. Principles of abolition guide activist efforts and help strategize what
actions will work toward dismantling the PIC and helping marginalized individuals
thrive, not just survive (Love, 2019).

In this dissertation, I have frequently utilized the terms youth and abolitionist.
These terms originated organically, since the participants and I both naturally used these
words to identify ourselves. Initially, I used activist and organizer interchangeably
throughout this study, but after the data collection and analysis stage, I decided to
distinguish between the two based on feedback from participants. In much of the shared
work that I engaged in with the youth, we used ideas of abolition to guide our thinking
and actions. The participants in this study were high-school and early college-aged
students, people of color, and former or current students in the county where I was
previously employed. Throughout this study, all youth participants will be referred to by
pseudonyms that we collectively agreed upon for their protection.

Despite widespread media coverage of violent youth activists, I believe it is

necessary to resist and question this narrative. In this study, I have carefully explored the



nuances of how young people engage in spaces outside of school to learn about abolition
and activism. Thus, I have attempted to fill some of the public gaps and
misunderstandings that mischaracterize youth organizers and activists and shed light on
their true perspectives and lived experiences.

Statement of the Problem

Often, policymakers or administrators make decisions about curriculum without
considering how young people engage in learning outside of school. In this study, I have
suggested that schools could instead decide supplement that learning, instead of simply
viewing learning outside of school as entirely separate from the existing curriculum.
Pinar (2019) explained that public education is, by definition:

a political, psycho-social, fundamentally intellectual reconstruction of self and

society, a process in which educators occupy public and private spaces in-between

the academic disciplines and the state (and problems) of mass culture, between
intellectual development and social engagement, between erudition and everyday

life. While the education of the public draws extensively upon the academic
disciplines, it does not necessarily coincide with them. (p. 15)

Pinar’s definition of curriculum is expansive and extends beyond a set of standards and
objectives. He further stated, “By whatever means, we must continue teaching after the
bell rings and students depart our classrooms,” (p. 15). This underscored the notion that
curriculum extends beyond the classroom and into students’ private and home

lives. Curricular decisions are frequently made for youth without any consideration of
this expanded idea of curriculum, contribution from the youth themselves, or students’
own, self-initiated learning and needs. To remedy the problem of an isolated school
curriculum, Pinar argued that there should be “no monolithic school curriculum” and

schools should instead offer “opportunities for specialization” (p. 227). As it currently



stands in public education, there is little evidence that youth activists and organizers have
space for their unique learning needs in schools.

In 2018, I began my work as an Equity Lead at the school where I worked. The
Equity Lead role was loosely defined, had little guidance, and ultimately proved to be a
relatively superficial, performative attempt toward equity by the county. As Equity
Leads, we attended bi-quarterly training on equity in education. The sessions lacked
substance and had very little depth. In 2019, the Equity & Culturally Responsive Team
for the county required Equity Leads to implement an Equity Team at their school. Little
structure was provided, except for a brief two-page PDF on Equity Teams and a
suggestion that teams be composed of faculty members at the school. Immediately, I was
struck by the idea of a student-faculty Equity Team. I did not—and still do not—believe
that equity work at schools can happen without student input and involvement. I
approached Gilissa, a student I had coached in volleyball and who was active in our
school’s Black Student Union and various other activities, with the idea. She was
instantly on board. We began planning meetings and setting long and short-term goals.
Shortly after, we asked another student, Maria, to join us. We worked tirelessly to lay the
foundation for our Equity Team, including lining up guest speakers and organizing
committees.

We organized the Equity Team into committees to create intentional spaces for
students and faculty to think through relevant equity issues. For example, we established
a committee dedicated to equity in athletics. We also created committees in charge of
curriculum, special education, antiracism, and others. Each committee had a student

leader and teacher organizer (a term we intentionally utilized instead of “chair” to avoid



implications of hierarchy). As a whole, the Equity Team pioneered projects including: a
school-wide presentation on Asian American History, a partnership with the feeder
middle school to educate students about the school’s recent name change, a year-long
antiracism book club facilitated by students and faculty, efforts to change sexism within
school athletics, and more.

When the COVID-19 pandemic emerged in March 2020, the Equity Team moved
its efforts virtually, and we met frequently. We held whole group meetings once a month
and committee meetings virtually every day, despite logistical roadblocks we
encountered. We were passionate about the organizing work we did in fact, my work with
Maria and Gilissa evolved into starting a non-profit with other teachers and parents in the
county. The non-profit addressed issues of equity within the county by facilitating
meetings with county officials, producing a county-wide scorecard for measuring equity
and establishing an antiracist policy for the county.

Through this work, we met other students passionate about equity issues: Anna,
Aron, Chrissy, Jason, and Miriam. I had taught Anna in her freshman year at another high
school, and we connected with her when we learned she was starting an equity team at
her school. We met Aron through his work in LGBTQIA+ circles with Gilissa, and we
identified Chrissy through her advocacy around her school’s name change. Eventually,
Jason and Miriam took over as the student leaders of our school’s Equity Team when
Maria and Gilissa graduated.

Together and in their respective circles, these youth collaborated to address
racism, sexism, classism, homophobia, and other inequities in their schools. However, the

administration in these schools had little understanding of how these youth organized,



learned, and engaged in this critical work. Our principal claimed to be a leader on our
Equity Team, but rarely attended and never planned a meeting. We had two
administrators that requested to be on committees in leadership roles but ultimately did
nothing but create roadblocks to student work. Students observed these shortcomings and
started to work around and without their administrators. Instead of being partners in the
work of creating more equitable schools, administrators blocked students’ collaboration
efforts. Not only did this make the work more difficult, but it also created tension and
additional problems between students and administrators.

Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to examine how youth learned as activists and
organizers and to explore how they situated themselves in their understanding of
abolition in the context of a co-designed learning group. Better understanding how youth
activists explore abolitionist practices in out-of-school learning communities has
addressed a gap in the current scholarship. In addition, this project sought to further ideas
of abolitionist pedagogy through critical ideas of liberation and learning (Love, 2019).
The data collected in this study shed light on how youth engage in activism and
abolitionist work in a community-based learning group. I gathered information about
their understanding of abolition and activism from group discussions with guest speakers
as well as individual interviews, which included identity mapping.

This study has contributed to scholars’ understanding of how youth activists
participate in non-school-based learning communities to explore abolitionist practices
and knowledge. In this project, I co-created a curriculum of abolitionist learning with
youth that informed their activism and organizing. This study documented this process of

curriculum co-creation and the knowledge that this process inspired. In this study, I



examined the intersections of youth activism and abolition. The youth in this study were
involved in various activist efforts and held various levels of knowledge about abolition;
however, all participants referred to abolitionist concepts that guided their actions. These
youth had a shared interest in learning more about abolition and how it affected and
shaped their activism.

The overarching question guiding this research was: What are the ways in which
youth activists participate in non-school-based learning communities to explore
abolitionist practices and knowledge?

Potential Significance

The results of this study are significant in a variety of ways. First, this research is
important because it informs educators of the importance of establishing spaces to discuss
abolition and activism, whether it be inside of traditional schools or within the broader
community. This is powerful because the organizing efforts of youth abolitionists are not
traditionally represented in public education settings. However, this study suggests that
adults in public schools can help youth activists create and sustain these communities.
This study also provides educators and youth mentors insight into youth participation in
abolitionist learning by emphasizing the importance of abolitionist, fugitive spaces for
youth outside of schools. Moreover, from a methodological perspective, this project is
unique in that it combines components of abolitionist learning with youth participatory
action research (YPAR).

Additionally, this research underscores the importance of community spaces,
outside of school, that youth can design for themselves. In these spaces, youth can enter
and exit freely, engage in any way they choose, and set their own goals for learning and

action. Since traditional public schools are often sites of violence for students of color,



community spaces outside of school are critical: SoJoyner (2017), for instance, warned
against Black children “enter[ing] into any type of fruitful relationship, with an entity that
on multiple levels has proven detrimental to [their] humanity” (“Conclusion’). Thus, this
study advocates for creating spaces for youth of color to engage in learning outside of the
violent structures of their public schools and Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs).
Furthermore, these findings provide insights that might be valuable to other
mentors, adults, or teachers looking to foster or support spaces for abolitionist youth
activists. For example, this study could help teachers who seek to develop youth activism
in their own classrooms. Because this project focuses primarily on college students, it
also is valuable to colleges and universities looking to further support their student
activist populations. In sum, this project encourages educators to reimagine the ways
youth participate in activist organizing, both inside and outside of school. In addition, this
research could be important for policymakers because it highlights the lived experiences
of youth activists, which could inform policy and curriculum related to activism and
abolition in public schools. In fact, this study could serve as a pilot for future research
that would help further the knowledge of youth abolitionist activists. Finally, and
arguably most importantly, this project is also significant for the youth participants in this
study who demonstrated passion about abolitionist change. Many of the participants
started Equity Teams at their respective schools. These youth have created social media
and email writing campaigns, spoken at school board meetings, and created professional
development for teachers. They are uniquely positioned to make positive change at their
respective schools. Ali and Vanderbilt (2020) “worked to develop projects that are of

interest to young people, and that will advance their personal goals” (p. 72); similarly, in



collaborating and co-designing this study with youth, we identified ways to make the
project meaningful to them. Because this project was an extension of the ongoing
advocacy, organizing, and activism work that the youth were already engaged in, the
study centered participants’ interests and goals.

Theoretical Context

Abolitionist theory and critical theory guided this dissertation work. I relied on
these theories to both execute the curriculum planning meetings with youth and analyze
the data collected from these meetings. Specifically, I used critical literacy in two ways
for this project: as a lens for data analysis and as a framework to guide the group’s
learning. While engaging in data analysis, I used critical literacy as a lens to help guide
the exploration of how youth engage in community-based learning to explore their
activism. According to Morell (2008),

If language is a constructed and non-neutral entity, then those who teach (and

learn) language and literacy must also work to make themselves aware of the

various social, ideological, cultural, and political contexts in which the languages
and literacies of power operate. (p. 4)

In organizing this learning space for youth, I paid particular attention to the politically
charged language and contexts in which our conversations found themselves. The
learning community’s dialog could not, I realized, exist in isolation: it must be examined
through a critical lens, acknowledging the inherent political structures that inform it.
Morell also asserted:
critical literacy...is necessary not only for the critical navigation of hegemonic
discourses; it is also essential to the redefining of the self and the transformation
of oppressive social structures and relations of production. Confronting

ideological language and texts is a requisite activity, but resistance and
transformation are also textually based practices for the critically literate citizen.

(p-5)
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In this study, the youth participants and I used critical literacy and theory to guide our
shared learning sessions. I also used aspects of critical literacy to analyze the data,
language, and interactions in our learning community to conduct thematic analysis of this
project.

The bulk of the data from this study emerged from the summer learning sessions
that [ held with youth participants. The sessions were primarily planned by one of the
youth participants, Maria. As a critical learner and organizer, Maria used critical literacy
to inform her planning and guidance of the group. Maria had a clear understanding of the
political nature of schools and organizing, and she rejected notions of neutrality. She
asked her fellow youth activists deep, probing questions that aligned with Morell’s
(2008) definition of critical literacy as a means of empowering her peers.

Maria and I also used an abolitionist framework to frame curriculum development
efforts with the participants. Kaba (2021) argued that working toward abolition involves
both collaboration and patience. Through abolition, Kaba explained, we demand
reimagination of a system free from all forms of oppression, while simultaneously
acknowledging how limited our imaginations might be because “white supremacy,
misogyny, ableism, classism, homophobia, and transphobia [that] exist everywhere” (p.
4). In education, abolition often manifests itself as a pedagogy that emphasizes moving
toward liberation and anti-oppression in education. As Love (2019) explained:

Abolitionist teaching is the practice of working in solidarity with communities of

color while drawing on the imagination, creativity, refusal, (re)membering,

visionary thinking, healing, rebellious spirit, boldness, determination, and

subversiveness of abolitionists to eradicate injustice in and outside of school. (p.

2)

Through this project, I attempted to embody Love’s ideas of abolitionist teaching by

working with youth participants to encourage their rebellious spirit as they worked to
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address injustices in schools. Our shared learning was centered around educational
injustices and focused on making schools better, safer places for the youth of color in this
study.

Summary of Methodology

Using YPAR and critical youth ethnography, I worked with a group of young
people to design a shared learning space that was focused on abolitionist thought and
organizing. Between June and August of 2021, the participants joined me, acting as the
research-facilitator, online with a variety of guest speakers to discuss organizing,
activism, and change. The conversations took place online because the youth were
located across the country. Participants were self-identified youth activists (though some
preferred the term organizer) and a self-identified teacher activist, all of whom organized
around principles of abolition (Kaba, 2021). These eight participants had connected with
one another across several high schools and grade levels to fight for racial justice,
LGBTQ+ rights, and equity in their schools.

The participants knew one another in varying capacities before we connected
together for the summer project. In the preceding spring, we met once a month to get to
know each other and start brainstorming ideas for our summer collaboration. We
understood that we would spend the summer learning about and discussing ideas related
to abolition and applying these concepts to a culminating project. Initially, their ideas for
a project included a zine, a teach-in, and an art collection. Unfortunately, due to
participants’ conflicting schedules, we were unable to complete an official culminating
project.

We planned times to meet in July and August because students’ academic

semesters were busy: Maria, Anna, Chrissy, and Gilissa were college students, Aron and

12



Jason were headed to universities in the fall, and Miriam had one more year of high
school. All seven were involved, to varying degrees, in activism and organizing within
their respective communities. Some of the participants who were in college admitted that
they had been more involved in activism in high school than they were in college, but
that they hoped to change that. All youth participant names used in this study are
pseudonyms.

Though I collected a majority of the data for this study in summer 2021, some
data was collected before and after these summer sessions. The project began with
monthly virtual meetings in the spring to build community: we logged on, played games,
and discussed our aspirations for the group moving forward. As the summer began, we
met to plan our readings and guest speaker schedule, which spanned six weeks. We sent
out Google forms and engaged in a group chat to determine the best meeting times.
Before we began our group meetings in the summer, I formally interviewed all the
participants to learn about their current organizing efforts and summer plans.

The summer meetings all followed a similar format: Maria introduced the speaker
and then guided them through a series of questions she had written with input from the
rest of the group. The first summer meeting was with Dr. Nganga, one of my dissertation
co-chairs, and the conversation focused on her academic history and participants’ areas of
interest. The second meeting was with Dr. Ali, my other dissertation co-chair, and the
group discussed abolition, surveillance, and academia. The following meeting was with
Cindy, a community organizer I knew personally. She shared her experiences as a student

at a PWI and her subsequent community organizing efforts. Finally, we met with Shawn,
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a recent graduate from Maria’s school, who talked about his community organizing in the
education space.

Maria managed a majority of the logistics: she found times that worked for the
entire group, planned questions, and led sessions with guest speakers, and debriefed with
me after each session. Together, the participants and I selected speakers to invite who we
felt aligned with our thinking and could provide insight youth organizing efforts,
especially in the postsecondary space. The youth participants in this study aligned their
advocacy work to abolitionist efforts (Kaba, 2021), and we made sure to invite speakers
who we collectively agreed aligned with abolitionist ideas and could inform the
participants’ activism.

This study followed a basic interpretive design to explore how participants
engaged in learning outside of school. A basic interpretive study permitted flexibility and
openness for this particular project and highlighted how participants made meaning out of
group learning sessions and curriculum design. As the researcher-facilitator, I worked
with the youth participants to analyze data and identify themes. I chose to utilize aspects
of critical youth ethnography with components of YPAR (Ali & McCarty, 2020) to
answer the question of how youth activists participated in non-school-based learning
communities to explore abolitionist practices and knowledge. The study was participatory
because the youth and I co-constructed the abolitionist curriculum that we engaged in.
Moreover, it was action-oriented because the participants and I were actively engaged in
learning and meaning-making.

To collect and analyze data, I relied on aspects of critical ethnography

methodology. I participated in the learning community alongside the youth participants
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and recorded our sessions together. I took jottings and field notes while participating, but
the majority of the thematic analysis occurred after I had rewatched the recorded Zoom
sessions and reread the transcripts. Still, the jottings and notes that I took were helpful in
reviewing data and discussing emerging themes with participants.

Ethnography was a useful methodology for this study it allowed me, as the
researcher, to be more fully immersed in the learning community, which reflected the
ways that I typically interacted with this group of young people. The thick description
present in ethnography (Emerson, Frentz & Shaw, 1995) permitted me to paint a rich,
nuanced picture of this group of participants and their interactions, which led to a better
understanding of how they engaged with concepts related to abolition and organizing.
Ethnography allowed me to focus on small, specific moments in my interactions with
youth and then expand on them in detail, using them as a “starting point” (Galman, 2018,
p. 129) to dig even deeper into the data. Engaging in ethnographic research helped me
engage in deep reflection as a researcher to intentionally identify narratives and
counternarratives present in the stories about the youth participants. Often,
counternarratives are told to correct a mainstream, damaging story told about a group of
people (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). Similarly, this project serves as a counternarrative
because it tells a story of youth activism that is not sufficiently addressed by scholars or
practitioners.

I analyzed the collected data—which consisted of transcripts and videos of
summer meetings, transcripts and videos of one-on-one interviews, and pictures of the
participants' identity maps—through a critical lens. At the end of this study, I had

uncovered a greater understanding of how youth tend to engage in learning about
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abolition and activism outside of the school setting, shaped by words from the youth
participants themselves.

Delimitations

This study was delimited by the particular group of youth who participated in this
study. In addition, participants from this study were from one county, which meant that
the experiences and learning communities in which the youth engaged were generally
located in the same geographical region. Moreover, the youth in this study all identified
as youth of color but were from different racial and ethnic backgrounds. The project was
also delimited by the ages of the participants, which ranged from 15 to 21 years old.
Experiences of youth outside of this age range could expand on the information that I
gathered from this project.

Limitations

A major limitation of this study was my status as a novice researcher. As
researcher-facilitator of this project, I was the primary data collection tool and,
admittedly, I was still developing my data collection and analysis skills. As an emerging
researcher, I had finished four years of coursework, including classes in data collection
and analysis, and practiced these skills through this project. My classes provided me with
spaces to engage with other researchers to refine my ideas. Specifically, my independent
study course with Dr. Ali provided a helpful space to finalize the idea for this project and
investigate different methods and data analyses strategies.

In addition, I maintained a close personal relationship with the participants in this
project because of my work as a public school educator. To counteract the possible
concerns of including youth in this study with whom I have previously worked, I engaged

in multiple iterations of member checking and memos to justify my interpretations and
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analysis. Throughout the data collection and analysis phase of this project, I worked as a
full-time English Language teacher and continued to develop and deepen my
understanding of youth and how they engage in learning inside and outside of the
classroom.

This project included a large amount of data, and the data most relevant to the
study’s central research question emerged as the project progressed. I used a variety of
tools to organize my data, but the study was also limited by my decisions about what
types of data to collect: I ultimately decided to focus on audio recordings, videos, and
drawings. My data analysis omitted data that I chose not to collect (i.e., group chat text
messages and informal conversations).

The methodological limitations for this study included the decision to conduct
meetings on Zoom and the difficulties associated with digital ethnographic observation.
For example, taking field notes was limited to what I could see on screen. Because of the
digital nature of this project, it was also challenging to conduct casual or organic
ethnographic interviews because interviews had to be scheduled ahead of time and
conducted on Zoom.

A final, but major, limitation of this study is my identity as a white, female
teacher. My experiences with abolition and activism were very different from those of the
participants in the study, all of whom were youth of color. As a discussion participant in
the summer sessions, I recognized how different my public school experiences were from
the youth participants, and how these differences shaped my perspective on activism.

Summary

The co-construction of a summer learning curriculum with youth activists

allowed me to document the ways that youth engaged in learning about abolition and
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organizing outside of school spaces. This research has the potential to help educators and
other adults working with youth build a better understanding of how youth engage in
concepts of abolition, activism, and organizing. This chapter framed the theoretical
context for this study, rooted in abolitionism as defined by Kaba (2021), and the
significant topics for this project: critical literacy and community-based learning. This
chapter also provided information about the basic interpretive design method used that
was used to document the impact of this community-based, co-designed summer learning
group. This chapter concluded with an explanation of the limitations and delimitations of
this study.

In addition, this chapter presented the overarching question guiding this research
project and emphasized the importance of documenting youth organizers’ experiences
with community learning spaces. Existing research outlines youth activism and abolition;
however, there is a gap in the understanding of youth abolitionists and how they engage
in learning and activism outside of traditional school settings. This study sought to fill
that gap through a critical ethnographic study of a youth learning community. The
learning community consisted of a small group of youth activists engaging in self-
directed learning using a co-created abolitionist curriculum. The co-created curriculum—
and the learning and conversations that emerged from it—were documented, analyzed,
and coded by themes. New understandings of youth abolitionist activism emerged from
this study that will be shared in later chapters.

Chapter Organization

This dissertation is organized into five chapters: Introduction, Literature Review,

Methodology, Data Analysis, and Conclusions.
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Chapter 1 outlined the study, provided a statement of the problem, proposed a
research question, and explained the significance of the project. It also summarized the
methodology, delimitations, and limitations of the study.

Chapter 2 provided an extensive literature review of youth activism and abolition.
The chapter went into depth about how youth activism is portrayed and defined in
literature, and why youth choose to engage in activism. It also detailed definitions of
abolition, provided a case for abolition as a working theory, and presented barriers to
abolition.

Chapter 3 provided an outline of the study, including its context and design. This
chapter introduced the different participants, providing insight into the study’s structure
and methodology. This chapter also included a subjectivity statement that is crucial to
this project.

Chapter 4 explored the data and themes that emerged from the study. It began to
draw meaning and conclusions about the ways in which the youth learned about abolition
and how they participated in the summer learning sessions.

Chapter 5 offered next steps for educators based on the findings of this study. It

also called for further research involving youth abolitionists.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

In this chapter, I explored the intersections of youth activism and abolition and
how both topics are depicted in the literature. This will include a history of abolition,
including why it is often a difficult concept to grapple with and how it can be used to
guide action, particularly in terms of youth activism. This review also included an
analysis of empirical studies related to abolitionist pedagogy that have emerged in
response to carceral systems in public schooling.

Searches for literature that specifically name abolitionist youth activists yielded
few results. In response, I conducted two different searches to review youth activism and
abolition separately and then focused on documenting their intersections. The connection
between the two is fundamental, as youth activism is inherently abolitionist: white
supremacist ideals uphold the notion of knowledge being exclusively held by older, white
male groups. Youth working to uproot systems of oppression inherently works against
that idea.

I began my search with George Washington University’s (GWU) Gelman
Library’s online search tool using the search term “youth activism.” This first search
yielded broad results, so I narrowed the search to explore more detailed and specific
perceptions of youth activists. A search of “perceptions of youth activists” yielded 25,277
results. When I searched “perceptions of youth activists,” “U.S.,” and “learning”
together, I saw 2,900 results. When I added “abolition” to the parameters, I found 88
results. However, these results did not align with youth activism and were more focused
on the history of abolition (i.e., the abolition of slavery) than on abolitionist pedagogy
and activism taught in the classroom. After reading the abstracts from these 88 papers, I

decided to focus on literature written in the past 10 years and in the U.S. I then searched
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for research published in the 10 years prior to December 31, 2020, narrowing search

99 <6

terms to include “youth activism,” “learning,” “social media,” and “U.S.” (omitting
"abolition" from the parameters and including “social media” in an attempt to narrow the
focus with a tool that was only present in modern youth activism). With these parameters,
I located six empirical studies that were relevant to youth activism. All six of these
articles had recurring themes, including how to best define the terms youth and activism
as well as how youth activists are perceived by various stakeholders. Each article also
touched on different youth activist strategies and the projects that youth activists choose
to engage in. The literature also included discussions about the limitations of youth
activism, what makes access to spaces of activism more difficult for youth, and the
barriers to this work that are frequently imposed by adults.

It is important to note that a search for “youth activism” and “abolition” yielded
zero results. As a result of the lack of empirical evidence surrounding youth activism and
abolition together, I conducted a parallel search of “abolitionist pedagogy” through the
GWU Library, which yielded in 30 results. Of these 30 studies, 15 related to proposals
for abolitionist pedagogy in practice or empirical research of abolitionist pedagogy in
actual classroom settings. All of these empirical studies and related articles were written
between 2010 and the present.

For the purposes of this literature review, I filtered results based on relevance to
this study. Because the searches I conducted did not yield enough substantive material to
fully encompass the nature of this study, I supplemented the review with material from
coursework and other relevant areas of study, such as community education and critical

literacy.
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An Introduction to Youth Activism

Much of what is taught about activism in public education centers individuals and
distracts from larger movements. The Civil Rights Movement centered heroic figures,
such as Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, Malcolm X, and does little to describe how
these figures interacted or how they were supported by broader organizing efforts.
Traditional public education frequently creates false dichotomies: for example, narratives
tend to describe Martin Luther King Jr. as a beacon of peace while Malcolm X is
portrayed as “a wanton of violence” (Davis, 2011b, p. 13). W.E.B. DuBois is depicted as
aggressive in his quest for equality through education, while Booker T. Washington is
depicted as fighting for equity through vocational and technical education. Labeling
individuals like these as “key figures” and teaching students about them in isolation
eliminates their while also erasing the complicated organizational efforts of thousands
upon thousands of Black people and other people of color. This hyperfocus on
individualism makes it difficult for students of color to see themselves depicted in the
curriculum in complex ways. Davis further explained the erasure of Black activists:

It is possible to think about Black history as it has been shaped by these debates in

various eras...But I actually am interested in that which is foreclosed by the

conceptualization of the major issues of Black history in terms of these debates

between Black men. And I say men because women always tend to be excluded.

Where, for example, do Anna Julia Cooper and Ida B. Wells stand in these
debates? (p. 13)

The research on youth activism generally avoids this error of attributing large
movements to individuals, instead focusing on groups of youth organizers and how youth
individually understand their activism. The reality is that youth are organizing and
creating communities, despite the lack of education in schools around collective struggle.

Existing literature alluded to abolitionist youth (though it did not directly label them as
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abolitionists), while popular narratives in public education have historically ignored
abolitionist organizers.

In fact, public education’s failure to teach about organizing and collective efforts
is one of the factors that drives youth into activism because youth seek outside groups for
community and learning (Sawchuk, 2019). Kaba (2021) argued that both collaboration
and organization are necessary for abolition. She suggested that working toward abolition
requires patience and bringing along others: “There are no soloists after all; this is group
improvisation” (p. xxvi). Thus, youth activism and abolition projects cannot exist in silos;
they complement one another.

This literature review sought to understand how youth activism had been typically
constructed and explored in empirical literature. This will help scholars and practitioners
better understand how youth are perceived in academia, research, and public narratives.
The literature in this chapter explained how youth engage in learning about activism.
Youth are change agents and many are committed to abolitionist ideas. Although youth
may not be utilizing the vocabulary of abolitionism, they can still prescribe to abolitionist
ideas, such as flat structure, community participation, and mutual aid. Youth also can
acknowledge the harmful frameworks within schools and work to remove them. Youth
projects are often aimed at abolishing or removing harmful practices, such as the removal
of school resource officers by #CareNotCops campaign or Pride Liberation Project’s
condemnation of anti-LGBTQ rhetoric from school board members (Action Network;

“Pride Liberation Project”).
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Activism and Abolition

Although youth activism and abolition have not been directly linked in the recent
literature, the fields have many overlapping themes. Rombalski (2020) outlined three
themes of youth activism: (1) resisting hierarchy, (2) creating knowledge through
multiple perspectives, and (3) creating knowledge through tension and questions. These
themes are also principles of abolition and mutual aid (Spade, 2020). Abolitionist
pedagogy and mutual aid advocate for communities to work together to meet their own
needs and fight against hierarchy and hegemony (Del Prete et al., 2014; Kaba, 2021).
Instead of hierarchy, Spade (2020) called for groups that valued “transparency; shared
participatory decision making,... [and] co-leading” (p. 70). This mirrored Rombalski’s
(2020) theme of youth valuing multiple perspectives.

Youth resistance to hierarchy parallels abolitionist pedagogy by calling for the
abolition of systems of white supremacy. Stovall (2016) explained, “Imperative to the
separation of ‘school’ and education, ‘school’ abolition...seeks to eliminate the order,
compliance, and dehumanization that happens in said buildings while allowing for the
capacity to imagine and enact a radical imaginary” (p. 51). Youth activism itself
represents this elimination of order. Traditionally, youth are not expected or welcomed to
question the systems in which they engage. They are rewarded for compliance and their
questioning of the system poses a threat to “the larger projects of settler colonialism and
white supremacy/racism” (Stovall, 2016, p. 51). Youth activists fighting for change resist
power structures through their existence as youth as change agents. Their goals of

upsetting the status quo and white supremacy are inherently abolitionist.
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Definitions of Youth Activism

Most recently, scholars have referred to youth activism as an active process.
However, while many researchers differentiate between activism and volunteering, some
scholars consider volunteering to be a component of activism (Montague & Eiora-Orosa,
2018). Activism implies a transformation: An “activist transformative stance [is] one in
which individuals ‘come to be human in and through (not in addition to) the processes of
collaboratively transforming the world in the view of their goals’” (Stetsenko, 2008, as
cited in Goessling, 2017, p. 47).

This literature review has chosen to define activism as an active endeavor, since
there is more research on its active qualities as opposed to the passive act of volunteering.
Spade (2020) differentiated between traditional models of charity and volunteering and
called for the identification of mutual aid as active support of the community, by the
community, with a simultaneous call for political change and action. When governments
inadequately respond to crises (such as ongoing pandemics), it causes community
members to act on behalf of their communities, ultimately “creating bold and innovative
ways to share resources and support vulnerable neighbors” (Spade, 2020, p. 1). As a
result, Spade argued, “this survival work, when done in conjunction with social
movements demanding transformative change, is called mutual aid” (p. 1). Youth
working together to support one another is an example of mutual aid.

The ongoing discussion about the difference between youth activism and youth
volunteering helps explain why the two are sometimes conflated (Terriquez, 2015; Liou
& Literat, 2020). Youth activism is best defined broadly as people in their mid-twenties
and below advocating or organizing for social or political change in their communities.

This stands in contrast to volunteering, which does not seek to interrupt the status quo
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(Terriquez, 2015; Harris et al., 2010). Moreover, youth activism is diverse and can take
many forms. Youth define their own activism as:
...speaking to other people, self-research and self-change, visibility, making
surveys and forms, community building, teachings friends and family members

about systems of oppression, being a role model or mentor to others, and giving
feedback to peer activists. (Liou & Literat, 2020, p. 4669)

Definitions of Abolition

Abolition insists on reimagining an entire system to liberate it from oppression.
Abolitionists recognize how, in the current system, imaginations are limited by racism,
classism, white supremacy, patriarchy, and transphobia (Kaba, 2021). According to
Critical Resistance (n.d.), “Abolition is an important strategy for all social justice work.
The Prison Industrial Complex (PIC) is one of the main barriers that stands in the way of
creating genuinely safe, lasting communities” (p. 1). Although abolition advocates for the
abolition of the PIC, it does not restrict itself to only prisons. More than pedagogy,
abolition in education is a way of life and ultimately moves the education system toward
liberation and anti-oppression (Love, 2019). Love explained:

Abolitionist teaching is the practice of working in solidarity with communities of

color while drawing on the imagination, creativity, refusal, (re)membering,

visionary thinking, healing, rebellious spirit, boldness, determination, and

subversiveness of abolitionists to eradicate injustice in and outside of school. (p.

2)
Abolition focuses on building new systems of emancipation, especially for communities
of color. Although abolition seeks to destroy systems of white supremacys, it also
emphasizes using trial and error to create new solutions and new systems that work for all
populations of people. In Kaba (2021), a cited author explained the theme of

revolutionary creation in abolition:

When you see people call themselves revolutionary, always talking about
destroying, destroying, destroying, destroying, but never talking about building or
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creating, they’re not revolutionary. They do not understand the first thing about
revolution. It’s creating. (Toure, 1971, as cited in Kaba, 2021, p. 2)

No one is free under current systems, but the collective can work toward
liberating everyone through abolition. Shank (2020) explained:

[Abolition] is actually about knowing that the current systems we have put in

place to address harm are actually causing additional harm....Abolition is the

visionary process of imagining and building structures that we want to see replace
the ones we are dismantling today. (p. 27)

Abolition is a “present-tense visioning” of how to chip away at hegemonic structures,
with the end goal of liberation and freedom (Rodriguez, 2019, p. 1578). Youth activists
often view public schooling as a harmful, carceral system and are committed to their
work of creating better, more liberatory systems of education. Youth in this project
identified issues of academic tracking (e.g., Oakes, 1986), school resource officers,
LGBTQIA legislation in schools, and organized around the ways that public schooling
policed their bodies and minds.

White supremacy manifests itself as the standard in public education at large.
White supremacy values: perfectionism, a sense of urgency, defensiveness and/or denial,
quantity over quality, worship of the written word, the belief in one ‘right’ way,
paternalism, either/or binary thinking, power hoarding, fear of open conflict,
individualism, progress defined as more, the right to profit, objectivity, and the right to
comfort (White Supremacy Culture, n.d.). These characteristics do not promote
community or the collective and in fact contribute to carcerality in education by pitting
people against one another. Abolition is needed in education to liberate students from
these norms and implement new, imaginative classrooms that “promote justice, healing,
Joy, and liberation for all Black, Brown, and Indigenous folx, inclusive of all intersecting

identities” (Abolitionist Teaching Network, 2020, p. 2).
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Abolition and youth activism often intersect in community-based learning.
Community-based learning offers the space for young people to explore issues that affect
them but that they do not have the opportunity to learn about in formal public education
settings. Hull and Schultz (2001) explained how community-based learning, or “literacy
in out-of-school settings” has led to a broader definition of literacy. The authors asserted,
“To talk about literacy these days, in both school and out, is to speak of events, practices,
activities, ideologies, discourses, and identities” (p. 589). Community-based learning
breaks from the traditional molds of learning and offers broader definitions of what is
considered knowledge and valuable.

The Case for Youth Activism

The literature on youth activists is primarily centered around the perceived
benefits of activism for youth, which sometimes proves counterproductive to youth’s
goals of helping their communities. Terriquez (2015) identified skills that youth gained
from being involved in activist groups. She attributed youth’s involvement in activism to
an increased knowledge of “civic and political participation” and explained how this
propelled them forward into future movements reliant on youth activism (pp. 223-224).
Benefits of Activism

In addition to acknowledging skills gained from youth activism, scholars also
recognized the expertise youth already have in their own lives: Youth activists “should be
considered and consulted as experts on the systems, institutions, and practices that
influence their lived experiences” (Liou & Literat, 2020, p. 4663). Although youth are
gaining skills from their activism, they are also bringing their own unique skill sets and
knowledge to the table. Youth often fight against a “mystifying allusion of equitable

treatment and acceptance of difference” in their activism (Grady et al., 2012). With their
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intersectional identities, youth can more easily see through the veil of equity in their
context and create unique, personal goals and strategies to dismantle the oppressive
carceral systems in which they find themselves.

There is additional research on the positive effects of activism on youth. Activism
is tied to strong positive feelings of belonging and knowledge building. In a study of the
effects of youth activism in the UK, youth reported building confidence and public
speaking skills, creating connections with mentors and activism communities, and
gaining access to counternarratives and stories (Liou & Literat, 2020).

Attraction to Activism

Youth are partially attracted to activism because of its absence in schools: they
want to be change agents, and they seek out means to create change when it is not readily
provided in public education (Sawchuk, 2019). The literature has suggested that the
current curriculum in schools largely omits information about activism and social justice
(Dozono, 2022). Dozono explained, “It is often through the development of their own
intellect that [youth] come to critical consciousness of the ways that the state (and
schooling as a technology of the state) works to marginalize non-white communities” (p.
2). As a result, youth seek out ways outside of schools to engage in activism work
(Jenkins, et al., 2016; Wright et al., 2020). Stovall (2018) called for radical educators “to
challenge themselves to think of ‘school’ beyond the building that houses young people
for eight to ten hours a day” (p. 51). Until adults meet this call, youth are stepping up and
envisioning this for themselves. For instance, many youth activists advocate for

curriculum changes. The literature pointed to the need for youth activist work in creating
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a culturally responsive curriculum, which stands in contrast to the standard curriculum
developed by and implemented in most public schools (Rombalski, 2020).

Community-based education exists in many forms, from more formalized after-
school programs to examples of Brazilian youth selling candy and using their own unique
counting methods to document profits (Saxe, 1988, as cited in Hull & Schultz, 2001).
This type of education exists in response to and in supplementation of traditional
schooling.

Sawchuk (2019) posited that public education needs to improve its teaching of
civic participation, supporting the argument that schools fail to meet the needs of diverse
students:

U.S. public education is rooted in the belief by early American leaders that the

most important knowledge to impart to young people is what it means to be a

citizen. If America is experiencing a civic crisis now, as many say it is, schools
may well be failing at that job. (para. 8)

Not only do schools often provide subpar civics education, but they also fail to
teach information that is relevant to students’ lives (Rombalski, 2020). Stovall (2018)
agreed, asserting that when schools are not set up to promote liberation, they reinforce
current oppressive systems (p. 52). Dozono (2022) explained how the mainstream civics
curriculum promotes an assimilationist model of citizenship, indoctrinating students into
the dominant white culture.

Dozono’s (2022) study was an example of teacher practitioner inquiry and
highlighted “the transformative potential of an abolitionist framework for both
curriculum and pedagogy” (p. 411). The researcher utilized his own curriculum materials

and reflections from a course that he taught as data for this study. He organized the
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curriculum according to Gossett and Spade’s video series “No One Is Disposable”
(2014). After the course concluded, Dozono reflected:
In practice, enacting an abolitionist pedagogy that transformed the relations of
knowledge production in my classroom was challenging. At a theoretical level, I
aimed to uphold a constructivist approach to transformative justice pedagogy,

allowing students to explore this dilMaria independently by finding their own
sources to craft their argument. (p. 425)

Much of the empirical literature on teen activism has extended to extracurricular
youth groups and organizing (Alexander, 2017; Broadhurst, 2014; Connor & Rosen,
2016; Erlick, 2018; Ginwright, 2010; Harris et al., 2010; Kontny, 2017; Liou & Literat,
2020) as opposed to school-based activist work (Dozono, 2022; Hoffman & Martin,
2020). However, this shifts at the university level, which boasts an increase in student-
organizing through school-sanctioned groups:

The expression of student voice, both on and off-campus, has a long tradition

throughout the history of American higher education. The nature of colleges and

universities fosters such expression, and American colleges and universities, in

particular, provide environments suited for college activism. (Broadhurst, 2014, p.

3)

Jenkins (2016) explored how social movements foster new public spaces in
resistance to existing spaces held by the social elite that bar full community participation.
These new activist spaces create a stronger sense of community, an opportunity to
imagine, intellectual engagement, and experimentation with new forms of “debate,
collaboration, and collective decision making” (p. 3-4). Youth are at the forefront of these
spaces, and they are innovating new ways to engage with and create change. These
spaces run contradictory to traditional public spaces (i.e., traditional schools) that uphold

values of white supremacy and devalue youth voice. Students view their activist spaces as

crucial, especially since they are lacking in a typical school setting:
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It remains the case that schools are segregated spaces without these coalitions or
conversations, so when opportunities open, heads snap... In a focal group meeting
about their own activism, [youth] said they felt that authentic relationships and
friendships impacted their activism. They identified relationships formed in
activism, especially across differences, as a key concept which they wanted to
understand more. (Rombalski, 2020, p. 44)

Examining the interpersonal relationships between youth activists is important,
yet relatively unstudied. Activism typically occurs in social and group settings, which
suggests that group dynamics are essential in understanding how activist work is done
(Spade, 2020). This is especially true in today’s digital word: there has been “an
expansion of the communicative and organizational resources available to everyday
people (and grassroots organizations) as we become more and more accustomed to using
networked communications toward our collective interests” (Jenkins, 2016, p. 3). These
networks and their relationship to meaningful work in activism are increasingly important
to understand and may provide insight into how youth work together. One lens through
which to understand these relationships is critical literacy.

Critical Literacy

Critical literacy extends beyond an analysis of physical, written texts. Morell
(2008) contended that “confronting ideological language and texts is a requisite activity,
but resistance and transformation are also textually based practices for the critically
literate citizen” (p. 5). Morell also called for increased critical literacy education for
youth, arguing that it is “tied to the realization of our full humanity” (p. xi). Morell
further asserted that critical literacy could result in “empowering outcomes” for young
people. Critical literacy, similar to community-based education, partially exists in
response to and in order to supplement failures in public education. Critical literacy is

inherently abolitionist and a tool of activism, as it rejects the status quo assumption that
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literacy is a “neutral entity or skill set, namely the ability to read and write” (Morell,
2007, p. 4). As Morell argued, critical literacy pushes back on the concept of dominant
literacies, instead supporting the notion that literacies “are multiple (New London Group,
1996), situated (Barton and Hamilton, 1998), ideological (Street 1984), and tied to power
relations in society (Freire and Macedo, 1987)” (as cited in Morell, 2007).

Critical literacies serve as a beacon of hope for resisting norms in public
education. Kamler (1997) pushed the boundaries of what constitutes a text by asserting,
“The body is a text produced by socially circulating norms for gender, race, sexuality,
class, age, and ability” (p. 99). Morell (2008) explained that youth in particular are:

...uniquely positioned to enact a critical literacy praxis that would promote

meaningful societal change... as young people, they inherit a tradition of

activism... Their demonstrated willingness and ability to act, their unique social
vantage point and their openness to alternate possibilities make America’s urban

youth perfect candidates to make the world a more humane planet for people who
look and live like them. (p. 7)

The Case for Abolition

Historically, abolitionists have called for a radical reimagining of society (Kaba,
2020; Rodriguez, 2019). Kaba (2020) explained that this can look different in distinct
contexts and that activists calling for abolition need to experiment and try new things—
while being ready to accept failure as part of the process.
Transformative Justice

One way that abolition seeks to replace current oppressive systems is through its
adherence to transformative justice. Transformative justice focuses on accountability and
healing, not punishment (Dixon, 2020). Dozono (2022) designed an abolitionist 12th
grade civics curriculum that emphasized prevention, intervention, reparation, and

transformation. He posed questions to students such as, “How can incidents of violence
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be responded to through healing practices rather than punitive ones? How can one
imagine non-violent alternatives to oppressive state institutions?” (p. 11). Dozono
explained how notions of transformative justice in curriculum can force students to
reconsider the binary of good and bad and instead acknowledge that “everyone conducts
harm and is harmed in one’s life” (p. 11).

Current systems of discipline in schools (e.g., in-school suspension, time-out, and
expulsion) are punitive. Attempts at restorative justice frequently fall short because there
is no justice to restore. Discrepancies are seen across the board in discipline: students of
color are referred at higher rates than white students, English Language Learners at
higher rates than English speakers, and students with disabilities at higher rates than those
without (FCPS Equity Profile, 2019). Restoring this order through restorative justice
efforts does nothing other than continue harmful carceral systems. Current punitive
systems are carceral in nature because they include strategies such as holding bodies in
isolation (e.g., time-out or detention), police presence (e.g., school resource officers),
dress codes, and stringently scheduled times for walking, eating, and conversing.
Abolishing these systems through practices of transformative justice is integral to
creating a more equitable school system.

Police abolition advocates for the removal of systems that treat humans as
disposable beings (Dozono, 2022). Transformative justice provides alternatives to relying
on policing. For example, Dixon (2020) said:

Transformative justice and community accountability are terms that describe

ways to address violence without relying on police or prisons. These approaches

often work to prevent violence, to intervene when harm is occurring, to hold

people accountable, and to transform individuals and society to build safer
communities. (p. 16)
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At the center of transformative justice is relationship building, engaging in “bold,
small experiments,” learning new skills, and “spending less time judging survivors”
(Dixon, 2020, p. 3). The goal of building relationships is driven by the belief that
relationships can help someone who is experiencing violence. Relationships take time
and commitment to cultivate, but they are a valuable part of the movement toward
transformative justice. Thus, learning the skills necessary to create relationships and
experiment is crucial to transformative justice. These skills include “de-escalating
violence, planning for safety, resolving conflicts, holding community accountability
processes, or navigating consent” (Dixon, 2020, p. 20). In the context of this study,
relationship building is important when considering youth organizing because
interpersonal connections are central to change-making. Relationships also permit youth
to envision safer lives and establish communities designed to support one another
(Purnell, 2021).

When imagining new systems of schooling, transformative justice is a key
component of dismantling current systems of discipline and establishing a new, more
reliable systems of handling conflict. Shank (2020) acknowledged that abolition and
transformative justice are not quick fixes to the world’s problems:

Abolition is a hopeful vision that means each moment where harm happens is an

opportunity to transform relationships and communities, build trust and safety,

and grow slowly toward the beautiful people we are meant to be, in the world,
that we deserve. (p. 28)

Experimenting with transformative justice also takes time, commitment, and a
willingness to fail. No single solution will lead to abolition or a perfect system of

transformative justice; rather, abolitionists must work and experiment with different
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strategies and methods that “center the experiences of the most marginalized folks in our
communities” (Dixon, 2020, p. 20) until one or several work.
Using Abolition to Guide Action

When exploring new ways to address violence, social justice, abolition, and
antiracism often find themselves in conversation. Abolition, however, distinguishes itself
as particularly important. Crystal et al. (2018) described abolition as “the deliberate and
intentional removal of imprisonment, isolation, and ..., punitive institutionalization as the
foremost way that we address issues of harm and healing” (08:00). Love (2019) provided
a guide to abolitionist pedagogy that explains how abolitionist teaching:

...remove[s] all punitive or disciplinary practices that spirit murder Black, Brown,

and Indigenous children, cultivate[s] relationships and community by consistently

reflecting on and honoring students’ full humanity, [and] build[s] a school culture
that engages in healing and advocacy. (p. 3-5)

Love (2019) promoted an abolitionist approach to social and emotional learning
that rested on educators acknowledging and addressing white supremacist tendencies in
curriculum and standards. She called for practices that “resist punitive or disciplinary
approaches, and do not involve school resource officers or police” (p. 3). Generally,
abolitionist teaching centers Black, Brown, and Indigenous students’ Joy, experiences,
and relationships. Specific demands that are made in Love’s model of abolitionist
teaching include the removal of all police from schools (including resource officers),
“reparations for Children of Color stolen by the school-to-prison pipeline,” and the
abolition of high-stakes testing (p. 7).

It is also important to note that in Love’s (2020) call for abolitionist teaching,
there is not a specific, scripted curriculum. Purnell (2021) similarly stated, “Like with

every other educational program I encountered, kids did not need an excellent education.
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They needed resources and the elimination of poverty” (p. 43). Abolitionist teaching
acknowledges the unique types of knowledge with which students come to school and
does not claim to be the center of all knowledge. This is not to say that abolitionist
teaching does not advocate for quality curriculum and instruction, but it does
acknowledge and honor students’ unique knowledge and develops a curriculum that
customized to students’ particular skills.

Abolitionist teaching also requires teachers to understand their own identities,
especially related to how their identity may impact students. Utt and Tochluk (2020)
reported, “White teachers in the middle statues of racial identity development... tend to
focus exclusively on the effects of racism and overlook the history of collective,
multiracial action against racism. This can leave students of Color angry and hopeless”
(p. 137). Moreover, Dozono (2022) added, “Rather than stress the insurmountable weight
of systemic oppression, an abolitionist framework emphasizes the actions taken by
communities to actively combat systemic oppression” (p. 4). For example, Dozono
explained how he purposefully outlined his abolitionist civics classroom as to begin with
problems and end with solutions. Utt and Tochluk concluded that teachers who had a
better understanding of white anti-racism in schools and a healthier racial identity (i.e., as
opposed to ignoring or hating one’s own whiteness), improved their pedagogy.

Souto-Manning (2021) pointed out the whiteness of teacher-education research
and argued that the abolitionist methodology of centering the self-studies of teachers of
color is “foundational for the dismantling of the racism and white supremacy ingrained in
teacher education” (p. 2). She also emphasized that teacher education is a white-

dominated field, and, when unchecked, this can explain the omnipresence of white
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supremacy in schools. Many characteristics of white supremacy rear their ugly heads in
schools, including individualism, worship of the written word, and a sense of urgency.
These three overlapping characteristics of schools and white supremacy create unsafe
environments that are not conducive to learning. Individualism in schools can be seen
through the emphasis on individual (vs. collaborative) work and programs that encourage
students to work hard in order to improve their life circumstances. The common
suggestion to pull yourself up by the bootstraps “is a toxic denial of our essential
interdependence and the reality that we are all in this, literally, together” (Okun, 2021).
Educators can start to abolish this attitude in schools by encouraging more group work,
placing less emphasis on grades, and creating a system of higher education that does not
pit students against one another.

Schools’ emphasis on the written word is evident in the prioritization of reading
and writing: essays, handwriting books, and paragraph writing are all common school
assignments. The notion of testing—especially standardized testing—also supports this
argument. The devaluation of all other ways of communicating (e.g., speaking, singing,
and performing) ignores the “wide range of ways we communicate with each other and
all living things” (Okun, 2021). Abolitionist pedagogy encourages a myriad of
communication styles, sharing knowledge, and expressing what has been learned and
encourages educators and students to communicate to one another in a variety of ways
(Espana & Herrera, 2020).

Moreover, schools are culprits of an endless commitment to urgency: immediate
deadlines for assignments, accomplishing a lesson before a testing date, frequent

homework assignments, and the habits related to grading and student promotion are
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examples of urgency culture. Urgency is also present in school systems who make the
decision to rush to implement equity initiatives without pausing first for self-reflection (
White Supremacy Culture, n.d.). An abolitionist system might eliminate deadlines and
grade levels, instead reimagining a system in which people can learn at their own pace
and engage in new learning when they are ready.

Researchers have advocated for methods of experimentation in abolition (Davis,
2011a; Kaba, 2020; Rodriguez, 2019). As mentioned above, there is no written roadmap
for abolition. Because our entire society is so deeply entrenched in prison culture, it will
certainly take time, patience, and energy to try various abolitionist initiatives.
Committing to abolitionism also involves some level of flexibility. Both Malcolm X and
more contemporary activists and researchers like Purnell (2021) admitted that their own
views shifted over time as they became more committed and educated. Malcolm X
referred to his trip to Mecca as a turning point in understanding oppression on a global
scale as well as the nuances of U.S. racism versus racism across the world. Purnell
acknowledged her shift away from the reliance on the police state to punish racism and
toward abolition. When she first started to organize, she believed that “justice meant that
George Zimmerman had to be convicted and imprisoned” (p. 55):

Before we began studying abolition, many of us tried to improve the system, too.

Yet our understanding of police was inaccurate for various reasons, including

unexamined ideas about the histories of policing, capitalism, and colonization.

And if people who care about ending police violence aren’t careful, we could miss

the forest for the trees. Racial profiling, stop and frisk, implicit bias, are all

timber. The terrain upon which policing exists is treacherous. (Purnell, 2021, p.

55)

Both Purnell and Malcolm X’s experiences are examples of out-of-school, community-

based learning that helped them better define their views on abolition and organizing.
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Groups such as #8toAbolition have capitalized on the connection between
abolition and carceral states, making eight demands for changes toward abolition:
defunding the police, demilitarizing communities, removing police from schools, freeing
people from jails and prisons, repealing laws that criminalize survival, investing in
community self-governance, providing safe housing for everyone, and investing in care,
not cops (2020). These demands center the goal of tearing down carceral states and
systems in order to create room for liberation and freedom. Davis (2011b) explained how
“the prison is considered an inevitable and permanent feature of our social lives” (p. 9).
Demands like the #8toAbolition list help to create a vision of what a world without the
carceral system might look like.

Barriers to Youth Activism

There is ample literature that has discussed why youth do not typically participate
in political processes, and much of this work points to a lack of understanding of the
political process (Harris et al., 2010; Terriquez, 2015). Microaggressions, such as
infantilizing youth activists and using students as tokens to stoke publicity, also work
against youth activists and their work (Liou & Literat, 2020, p. 4674). Some discussion of
the infantilization of youth activists also connects to the challenges that adults and youth
face when they work together. Interestingly, though many sources define youth as
extending from childhood to one’s mid-20s (Ibrahim & Steinberg, 2014; Tuck & Yang,
2013; Willis, 1977), the term adult lacked clear parameters and was more so defined by
the absence of youth. The use of the term youth creates a false dichotomy between adult
and youth: “Critical youth studies have contested the concepts of ‘adolescent,’ ‘teenager,’
or ‘youth,’ as these terms represent a false or ambiguous binary between who is adult and

who is youth and in what context” (Rombalski, 2020, p. 177). Youth is best self-defined,
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as youth activism revolves around a set of shared experiences and treatment, rather than
just an individual’s age.

Jenkins (2016) explained the notion of participatory politics in youth activism as
“that point where participatory culture meets political and civic participation, where
political change is promoted through social and cultural mechanisms rather than through
established political institutions, and where citizens see themselves as capable of
expressing their political concerns" (p. 2). Youth tend to explore new, innovative ways to
participate in civic processes that are more accessible to them than traditional means of
engaging in politics (e.g., voting). When the public acknowledges that the U.S.
government is not providing for its citizens, citizens are forced to find ways to ensure that
the government meets their needs: “Many of today’s grassroots organizations believe the
most effective way to put pressure on the government is through the exercise of
expressive and discursive power—through education and cultural exchange—rather than
necessarily through the ballot box™ (p. 4). Thus, youth find creative ways to participate in
politics when traditional means of activism are not available to them.

Goessling (2017) argued that the “dominant narratives about youth rely on a
deficit perspective that frames young people as ‘at risk’ and developmentally incomplete
and underpins much of the literature on youth participation” (p. 201). She also explained
how youth are often perceived as uninvolved and uninterested in the political sphere of
society. At the same time, when youth are acknowledged for their political involvement,
their participation is typically framed as contingent upon adult-led programs or groups,

which decenters the young person as an agent of change. Adding to this dichotomy

41



between youth and adults, youth are also frequently positioned as “growing” or a “not-
yet” version of themselves (Goessling, 2017, p. 202).

Moreover, deficit language and mindset surrounding youth act as barriers to youth
participation in activism, and well-meaning adults can also inadvertently limit youth
participation. Morris (2016) asked:

If schools are teaching curricula that have erased a presence of Black females

from the heroic narrative of American exceptionalism (save for a few references

during Black History Month in February), are they not implicitly constructing a
narrative of exclusion? (p. 26)

Traditional public schools, such as the schools that educated participants in this
study, typically exclude students of color and other marginalized groups. As a result,
students sometimes push back. Ultimately, youth fight against white supremacy and its
culture of disconnect (Okun, 2021). This disconnect, between and across groups, blocks
collaboration and limits young people’s ability to gain knowledge and organize to the
best of their ability.

Okun (2021) explained, “White supremacy culture...promises to reward BIPOC
communities and people who collude in an effort to survive; the encouragement to
assimilate and adapt to [white supremacist] characteristics often promises the illusion of
safety while in reality rarely doing so” (p. 5). Youth who push back against assimilation
pose a threat to white supremacy and thus adults actively block them from being agents
of change.

Youth voice is not valued in this deficit perspective and tends to be viewed
purely through the lens of adult support (Goessling, 2017). However, Rombalski (2020)
noted, “Youth organizers and scholars alike have challenged the social construct of

adolescents as ‘limited’ and have pushed against deficit discourses about the youth of
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color in urban schools” (p. 30). Sawchuk (2019) explained how youth activists in March
for Our Lives have “already shown they are capable of evolving nimbly” (“Early
Impacts”) and cited examples of politicians listening to youth in their campaigns,
resulting in some small but significant changes. More research must be conducted to
evaluate the many tangible results of more recent youth activism.

Youth activism itself is inherently abolitionist because it maintains the belief that
youth have power and knowledge, which pushes against the white supremacist
assumption that age and experience are the only indicators of knowledge. Goessling
(2017) addressed the importance of youth voice and perspective, but also notes that they
can be misrepresented:

Youth voice is the idea that young people’s unique perspectives and knowledge

are important and valuable but has been critiqued for essentializing and

tokenizing youth experiences for adult-driven purposes without leveraging any of
the power necessary for the mobilization of youth-led initiatives. (p. 201)

Youth voice is important to social change, and youth call on adults to listen to because
they value adult voices and opinions in activism, especially related to matters that involve
youth directly. Since youth often demand adult attention and encourage adults to listen to
their voices and issues, there is a question of the degree that youth actions may be
influenced by the adult gaze.

A recurring theme in the literature on youth activism is the notion of rejecting
hierarchy. This is exemplified by students trying to dismantle hierarchy in schools
(Rombalski, 2020) or students being uncomfortable with hierarchy in more formal
political structures (Harris et al., 2010). Youth tend to reject hierarchies because they
view them as antithetical to their work (Rombalski, 2020; Harris et al., 2010). Jenkins

(2016) explained that youth “often push back against inherited forms and search for new
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mechanisms for asserting their voice” (p. 2). This often explains the disconnect between
adult activists and youth activists.

Sawchuk (2019) explained that youth activism is frequently complicated by “the
short attention span of the media, coordinating among dozens of scattered chapters,
and—most of all—getting peers to commit to more than just one march or pull of the
voting-machine lever” (para. 7). Rachel Steinig, youth activist in the March for Our Lives
Movement, explained:

One of the main challenges is that a lot of the students who got involved in the

March for Our Lives movement haven’t been personally impacted by gun

violence, and I think it’s hard when it hasn’t personally affected you to stay
motivated and stay in the fight long term. (as cited in Sawchuk, 2019, para. 8)

Some youth choose not to engage because they do not connect with the issues, whereas
others use activism as an opportunity to learn about issues with which they are less
familiar (Montague & Eiroa-Orosa, 2017).

A Virginia Tech student explained that there is a need to encourage more long-
term participation among student activists: “I try to always phrase these things in terms of
investment: You’re making an investment in the community,...You’re coming up with
new ideas you can use, and new candidates you can run so that you can then win the next
time” (Sawchuk, 2019, “Flagging Interest”). Kaba (2020) explained that the long-term
commitment to abolition might only result in incremental change, but it is change in an
intentional direction. Rombalski (2020) asserted that much of youth activism research is
centered around physical acts of youth (e.g., organizing protests and walk-outs), while
little is focused on the pedagogy of youth activism. In her 2020 study, she attempted to
outline youth pedagogy and its complexity. The pedagogy of youth activism extends to

the why and how behind the actions of youth, which centers their motivations and voice.
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The Barriers of Abolition

There are rampant conflicting opinions and misunderstandings about the
appropriate role of police. Abu-Jamal and Hill (2014) suggested that “police predation,
surveillance and repression can only happen in a widespread fashion if there’s a
common-sense belief that there’s a ‘criminal element’ and that this element can only be
handled through enhanced police presence” (p. 82). Vitale (2021) explained how “felony
arrests of any kind are a rarity for uniformed officers, with most making no more than
one a year” (p. 35). Yet many people still perceive the police as major actors in arresting
and punishing criminals.

The idea of policing as a means of crime prevention requires the public to view
police presence as a crime deterrent. However, this argument rests on the police serving
as a symbol of law and order and coercing people to act out of that fear. However, certain
behaviors are rewarded by police, and unfortunately these desirable behaviors are almost
always aligned with white supremacist values. The behaviors of Black people, in
contrast, are often seen as undesirable by the state and are thus criminalized: “In this
country, being Black increases your chances of being detained, arrested, charged,
convicted, sentenced and executed more than any other racial group in the nation” (Abu-
Jamal & Hill, p. 80). For example, while white people and Black people consume and sell
drugs at relatively the same rate, Black people are disproportionately punished at higher
rates than their white counterparts:

Blacks and Whites use cocaine at the same rate, but crack cocaine becomes

criminalized in a way that powder cocaine doesn’t because crack/powder usage is

drawn along racial lines. This distinction is relied on through the media
propaganda machines which spend a decade telling us that crack cocaine, the

supposed poor Black drug, is more dangerous, causes instant addiction is a bigger
threat to pregnancy, and a million other lies that justify harsher penalties. The
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consequence, of course, is that poor Black cocaine users end up in prison, while
White cocaine users get slaps on the wrist. (Abu-Jamal & Hill, 2014, p. 85)

Abu-Jamal & Hill (2014) described the state of being Black as a caste that cannot be
changed, versus a class status, which implies greater mobility. In this way, being Black is
criminalized:
It's not that more people are going to jail because they’re more poorly behaved or
because they’re more committed to crime. No, our willingness to shame, contain
and blame the Black poor have emboldened us to put a wider range of policies in

place that shift and expand what it means to be criminal. (Abu-Jamal & Hill,
2014, p. 82)

Even though some people perceive the police force as a neutral public service
designed to protect and prevent crime, the reality is that police are intentionally
criminalize the Black community. By criminalizing Black people, they create crimes that
would not exist otherwise: For example, Abu-Jamal and Hill (2014) cited a shocking
example of a first grade student being arrested for the crime of screaming at her teacher
(p. 83).

This is difficult for many people—especially those who are white—to grasp, since
popular narratives support the belief that the police are an effective crime deterrent.
However, Abu-Jamal and Hill (2014) argued that “law is what the rulers say it is” (p. 83)
and “the very notion of crime is historically specific and socially constructed; it shifts
across time and space” (p. 85). This suggests that our perception of crime can be
subjective.

Vitale (2021) argued that police officers have an inherently violent role and
community policing does not always alleviate these problems:

We cannot expect [the police] to be significantly more friendly than they are,

given their current role in society. When their job is to criminalize all disorderly
behavior and fund local government through massive ticket-writing campaigns,

46



their intention with the public in high-crime areas will be at best gruff and distant
and at worst hostile and abusive. (p. 20)

Abu-Jamal and Hill (2014) described the “increasingly central role that the prison
plays in our social imagination, particularly as it pertains to the destinies of Black,
Brown, and poor people in America” (p. 77). Simple ways that people move through the
modern world are often connected to prison culture: For example, “[low hanging pants]
comes from prison because when dudes get busted, especially given certain kinds of
cases, the first thing they do is take your belt” (Abu-Jamal & Hill, 2014, p. 77). Prison
culture and carcerality are so central to society that “it’s unavoidable that [prison culture
will] affect you in a different way. It shapes your consciousness, your dreams, and your
aspirations” (p. 78). Moreover, Davis (2011b) asserted how difficult it is to imagine an
alternative:

In most circles, prison abolition is simply unthinkable and implausible. Prison

abolitionists are dismissed as utopians and idealists whose ideas are at best

unrealistic and impractical, and, at worst, mystifying and foolish. This is a

measure of how difficult it is to envision a social order that does not rely on the

threat of sequestering people in dreadful places designed to separate them from

their communities and families. (pp. 9-10)

The sheer number of people involved in prison culture is part of the reason that it
difficult to conceptualize a world without it: “One in three Black men between the ages
of 20 and 28 is under some kind of criminal supervision” (Abu-Jamal & Hill, 2014, p.
77). The millions of people in the system makes it even more difficult to imagine what
might happen to the “7.7 million people who are under the control of the criminal justice
system” (p. 78). In fact, the authors noted that the U.S. incarcerates more people than
Cuba, China, Iraq, and Pakistan combined.

There are many alternatives to the current framework of policing and prisons.

However, many of these potential solutions are ineffective: community policing,
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increased police training, and recruiting more officers of color are all methods that have
failed to improve prison culture in the United States. People unfortunately continue to
rely on these reforms instead of embracing a vision in which the system is completely
abolished. Though many suggest more police training, Vitale (2021) asserted, “When
officers start working, the first thing their peers often tell them is to forget everything
they learned in the academy” (p. 14). Training for police does not remove the powerful
history of policing or why policing started: to control Black enslaved bodies. Critics of
abolition also often advocate that police should hire more officers of color. However,
Vitale found that “a few [studies] indicate that black officers are more likely to use force
or make arrests, especially of black civilians” (p. 17).

Abolition is also difficult to grasp under the current capitalist system. Prisons rely
on capitalism to facilitate imprisonment, and capitalism relies on prisons for profit. Abu-
Jamal and Hill (2014) described how difficult it is to imagine a world without capitalism.
This helps explain how the two are so intertwined, imagining a world without one means
imagining a world without the other. As people have a difficult time conceptualizing a
world without capitalism, abolition feels even further from possible reality. “There must
be an alternative to capitalism. Today, the tendency to assume that the only version of
democracy available to us is capitalist democracy poses a challenge” (Davis, 2011b, p.
12).

A Brief History of Youth Activism

Current youth activism is sometimes compared to the more visible activism of the
1960s Civil Rights Movement. Terriquez (2015) argued that contemporary youth
activism is not as evident as it perhaps was in the 1960s during the Civil Rights

Movement. Since youth and radical organizing run counter to white supremacist
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structures and their culture of control, Okun (2021) explained, “White supremacy
culture's number one strategy is to make us afraid” (p. 7). In the U.S., and in many other
countries, the government plays heavily on tactics of fear. For example, in recent history
the government and media have framed Black Lives Matter (BLM) activists as terrorists,
which echoed historical treatment of members of the Black Panthers movement. This
fear-mongering attempts to instill public distrust in these groups. In many cases, the
government, KKK, and other groups and individuals have targeted and murdered youth
that they perceive as a threat to white supremacy. For example, in 1969, Fred Hampton
was murdered at age 21 for his radical role in the Black Panther Party. In 1964, James
Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner were murdered at ages 21, 20, and
24, respectively for their role in registering voters. In 1966, Sammy Younge Jr. was
murdered at age 21 for trying to desegregate a “Whites Only” Bathroom (Haas, 2011).
Youth advocacy can be dangerous work, and these high-profile public murders,
particularly in the 1960s, stoked the fear-mongering culture around activism. The U.S.
government thrives off of the upholding of white supremacy and any work to abolish
systems of oppression (i.e., restrictive voting laws) can be threatening.

Jenkins (2016) suggested, “Our current cyberculture [is] built on the foundations
of the 1960s counterculture, giving rise to the rhetoric of digital revolution” (p. 2). The
thread connecting youth activist movements is strong, and these movements build upon
one another. Although one period of youth activism might be perceived as more visible
or evident than another, not enough research has been conducted longitudinally to
conclude whether visibility and other qualities of youth activism have resulted in more

concrete changes.
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A Brief History of Abolition

The journey toward abolition is complex and can be traced back to many different
movements designed to resist oppression. Rodriguez (2018) suggested, “The long
historical praxis of abolition is grounded in a Black radical genealogy of revolt and
transformative insurgency against racial chattel enslavement and the transatlantic
trafficking of captive Africans” (p. 1576).

When slavery was legally abolished in the U.S., it simply took on a new form.
Although slavery as it originally started in the U.S. was deemed illegal with the passage
of the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863, Davis (2011a) explained, “With the abolition
of slavery, Blacks ceased to be slaves, but immediately became criminals—and as
criminals, they became slaves of the state” (p. 6). The prison industrial complex was, in
effect, a direct result of the abolition of legal slavery. White landowners sought new ways
to keep their plantations full of free labor:

When the abolition of international slave trade began to threaten the expansion of

the young cotton-growing industry, the slaveholding class was forced to rely on

the natural reproduction as the surest method of replenishing and increasing the
domestic slave population. (Davis, 2011a, p. 9)

As legal slavery was no longer permitted, Black men and many of their behaviors were
immediately criminalized, which made it possible for white landowners to force them
back into a legalized system of slavery. Davis (2011a) began her discussion of the
abolitionist movement with an explanation of its roots in U.S. slavery. She shared:
...it took a long and violent civil war in order to legally disestablish the ‘peculiar
institution’ [of slavery...even though the Thirteenth Amendment to the
Constitution outlawed involuntary servitude, white supremacy continued to be

embraced by vast numbers of people and became deeply inscribed in new
institutions. (p. 23)
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Although the term abolition is not always used in these conversations, it is often
referred to through the common themes of liberation, ending white supremacy, and
establishing a carceral-free state. In the early 1960s, Malcolm X discussed the notion of
abolishing white supremacy and acknowledged the backlash associated with it. He
advised against leaders who advocated to wait for change and instead encouraged prompt
action. Malcolm X spoke out against white supremacy; his active approach and calls for
change were met with disbelief by many, similar to modern responses to calls for
abolition. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech (King, 1963) also mirrored
current abolitionist calls in that both advocated for the imagining of a future that currently
seems impossible.

In the 1970s, “political prisoners such as George Jason and the Attica Prison
uprising... sparked wider outrage on the inhumane conditions of prisons, particularly in
relation to Black and Brown communities” (Dozono, 2022, p. 3). Other organizations,
such as the Sylvia Rivera Law Project and Audre Lorde Project, were created in the
2000s and 2010s in response to these in prison conditions. After the Civil Rights
Movement, politicians used prisons to:

Discipline and demonize, stoke up moral panics about crime, broaden the set of

behaviors that are criminalized, toughen penalties, and limit people’s power to

contest their sentences... What resulted was a political landscape in which no
politician on the national stage was willing to waste an ounce of symbolic capital

on the rights of incarcerated people or criminal defendants. (Dubler & Lloyd,
2019, p. 10)

This public push to legitimize prisons and policing worked against the abolitionist
movement. People began to trust the police and prisons more, viewing them as necessary
for public safety. This contributed to the modern struggle to envision a work without

policing. In 1968 Safe Streets Bill was passed, which:
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...called for resources to recruit and train police, modernize equipment, better
coordinate between criminal justice agencies, and begin innovative prevention
and rehabilitation efforts... Over the next decade, the result was a massive
expansion in police hardware, SWAT teams, and drug enforcement teams—and
almost no money toward prevention and rehabilitation. (Vitale, 2021, p. 19)

Although more money was poured into maintaining the public image of policing,
little money was put toward improving conditions within prisons. As late as the 1990s,
there was a push for increased criminalization that further sidelined abolition. The
Clintons became famous for advocating for community policing and putting more police
officers on the street. Community policing and the associated broken windows policing
policies both fell flat:

broken-windows policing is at root a deeply conservative attempt to shift the

burden of responsibility for declining living conditions onto the poor themselves

and to argue that the solution to all social ills is increasingly aggressive, invasive,

and restrictive forms of policing that involve more arrests, more harassment, and
ultimately more violence. (Vitale, 2021, p. 12)

In line with these policies, Clinton welcomed an organized effort against gangs,
referred to criminals as “super predators” with “no conscience [and] no empathy,” which
was coded language that worked to further criminalize people of color (Clinton, 1996,
01:15). This “anti-crime, anti-gang, anti-drug” effort reinforced the public perception that
police had a positive impact in communities and led more Americans to believe that
crime was worse than it actually was (Clinton, 1996, 01:56).

The Prison Industrial Complex

The prison industrial complex (PIC) continues to incarcerate men, women, and
children and use them as free labor for the state. According to the Prison Policy Initiative,
Black people represent 13% of the general population but 40% of prison population

(Wagner & Sawyer, 2023). In this system, it is possible to see the same racial patterns of

52



early enslavement in today’s society, but now it is legalized and hiding behind the guise
of protecting the community.

Abolition acknowledges the overlap of prisons, mass incarceration, and all other
aspects of human life. Abolitionists have suggested, “We need to create solutions that
guarantee communities’ safety and self-determination. Prisons stand in the way of these
basic goals” (Critical Resistance, n.d., p. 2). In 2008, the U.S. had the largest prison
population in the world—2.3 million people—and in the same decade, 2.2 million people
were employed in policing, prisons, and the courts (Critical Resistance, n.d.; “Pew Center
on the State’s Public Safety Performance,” 2008). The number of people employed by
prisons and the PIC has skyrocketed because capitalism has established a modern way of
life that is dependent on free labor and locked up bodies. Capitalism allows “states [to]
keep hiring more [people working in prisons], [but] not teachers or social workers”
(Critical Resistance, n.d., p. 7). Not only does the PIC serve as a punitive structure that
has transformed into a system of modern day slavery, but it is also a series of
“interconnected systems” (Davis, 2011b, p. 9) that oppresses various groups of people:
“The term the PIC aims to capture the range of material and ideological forces that shape
the growth of detention” (Meiners & Winn, 2010, p. 271).

Crystal et al. (2018) made a strong connection between abolition and the
carceral system. The carceral system dehumanizes a large population of people,
predominantly people of color, and actively works against liberation and freedom. In
the state of California alone:

...there are now thirty-three prisons, thirty-eight camps, sixteen community

correctional facilities, and five tiny prison mother facilities...In 2002 there were

157,979 people incarcerated in these institutions, including approximately
twenty thousand people whom the state holds for immigration violations. The
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racial composition of this prison population is revealing. Latins, who are now in
the majority, account for 35.2 percent; African Americans 30 percent; and white
prisoners 29.2 percent. There are now more women in prison in the state of
California than there were in the entire country in the early 1970s. (Davis,
2011b, p. 13)

Furthermore, the PIC criminalizes the unhoused: with no place to live, and thus
limited opportunity to engage in personal hygiene, homeless people have trouble finding
jobs, and their behavior is often criminalized (Critical Resistance, n.d.). In addition, the
PIC “does not provide health care, health food, shelter, or what makes people safer and
healthier” (Critical Resistance, n.d., p. 10). The primary emphasis on punishment takes
away from basic human needs that may cause people to behave in ways deemed
punishable by the state. For example, some unhomed people do not have healthcare
coverage because they do not have an official mailing address (Meiners & Winn, 2010).
Our society can begin to provide individuals with basic needs, like healthcare, when we
stop “using punishment as a response to human insecurity” (Critical Resistance, n.d., p.
3).

Crystal et al. (2018) discussed the need to build better societies that meet
people’s needs instead of relying on prisons and jails as means of solving social
problems:

If people have what they need...if they have affordable housing, if they have

food to eat, if poverty is less of an issue, if we really have these material things

on the front end, then we would have less of an urgency, I think to... really rely
on prisons as the way in which we deal with things that go awry. (08:30)

Abolition rests on the notion that one’s basic needs must be met, whether by the
government or community (or both), to truly live a liberated life. According to the Pew
Center of Research, “[the amount of money spent on healthcare] helps states determine

if their prison healthcare systems assist or undermine their efforts to achieve universal
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goals: meeting constitutional obligations, protecting public safety, strengthening public
health, and practicing fiscal prudence” (Trusts, 2017, para. 10). In 2015, the state of
Louisiana spent only $2,173 per inmate on healthcare. Currently, in Alabama, inmates
are forced to purchase their own basic pain medication from the commissary if they get
COVID-19 (T. Letts, personal communication, January 1, 2022). The state cannot
effectively rehabilitate people for re-entry into society while spending such a low
amount on basic healthcare. According to Zembylas (2021), abolitionist pedagogy
suggests that the best people to rethink this system would be incarcerated people
themselves; however, this becomes even more difficult when their basic needs are not
being met.
Gilmore (2017) called for a more expansive understanding of abolition and used the

term geography to explain the reach of carcerality as a mindset and practice:

We meant the prison industrial complex to be conceptually expansive as our

object of analysis and struggle. But I think in too many cases its effect has been

to shrivel — atrophy, really, rather than to spread out—imaginative

understanding of the system’s apparently boundless boundary-making...I

developed...the somewhat more generic ‘carceral geographies.” The purpose

here is to renovate and make critical what abolition is all about. Indeed,

abolition geography is carceral geography’s antagonistic contradiction. (p. 440-
441)

Similarly, Rodriguez (2019) suggested that:
Abolition is constituted by so many acts long overlapping, dispersed across
geographics and historical moments, that reveal the underside of the New World

and its descendent forms -- the police, jail, prison, criminal court, detention
center, reservation, plantation, and ‘border.” (p. 1577)

The carceral system is also present outside of prisons, manifesting in schools through
harmful structures such as tracking. Youth fight against carceral logic in schools and
enact abolitionist thinking in resistance to carceral regimes. Tracking refers to the

decision to place students into specific courses that result in two or more different tracks
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(e.g., for higher vs. lower achieving students). Oakes (1986) argued, “Tracking seems to
be one of those well-intended pathways that...has some pretty hellish consequences for
many young people in schools” (p. 5). Oakes considered at the number of minutes spent
on instruction in high-tracked classes versus low-tracked classes. Based on teacher
perceptions, high-tracked classes spend about 80% of class time on instruction, whereas
students in low-tracked classes spent only 67% of class time on instruction. Over a six-
year secondary schooling career, high-tracked kids are spending about 1,400 hours in
classroom instruction per class, while low-tracked kids only receive 1,206 instructional
hours. Oakes explained, “The difference, nearly 240 hours of classroom instruction, is
what most colleges constitute as 12 semester units of study—not an inconsequential
amount” (p. 99). Moreover, systems of tracking tend to separate students by race and
class and provide white, affluent students access to more instructional time than their
peers. Thus, lower-tracked students have fewer chances of getting into college and
achieving higher degrees.

Despite the many similarities between schools and prisons, SoJoyner (2017)
described the key differences:

Geographically, many prisons are sited in rural or desolate spaces that place a

physical barrier between them and densely populated areas. Ideologically, the

racial and class dynamics of prisons, and the people housed within them, also

provide the moral impetus to disregard the dire results inherent in the passage and
implementation of laws central to carcerality.

Equally important to note “is the compulsory nature of education that sets it apart from
prisons and from the majority of large state structures in the United States” (SoJoyner,
2017, “Enclosed Places: Formation and Purpose”). These distinctions are important to

consider, because erasing the line between schooling and prisons completely makes it
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difficult to identify specific ways that they harm youth and to create solutions moving
forward.

Because public institutions like schools are a part of the prison industrial
complex, abolitionists work to chip away at schools’ ability to uphold the PIC (Critical
Resistance, n.d.). Purnell (2021) argued, “The same systems responsible for our
oppression cannot be the same systems responsible for our justice” (p. 36). To this effect,
incremental modification to current institutions that uphold the PIC will not result in the
necessary systemic change. She argued instead for the complete abolition of systems in
their current form and to create healthcare systems, school systems, and other institutions
that meet the needs of communities and allow them to thrive, instead of merely surviving
(Love, 2019; Purnell, 2021). For example, groups like Watch4KC “attempt to shift
neighborhoods from relying on punitive neighborhood watches to building community
relationship formations” (Purnell, 2021, p. 41). Acknowledging what parts of systems are
punitive is crucial in reimagining them.

These ideas push educators to draw connections between calls to defund the
police and similar abolitionist sentiment in schools. In the carceral state, schools and
prisons are intertwined; the actions of one have implications for the other. Until prisons
are removed from our society, schools cannot be truly safe spaces for students.

Abolitionist Pedagogy

Abolition reimagines a new system that values the dignity of all people and
considers the root causes of harm, especially in situations in which the state itself is
responsible for the conditions (Kaba, 2020; Love, 2019; Rodriguez, 2019). The concepts
of abolitionist teaching and pedagogy originated in response to the carceral regimes

present in schools. Love (2019) explained, “Abolitionist teaching is a teaching approach;
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it is a way of life, a way of seeing the world, and a way of taking action against injustice”
(p. 89). Although abolitionist teaching is situated in the classroom (both within public
education and in prison classrooms), it also requires teachers to commit to students’ lives
outside of school as well, since abolitionist teaching is also a mindset. Rodriguez (2010)
explained that normalized state violence and teaching are interconnected. He posed the
question of “whether and how the act of teaching can effectively and radically displace
the normalized misery, everyday suffering, and mundane state violence that are
reproduced and/or passively condoned by both hegemonic and critical/counterhegemonic
pedagogies” (p. 2). The answer to this question lies in the pedagogy of abolitionist
teaching.

Abolitionist pedagogy leverages abolitionist theory in the context of teaching and
learning. Alexander (2017) discussed abolitionist pedagogy as a site of resistance.
Modeled after Davis’s (2011a) classroom, Alexander’s (2017) prison classroom utilized
abolitionist pedagogy: Alexander permitted students to read books that fit their interest
and encouraged students to teach the classes themselves. The model of abolitionist
pedagogy intends to create liberation and freedom in the act teaching and allows students
to guide their own learning. This in itself is an act of resistance, particularly within the
prison setting. In a similar understanding of abolitionist pedagogy, Zembylas (2021) cited
Davis: “When Davis (2011) spoke of abolition pedagogy, she referred to creating a
learning environment within the jail classroom in which the incarcerated students are
understood as producers of knowledge” (p. 127). This notion of learning works against
what Freire (2018) described as the banking model of education, which suggests that

information is simply dumped into students’ heads.
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Zembylas (2021) discussed affective teaching strategies in abolitionist pedagogy
and utilized Ahmed’s (2004) understandings of affective communities and affective
economies. He focused on the importance of affective teaching in creating abolitionist
spaces within universities, explaining that although the university itself might be a space
of colonialism and white supremacyi, it is still possible to create abolitionist spaces within
it. In line with Kaba’s (2021) call for the creation of new ideas, Zembylas (2021)
suggested that in order “to dismantle the affective economies of the colonial university,
the production of new ways of being, desiring, knowing, and feeling is required” (p.
127).

Louis and King (2022) examined how an emphasis on abolitionist teaching for
pre-service teachers prepared them to teach Black and Brown children in STEM
classrooms. They suggested that “the teacher candidates embraced the concept of
abolitionist teaching to inform their microteaching lessons by leveraging social justice
standards and emancipatory pedagogies” (p. 215). They concluded that abolitionist
pedagogy “yielded positive outcomes...because camp participants saw their identities
reflected in the curriculum” (p. 217). Similarly, Dozono (2022) highlighted “the
transformative potential of an abolitionist framework for both curriculum and pedagogy”
in the context of a twelfth grade civics class (p. 411). To create this curriculum, Dozono
needed to completely transform his classroom, contradicting several school rules as well
as his assumptions related to knowledge production. He also noted the importance of
teacher reflection in creating an abolitionist curriculum.

Whynacht et al. (2018) discussed the importance of experiential learning in

abolitionist pedagogy as it “connect[s] ... theories to real, complex, and messy
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experiences both inside and outside the classroom” (p. 141). The authors explained that
abolitionist pedagogy recognizes the interconnectedness of social institutions and
“commit[s] to exploring complex and seemingly infinite connections between violence of
the prison and everyday life” (p. 142). Using this understanding of abolitionist pedagogy
to guide their work, they created a critical criminology class that included readings by
Foucault and Davis, queer theory, and other abolitionist and activist literature. The
researchers observed that there was often struggle in this course to find the appropriate
balance between the teacher, the facilitator, and the students who “became frustrated with
never feeling like they found the right answer” (p. 150).

Like Zembylas (2021) and Alexander (2017), Whynacht et al. (2018) discussed
the importance of students being the creators of knowledge within abolitionist pedagogy,
who work not only to critique and work against oppressive systems, but to create
something new. This method of teaching overlaps in many ways with critical literacy and
examining the power relationships between texts (Morell, 2007). Whynacht et al.’s
(2018) findings outlined the importance of “trauma-informed practices, insurgent
collaboration, and speculative fiction as abolitionist pedagogy,” coupled with the need for
students who engage in these classes to “resist the pressures of the university to conform
to demands for competition, apathetic intellectualism, and social norms that force them to
see their value only in their potential contributions to the job market” (p. 159).

Hoffman and Martin (2020) outlined “strategies for abolitionist resistance within
urban schools” (p. 1). They critiqued schools with scripted curricula and an emphasis on
standardized testing, particularly when these same schools are pushing students into

community-based education spaces to learn more about activism and change. Their study
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investigated the implementation of a scripted curriculum in a Midwestern urban school
district. Results of the study described how teachers resisted the scripted curriculum—in
one case by picking their own text instead of following the recommended text—to best
meet student needs. The teachers in the study underlined the importance of building
community in the classroom and responding to students’ unique needs instead of
implementing scripted, homogeneous learning. In instances like this, teachers are cited as
becoming co-conspirators with their students to create spaces in which students are
creators of knowledge (Love, 2019). Hoffman and Martin’s study also revealed
significant teacher trauma associated with a scripted curriculum, as it did not value
veteran teachers’ expertise by allowing them to make decisions for their own classes.
Overall, the research suggested that picking literature that relates to students’ own
experiences and cultural values is key to building literacy skills (Alexander, 2017; Davis,
2011a; Hoffman & Martin, 2020). This idea also relates to critical literacy, which
acknowledges the social nature of texts (Morell, 2007).
Addressing Issues of Injustice and Oppression in Educational Settings

It is imperative, I contend, that we shift our framing from state-sponsored

education as a redemptive structure of social progress to an understanding of

education as one of the key sources of support for forms of structural oppression.
(SoJoyner, 2017, para. 6)

Because youth are directly affected by injustices and oppression in educational
settings, it is important that they are centered in the movement toward liberation. This
centering, however, becomes difficult when youth do not feel that they have a voice in
the work or when they do not have access to traditional modes of political activism.
Youth activism has been connected to youth feeling more heard and welcomed in

political settings, which in some cases leads to their creation of different avenues of
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participation. Harris et al.’s (2010) study, set in Australia, outlined typical youth
participation in activism and the different ways that youth find entry points self-
advocacy. In the same study, the authors found that youth take interest in fighting
oppression that affects both themselves and their peers. The study demonstrated that,
when youth work in groups, it allows them to delve deeper into issues of oppression and
injustice and gain a broader understanding of how deeply others are impacted by these
issues.

Freire (2018) maintained:

It is the great humanistic task of the oppressed: to liberate themselves and their

oppressors as well. The oppressors, who oppress, exploit, and rape, by virtue of

their power, cannot find in this power the strength to liberate either the oppressed
or themselves. (p. 44)

Youth activists, specifically those of color, are the oppressed party within the system of
public schooling. Responding to Freire’s charge, youth activists are tasked with working
against systemic oppression and liberating themselves and the oppressors—in this case,
adults perpetuating the systems of white supremacy in schools. Although a heavy task,
this call to action fits with youth’s call for voice and say: youth are experts in their own
lives and can make real, radical changes in schools. If youth let adults take the charge in
the call for liberation, according to Freire (2018), there will be no true liberation: “Any
attempt to ‘soften’ the power of the oppressor in defense to the weakness of the
oppressed almost always manifests itself in the form of false generosity; indeed, the
attempt never goes beyond this” (p. 44). Adults within the school system can support
youth in working toward liberation but cannot lead the work. Liou and Literat (2020)
outlined the complications related to adultism and how adults can sometimes inhibit the

work of youth activists. To avoid this, youth should be the ones to suggest ways that
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adults can support their activism, such as learning, listening, and providing resources.
Moreover, adults may need to accept youth not wanting their support (Liou & Literat,
2020).

Freire (2018) also argued: “An unjust social order is the permanent fount of this
‘generosity,” which is nourished by death, despair, and poverty” (p. 44). Muhammed
(2020) echoed these sentiments in public education, discussing the ways that public
education has traditionally worked to spirit murder children of color. Love (2016) stated,
“Spirit murdering within a school context is the denial of inclusion, protection, safety,
nurturance, and acceptance because of fixed, yet fluid and moldable, structures of
racism.” Adults, especially if they are white, sometimes act from a place of saviorism;
while this may come from a place of generosity, they often only succeed in recreating
systems of inequity and despair in classrooms (Utt & Tochluk, 2020). Utt and Tockluck
described the need within abolitionist pedagogy for white teachers to both understand
their privilege and to cultivate a positive racial identity. They encouraged white educators
to create community with other white anti-racists and learn the history of white anti-
racism. To achieve this, they suggested adopting a life-long commitment to reflection on
one’s privilege and pedagogical practice. Their study asserted, “Regular self-reflection
and inquiry into how privilege manifests are necessary to interrupt subconscious
enactments of microaggressions” (p. 134).

Muhammed (2020) claimed that the current U.S. system, akin to 14" century
European education, trains educators to focus on ‘skills’ only, neglecting critical thinking
or critical engagement with content. Freire (2018) called for the oppressor to step aside

and let the oppressed lead the work away from “death, despair, and poverty” (p. 45). He
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asked, “Who are better than the oppressed to understand the terrible significance of the

oppressive society?” (p. 45). Youth are best equipped to understand the oppression they
face in their own lives. As a result, they are also the best equipped to work toward their
own liberation and the liberation of the entire school system.

Del Prete et al. (2014) showed examples of youth resisting hegemonic narratives
through various art forms and workshops. These ranged from eclectic visual art
representation to student-hosted workshops for teachers. Not only is this an excellent
example of effective abolitionist pedagogy in practice, but it also demonstrates that youth
activism can be encouraged by and stem from the implementation of abolitionist
pedagogy. Meiners and Winn (2010) recommended the “continued work on the
relationship between education and incarceration...to interrupt an ongoing legacy of
structural disinvestment” (p. 273). As discussed earlier in this chapter, the PIC is directly
linked to schools and the school-to-prison pipeline (Love, 2016). According to Meiners
and Winn (2010), “the PIC signifies a particular relationship to education in the United
States, as heavy investment in a carceral state often parallels disinvestment in social
welfare programs, including higher education” (p. 272). Not only do prisons offer few
opportunities for educational advancement, but even upon their release, imprisoned
people are barred from full participation in society. One such barrier is
disenfranchisement, as “one of the functions of the prison-industrial-complex is to
withhold the vote from people of color” (Davis, 2011b, p. 7).

Crystal et al. (2018) discussed how carceral thinking often manifests itself in
schooling. She described carceral thinking as forms of punishment and isolation that

schools utilize as methods of control instead of addressing student needs. She and other
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researchers have also called for abolitionists to continue working toward liberated states,
even if they are only planting the seeds for the future (Rodriguez, 2019; Shaw, 2017).
Education abolitionists will continue to chip away at white supremacist institutions,
structures, and policies, especially as they relate to education, until they no longer exist.

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

This project was guided by abolitionist theory, which falls within the broader
context of critical theory. Critical theory rests on the belief that research, and theory
should be used to change social and structural problems. By doing this, critical theory
critiques power relations and assumptions. Within the framework of abolitionist critical
thought, I was guided by the principles of emancipation and liberation. Abolition itself is
a type of emancipatory critical thought. The theoretical framework of abolition
underpinned this study by explaining effective, liberating ways to engage in learning with
youth. Abolition also advocates for removing systems of oppression and white supremacy
and valuing all humans as indispensable beings (Davis, 2011a; Kaba, 2020; Love, 2019;
Rodriguez, 2018). In valuing all life, abolitionists must also call for the destruction of the
policing system and prison industrial complex. Thus, abolition guides the thinking behind
this study and establishes the relevance and importance of youth activism. Resisting
carceral states and participating in that resistance is a main function of this dissertation.

The conceptual framework for this study is abolitionist pedagogy (e.g.,
Alexander, 2017; Love, 2019). Abolitionist teaching centers students’ experiences and
promotes student voice in curricular decisions. It centers people of color and their Joy,
while also teaching difficult histories and highlighting movements of resistance (Love,
2016; Love 2019; Muhammed, 2020). Abolitionist pedagogy provides a map with which

educators are able to view youth activism and work effectively with youth activists.
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Also, within the conceptual framework for this study are critical literacy and
community-based education. If community-based education is the vehicle that youth are
using to engage in activism, then critical literacy is the fuel that helps them get there.
Critical literacy demands that texts be examined for their power, social relationships, and
relevance to the world. Thus, critical literacy is a means by which youth activists engage
with their organizing.

Summary

Youth activism and abolition intersect at many points. Researchers have
examined how youth work with adults as they engage in activism and toward what
projects youth find themselves particularly drawn. Research has also uncovered potential
roadblocks for youth participation in activism. Furthermore, abolition is the idea of
liberating people and institutions from their entrenchment in systems of white supremacy
and oppression. Abolitionist teaching and pedagogy extend this notion to the classroom
and imagines emancipatory ways of teaching and learning that center students’ needs,
knowledge, and experiences.

The concepts of abolition and youth activism are inherently linked because youth
who fight for change is abolitionist in nature, as it threatens white supremacist structures.
This review of the relevant literature showed many parallels throughout the history of
youth activism and abolition. Youth activism lends itself to community-based education,
as youth are seeking a place to learn and engage outside of traditional school settings. In
community-based learning, critical literacy serves as a key tool in which youth engage

with both abolition and organizing.
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Research Gaps on Youth Abolitionists

As demonstrated in this chapter, research exists on abolitionist pedagogy in
traditional classroom spaces. Scholars have outlined the successes that classrooms and
teachers experience when they embrace abolitionist values. Moreover, youth activism
research to date has examined how youth participate in activism and what motivates and
blocks this participation. However, there is a need for a study to directly investigate the
intersection of youth activism and abolition in order to consider how youth engage in
community-based education to further their organizing efforts. This dissertation study
sought to fill this gap by co-designing an abolitionist curriculum with abolitionist youth
activists and documenting their experiences. Liou and Literat (2020) called for a
continued, longitudinal study to document youth activist growth. Although this study was
not longitudinal, it followed youth over a period of weeks and documented their
experiences of learning about abolition.

Liou and Literat (2020) also called for researchers to continue to center youth
activists’ voices in their research:

Future research can cast a wider and more diverse net and investigate similar

questions across different demographics and contexts of activism, including

different ages, social movement topics, or specific categories of adult allies.

Furthermore, additional research can follow ‘successful’ youth-adult activist

relationships across contexts - ideally in a longitudinal manner and using

participatory research methods that engage them as research partners - and expand

on the ways in which youth activists have experiences successful
intergenerational solidarity from adults. (p. 4679)

My study utilized these participatory techniques by co-creating a curriculum
alongside youth. Since much of the current literature on youth activism focuses on the
benefits of student activism, how adults and other barriers block youth activism, why

youth are drawn to activism, and youth movements of resistance, there was a need in the
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scholarship for a study that documented youth activism through the lens of the youth
themselves, focusing on how they perceived and engaged in their own abolitionist
activism. The existing literature provided a solid foundation for understanding youth
activism at large. However, this dissertation has added the abolitionist activist voice to
the literature and helped scholars and practitioners better understand how youth view
their own growth in abolitionist activism. As a participatory study, this research has also
met the need for adults to listen more closely to youth and better value their voices in

educational and activist spaces.
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Chapter 3: Methods

The purpose of this study was to better understand how and why young people
engage in youth activism and organizing. The activist group on which this study focused
was formed as an intentional abolitionist community: it had a non-hierarchical structure,
adhered to abolitionist values and commitments, and engaged in critical literacy (Kaba,
2020; Morell, 2007). Learning about youths’ views of their own organizing is critical,
especially since many public educators currently struggle to promote critical thought in
classrooms. This study has provided an example of youth decision-making in the creation
of a curriculum centered around abolition and organizing. The study documented how
this group was created, how participants decided what topics to engage in, how they
engaged, and ultimately what they learned in the process.

This study examined the ways in which youth engage with learning about
abolition and organizing outside of traditional models of schooling. In weekly group
meetings, eight participants engaged in learning experiences that they themselves helped
design. The experience was organized similarly to book clubs and learning circles in
which the participants had participated previously. The content of the curriculum focused
on abolitionist theory and organizing through critical literacy. These group meetings and
the researcher’s subsequent participant observations worked in parallel to document how
youth activists participated in non-school-based learning communities that explored
abolitionist practices and knowledge.

Context of Study
This study emerged in a unique space for youth activism. Due to the COVID-19

pandemic, much of the youth organizing has taken place online in recent years. Youth
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have also had more opportunity to interact with adult organizers because of the increased
connectivity permitted by Zoom and other online platforms. The pandemic’s impact also
affected the social landscape in which youth were beginning their organizing, since
COVID-19 “laid bare the deadly impacts of racist structural inequality and our collective
failure to invest in an infrastructure of care” (Kaba & Ritchie, 2022, p. 4). In addition,
this group was also at the peak of their high school organizing experience when police
abolition entered public rhetoric in 2020, notably after the murder of George Floyd by
Minneapolis police (Kaba & Ritchie, 2022). Although images of police brutality were not
new to them, this time was marked by:

...people no longer [having] the regularly in their life patterns, their activities, or

their habits to distract them from the truth—the truth that capitalism is failing us,

and failing us hard, the truth of the weight of the consistent violence and abuse

that Black people experience the hands of the state. (Noor & Montgomery, as
cited in Kaba & Ritche, 2022, p. xxii)

In this new and challenging environment, many of this study’s participants led
and engaged in conversations about abolition as part of their school’s Equity Teams and
other organizations. The extended amount of time spent at home due to COVID-19 also
provided this group considerable time to learn and engage in conversations about police
abolition.

It is worth noting that my job as a teacher plays a significant role in how I claim
knowledge. As a new teacher, I began to experience the system that has long privileged
me as a white woman from another point of view. I taught newly arrived English
Learners and started to see the ways that public education pushed them out of schools,
through standardized testing and other concerning practices. I moved between school
districts and continued to see greater disparities, which made me realize that the issues in

public education are structural and pervasive. My own work influences my engagement
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with youth activists and organizers because I see many of the issues they are fighting
against in schools and witness their harm. I decided to engage in this project because of
how much I value youth organizing and how close I was to it in my daily role. I
understood the benefits of learning more about youth organizing and sharing that
knowledge with scholars and practitioners to better support young activists.
Research Question

My research explored how youth organizers engaged with concepts of abolition in
the context of a summer community-based learning group. I was also interested in how
they engaged in their activism at the high school level compared to the college level. I
arrived at this study through an abolitionist pedagogy of thinking and learning, and I was
interested in how the community-based aspect of the learning group we established
offered youth organizers freedoms that were unavailable in public schools. In an effort to
research youth abolitionist organizers and examine how they engaged in learning and
activism, the project focused on the following research question: What are the ways in
which youth activists participate in non-school-based learning communities to explore
abolitionist practices and knowledge?

Research Design

For this dissertation, I utilized a basic interpretive design with ethnographic
methods to engage in a learning group with youth abolitionist organizers in a community-
based setting. This methodological design allowed me to focus on how the youth
participants created a community of learning and also how they engaged in said
community. As Fine (2018) explained, “community-based research projects have been

designed to trouble the common sense about unjust arrangements that seem natural or
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deserved; destabilize what we think of as ‘normal’ and to reveal where resistance gathers
and where radical possibilities might flourish” (p. 6). The research focused on several
youth participants who were deeply engaged in organizing in their communities and
provided them with learning opportunities throughout one summer. As the researcher, I
was the primary method of data collection analysis; my own thinking and conversations
with youth helped me process ideas and data. Because of the nature of this project (i.e.,
working with a group of youth in different locations, with distinct interests), the data
collection process was emergent. As a result, I collected a large breadth of data, and the
final analysis was a rich description of the youth activists’ experiences and thoughts.

I chose a general interpretive design approach because it permitted flexibility with
emergent data. Through this flexibility, I was able to co-create a space for youth to
explore new ways to engage in their activist work. As a model for this project, I looked
toward Dr. Sandra Vanderbilt’s dissertation (2018). Dr. Vanderbilt’s study engaged a
group of young Black women in a critical, collaborative study of their own experiences
and served as an act of resistance against public narratives about these women. They met
regularly and engaged in critical literacy learning. At the end of their time together, they
planned an event to showcase their learning. For this project, Vanderbilt (2018) used a
basic interpretive design with ethnographic methods and her data analysis was also
emergent in nature. Moreover, Vanderbilt’s (2018) dissertation resisted the traditional
five chapter design, instead allowing space for a chapter of sharing each young woman’s
story.

This project offered a unique opportunity for a variety of data collection. Working

with youth in a space in which they designed the next steps related to our learning
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opportunities lent itself heavily to emergent data. Though the data collection process was
planned out ahead of time, youth decision-making allowed for additional data collection
opportunities to emerge. Furthermore, the interviews were scripted, but some follow-up
questions varied based on the flow of each individual interview. Similarly, we planned
the speakers and a general agenda for each summer meeting session, but the follow-up
questions that were asked depended largely on participant interest. Additionally, private
conversations and text messaging with youth participants outside of formal meetings
helped inform my understanding of their engagement in our curriculum and prompted
changes in subsequent sessions. As a teacher, I also recognized— sometimes mid-
session—the need for an exit ticket, or a tool to measure student engagement and
understanding in a session. I would at times create a Google Form in the moment in order
to record youth feedback. This feedback helped to inform and shift the sessions’ design
or agenda.

In qualitative educational research, basic interpretive studies are the most
common design (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). Basic interpretive studies seek to
understand the meaning behind phenomena in human experience and examine how
people interpret their own experiences and attribute meaning to those experiences. In this
project, I investigated how youth activists engaged in learning about organizing and
activism and how they attributed meaning to these experiences. The basic interpretive
design lent itself to the critical analysis implicit in this project. Like conducting critical
research, basic interpretive design permits flexibility. A more rigid design would not have

allowed for the deep meaning making and exploration in which I engaged.
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Basic interpretive design also fits well with the aspects of youth participatory
action research (YPAR) that I employed in this project. One participant in particular,
Maria, took the lead on designing most of our sessions together. As an emerging leader
and organizer, the flexibility of the project allowed Maria to create, but also to reflect on
her leadership.

From my own point of view, basic interpretive design also allowed flexibility for
the aspects of critical ethnography within the study. As themes and data emerged, I was
able to shift my focus to new topics along the course of the project. When the study
began, I had some preconceived notions of topics that would arise and themes that might
become important, but the flexibility of basic interpretive design allowed me to home in
on more important patterns, topics, and themes as they emerged through careful coding
and analysis.

Other types of design were not an appropriate fit for this study, primarily due to
their rigidity and the newness of this type of research. Case study would not have fit well
because a “case study is defined....by the edges you put around the case” (Thomas &
Myers, 2015, p. 21). The nature of this project did not easily allow for such “edges” or a
boundaries; the group was more fluid, especially in terms of goals and expected
outcomes. For instance, meeting times fluctuated based on youth availability. Moreover,
the criteria to participate in the group remained open in many ways, bound only by
factors such as age and geographical location at the time of high school attendance. Case
studies tend to focus on sharing an event, program, or activity. Although this group does
meet this criteria, the larger focus was on the group’s shared culture, which suggests a

more ethnographic approach of study.
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In this study, I focused on the ways in which the participants designed their own
learning opportunities. This project took place in the context of a community-based group
of youth who were interested in exploring concepts of abolition and organizing through
discussions amongst themselves and with guest speakers. I supported the designing of the
curriculum with the youth in this study by facilitating opportunities for them to learn
from the experiences of others, connecting them with others who had organized in similar
spaces and providing them a space to question and critique.

Because youth organizing is largely ignored in public spaces, specifically schools,
I planned a study that would showcase these youth as producers of knowledge and
valuable meaning makers of their own experiences. Throughout our time together, youth
participants engaged in deep conversations among themselves and with guest speakers
about how to organize effectively. Although they did not produce a final product together
as initially planned, they did share invaluable insights and a sense of community with one
another. Through their work and time together, the youth in this project demonstrated
resistance to dominant narratives and a true passion for and interest in bettering their
communities.

Fine and Weis (2012) described how it is not enough to simply document and
retell youth stories: “Critical researchers are neither tape recorders nor ventriloquists” (p.
12). They called for researchers to listen critically and put youth stories into context,
paying particular attention to how “young people make sense, stitch relationships, build
lives, organize, resist, conform, and animate rage, despair, and sometimes hope” and use
that information when trying “to make visible the sinewy linkages or circuits through

which structural conditions are enacted in policy and institutions” (p. 12-13). Thus, this
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study utilized methods that extended beyond storytelling to more in-depth methods of
data collection that were more effective in influencing systemic change.

In addition to the basic interpretive design framework, I used ethnographic
methods for data collection. Ethnography focuses on a group of people that share the
same culture and has its roots in sociology and anthropology. Ethnographers gather data
through observations, interviews, and artifact collection. Ethnographic data analyzes
descriptions of groups and subsequent themes. Ethnographic studies look at the patterns
of behavior in a culture-sharing group and focus on the entire culture-sharing group;
however, they are not a study of the culture. One of the goals of ethnography is for the
reader to develop a new understanding of the group. Ethnographic studies seek to answer
the question of what do people have to know and do to be able to uphold a system?
(Wolcott, 1999). This project, specifically, addressed the question of what youth activists
know about abolition and organizing how they use that knowledge to inform co-
construction of learning spaces.

As mentioned above, this study is not completely ethnographic in nature: it uses
aspects of ethnographic research to bolster the basic interpretive design, including
extensive fieldwork and field notes, thick description, and thematic analysis. I took two
types of fieldnotes in this study: descriptive and reflective. The descriptive field notes
included factual data about what took place, including times, descriptions of the subjects,
my own perceived impact on the calls, among other observations. The reflective notes
included my own reflections and observations on the data being collected. These often
included ideas, questions, concerns, and other thoughts. The extensive fieldwork

documented participant observations, interviews, and artifacts. From these many data
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points, I created thick descriptions of the participants and sessions. I also paid particular
attention to themes that helped to explain how participants in this group functioned as
organizers, both inside and outside of the summer learning space. The benefit of using
these ethnographic methods was that they generated a multidimensional understanding of
the group. These methods also made it easier to recognize unanticipated nuances and
allowed for more opportunity to identify aspects of culture that I would not have known
to look for.

Goessling’s (2017) study included “participant observations of... meetings and
activities, field notes compiled in the researcher’s reflexive journal, experiential
interviews, elicitation interviews, and gathered and generated cultural artifacts” (p. 203).
Goessling learned about participant narratives through extensive relationship building.
My study included similar data collection methods, specifically the writing of a
researcher’s journal, interviewing, and examining artifacts as they were presented. In her
study, Rombalski (2020) labeled herself as a “responsive participant-observer in schools”
(p- 32). Rombalski described how she had been a teacher advisor in student groups and
how she used that knowledge to navigate her own study of an interracial group of anti-
racist student activists. I enacted a similar role with the youth here.

Methodology

This study primarily focused on weekly group meetings that took place in July
and August of 2022. Additional data was collected from interviews and group meetings
that preceded this summer and from additional documents that were used to organize and
track the meetings.

The study used ethnographic methods to observe group meetings that participants

co-designed, which were centered around their own abolition and activism. Group
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meetings were held online, both due to the COVID-19 pandemic and because many of
the participants were away at college in different states. The meetings were organized by
the researcher and participants with the intention of creating spaces that fostered dialogue
and engagement for all participants. Online sessions lasted about one hour each and
occurred weekly. During the meetings, youth engaged with speakers, held discussions,
and planned learning sessions. Maria, one of the participants, took the lead on designing a
preliminary list of questions and speakers for the group to consider, and the other
participants also brought questions to our discussions.

Data analysis was emergent, as I took ethnographic notes during the meetings and
rewatched the meetings for additional information. I then conducted thematic analysis of
the data, which involved multiple interactions of coding and recording.

Spring 2022 Calls

Meetings between the researcher and participants began in Spring 2022 on Zoom.
We met once a month and engaged in some basic learning and games, mainly with the
intention of getting to know one another better. I chose not to record these calls because I
wanted the sessions to feel freer, with less pressure on participants. This was my personal
choice, though in retrospect I think the group would have permitted me to record the
sessions. During these meetings, I intentionally split the group into two smaller groups
every time we met. The goal was for everyone to get to know one another on a more
personal level, establish rapport, create a shared vision, and begin gathering preliminary
data. Based on answers the participants provided in a Google Form, I created a schedule
that instructed half the group to meet for an hour on Tuesdays and the other half on

Thursdays (Appendix A). During these sessions, I took some initial field notes, but I was
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primarily focused on the relationship-building component of the meetings in preparation
for the group’s time together over the summer. I wanted the youth to feel comfortable and
know that I was interested in speaking to them. I explained to them that I might be jotting
some notes down, but I asked them to carry on as normal. Because these calls were not
video recorded, I have notes taken during the calls that were later used for thematic
analysis.

Google Forms

There were two rounds of Google Forms that I used to determine meet times. One
was used before our meeting sessions in the spring the second was used for our summer
meeting sessions. The forms had space for youth to indicate their availability and
preferred meeting times. I created schedules for both sessions based on the participants’
schedules.

In addition to gathering information related to scheduling, the Google Form also
asked participants questions about their interests. This data helped inform the content of
the summer sessions and also provided information about how the youth tended to
engage in learning and their preferred methods of learning about abolition. This data
overlapped with some data from participant interviews about how participants engaged in
concepts of abolition and organizing. The form ended with the initial recruitment flier for
participants to share with other potential participants. However, no participants ended up
referring the group to anyone else.

At the beginning of the group’s formation, I began a group chat on iMessage for
the group to keep in touch and receive reminders of upcoming meetings. We used this

group chat to share post-meeting information, to send reminders about upcoming
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meetings, and, in some cases, participants used the group message to share information
about other events or activism that they thought the group might find interesting and
useful. Data from the group chat was used to document participant availability for
planning purposes. It was also used to analyze how the youth scheduled their learning
and engagement in extracurricular activities.

Participant Interviews

In preparation for the interviews with youth participants, I created a list of
questions based on a model provided by Tamara Washington in her own dissertation
(personal communication, June 24, 2022). These questions emphasized relationship
building in order to gather more information about each participant’s goals for working
together over the summer. During participant interviews, I also asked participants to
create identity maps (Fine, 2018). I chose to start the interviews this way to break the ice
and also to give participants the chance to make connections between their own identities
and the activism work in which they engaged. When working with young people, it is
important to establish strong relationships and this activity allowed me to reiterate that I
was interested in them as people, not just as data points.

To schedule these interviews, I texted participants in the group chat and asked
them to contact me individually with times that worked best for them to interview via
Zoom. | created a schedule and ultimately met with seven of the eight participants (note: I
could not meet with Aliya because she was abroad and experienced internet difficulties).
I chose to conduct interviews with the participants before the summer sessions began to
gain a foundational understanding of what they thought of themselves in relation to

activism and abolition. The participant interviews were all video and audio recorded on
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Zoom. Transcripts of these interviews were subsequently coded and analyzed
thematically.
Summer 2022 Sessions

During the summer sessions, youth participants invited guest speakers, prepared
questions, engaged with guests in a live session, and then reflected on their sessions.
They selected speakers during our initial planning call in the beginning of the summer,
and Maria and I invited the speakers after the initial call. Maria and I planned the calls
together, usually meeting the day (or a few hours) before a call to discuss the questions
that we wanted to ask the speaker. Based on our conversations, Maria would message the
group chat and provide the group with an overview what we would discuss and remind
them of anything she wanted them to bring to the meeting (e.g., relevant ideas or
questions).

Each summer call generally followed the same format: Maria or I would introduce
a guest speaker with a brief biography. We would then lead the guest through a series of
questions, allowing for questions from other youth participants throughout. During these
weekly sessions with students, I took notes and jottings to the best of my abilities, while
also trying to stay engaged in the conversation. Maria primarily facilitated the sessions,
so I was able to take more notes while still being fully present and able to participate in
the discussion. I chose to be an active participant in conversations because that is how I
have always engaged with the youth in this group; though they were the primary leaders
of the session, I chimed in to help when the conversation lulled or when they were

seeking a specific answer.
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I kept a Google document open while the call was occurring in order to take
notes. I included screenshots from the chat in my notes as appropriate. At the end of the
call, Maria or I would probe the group to ask their own questions. I usually ended the
session by sending out a Google form to gather feedback and document the learning that
took place on the call. After completion of each session, I went back and rewatched the
conversation, taking more comprehensive fieldnotes. I also wrote memos of takeaways
from the calls to use for analysis later on. The summer sessions were all video and audio
recorded on Zoom. Transcripts of these sessions were coded and analyzed thematically.

Through these calls, youth articulated their views on activism and abolition and
made connection to abolitionist ideas. They dug into topics that were relevant to their
work and meaningful to them. As the sessions were only semi-structured, participants
were able to personalize the conversations.

Curriculum and Curriculum Development

At the beginning of the summer, Maria, Gilissa, Anna, and I met to plan our
speakers and the associated reading for each session. Although all participants were
invited, these were the individuals who had availability to meet. We created a Google
document and decided on dates (based on the previously mentioned Google Form) to
meet as a group. We then filled in each date with its topic, guest speaker, and reading
assignment. We settled on the idea of inviting guest speakers to every session because
participants expressed great interest in interacting with guest speakers during the spring
calls. We identified speakers that we knew would align with abolitionist values and

leaned more toward those associated with both abolition and academia.
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Maria ultimately decided on the reading assignments; although we never
discussed the reading explicitly during the sessions, the topics kept us focused on the
speakers’ backgrounds and helped us brainstorm what questions to ask. Maria and I
spoke frequently in between sessions to reflect on what had worked well in a previous
call and strategize where we wanted the next call to go. Although our sessions were
generally planned out, we tweaked session focuses as the sessions progressed according
to participant feedback and observations.

Guest Speakers

The participants and I selected the guest speakers based on criteria discussed in
one of our initial planning calls. There, we brainstormed potential speakers that were
aligned with the learning objectives of our group and then invited them to attend. I
invited three of the speakers, and Maria invited the fourth. There is a more in-depth
discussion of each of the speakers and why each one was chosen in Chapter 4.

Ongoing Communication with Participants

A key characteristic of this project was my ongoing relationships with the youth
involved in this study. I communicated regularly with the majority of group members
before the project started, and I continued to communicate with all of them outside of and
after the summer sessions. In fact, I am still in close contact with about half of the
participants and check-in infrequently with the other half. As a result, the data analysis
process for this project was inherently ongoing and iterative. Frequently, the participants
asked me how the dissertation was progressing and what I found as a result of my
analysis. When I shared my thoughts and observations, they weighed in, which added to

my overall understanding of the themes in the data. I communicated with youth
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participants through text, Zoom, FaceTime, and in person. These interacts are not
recorded, as they fell beyond the scope of this project, but they are important to note as
they contributed to my overall understanding of the data and project.

Sample

I invited self-identified youth activists to whom I had access to participate in this
project. The sample was inclusive and open to all activists who met predetermined
criteria—outlined below—and were interested in participating in the study. Recruitment
began with student activists who participated in their school’s Equity Team. We then
used snowball sampling, referrals, and community networks to grow the participant pool.
The final group for this project consisted of eight youths who represented a variety of
schools and diverse demographics.

The Youth in the Study

Each participant in the study brought a unique perspective and diverse
experiences in organizing and activism. As a part of our initial collaborative planning, the
youth participants brainstormed outcomes for our time together and set goals about what
they wanted to accomplish as part of this project. Below, I have shared additional
background on each participant.

Gilissa was a rising sophomore in college. She was the only participant who
attended a HBCU. Of all the participants, I had the longest standing relationship with
Gilissa: I had first coached her in volleyball, and then we started our school’s Equity
Team together. Through our relationship, I grew close to Gilissa’s family; I attended
birthday parties and other family functions. In fact, I am still close with Gilissa and

family: I tutor her and her brother, and her mom is my dissertation coach. Gilissa was one
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of the first youth that I thought of for this project, and she immediately expressed interest
in joining when I asked her. Gilissa is a Black woman who uses she/her pronouns. She
was passionate about teaching younger students about abolition and activism, perhaps
through a slideshow or iMovie. She valued group collaboration, and she suggested a
symposium to showcase the group’s learning over the course of the summer. She also
wanted to become a better activist, writer, and leader. Moreover, Gilissa wanted to
develop her understanding of different perspectives and thought she could do this by
engaging with guest speakers. When reading other her peers’ ideas for the summer, she
and Anna were particularly interested in Miriam’s ideas of a BIPOC art display.

Maria was also a rising sophomore in college. Before this study, I was Maria’s
volleyball coach, and she was the first person that Gilissa and I connected with to further
support our school’s Equity Team. Maria and I spent a lot of time together during the
pandemic; we went on college trips, were active members of a non-profit working toward
antiracism in our county, and I mentored her. For a couple of years, she helped me coach
a non-profit for young women of color who were volleyball athletes. Maria and I
maintained a close personal relationship after she graduated high school. She has been
invested in my graduate studies, and I have shared readings with her, encouraged her to
attend GSEHD events, and spoken with her extensively about my doctoral students. She
was very interested in being a part of the dissertation project when I explained the idea to
her. Maria uses she/they pronouns and identifies as Vietnamese. She was passionate
about learning more about organizing at PWIs. She valued coalition building, was

seeking ideas for her senior thesis, and hoped to learn more about how to be an on-
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campus activist and organizer. Her ideas for our final product together included a zine, a
podcast, an art project, and a group-created book on student activism.

Anna was a rising sophomore in college as well. Prior to this study, I had taught
Anna in English 9 for six months; she was one of the few students who seemed interested
in some of the more radical topics we explored, such as gender identity and race. For
context, the year that I met Anna, one conservative student in her class posted online that
I was a liberal snowflake; this incident brought us closer together. Although I left Anna’s
school, I stayed in the same county, and we were able to keep in touch. Because of
Anna’s connection to her school’s Equity Team, she met Gilissa and a teacher colleague
of mine at her school, who was also involved in equity work. These mutual relationships
brought us back together to do some cross-school equity work. Anna was friends with
Gilissa and Maria, and she was thus a natural addition to the group. Anna is a Black
Ethiopian woman and uses she/her pronouns. Her ideas for the summer included an in-
person event, such as a reading or a workshop. She also suggested an ongoing blog or
podcast that helped teach people how to organize. Anna expressed a strong interest in
interacting with her community, which was something that she had not been able to do in
a while because of her academic responsibilities. She wanted to hear from people who
had engaged in research and writing about the topics they were interested in.

Miriam was a rising senior in high school when she participated in this study.
Previously, Miriam had joined my school’s Equity Team during her sophomore year of
high school. Because of other commitments, she was not able to maintain her role on the
Equity Team. However, in part because of our positive relationship, Miriam returned to

the group for her junior year as an organizer who helped run the Equity Team). Miriam
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identified as a Black Ethiopian woman and used she/her pronouns. She was brought into
the group after I had discussions with Maria and Gilissa about potential participants
whose values and personalities would match well with other participants. Miriam had a
plethora of ideas for our work together. She suggested that the group create a virtual art
gallery with portraits and explanations of the artist’s vision. She also mentioned the idea
of creating something to sell as a group. Her other ideas included a board game about
abolition, a debate, a podcast, a website, and a YouTube channel. She was very interested
in learning more about inherent racism and sexism in the STEM field.

Chrissy was a rising sophomore in college. Before this study, Chrissy had worked
closely with Gilissa in various organizing campaigns across the county. Although they
attended different schools, they were connected by national attention around their high
schools’ name changes. My relationship with Chrissy began and has since grown because
of our mutual relationships with the other participants in the group. Chrissy was brought
into the group after discussion that I had with Maria and Gilissa about potential
participants whose values and personalities would match well with others in the group.
Chrissy was a Black woman who used she/her pronouns. Chrissy was eager to learn
about different perspectives related to abolition and student activism. Like Gilissa, she
was interested in offering students more opportunities to learn about abolition. To make
positive change, she wanted to talk to school board members and create a plan of action.
Chrissy suggested a reading group and guest speakers for the summer. She was acutely
interested in culturally relevant pedagogy, and she hoped to one day be a teacher.

Aron was a rising college freshman. Prior to the study, I had interacted with Aron

through Gilissa and their shared LGBTQIA+ organizing. Aron had extensive organizing

87



experience and was also a member of the abolitionist non-profit Gilissa and Maria and I
started. Although I did not develop as close of a relationship with Aron as I did with
some of the other students in the group, he and I still maintained contact and check-in on
each other regularly. Maria and Gilissa mentioned Aron as a potential participant because
his values and personality matched well with others in the group. He was a Southeast
Asian and used he/they pronouns. He wanted to focus on Queer people of color and
individual impacts of colonization. Specifically, he thought the group should develop a
resource book on what people need (e.g., abortion resources). Gilissa, Chrissy, Anna, and
Miriam all showed a keen interest in Aron’s idea.

Jason was a rising college freshman. Prior to this study, Jason was an active
member of our school’s Equity Team and eventually became a lead organizer his senior
year. He, Maria, and I also spent a large part of his junior year working to restructure our
school’s Parent Teacher Student Association and replace it with more equitable processes
that served the whole community. With a background of working with the school’s
Equity Team, Jason was interested in revising the superintendent selection process in the
county. He was passionate about organizing a list of demands and a list of failed
commitments by the school district. He wanted to engage in more advocacy, especially as
he prepared himself for college. He was particularly interested in learning from guest
speakers.

In his study, Heary and Hennessy (2002) explained “the importance of ensuring
that focus groups contain children who are broadly similar in age is emphasized by the

2

experiences of a number of researchers” (“Age of Participants™). In this study, youth

participants ranged in age from ages 16 to 20. These youth had either graduated from or
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are currently enrolled in high schools within the same public school district. Although
each school in the county had unique characteristics, they also shared common equity
concerns. The schools also fell under the district’s recent equity policy, which aimed to
increase educational equity in the county.

Although this study did not utilize a traditional focus group, I relied on
recommendations in the scholarship related focus group size and time that were geared
toward working with youth communities. Recommendations for focus group size and
length varied, but Heary and Hennessy (2002) suggested “researchers tend to recommend
somewhere between four and six participants per group” (“Group Size”). Moreover, in a
literature review on focus group length Heary and Hennessy (2002) found that “the
majority of focus groups with children and adolescents lasted between 30 and 90
minutes” (“Length of Interview”). These recommendations related to group size and time
spent were carefully considered when planning the sessions with youth activists. Most of
the students had already worked together in other settings and were familiar with one
another. This interpersonal familiarity allowed for flexibility when I created smaller
breakout groups within the larger learning group to facilitate learning and discussion.

I was a mentor to most of the youth who participated in this study, and I have
engaged in activist projects with them prior to this research. One part of this study
involved examining adult roles in youth activist development; as a mentor to many of the
participants, I had built a strong relationship with them based on trust. To maintain this
trust, and because I am a white woman working predominantly with youth of color, the
participants and I created a system of feedback in which the youth felt comfortable telling

me if they were uncomfortable or if I were doing something inappropriate. This trust had
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taken years to develop and was created through intentional relationship building. We
encouraged checking one another and being reflective in our antiracist work, so this
feedback came naturally. Much of our early work together was rooted in regularly
checking ourselves for bias and offering critical feedback to others.

At the beginning of the study, I reiterated to the youth that their participation was
voluntary and that they could remove themselves at any point from the study. They were
also reminded that they could give me feedback at any time, especially to let me know if
they felt coerced at any point. At the end of the initial interviews, I prompted participants
to give feedback on the questions I asked. This underscored how much I valued their
feedback.

Participants’ real names were not used in the final work, so minimal risk was
involved in their participation. Although the participants did not voice any specific safety
concerns related to this project, some elected to use pseudonyms whereas others let me
decide whether to use their real name in the study. Because some of the participants had
experienced safety concerns in the past related to their activism, I decided to use
pseudonyms for all participants. I also removed their school affiliations and referred to
their schools only as HBCUs or PWIs. I kept everything else about the youth true to their
actual identities, and I asked the youth to read sections describing themselves to provide
me with feedback.

I also discussed the importance of confidentiality with the group, emphasizing the
need to keep our discussions and personal information private. I ensured that participants
understood that they did not have to share any psychologically distressing information

with the group if they did not want to, and I reminded them that they could end their

90



participation in the discussion at any time. Every effort was made to protect the
confidentiality of participants, including changing all names and identifying information
in the analysis and reporting as well as reminding participants not to share information
about other participants outside of group discussions. I also asked the youth to member
check my initial conclusions to minimize the risk of bias in my analysis.

Participants were initially recruited from shared networks of youth activists within
the public school district. I asked individuals directly—via emails, phone calls, and in-
person conversations—if they wanted to participate. As described above, I also relied on
participant referrals and snowballing. I identified these prospective participants and asked
them if they wanted to learn more about the study. Potential participants did not need to
discuss their interest in participation if they had any concern for their privacy.

Participants’ contact information was kept separate from transcripts of individual
and group sessions. Participants were only identified during the analysis process with
pseudonyms. The key linking pseudonyms to participants’ contact information was kept
in a separate and secure location by the lead investigator until the meetings with the
learning community were completed to enable additional follow-up with specific
participants if necessary. Following data collection, the linking codes were destroyed so
that the retained data was fully de-identified. Identifying data was stored separately as a
hard copy, while de-identified data was stored in a double-password-protected Google
Drive folder only accessible by the research team. Electronic files of the interviews and
group discussions were deleted after data analysis. Raw data was not made available to
anyone other than myself and my committee. Data was de-identified before being shared

within the team in order to ensure the confidentiality of participant information.
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Data Analysis

After the conclusion of the summer 2022 group meetings, I conducted a review of
the data to look for emergent themes and areas of interest that arose from this project. I
listened to the recordings and went through one by one, coding important pieces of the
conversations as I went. I tried to keep the coding worded as closely as possible to what
the participants were saying (i.e. using their own words in my coding book/vocabulary).
As I listened interviews, I began making connections between the different conversations,
coding accordingly. I then listened to the group calls and made connections back to the
interviews. As I was coding, I was also jotting memos and notes to myself. Eventually,
these memos turned into first drafts of the analysis section of the dissertation. Essentially,
I was writing the dissertation draft as I was listening to the conversations, emphasizing
the connections I was hearing between the various conversations. Although this method
is less than traditional, I believe it led to more authentic analysis, because my writing was
more focused on the actual quotes from participants and how their words made sense to
me naturally. I did code and group codes, but I did this in addition to writing as I listened.

This study relied heavily on thematic analysis of qualitative data. Quotes from
each meeting’s transcript were organized into main categories and subcategories based on
iterative identifications of major and minor themes. Once all of the categories were
established through open coding, additional conversations and interviews clarified any
ideas that were not made initially clear in the meetings. I then isolated the categories that
related most to student activists’ views and experiences and used them to construct a
storyline that connected the categories together. Once the data was organized through this

coding process, it was analyzed through the lens of the research questions in order to
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articulate a theory about how youth activists participate in a non-school-based learning
community exploring abolitionist practices and knowledge.

As a researcher, I resisted the notion that themes passively emerged in my
research; rather, I acknowledged my active role as a researcher and understood that my
beliefs and values directly impacted my research (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Braune and
Clarke (2006) explained, “Thematic analysis can be an essentialist or realist method,
which reports experiences, meanings and the reality of participants” (p. 9). Thus, I used
thematic analysis to report on the experiences of youth activists and how they perceived
their experiences. Moreover, thematic analysis:

...can also be a ‘contextualist’ method,...which acknowledges the ways

individuals make meaning of their experience, and, in turn, the ways the broader

social context impinges on those meanings, while retaining focus on the material
and other limits of ‘reality’. Therefore, thematic analysis can be a method which

works both to reflect reality, and to unpick or unravel the surface of ‘reality.’
(Braune & Clarke, 2006, p. 9)

When identifying themes, researcher discretion is an inherent part of the process.
Since this project was a youth participatory study, I identified themes with input from the
youth participants. I asked for participants’ input during learning community sessions, as
multiple youth were present for the larger meetings. After transcribing the data, I guided
the youth through the process of collectively defining themes, identifying recurring
themes, and determining what they deemed important. I found that youth input was
critical in helping me count the instances in which themes appeared. The youth had their
own unique language patterns and were able to pick up on recurring themes that I, as an
adult, sometimes missed. Braun and Clarke (2006) suggested:

An alternative use of thematic analysis is to provide a more detailed and nuanced

account of one particular theme, or group of themes, within the data. This might

relate to a specific question or area of interest within the data, or to a particular
‘latent’ theme across the whole or majority of the data set. (p. 11)
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The youth’s intimate understanding of the data facilitated this process. Ultimately,
through group discussion and reflection, youth participants decided what constituted a
theme within the data.

Digital Ethnography

Although it was not an anticipated goal, this project provided insight into youth
organizing and collaboration online. Many other digital ethnography projects have sought
to represent different cultures online. They have also studied existing virtual spaces and
documented how particular groups work online. However, this group was different in that
it was born online for the purpose of this project. Though some relationships within the
group were pre-existing, this particular learning group was created specifically for this
project.

It is also important to note that had this study been conducted at any time other
than during summer of 2021 (at which time COVID’s impact still encouraged virtual
interaction), it might have been conducted in-person. However, meeting virtually became
easier and more popular during the pandemic, so it was a logical decision for the group to
meet online. In this sense, this project was different from other digital ethnographies that
have sought to study an online space because the project was conducted online for safety
and convenience, not because it was an inherently online space worth studying. As a
result, this particular project focused more on storytelling, learning about the individual
participants, and examining how they engage with learning and less on the actual online
experience. That said, this project was a digital ethnography by definition (i.e.,
ethnographic methods were used in this study in an online setting). However, the story of

this group’s work together also demonstrated elements of counternarrative creation. The
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idea of counternarrative creation is in itself an act of resistance. Racism perpetuates
‘master narratives’ and single stories about students of color that serve to maintain white
supremacy and ideology of ‘low achievement’ (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002); alternatively,
“counter-storytelling is a means of exposing and critiquing normalized dialogues that
perpetuate racial stereotypes” (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004, p. 27). Youth counternarratives
are made even more complex because of each youth’s individual identity. For example,
Vanderbilt (2018) described the common narrative of Black girls in popular culture and
media and worked to dismantle those master narratives through her work with young,
Black girls. The narrative that the white public holds of young Black girls defines them as
violent, for example, the counternarrative of youth working collaboratively on art
projects and examining their identity served to dismantle this widely held stereotype.
The purpose of the counternarratives present in this study was to document
youth’s own experiences in ways that they felt were important and in ways that
challenged “majoritarian stor[ies] [that] distort and silence the experiences of people of
color” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 29). Counternarratives in this study complicated the
traditional understanding of youth abolitionists, particularly youth of color. Solorzano
and Yosso (2002) explained, “Standard, majoritarian methodology relies on stock
stereotypes that covertly link people of color, women of color, and poverty with ‘bad,’
while emphasizing that White, middle- to upper-class people embody all that is ‘good’”
(p. 29). They explained how counter storytelling (e.g., counternarratives) are a “method
of telling the stories of those people whose experiences are not often told” (p. 32).
Moreover, they asserted that counternarratives do not always need to exist in direct

response to a master narrative; rather, they can simply exist as stories that have yet to be
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told. Counternarratives can be stories that are narrated by the subject or someone else,
and they can deal with one or more subjects. Solorzano and Yosso argued that
counternarratives can be created from “the data gathered from the research process itself,
existing literature on the topic” and the researcher’s professional and personal
experiences (p. 34). Importantly, Solorzano and Yosso also shared that counternarratives
can serve four main purposes:
a) They can build community among those at the margins of society by putting a
human and familiar face to educational theory and practice, (b) they can challenge
the perceived wisdom of those at society’s center by providing a context to
understand and transform established belief systems, (c¢) they can open new
windows into the reality of those at the margins of society by showing
possibilities beyond the ones they live and demonstrating that they are not alone
in their position, and (d) they can teach others that by combining elements from

both the story and the current reality, one can construct another world that is
richer than either the story or the reality alone. (p. 36)

Solozano and Yosso’s definition is reflected in this project. This group’s work
demonstrated how participants built community through their learning and, conversely,
how their learning helped them build community. This study in its final product also
showed how a counternarrative can support readers of this dissertation in creating a more
robust understanding of how youth work and learn within communities to deepen their
understanding of abolition and activism.

One difficulty of meeting online was participants’ lack of camera use at times. All
participants were on-camera during their interviews, but not for the group calls. Some
only used their microphones sparingly, and some rarely turned on their cameras. During
his session with youth participants, guest speaker Dr. Ali said,

When we're [...] a researcher and we're working with groups of young people, it is

like the kids who speak up—their voices are obviously physically the loudest—

but they're the ones we pay attention to. But how do we as researchers and how do
we as educators pay attention to people who try to be in the background?”
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It proved challenging for participants to pay attention to the Zoom sessions when
they were off camera. The follow-up conversations and the post-call forms helped off-
camera participants to demonstrate their thinking, but obviously these contributions
lacked important components such as body language that are more readily available in an
in-person setting. That said, Dr. Ali acknowledged the importance of validating
participants wishing to stay off camera:

The other side is, you always want to bring people in the background to the

forefront. And what does that do to people in terms of increasing people's

potential vulnerability if, like someone is actively trying to stay out of focus—is it
fair then to shine the light on it?

In some ways, the absence of outward, recorded language is powerful because the
participants are making a conscious choice to hold onto their knowledge. As a researcher,
I recognized that their knowledge is not mine to take on demand. Their knowledge is
their own, and they do not need to process it outwardly for it to count as knowledge.

As a teacher during the pandemic, I consciously worked to address my
assumptions about students’ participation while they were off camera. At the time of this
project, nearly all of the participants were both in school and working a job; finding
shared free time—especially across time zones—was challenging. At times I had to
assume that participants were connected and participating even when I could not see
them on camera. I could not observe their non-verbal communication while off-camera,
and due to the Zoom recording software, I could only see the speaker’s camera during the
recording. For future research with youth groups online, this is something to note, as it

influences the researcher’s observation methods.
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Reciprocal Relationships and Creation

My decision to work with youth was intentional and I aimed to ensure that the
youth participants benefited from the research in ways that they found meaningful. Ali
and Vanderbilt (2020) suggested, “The most fruitful research develops out of reciprocal
relationships” (p. 71). They explained the importance of researchers being useful to
participants. As a result of their participation in the group, youth had potential to
produce a final product as a result of the research. Ali and Vanderbilt (2020) both
“worked to develop projects that are of interest to young people, and that will advance
their personal goals” (p. 72). In collaborating and designing this project with youth, we
identified ways to make the project meaningful to them.

The youth looked at a variety of final product examples. Espana and Herrera’s
(2020) study provided insight into what the co-creation of knowledge might look like in
book form. The text included theory and literature surrounding the humanization, beauty,
Joy, and stories of Latinx youth. Rogers and Wetzel’s (2014) study served as a model in
terms of documenting the group’s learning and Espana & Herrera’s (2020) work was an
example of how this work could culminate into a usable tool for readers. Participants’
reflection and learning also had the potential to look like writing pieces that were similar
to Claudia Rankine’s The Racial Imaginary (2015). This book is a collection of different
stories that documented the thoughts, feelings, and musing over race and what it means.
Students with particular art strengths were interested in creating some form of art to
showcase their learning. Examples of art as educational materials included March by

John Lewis (2016) and The Best We Could Do by Thi Bui (2018). Student creation of
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materials outside of the parameters of the group, such as zines or campaign materials
created within their student organizations, were also used in data collection.

The relationships I had built with students created a shared commitment to
learning. Through this study, we explored a variety of literature, namely the sources cited
before around abolition. Based on the youth’s selection of topics, we co-constructed
activities to engage in continued learning. Based on where the learning took us, the
project shifted, and it took shape around participants’ interests and views on curriculum
design. This curriculum was also documented as a part of the dissertation data collection.

While I was writing this dissertation, Maria member checked the chapters. She
primarily focused on extending the analysis in certain parts of Chapter 4, clarifying things
she thought I misunderstood, and guiding me toward thinking more critically on some
subjects. Though I had a few other readers, Maria provided the most insightful feedback
as a member of the project.

Ethical Considerations

I submitted an IRB application to The George Washington University to complete
this study. The IRB consisted of an assent form and parental consent form for one
participant and consent forms for the other and a series of questions documenting the
methods I planned to use in the study. The IRB application explained the transparency I
had with participants about the use of the data, how they could opt out of the study at any
point, and how I planned to safeguard their data. I extended the IRB after the term of the
summer to include the follow-up with participants (see end of Chapter 5).

Participation in this study was voluntary. During an informed consent process

(which included reading and signing the consent and assent forms), participants were
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informed of potential risks and benefits, audio-recording procedures, and their right to
withdraw at any time. The participants in this study were a group of youth participants
aged 16 to 20 from a county in northern Virginia. All participants under 18 had
permission from a parent or guardian to participate. The project aimed to be inclusive of
all participants: participants were provided an opportunity to self-identify their gender,
sexuality, and religious affiliation. Students were not directly recruited from their school
district in Northern Virginia. Inclusion criteria for participants in the study included
interest in abolition and activism, ages 16 to 20, and residency in the county served by
this school district.

The audio recordings were transcribed by Zoom and edited by the researcher
following each group discussion. Data was stored on a double password-protected
external hard drive with all participant data de-identified. Electronic copies of audio
recordings will be deleted three years after data analysis. As stated in the consent form,
audio recordings were not used for any reason other than data analysis and in
presentations.

Subjectivity Statement

My role as a co-facilitator was complicated by my own identity as a cis-gendered
heterosexual white female. Pope and Patterson (2019) wrote about the importance of
positionality in research and rejected the notion of pure objectivity by sole omission of
the personal pronoun “I.” Pope and Patterson argued that because of the nature of
observations and interviews, the researcher and the participants become “intertwined” in
social science research; as a result, “researchers’ personal values and understandings hold

ethical meanings for how subjects are represented” (p. 83). Medzani (2020) supported
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this claim, stating, “reflecting on one’s positionality as a researcher is a critical element in
qualitative studies” (p. 387). Medzani explained the importance of reflexivity in
understanding one’s position and relation to the research. In his own research on male
victims of intimate partner abuse, Medzani asked:

What boundaries do I have to navigate in view of the shared nationality and

language with the participants? Are there any taken-for-granted barriers in

negotiating the boundaries? What are the implications of my gender, age, work
and research experience and personal values on the research process and the study

findings? (p. 388)

Following Medzani’s (2020) example, I examined my own positionality as a
white, heterosexual, cisgender woman with Guatemalan heritage. First, I identified
myself as being somewhere in between an insider and an outsider to the participants with
whom [ was working. Wiederhold (2015) referred to these positions as a researcher-at-
home and researcher-not-at-home. On one hand, I am a former student of the public
school system that I worked in at the time of this study. However, the group of students I
worked with had diverse backgrounds, including language, gender identification, race,
birth places, and more. Wiederhold claimed:

A meaningful difference exists between those researchers who connect with their

participants due to general commonalities and those researchers experiencing the

specific mutual familiarity of sharing a personal history, a social network, and an
assumed place-based investment in the future with their participants — as
experienced by those scholars who conduct their research in the places they call

home. (p. 601)

I believe my close, personal relationships with these youth placed us in a unique space
throughout this process of research and learning. For example, many of us shared social
networks and communities that we engaged in together.

Understanding the researcher as a racialized individual with personal values is

vital when understanding their research, especially in youth participatory action research
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(YPAR). In YPAR, the researcher is the primary tool used to gather data. In her own
work in YPAR, Fine (2018) argued, “We [researchers] have an obligation to ask, from
where do our questions originate? And then we know, to whom we are accountable” (p.
1). Ali and McCarty (2020) similarly explained, “Well-recognized in CYS/CYR [(critical
youth studies / critical youth research)] but often ignored in positivist and some
qualitative research...[are] the experiences we bring to our studies [that] profoundly
influence our knowledge claims ‘down to the very questions we ask’” (p. 13). By
defining this study, refining research questions, and designing this study alongside the
student activists, we answered these questions together and were able to use the questions
to guide the work in the study. In their study on youth activists’ wellbeing, Montague and
Eiora-Orosa (2018) stated, “This study took a social constructionist stance,
acknowledging that research outcomes are co-created between researcher and participants
and accepting that the researcher's belief systems will shape interpretation of the data” (p.
25). Although this study was centered around students’ experience and narratives, my
role as a researcher and inquirer was always present and certainly shaped the data.

It is also important to keep in mind that I served as many of the participants’
teacher in high school. Thus, the student-teacher power dynamic and its implications
need to be kept in mind; while most of the students in the study are freshmen in college, a
few are still in high school. Many of the students referred to me as Ms. Haynes over the
course of the project, reinforcing the student-teacher dynamic that many of them were
accustomed to. This dynamic was important to note throughout this project, especially
when considering the complex histories between students of color and white teachers in

schools. Since white female teachers make up the majority of teachers in the U.S., there
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is a strong connection between white supremacy and the reality of white female teachers
harming students of color.

Furthermore, the number of white female teachers in the classroom is rapidly
increasing: in 2011, the number of white women in U.S. classrooms rose to 80%. As this
numbers is rising, so is the number of students of color in classrooms, which presents a
serious problem for the implementation of culturally relevant pedagogy in the classroom
(Leonardo & Boas, 2021). Research on white women and their relationship with race and
gender is explored in foundational texts such as Frankenburg (1993); however, to date
these texts have not sufficiently examined white women’s active role in maintaining
white supremacy, instead choosing to focus primarily on invisible privileges that white
woman often fail to acknowledge. This focus largely ignores white women’s—and by
extension, teachers’—investment in upholding white supremacy and the inherent benefits
white women receive from the maintenance of this system (Leonardo & Boas, 2021). It is
important to recognize that this dynamic extends into the classroom.

Furthermore, Frankenburg (1993) described how “white women express the
ability to speak directly to race power and recognition of racist relations” (p. 317).
Unfortunately, research on white women that is conducted by white women tends to lack
a critical lens. Thus, as a white female researcher, I needed to thoroughly examine my
role and positionality and consider how it affected my data collection and data analysis.
Working within a YPAR framework did not entirely eliminate the power dynamic that
my presence as a white, female teacher caused, but this approach sought to recognize it
and work against it. In addition, my relationships with the students in this study relied of

long term partnerships that may have initially begun in the school setting, but that have
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since extended beyond school walls. As I mentioned above, I am in a non-profit with a
majority of the group members, I have worked with them on their schools’ Equity Teams,
and I have engaged with many of them in antiracist book clubs. As a result of my work
with these youth, I view them as equal partners, and I recognize that they are often more
knowledgeable than I am about many of the issues that we learn about. As a result,
utilizing YPAR was the best methodological decision: this process permitted me to work
side-by-side with youth to create knowledge, design the study, and ultimately serve their
needs.

Chapter Summary

This project sought to answer the question: What are the ways in which youth
activists participate in non-school-based learning communities to explore abolitionist
practices and knowledge? To answer this question, I designed a study using basic
interpretive design that relied on digital ethnographic methods and aspects of YPAR. The
basic interpretive design framework allowed for flexibility in designing the study and
analyzing data. The ethnographic methods facilitated the creation of detailed field notes,
memos, and thick description. The YPAR aspects of the study encouraged a collaborative
design of the learning space in which the youth and I both participated.

I began by recruiting participants from my networks as a teacher activist. Once I
had a group of eight participants defined, we began to meet in Spring 2022 to get to know
one another and begin brainstorming ideas and plans for the summer. Before starting our
shared learning sessions in Summer 2022, I interviewed 7 of the 8 participants about their
diverse background and experiences, views on abolition, and intentions for the summer
learning group. With this information, I met with four of the participants to design a

summer learning plan. One participant, Maria, took the lead on planning and leading the
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majority of the sessions. At the conclusion of the summer, when the participants returned
to school, we informally ended our summer project. Since then, I have kept in contact
with the students and even conducted a follow-up interview in Spring 2023 based on the
information I gleaned from data analysis.

This study’s findings can better inform educators who want to engage students in
learning about ideas of abolition and organizing inside or outside of school spaces. The
description of our planned learning, curriculum, and reflections can also serve as a model
for others who seek to co-design shared learning spaces for youth activists and
abolitionists. On a broader scale, this study can serve as a primer for those who are
interested in learning more about youth activists and their ideas, motivations, and
experiences, especially when making decisions that directly affect their lives and

opportunities.
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis
Chapter Organization

I organized Chapter 4 into four sections. Each section analyzes a separate aspects
of the project while also placing it in conversation with the other components. It is
important to note that I did not intend to critique the politics of these participants in this
analysis; instead, I focused on the primary components of the research question that
guides this work: What are the ways in which youth activists participate in non-school-
based learning communities to explore abolitionist practices and knowledge? Thus, my
analysis emphasized who the participants were and how they located themselves and their
learning in activism, organizing, and abolition. Ultimately, this analysis provided several
recommendations for other adults who work with—or plan to work with—youth activists
and organizers.

The first section showcased vignettes about each participant. I started the chapter
this way to add context and depth to each youth participant in this study. This information
mainly originated from the one-on-one interviews that I held with the participants and
specifically referenced the identity maps that they created in their interviews. The identity
maps will be explained in this chapter. In this section, I heavily relied on direct quotes
from participants and used their drawings as supporting evidence. Throughout this
chapter, I primarily analyzed participants’ quotes because participants have identified
their voice as an important tool they leverage to make change; thus, honoring that voice is
critical to this analysis. Hearing the participants’ voices clearly in the dissertation also
helped showcase the depth and understanding of each participant as individual:

abolitionist teaching honors young people as whole people.
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The second section examined key terms, including abolition, organizing, and
activism, and discussed how each participant defined them. It also detailed how
participants differentiated between some of these terms and why. To do this, I considered
how each participant responded to questions about each of these terms in their interviews
and then identified unique and overlapping definitions. In this section, I also chose to
analyze particular quotes that exemplified who and where the participants were in their
learning at the time of the study. Additionally, I dug deeper into some definitions more
than others, especially if they strayed from more mainstream definitions of abolition or if
they sharply contrasted another participant’s response.

The third section delved into the methods in which participants chose to engage in
order to learn about abolition. The themes that developed in this section came from an
analysis of both the one-on-one interviews and calls with guest speakers; specifically, I
coded participants’ allusions to their learning, and I grouped similar learning experiences
together. As a result, this section was a compilation of discussions of the youth describing
the communities (e.g., school communities, family communities, and mentors) they
learned in, the activities they engaged in to learn (e.g., the literature and community
discussion), and the methods they employed in order to learn (e.g., trial and error). This
section ended by discussing the limits placed on participants’ learning, particularly due to
white supremacist spaces—namely, spaces of public education. The second and third
sections helped create a baseline of where the participants came from. Part of abolitionist
teaching is giving learners agency and viewing them as agents within their own lives.
Through this initial analysis, the participants created a holistic picture of how they looked

at the world and engaged in activism, abolition, and organizing.
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The fourth section documented the four learning sessions with guest speakers that
the group held during Summer 2022. This section outlined how the participants engaged
with the four guest speakers: Dr. Nganga, Cindy, Dr. Ali, and Shawn. I chronologically
documented each call and focused my analysis on important quotes that exemplified the
themes that appeared during the coding process. As mentioned, I relied heavily on
participant quotes in this section to center their experiences and voices in this project. I
positioned the quotes in this section not only as data for analysis, but also to create a thick
description of the actual content of each call. The longer participant quotes are meant to
read as if the reader is listening into the call themselves.

Participant Profiles

In the initial interviews with the participants in this study, I asked each to make an
identity map of themselves. The participants in this project were as important as the
information that they shared about how they engage in abolition. Their individuality
helped me to understand them as unique learners and how they uniquely engaged in
learning spaces. The information that they shared about themselves helped contextualize
their learning about activism and abolition, particularly through their identification with
distinct racial and ethnic communities. The participants mainly focused on their racial
and ethnic identities, as opposed to gender, class, or sexuality. As a result, the majority of
this dissertation focuses on the identities of the participants that they shared in the context
of this project. It is important to note that this project is not centered on participants’
identity: this activity was primarily intended to provide context and to build relationships
with participants. As a result, this project does not review the literature on youth identity

or delve into identity politics. However, this could be the topic of future research.
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I chose to interview the participants individually both as a pedagogical tool and an
engagement tool intended to help me learn more about them as people. Central to this
project is the trust between the participants and the researcher, and this interview helped
bring that trust to the forefront. Participants shared who they were, how they viewed
themselves, and how they made sense of their world at the time of the study. This
interviewing tool provided further context and information about their communities by
bringing the critical relationships that the participants had in their lives into focus. One of
the biggest takeaways from these interviews was the emergence of community as a
theme: this theme is explained more later, but it began to emerge during these interviews
as the participants disclosed details of their own communities.

In this section, I began by reintroducing each of the participants with a quote from
their interview and a short explanation of its connection to the study at large. The quotes
that I chose were meant to add context to my relationship with each participant while also
weaving in important information about the group itself. These quotes helped tie the
individual to the collective, an important concept that was emphasized by the participants
in this project.

Through these individual vignettes, I drew parallels between participants’ maps
and their connection to broader community, a theme that is discussed in further detail
later in Chapter 4. In unique ways, all participants made connections to their communities
when talking about themselves. According to Kaba (2020):

Community matters. Collectivity matters...that’s the whole thing. And if we can’t

get along with each other, and we can’t take responsibility for what we do with

each other, then what the hell are we doing?...If anybody is listening to this, who

is a young person working in this moment, please be part of the community of
folks who are building an accountable community with each other. (p. 175)
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The participants in this project embodied this call for community and accountability—not
just by their participation in this group, but also by participating in the separate
communities that they described during their interviews. Their communities included
different racial, ethnic, religious, and school communities. Each participant described not
just one multiple communities in which they were engaged. Participants like Chrissy
spoke about the role each community played in their lives and focused on what each
community meant to them. Each participant connected their community back to their
organizing and activism in ways that inspired, motivated, and supported their work. For
example, Gilissa described her family as a strong communal presence in her life and
credited her parents with her social justice knowledge. Aron described three different
communities of which he was a part and discussed the different organizing he engaged in
within each community. Jason talked about home community as a place where he felt
inherent comfort compared it with his college community, where he felt less at home.
Thus, the youth in this project centered their communities in their activism and learning.
When I initially planned these interviews, I anticipated the participants
immediately discussing organizing, activism, or abolition. For instance, Kumashiro
(2002) began his book Troubling Education with a quote by student activist, Pab, who
said: “Being an activist is a very strong part of my identity.” However, this quote stood in
contrast to participants’ expressed identification with activism: all but two participants
omitted any mention of activism in their activism in their identity maps. The series of
vignettes below served to complicate the narratives of youth abolitionists, organizers, and

activists, chipping away at the youth monolith that is present in mainstream narratives.
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The participants instead held nuanced understandings of their own work and their
identification with their work, which I have shared below.

From the one-on-one interviews with the participants, I chose to showcase the
actual identity maps that they drew, excluding any personal, identifiable information.
Displaying the actual identity map creations highlighted their humanity and personality,
which was a major intention of this project. I then described their identity maps in detail
as they were explained to me in their interviews. Although not all participants explicitly
discussed their activism within their maps, I focused the associated vignettes on the
information that was related to their experiences with activism, organizing, and abolition.
If something felt very distant from these concepts, I chose not to include it in the
participant profiles.

It is important to note that I intentionally chose to write about the participants in
this chapter in the past tense. This project was conducted in the summer of 2022 and, as
complex humans, the participants in this study have since changed. Writing about them in
the present tense would incorrectly imply that all of their thoughts, feelings, and beliefs
are stagnant. In contrast, [ acknowledged them here as growing, learning beings who
were free to have changed, shifted, and grown from the time of this project.

Maria
“If you look close here, it’s Haynes... Sharon, Brooke, Seline, you got my cousin Brooks,
you got Guy and Barbara as well...”

Maria’s identity map (Figure 1) included several of the most trusted people in her
life, including me. The participants’ trust and comfort in our conversations was apparent

throughout the interviews and in the information they share. My pre-existing
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relationships with the participants allowed them to freely express themselves, share
their personal connections, and sometimes express themselves in atypical ways. When
she began to draw her map, Maria excitedly pulled a notebook off her shelf and told me
she had done an activity similar for her college orientation program. She created rocket
ships to symbolize the people who she found supportive. The sun on the back of her
notebook represented her love for the beach, and the rays pointed to more people she
found as supportive. The rays themselves were separated by the word “con,” which she
explained was a Vietnamese word used to refer to someone of a younger generation. She
read me the names of the people on her map, starting with mine—*“Haynes.”

The number of people that Maria listed in her book symbolized the importance of
community in her life: “My life is very joyful because of the people in my life.” The
importance of community in Maria’s life connected to ideas that are explored later in this
chapter that designate community as an important source of learning for youth. Maria
described how her participation in book clubs— which are traditionally a group of like-
minded people who choose to create a community with one another—was an integral part

of her learning about abolition.
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Figure 1

Maria’s Identity Map

Gilissa

“Gilissa, are you there?”

There was initially silence and then giggling, and I saw a camera flicker on and
off. Gilissa’s internet connection throughout the interview was spotty, which was one of
the disadvantages to collecting data through Zoom. Although this strategy allowed for
convenient scheduling, given that the participants lived in different states, some of
Gilissa’s communication was difficult to hear. However, Zoom only disconnected one
call (Miriam’s initial interview) through the duration of the project. Thankfully, all of the
participants had done a considerable amount of online organizing during the COVID-19
pandemic and were thus accustomed to technical difficulties.

In her identity map (Figure 2), Gilissa described herself as “loving, to a fault (too
much!).” She identified her family as her top priority, listing herself as a sister and a
daughter. In regard to her work in activism, she explained, “My mom raised me to be

really into social justice...and that’s basically all I know.” Other than Jason, Gilissa was
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the only participant to explicitly mention anything related to activism in her identity map.
Furthermore, she expressed how she was interested in helping people.

Gilissa also explained that her African American identity and motivated her to
learn about her family and their journey. She identified as a traveler and as curious,
saying that these characteristics were “all I think about.” She let out a big laugh when she
read the word “grounded,” explaining that to her it meant spiritual and down to Earth, not
getting into trouble, “Even though I do get into trouble a lot!” She called herself a
“confidant,” and explained that many people, even people she did not know, trusted her.
She used the quote “Ancestor’s Wildest Dream” to mark her place in history and
underline how important it was to her family that she went to an HBCU. Moreover,
Gilissa called herself “BFF,” which underscored the importance of friendship in her
African American community. Finally, she noted her nickname.

Similar to Maria, Gilissa stressed the importance of community and relationships
in her life. This again accentuated the importance of relationships in these young people’s
lives and how it translated into their learning experiences and styles.

Figure 2
Gilissa’s Identity Map

Advocate of justice
African American
Travelled very curious
Grounded to
earth/spiritual

M Confidant to people
(people always telling
me things
My ancestors wildest
dream
Best friend for life to
many
Loving
Sister
Daughter
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Anna
“Hi, Ms. Haynes!”

The participants in the study knew me by a variety of names, and some have
discussed their difficulty in shifting to calling me Corey in the research setting. Anna was
the most used to calling me Ms. Haynes because she was the only participant that I
formally taught.

Anna’s identity map (Figure 3) included three main categories: “basic identities”
in red; her interests, or “checkboxes you can click on a college application,” in blue; and
her relationships with other people, in green. She explained how being both first
generation and low income were pivotal to her identity. She also talked about how her
perspectives were different from peers at her university, calling her time at so far in
college an “isolating experience” because a large group of her peers could not identify
with the need to go to college “to get out of poverty.” She described how she had a
“poverty mindset” and also mentioned that she needed to be more mindful of how she
talked about money.

Anna explained how she didn’t fully identify as American or Ethiopian: “If you
were to put me in a room with other hardcore Ethiopians, other than my family, I’d feel
so isolated.” She also talked about her interests in reading, writing, and poetry, but then
discounted her skills as a reader and poet, mentioning that she had not read a book in a
year. She described gardening “as more of an aspiration” and how she only had three
plants at college this year, and thus could not truly identify as an experienced gardener.

Anna’s identification as an inexperienced gardener or a non-reader in this exercise

paralleled her later explanation of not being able to fully identify as an abolitionist
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because she has not ever been fully immersed in abolition. For Anna, there is a
connection between the amount of time spent with something and being an expert in that
area. Anna did not delineate a specific amount of time or what exact activities were
needed in order to identify fully as an experienced gardener, reader, or abolitionist,
however.

Figure 3

Anna’s Identity Map

ntevvien Owl23122

Aron
“I hate when it says that. I feel so creepy!”
“I know! I've also recorded people without them knowing before. Um...It was for a good
cause! It was because they were homophobic, and I needed proof!”

Making the decision to recording participants interviews in this study was
difficult. A few of the participants in the study had faced consequences in the past for

speaking out and organizing against power structures. In some ways, recording

116



participants felt like a violation of their privacy; however, they all gave me permission to
record and understood that the project was for academic purposes.

Aron’s map (Figure 4) took him less than a minute to create. He said, “It’s
literally just a circle, with like one word in it, and I f*cked it up!” He explained how the
map is supposed to be a Venn diagram with only one circle—in other words, all three of
the circles overlapped and intersected to the point in which they created one circle. When
I asked him to describe what he wrote, he laughed and said, “The queer part...queer
advocacy is about 80% of my life at this point. If you look at the two things that take up
the most of my time, it’s queer advocacy and AAPI advocacy.” When I asked Aron why
he didn’t include the words advocacy or activism in his map, he explained that he did not
see those as part of identity, but rather something he did. His explicit identification with
various communities once again highlighted the importance of community in his life and
learning.

Figure 4

Aron’s Identity Map
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Chrissy
“Usually there are three different levels to someone’s identity. There’s a surface level,
which you can tell from what you see...”

The open-endedness of the identity map prompt allowed participants to get
creative with their design. Chrissy’s identity map (Figure 5) was modeled after a DEI
module that she had seen at work. She spoke to her first level of identity as being
immediately visible: being Black, a woman, and gym rat. The next level (i.e., the water
line) were topics she described as coming up regularly in conversation: her interest in
anime and music, for example. The lowest level included information that people would
not know about her, even after conversations with her: for instance, her love of games
and her flat feet. She said she could “have gone deeper” with the activity, but she
achieved her goal of underlining that there were multiple identity layers.

Although Chrissy’s map referred less directly to her communities, she framed the
iceberg in terms of how she was perceived by others (i.e., what people can see on the
outside, what they can know after a simple conversation, and what they can never know).
This acknowledgement supports the broader theme that community is critical to identity

development.
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Figure 5

Chrissy’s Identity Map
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Miriam

Miriam’s first interview call was done on the floor of her high school’s hallway,
outside the gym, during Field Hockey try-outs. Though she explained her identity map in
detail during this call, the connection was spotty and failed to record. Eventually, we
decided to reschedule, ultimately picking up our conversation after the identity map
exercise.

Like many of the participants, Miriam utilized color codes and drawings as
symbols within her identity map (Figure 6). In her map, Miriam used the words “work,”
“school,” and “extracurricular” to describe what she prioritized most in her life. She used
the blue waves to symbolize water because she felt like she was drowning because of
everything she took on. The stars in her eyes represented her future, and the green,

yellow, and red colors symbolized the Ethiopian flag. She also talked about alternative
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meanings of the colors: green as good, red as bad, and yellow as her aspirational goals.
She said she strived to be a well-rounded individual.

Figure 6

Miriam’s Identity Map

Jason
“The first one that I did was the Black and Biracial one and Jamaican and white one,
because my parents are Jamaican and White.”

Every identity map in this project included the participant's racial identity. These
racial markers were important to know when considering the types of activism and
organizing in which the participant engaged and why they sought out activism
opportunities. Jason described his racial identity as “the lens [through] which [he] see[s]
the world.”

Like Anna, Jason said he sometimes did not know with which racial group he
most identified, sharing his struggle to differentiate between others’ perceptions of Black

and white people. Jason was the only person in the study to have included his age and
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educational status on the map. He explained that while the educational part of his life did
not necessarily determine his identity, it did help explain his actions, decisions, and
environment. He also talked about his hometown and said that where he was raised
played a significant role in his experiences.

Jason explained, “The community I grew up in significantly influenced [my
passions and interests].” Jason’s entire map was focused on his community and how that
community helped him become who he was. This connection to community reflected
how his learning had been shaped by the communities in which he engaged.

Figure 7

Jason’s Identity Map

The Omission of Abolition and Activism

At the onset of this project, the group used the term abolitionist to unify our
purpose. All participants appeared engaged with the concept of abolition and had varying
understandings of its definition. I also knew that all of the participants had been a part of
abolitionist groups in the past. The omission of abolition in the participants’ identity

maps was initially striking, but participants’ reasoning for omitting the term was
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enlightening. Overall, the participants seemed to believe they were striving to be—but
were not yet—abolitionist. They each had different attributes that prohibited them from
identifying fully as abolitionists, in their minds.

Perhaps this was a design flaw, but when I planned the introduction to the
interviews, I predicted that the participants would include some sort of direct nod to
activism or abolition in their identity maps. I left the instructions for this activity
intentionally vague, and when participants asked follow-up questions, I encouraged them
to do whatever they felt was right and would most accurately represent them. I had
envisioned all of the participants organically mentioning abolition or activism, and I
anticipated leading a follow-up conversation to clarify how they saw activism and
abolition as a marker of their identity. However, this was not the case. Some participants
made more direct connections to abolition and activism in their identity maps than others,
but a follow-up conversation with each participant helped explain why they did not
intentionally include some of these phrases in their maps.

Only Jason explicitly mentioned activism in his map. Jason created a box on his
identity map (Figure 8) that included “advocacy, youth activism, government, politics,
economics, and math.” He described these as his interests that stemmed from “his
environment.” After Jason shared his map, we discussed how he was the only participant
to explicitly include both “youth activism” and “advocacy” in his map. He said:

Maybe like people have different perspectives on like what makes their identity

and like...You know? Like the reason why I put it is because I feel like it's central

to like.. who...I am, I guess, and like what...like passions that I have are central
to my identity. You know, just like passions in general.. and obviously the ones
that I wrote in that box are like big ones of mine...so that's probably the best way

I put it, but I think that, sometimes, like other people, maybe look at identity

through a lens of like....Like I don't know... just different characteristics of
like...physical ones, or like yeah, but I feel like, it's like broader than
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that...maybe...so and I think other people just have different perspectives and
how they look at identity.

Jason’s perspective that activism was a passion closely tied to his identity informed how
he learned about activism. Activism was not an abstract idea for him; it was a part of him.
This made learning about activism deeply personal for Jason.

Figure 8

Excerpt From Jason’s Identity Map

Gilissa mentioned advocacy in her identity map, but she explained it in terms of
her family’s connection and her background with social justice:

I'm an advocate for justice [...] I think that's because, like...Well, my mom—her

mom was a Quaker. My mom raised me to be really into social justice, and she

got my dad into that stuff and that's basically all I know and I'm really into
helping people...And even if that's like in the littlest ways possible.

Gilissa’s family informed her background knowledge on social justice. She did not learn
about social justice in school or in an extracurricular setting; rather, she learned about it
at home with her family. This is not to say that the other participants did not also learn
about activism at home, but Gilissa explicitly learned about social justice from her family

members.
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When asked why they did not include activism, organizing, or abolition in their
identity maps, the other participants shared a variety of responses. The primary theme
that emerged was that participants did not feel as though they had yet earned the title of
abolitionist. Aron said that he “strive[d] to be an abolitionist™ but explained how abolition
is so far out of sight that he cannot identify as one. Gilissa cited different examples of
how her lifestyle did not align with a true abolitionist’s, though she believed in
abolitionist values. For example, she felt that living in the U.S. and being deeply
implicated in a capitalist system kept her from being able to embody the values of
abolitionism. Gilissa also explained that being an abolitionist, in her view, meant being
regularly involved in abolitionist activities, which is something she felt she unable to do
in her first year of college.

Gilissa tried to avoid labeling herself an abolitionist because she did not feel that
she was exemplifying the lifestyle of an abolitionist. In her mind, her refusal to identify
as an abolitionist helped her safeguard the word to maintain a more sacred meaning; she
believed the term should not be used lightly. The participants in this study valued the
nuanced connotations of the words they intentionally choose to identify with. They
engaged in deep thought and intentionality in their choices, showing a profound

understanding and appreciation of abolition.
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Figure 9

Excerpt from Gilissa’s Identity Map

Furthermore, Maria discussed how identifying as an activist can sometimes feel
performative. Aware of this, some participants avoided over-identifying with
abolitionism. She suggested that in identifying as an activist, she might lose her purpose;
some activists seemed to prioritize gaining attention over creating actual change. She
mentioned her own fragile self-esteem and discussed the danger of attaching herself too
closely to activism—a concept that is always changing—and the fear of losing herself in
the process. She also clarified that she did not have to identify as an activist in order to be
an activist. This tied into the theme of participants questioning the need to label
themselves. The participants in this study exemplified the community aspect of abolition
by recognizing that change comes from community efforts, not from individual
identification and recognition.

Anna and Gilissa both expressed that they felt disconnected from activism in
college, explaining that it was a title with which they identified more easily as high
schoolers. They both led their high school’s Equity Teams and were deeply embedded in

activism work before going to college. Their first year of college did not lend itself to
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being as involved in activism, for various reasons. Anna cited her university’s surface-
level activism, which did not interest her. Similarly, Gilissa explained how she wanted to
be more involved in community organizing and less involved in student organizing. She
had experienced activism in college as something that was tied to the school (e.g.,
initiatives that were focused on school improvement with relatively low stakes), as
opposed to a more organic, grassroots experience (e.g., fighting for basic needs and
structural change, with more risk involved). Anna also discussed how her identity and
existence were means of activism and resistance in her community space; thus, it did not
need to be defined separately in her identity map. Anna further explained that activism
was something she engaged in out of necessity, because of their identities as Black
women.

It was also important to note participants’ ages: They were relatively young and
had time and space to learn and grow. Thus, while they strived toward abolitionism, they
felt as though they still had plenty of time to develop the relevant skills. Their lack of
identification as abolitionists and activists may also stem from abolitionist thinkers and
activists, such as Mariam Kaba, who, distanced herself from her work in her early years
of writing and creating. She did not always list her own name on her work or give herself
credit. Kaba (2020) said:

I grew up and was raised by other organizers to recognize that the self, my self,

was not important in the scheme of the larger work that has to happen in order for

us to get free. And that while people may want to uplift me separately and put me

in a different place, it’s my job to always remind everybody of everything else
and everybody else. (p. 172)

Keeping true to their abolitionist values, the participants in this group worked to center
their communities and not themselves. In this way, their individual labels were less

important than the work they did for and with their communities. It was also important to
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consider the role that social media played in youth identification; however, this topic

would be better explored in greater detail in a follow-up study.

Participant Definitions of Key Terms

To begin to contextualize the language that the participants used in this study, I
referred back to the definitions of abolition and youth activism shared in Chapter 2.
Abolition insists on reimagining the current system, which is limited by racism, classism,
white supremacy, patriarchy, and transphobia (Kaba, 2020). Furthermore, abolitionist
groups have explained that abolition is necessary for social change and have illustrated
how the prison-industrial complex (PIC) blocks this important work (Critical Resistance,
n.d.). Abolitionist educators adopt this lens in schools and strive for the removal of the
PIC (Love, 2019). Abolition focuses on building new systems of emancipation and seeks
to destroy systems of white supremacy. Notably, abolition stresses trial and error and the
ongoing quest for finding solutions (Kaba, 2020). Literature on abolition commonly uses
the term organizing as opposed to activism.

In the literature, youth activism is centered around the perceived benefits for
youth—in other words, the skills they learn by engaging in activism. The scholarship also
frames youth activism as an extracurricular activity and addresses how youth struggle
with ageism as they engage with others to achieve social change. Elements of these
definitions were apparent in how the participants in this study talked about their own
work and learning.

Activism vs. Organizing
At the onset of this study, I decided to use the word activist to refer to the

participants. Upon reflection, I was not careful enough in my selection of this term;
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perhaps the choice stemmed from my own tendency to associate activism with youth and
organizing with adults. This choice mirrored mainstream media’s depictions of
organizers versus activists. However, as the group started to meet in Spring 2022, before
our project formally began in Summer 2022, I noticed that participants more frequently
used the word organizer to define themselves. Subtle differences between participants’
use of the terms activist, activism, organizer, and organizing began to emerge. In this
section, I outlined the definitions of organizing and activism as defined by participants. I
highlighted key differences and similarities in their definitions of these terms.

Before understanding how participants learned about organizing and abolition and
engaged in this shared learning space, it was important to define exactly what they sought
to learn about. The participants’ understanding of these terms informed how they
engaged in their learning and learning communities.

Activism As Defined by Participants

“I hardly ever use [the term] activism...I think...because, we don't ever use it
unless we're talking about a historical figure who was called an activist.” Maria, like most
of the participants in this study, experienced a disconnect with the word activist. Maria
associated activism with performative actions; In high school, she experienced her
classmates identifying as activists when they wanted to appear interested in change-
making. She explained that she did not like being called an activist: “So then that's where
the repulse comes from—where it's like—it's always thrown at us, but then the failure to
consider why we have to go with these actions, I think it kind of goes over their head.”
Part of Maria’s discomfort with activism came from adults who failed to understand her

efforts to make changes in her community. She explained that the adults in her life
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frequently failed to comprehend the structural racism and orientalism that surrounded her
daily and force her to fight for change. Maria had a deep understanding of structural
issues and how she was personally affected by them, which she rarely observed among
adults in her life. Activists was often a label that adults in her high school placed on her
when she tried to enact change. In these instances, her activism was praised by adults in
the schools, when, in reality, the two were focused on making foundational changes to
the school system.

Aron shared Maria’s sentiment regarding the word activism. He explained, “It just
feels very...I feel like people who say that they’re activists are never actually doing
anything. And every single organizer I’ve talked to has been like “Yeah, I don’t like the
word activist either.””

Miriam had a slightly different take on the term activism:

I...believe that activism is about your voice and the power that it holds, and so it

can be from anything from what you write to a senator and what [the non-profit]
has been doing with the letters about the superintendent to.

Miriam and Maria had similar definitions of activism, but Maria’s definition was steeped
in her negative experiences with adults. Miriam, however, referenced a positive
connection to working with adults in abolitionist spaces. The non-profit group to which
Miriam referred was a group of adults and students (notably, Miriam was the only student
member at the time) that actively sought educational change in their county.

The difference between Maria and Miriam’s connotations of activism also
stemmed from their connections to traditional K—12 school spaces. Maria was heavily
involved in her school’s Equity Team, a school-based group that forced her to work
closely with adults in the school building. She was also involved in several

extracurricular activities, but her experience on the Equity Team significantly shaped her
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views on adults’ roles in change-making and social justice work. Through this team,
Maria sought to make change but faced many systemic, structural issues that created
barriers to her work. She was at times met with pushback and hate. Miriam, too, worked
with the Equity Team, but her equity work took place after Maria had graduated; by this
point, the team essentially dissolved, and Miriam did not face the same negative
reactions. Instead, a strong connection with Miriam’s middle school teacher supported
her learning of STEM and history by providing a social justice lens.

Jason’s identification with the term activism was also closely related to the
activities he was involved in in high school. He defined activism through examples of
high school work; for example, he referenced a backpack drive in which he participated.
He introduced the term advocacy and explained that some of the actions he takes in his
daily life are examples of both activism and advocacy. He offered an example of a time
that he encouraged others to correctly gender a young camper at the summer camp where
he worked. He also noted that how someone defined the term activism likely depended on
the communities in which one engaged and the discussions that take place within those
communities.

Though participants maintained distinct definitions of these terms, the labels of
activist and organizer were used seemingly interchangeably throughout the study. Jason
pointed out the overlap between activism and advocacy, and then he used the term
organizing to explain his activism. This supported the idea that participants were engaged
in ongoing learning. The mixing of these terms also points to the blurriness of these
concepts and how researchers should take care not to create artificially clear-cut lines

between organizing and activism. In some ways, these terms inform one another, and the
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participants moved seamlessly between the two in their lives: their activism informed
their organizing, and their organizing informed their activism.

Moreover, it seemed that the participants acknowledged and embraced the idea
that they were on a continuous path to acquire knowledge and there was no final arrival
point or end to their learning about abolition and activism. Participants’ exposure to the
internet and social media also impacted their conceptions of these topics: the never-
ending stream of information to which they had access supported their ongoing learning.
The participants’ interaction with social media was also important when considering how
they identified with activism and organizing, especially because of the examples that they
saw online. All of the participants acknowledged, in one way or another, that they still
had space to grow and that they were striving toward an aspirational state. The
participants defined how they viewed activism and commented on whether they viewed
themselves as activists, but they were still working through the details. These perceptions
contributed to a continuum of activism and organizing: as they learned more nuanced
vocabulary to describe their actions, they began to rethink how they labeled themselves.
Abolition

At the onset of this project, in part because of my previous work with these
participants, I had mistakenly assumed that the group already held a shared understanding
of terms like abolition, activism, advocacy, and organizing. Through conversations with
the participants, however, it seemed that their definitions of these terms were sometimes
aligned but also starkly different at times. Since this study sought to document participant

learning, it was important to understand participants’ unique entry points into this project.
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In the subsequent section, I outlined how the participants defined abolition and how those
definitions contribute to participants’ engagement in learning about abolition.
Abolition: As Defined by Participants
Participants’ definitions of abolition also varied, but each group member
maintained the same general meaning. Aron distinguished between his theoretical version
of abolition and his practical definition of abolition:
From a practical perspective of abolition, I was trying to create alternatives to
policing whenever possible. To me, I see abolition right now more in a theoretical
sense than like an actual practical goal because it's not like you can pass a bill that

says abolish the police and that's about it, because you actually have to do like we
do have to figure out a way.

Aron acknowledged the long term goals of abolition and had personally experienced the
ways in which the system does not allow for immediate change. He focused on the
alternatives to policing and advocated for them whenever possible. His definition of
practical and theoretical abolition seemed to blend; this will be discussed further below.
Overall, Aron’s definition of abolition was one focused on divesting from the PIC and
creating alternatives to policing. Over the course of this project, Aron did not expound on
the alternatives that he had to policing. Though he bought into the idea of abolition, he
struggled to see it come to fruition. Kaba (2020) called for abolitionists to extend their
thinking: “Our charge is to make imagining liberation under oppression completely
thinkable, to really push ourselves to think beyond the normal” (p. 90). Aron seemed to
think primarily in the “normal” and struggled to know how to go farther.

Miriam, Gilissa, Chrissy, Anna, and Jason defined abolition in similar ways with
extremely succinct—in fact, almost textbook—definitions. Miriam defined abolition as
“destroying and dismantling the barriers between racial equality...and creating

pathways...an equitable pathway.” Kaba (2020) expressed a similar definition of
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abolition: “An abolitionist imagination takes us along a different path than if we try to
simply replace the PIC with similar structures” (p. 4). Like Kaba, Miriam viewed
abolition as a journey or a path to be taken, with less emphasis on the final outcome.
Kisslinger (as cited in Kaba, 2020) explained how, when abolition’s focus is on the
outcome:

...we hide the process; we hide the labor of it. And then what do we present to the

public as our final thing?...No, we’re saying stop building factory models where

we know what the widget is. Liberation isn’t a widget that you can design the

pathway toward. (p. 167)

When compared to this textbook-like definition, Maria's conception of abolition
spoke more to her personal experiences and day-to-day expressions of abolition. She
talked about abolition as:

...love and care for community, and care for yourself, and care for the world and

loving the world...Engaging activities that support the world or support your

community...that’s a very big version or rough version of what I would define as
an abolitionist.

In Kaba’s (2020) “Justice: A Short Story,” which I knew Maria had read, the author
wrote about a community focused on love, community, support, and accountability,
which paralleled Maria’s definition of abolition. Kaba’s story proposed a society without
prisons and policing: “We’re all family in SP. No, we aren’t all related, but we trust and
love each other. While arguments and conflicts happen, we always resolve them” (p. 157-
158). This aspirational image of society helped explain the conditions needed for an
abolitionist state, free of the PIC.

Maria’s definition spoke to her understanding of abolition as a community
project. Abolition cannot be a siloed effort; instead, it is a collaborative effort to make
change. Kaba (2020) says, “Nothing that we do that’s worthwhile is done alone. I'm just

committed to the notion that everything is collective and collective struggle and
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collective knowledge” (p. 172). To Maria, and to many other participants in this study,
not only is abolition a community practice, but it is also taught within one’s community.
Additionally, Aron spoke about the isolating nature of activism: “Sometimes it
feels like I am the only one doing this. Why is no one else there?” When asked why he
thought activism was necessary, he responded, “I guess if you don’t do it, who will?” The
portrayal of activism in public schools is often one of single activists who are working in
isolation. One example is seen in the History and Social Science Standards of Learning
for Virginia Public Schools. The three standards below come from sixth grade Virginia
state education standards:
USII.5.d: describing the events and leaders that lead to Prohibition, Women’s
Suffrage Movement, and the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, including but
not limited to Susan B. Anthony, Lucy Burns, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Carrie
Chapman Catt, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, and Sojourner Truth;
USILS5.h: analyzing events and impacts of African American leaders in response
to “Jim Crow,” including but not limited to formation of the NAACP, strikes,
protests, the work of leaders like Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. DuBois, Mary
White Ovington, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, and the role of HBCU’s.
USIIL.8.a: examining the contributions of key leaders and events during the Civil
Rights Era, including but not limited to Robert Kennedy, Dr. Martin Luther King,
Jr., Malcolm X, Medgar Evers, John Lewis, Rosa Parks, Ruby Bridges, Jonathan

Daniels, Dorothy Height, Selma, sit-ins, and boycotts. (History and Social
Science Standards of Learning for Virginia Public Schools, 2023, p. 13-14)

It is important to note that these standards focus on the individuals associated with each
social movement. With the exception of the mention of strikes, protests, sit-ins, and
boycotts, the rest of the standards rely on teaching students about individual leaders who
led major societal change. Standards like these create a false narrative that prioritizes
individual resistance over community resistance in creating lasting change. This is a
function of white supremacy: the goal to make activists feel isolated and alone in their

work, which may lead them to feel hopeless or invalidate their progress. Aron felt this
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pressure during his activism, yet he pushed through, driven by the value he saw in
change. He explained, “We might not usually get what we want, but we usually get
something.” In groups like the one created for this project, Aron found community and
peers who supported him in his work.
Activism, Abolition, and Community Organizing: An Ongoing Process

The participants in this study viewed learning about abolition as an ongoing
process. They saw their learning as incomplete and set high standards for themselves that
were challenging—and in some cases, arguably impossible—to achieve in the immediate
future. For example, Gilissa stated that she would need to leave America in order to truly
be an abolitionist, since the lifestyle she had in the U.S. did not allow her to fully adhere
to abolitionist values. Gilissa did not feel that the topics she was learning and interested
in were not practical in the U.S., at least not in the immediate future. However, I would
posit that her idea that the PIC is limited to the United States was flawed: after all, the
entire world is touched by capitalism, carcerality, and the PIC. The PIC depends on
global capitalism and imperialism and is connected to the U.S. military and its influence
around the world. When asked about her goals in life, Gilissa explained that she hoped to
one day be a community organizer. Prior to this study, Gilissa engaged in some
community organizing at her school (e.g., modified door knocking, hosting meetings), yet
she was still striving to attain another, more aspirational version of organizing. It is also
important to note Gilissa’s change in location from where she began her organizing
efforts (in a Virginia high school) to where she was at the time of the study (a college in
Georgia). Her community had drastically shifted, which prompted her to lean into the

idea of community organizing.
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Aron shared Gilissa’s sentiment that abolition was not possible for him to achieve
at this time. When speaking about himself as an abolitionist, he explained that he was
“not entirely sure if you could say I am [one].” Aron’s definition of abolition was one
that imagined a world full of alternatives to policing. Because he did not think these
alternatives would come to fruition soon—he believed achieving this would be “Step
1007, whereas we were currently on “Step 0.5”—he found it more valuable to focus on
more achievable, practical goals. “Policing, capitalism, and all that shit...,” he paused
and laughed, “Dismantling all that...it’s just not going to happen anytime soon.” Aron
explained that he still believed that it would change eventually, just not in the immediate
future. Abolition, to him, was a theory that helped guide one’s thinking but was not an
obtainable goal in the near term.

Aron also distinguished between the theoretical and practical versions of
abolition, though these definitions overlapped in some ways. Because Aron identified
some abolition as practical—in the sense that it could be done now—and theoretical—in
the sense that it could only be achieved in the future—he seemed to be trying to distance
himself from abolition. However, according to scholars’ definitions of abolition (e.g.,
Kaba, 2020), abolition does in fact acknowledge that inequities such as policing will not
disappear tomorrow and that it is an ongoing effort to imagine and create a world without
policing. Thus, this a both a theoretical and practical definition. For example, Kaba
(2020) discussed the importance of ongoing experiments:

The freaking tech folks and the people who are running the banks talk about

failure all the time. They normalize that. It’s only on the other side of folks who

are interested in social transformation and change where failure is not supposed to
be spoken about or a sign that you’re horrible or that your ideas don’t have merit.

I just want us to be building a million different experiments. That’s what my
energies are focused on in this moment. I read a tweet from someone a couple of
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weeks ago...They wrote something like, ‘People want to treat ‘we’ll figure it out
by working to get there,” as some sort of rhetorical evasion instead of being a
fundamental expression of trust in the power of conscious collective effort.” I
thought that was so good. We’ll figure it out by working to get there. You don’t
have to know all the answers in order to be able to press for a vision. That’s
ridiculous. I hope people aren’t feeling that kind of pressure, but I do hope people
are feeling a sense of wanting to make a bunch of things. (Kaba, 2020, p. 166-
167)

However, contrary to Kaba’s hope for abolition, the youth in this project felt pressure to
know all the answers and to be able to produce and achieve abolition with some level of
perfection before fully committing to the term. Perhaps at that point in their lives as
organizers and change agents, some participants were focused on immediate and tangible
results. However, I would argue that these youth were actually engaging in a “million
different experiments,” as Kaba called it. For example, the participants chose to engage in
this research project and took the opportunity and time to learn and be present in our
community. Because this group had no clear precedent, their participation was an
experiment it itself. It was difficult to predict what was to come of our time together. In
fact, when the project started, many of the participants held lofty goals about what our
time together would yield: physical products (zines and resource books), websites, and
youth mentoring programs. Although we did not end up creating any of these things
during our time together, the participants still engaged in deep thought, planning, and
brainstorming about their ideas related to activism and abolition.

Participants also mentioned being a part of other groups and communities that
could be categorized as experiments for abolition. As [ mentioned before, Gilissa and
Maria started their high school’s first Equity Team: starting this group was truly an
experiment, as it was brand new and initially had very little structure or support. Jason

and Maria helped organize and recruit students for their PTA in an attempt to break down
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the white supremacist structures embedded within the adult-led group. Ultimately, this
push did not yield the results they were hoping for. Kisslinger (cited in in Kaba, 2021)
described:
...the discomfort with that experimentation, the idea of we need a product to sub
in for this other product, is this very capitalist mind-set around it, of this is not

about process... and the logic of that is in some ways dehumanizing. It’s like you
should have already had your factory model built for this. (p. 167)

Like other abolitionists, the participants in this group existed within a capitalist system
that actively worked against their values and actions. Gilissa alluded to this when she said
that she would need to leave the country to be truly considered an abolitionist. Aron, too,
showed his discomfort with fully adhering to abolitionist values, in part because he was
unsure of its applicability in the United States’ current capitalist system.
Learning in Schools Versus in Learning in Community

Among some participants, there was also a sort of fear associated with identifying
with abolition too closely. Because abolition is a long term goal, it was difficult for some
of the youth to attach themselves to a cause that would have no immediate outcome or
change. Maria alluded to this when she discussed her hesitancy to identify as an activist.
This is not to say that these youth did not have the ability to think long term—many were
easily able to think beyond their own lifetimes—but as a student and a product of a white
supremacist school system, it was easier for them to attach to a goal that felt more
concrete. Arguably, this is a result of capitalism and its emphasis on production. All of
the participants in this study were high-achieving students and held high expectations for
themselves: they attended elite schools, earned high grades, and participated in many

activities; their resumes were immaculate by traditional academic standards. Their
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immersion in intense, high-achieving school settings (in both high school and in college)
may help explain their shared desire for causes that had more concrete outcomes.

However, participants’ learning experiences in their community spaces were not
attached to the same pressures. This type of learning was community-centered, and their
understanding of the learning material did not result in a grade or admission into an elite
program. Participants instead chose to engage in these communities due to their own
interests and desires to improve their communities. Some might argue that their
motivation to engage in community-related learning experiences also served to pad their
resumes; however, my conversations with the youth indicated that that they chose to
engage in these communities for authentic reasons and were genuinely invested in their
communities and abolition. If these participants were interested purely for selfish reasons,
I would contend that there were plenty of other less demanding community spaces that of
which they could have chosen to be a part. The fact that the participants chose a more
difficult path for themselves—not only in terms of learning, but re-learning, as Chrissy
explained—showed that participants had a deep, meaningful interest in bettering their
communities and society through abolishing the PIC. Anna defined abolition as being a
full-time job, and she struggled to fully identify as an abolitionist because of her busy
schedule. This seemed to stem from an underlying fear: the fear of not fully belonging to
a community of abolitionists because of the inability to completely commit. Though
Anna’s ideals align with abolition, like other participants, she hesitated to call herself an
abolitionist.

Moreover, the youth in this study were under immense pressure to always be

better: they attended, or planned to attend, top universities with stringent admission
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requirements. Their desire to improve and to be involved was inevitably tied to this
academic pressure. Maria explained how she observed some of her peers approach
change at her top-tier university: “They are a lot like, “We have to make ourselves be the
‘best.’... Best’ being like we have to make ourselves the most ‘professional’ be the ‘most
educated,’ the ‘most successful’ in order to make any changes.” Thus, selective
universities appeared to provide a unique space in which the pressures to be a high-
performing student and a youth organizer met. The youth in this study tried to stay
aligned with the values of organizing and abolition in this environment, but they also
recognized the constraints put upon them in these educational settings. These youth
possessed a sort of dual identity as learners: one inside the traditional school setting and
one outside in their community learning spaces.

This duality of participant identities was reflected in the dichotomy between how
these youth learned in schools compared to how they learned in community spaces.
Kumashiro (2002) wrote about the “paradoxical nature of schools that strive to give
students equal educational opportunity but function to maintain various social
hierarchies” (p. 1). Schools often fail to be sites of deep, authentic learning for students,
although they claim to be. The history of schooling in the U.S. has its roots in white,
Christian values designed to uphold family and religious structures. Schools have long
maintained systems of oppression and have worked to uphold the PIC. Fortunately,
community spaces, like the one in this project, have also long existed to allow youth to
engage with learning in a different way: children can be messy and ask questions, with a
goal of learning and creating, as opposed to obedience and grade achievement. Spaces

like these are necessary for the future of abolitionist thought and learning because they
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can be fun, they are not punitive, and youth can elect to participate in them. The more
learning communities that are available and permit young people to explore ideas of
abolition, the better off our society will be. Adults who have the requisite time, space,
and resources should actively work to support young people in these organizing efforts,
though they should take care to let youth take the lead.

Participants’ dual learner identity came to light when Maria described how her
peers in this project often think of abolitionists “like a mythical human being...like
idolizing abolition.” Maria explained how this idea:

...remind[ed] [her] of like Martin Luther King—of how they're like, ‘Martin

Luther King was a separate entity,’ like he was he was a God and we are just now

kind of the same type of energy, where it's like there's no way we could possibly
be this individual.

In some ways, this response was conditioned by the public school setting, in which youth
have been treated to view their success in measurable, achievable outcomes. When
something like abolition does not appear easily measurable or immediately achievable, it
can be difficult for students to grapple with. The participants in this project wanted to
engage with abolition, but in addition to learning about abolition, they were also learning
what that type of learning looked like. In Kumashiro’s (2002) study of his classroom of
future teachers, he cited different teachers’ views on teaching about social justice in
schools:

“I don’t think that schools are responsible to initiate social change,”

“I don’t think that I have ever experienced a situation when students were directly

oppressed by teachers in any way. The teachers were there to teach, not to

impregnate their own beliefs or biases upon the students,” and

“If cultures, races, sexual orientations, etc., are going to be added to the

curriculum, what is going to be taken out of the present system?... Will not it
seem like teachers are teaching their values on different ideas to their students?”

(p-2)
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This resistance toward critical literacy plagues classrooms across the U.S. The
participants in this study were a part of these classrooms, and they had versions of
Kumashiro’s teachers throughout their education. In order for youth to dig deep enough
to learn about abolition, they have to first acknowledge the misteaching that took place
throughout their years of public education and then relearn what they were mistaught.
However, since these participants were still students within traditional education
structures, they simultaneously needed to maintain an ability to function in the traditional
school environment. This demonstrated participants’ ability to flourish in a system that
does not value critical thinking, social justice, or abolishing systemic oppression, while
also excelling in learning about a theory that was actively working to tear down this same
system.

Kumashiro (2002) discussed a widespread sentiment held by his student teachers:
“If people can learn about different groups and develop empathy for them, then ignorance
and prejudice based on it will be effectively combatted” (p. 3). To some extent, learning
about different groups can be beneficial in addressing ignorance. However, this learning
is incomplete if it only serves to objectify other groups and highlight their differences.
The participants in this study were actively battling against the stunted learning available
to them in schools and were forced to extend their learning independently to effectively
engage in their community spaces. A helpful metaphor might be that schools give
students a watered-down, one-sentence introduction of a social issue, and youth have to
seek out information within their community in order to finish the rest of the book on

their own.
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Participant Learning About Abolition

Ways of Learning

The participants in this study outlined specific ways in which they learned about
abolition. They also alluded to additional learning strategies through their descriptions of
community involvement and how they engaged with the summer project. The main ways
the participants in this project learned about abolition included: learning in community,
learning through reading, and learning through trial and error. Inherent in this discussion
of learning is the importance of establishing a safe learning environment based on mutual
trust, especially when an adult facilitator is present. Finally, this section concluded with a
discussion of the barriers that youth face as they strive to learn about abolition by virtue
of existing within white supremacist contexts, specifically in their high school and
university settings.
Learning Through Community Engagement

Of all the ways the participants engaged in learning, most expressed that they
learned from their communities. Although participants mentioned learning in many
different kinds of communities, it was clear that each participant found their communities
valuable as sites of learning. These communities took different forms, but all ultimately
provided youth with safe places to learn. Although the participants mentioned public
schooling sporadically in our conversations, none of them attributed their public
education to developing their knowledge of abolition (though, Maria and Chrissy
mentioned college coursework as engaging them in new thought). The communities these
youth created were made in resistance to their public education and were loosely defined
as groups with which the participants shared one or more characteristics, typically related

to their politics or other identity markers.
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Miriam explained, “I literally use [abolition, organizing, and activism] every day
that I’'m doing an extracurricular.” Miriam’s distinction that she engaged in these three
activities as “an extracurricular” drew a clear line between learning spaces. She viewed
the classroom as a space dedicated to traditional learning, and she described some of her
classes as useful, informative, and tangentially related to social justice (e.g., her
International Baccalaureate History course, in which she learned about apartheid in South
Africa). However, the bulk of her learning about activism and organizing took place in
two spheres outside of the classroom: her school’s Equity Team and in another group in
which she participated that was focused on women in STEM. Both of these groups were
co-created by teachers and students at her high school and middle school, respectively,
and addressed issues specific to the students’ interests. In her high school Equity Team,
she worked with Gilissa, Maria, and Jason. She was able to learn and create on her own
and with the support of other students and adults that had elected to be there. However,
she attributed most of her learning to the STEM group, led by a teacher named Ms. E., in
which she and her peers focused on relearning history related to STEM fields. Ms. E.
taught the group pieces of history that were left out of their traditional high school
curriculum, for example by discussing the absence of women and people of color in
typical STEM lessons. As a result, Miriam was able to focus her attention on inequities in
STEM and how she can contribute to overcoming them. Miriam stressed the importance
of increasing the representation of certain groups (e.g., women of color) in the STEM
field as an important part of bridging some critical equity gaps.

Miriam’s use of the word “extracurricular” was also important because of its close

connection with schools; for instance, an extracurricular activity may take place after
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school but still has the connotation of being attached to school. Miriam and many other
participants mentioned extracurricular abolitionist activities in this context. Although not
all activism-related activities in which they engaged were school-sponsored, they were
often connected to people they met in school spaces (e.g., teachers, peers, and parents).
For example, I met all of the participants in this study through my role as a public school
teacher when they were students, and we likely would have never met had school not
connected us. However, it is equally important to note that these spaces and relationships
were created adjacent to public school spaces and only existed due to their absence in
traditional school curriculum. This is akin to how Coles et al. (2021) described the
undercommons or fugitive spaces:

If violent schooling practices that refuse to embrace the voices of the

marginalized are considered on the inside, to work toward equity and excellence

then must be sought after in outside spaces, where the voices of the

aforementioned dictate how they are represented—not outside actors. To be
fugitive or an abolitionist means to seek out the underground realm. (p. 106)

Like Coles et al., Miriam found the fugitive spaces outside of the school setting to engage
in her fight toward equity.

Aron explained how he first started to think about abolition: “I used to be like,
wow, we can do a lot of things and it just requires you actually engaging the
community... and then you engage the community, and you see that we can’t even do
basic things.” He explained that his community organizing led him to rethink many of his
assumptions: for example, he assumed that people would be more supportive of a
campaign he was working on for queer literature to be present in the county curriculum.
However, the pushback that he encountered forced him to reconsider the simplicity of
change: “I guess I’d say like...we can’t even respect basic human rights in society.” Aron

began to learn about the variety of viewpoints in his community by actually engaging
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with his community. Although he was perhaps rightfully disappointed by his community
members’ response to what he viewed as a basic human right, he learned invaluable
information about the community that he was trying to change. Through his community
work, he learned about the opposition to his work, and he used these interactions to begin
prioritizing the conversations he had with the community. Aron commented, “If we’re
banning books for saying gay, you think they’re ready to have a conversation about
abolition? Because I don’t.” Aron’s community informed him of what they were capable
of changing and he adjusted his expectations and work accordingly.

Aron maintained that he still believed in the overarching tenets of abolition, but
he was more focused on the day-to-day changes he could enact. Kaba (2021) explained
how abolition is the millions of experiments toward change. Aron was engaging in these
experiments through his community work, but he might not have viewed them as directly
related to the bigger picture of PIC abolition. In the back of his mind, like many other
abolitionist organizers, he in fact did use the framework of abolition to guide his work;
however, he distanced himself from the vocabulary out of fear for how the community
might respond. Aron shared this sentiment during the summer session with guest speaker
Dr. Nganga: in this conversation, he expressed how he wanted to learn how to talk about
larger, more abstract concepts (i.e., privilege) in ways that did not turn people away.
Aron deeply understood the value of community, not only in terms of his own learning
about social change, but also in terms of creating change within his community. He
constantly sought ways to make abstract conversations meaningful and productive.

Maria also stressed the importance of community, explaining, “I think the biggest

part is the community part, and then [we can] see what goes from there, instead of
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activism in that community.” This comment suggested that Maria had learned about
activism in her community in an organic way, and that she did not necessarily seek out
opportunities to learn about activism within her community. She had surrounded herself
with people who engaged in and learned about activism and abolition; as a result of being
a part of that community, learning took place.

Anna explained that her work on her school’s Equity Team revealed the truth
about her the school’s response to reform: the school was resistant to change and only
comfortable with slight adjustments to their day-to-day operations. Moreover, it was clear
that the school did not acknowledge inherent flaws in its structure. She explained how the
team was “too comfortable for me...I felt like the faculty and teachers who were involved
in that group—they thought that nothing substantial really had to change.” Kumashiro
(2002) explained that teachers’ desires:

...while perhaps well-intentioned, revolved around affirming ourselves and

remaining the same. For example, my students’ desire to learn about issues related

to social justice seems to have been limited to those issues that did not confront
them with their own complicity with oppression. (p. 1)

This sentiment is not unique to the students in Kumashiro’s class: Anna observed the
same desire to maintain the status quo among teachers on her Equity Team. They were
not interested in radical, abolitionist change, rather focusing their attention on smaller
reform measures.

In an effort to clarify her opinion, Anna said, “I guess I’m not against reform, but
I prefer abolition.” Through the interactions she had with adults on her school’s faculty
team, Anna learned the difference between reforming the PIC and abolishing it. Kaba
(2021) pointed out that small steps are needed to achieve the final goal of abolition, and

Anna wrestled with this truth. She envisioned the long term goal but struggled with
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compromising along the way. Her preference of abolition over reform was critical, as it
acknowledged her priorities while also forcing her to consider the many incremental steps
needed to get there. This community, and the contradictions within it, was influential in
the development of her praxis.

Furthermore, Gilissa explained how community spaces were needed for
organizing because change cannot happen through the flawed institution itself.
Community spaces offered her an emotional support system, choices, care, solutions,
agency, and power. Gilissa found these spaces in her high school’s Equity Team and with
other groups she worked with in high school. Her close personal and professional
connections within these groups facilitated her meaning-making.

Mentoring

Within this broad category of community falls the concept of mentorship. The
participants in this study brought up mentorship in a variety of ways through the course
of the project. When we first met, a few participants suggested establishing a mentoring
program in which they would mentor younger students in their county. Although this did
not come to fruition, I leveraged this idea to help participants define mentoring in the
context of this study. I use the term mentor here to describe a person who willingly takes
on the responsibility to care for another by being open and providing support and safety.
Perhaps the most important part of these mentorships lies in the support that the mentor
can provide to the mentee.

Miriam saw at mentorship as a chance to provide someone with an example to
follow. She argued:

If you're going to a work field where there aren't a lot of Black people, [and
where] there isn't a lot of Black representation, that in and of itself is dismantling
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the system because you're creating a pathway for different people to be inspired
by you.

Throughout the project, Miriam shared examples of people of color who served as
examples to help others climb social and economic ladders. Thus, Miriam considered
these role models as mentors; their figures of inspiration were just as powerful as genuine
friendships to her.

A few of the participants said that their mentors were the reason that they started
their journey into abolition. According to Anna:

Where it really, actually set off was my senior year. I created a group called the
Equity Student Alliance and I also had a lot of support from like Ms. Haynes and
other people within me who helped jumpstart that.

Jason also emphasized the importance of mentorship when he explained:

I first started getting involved in advocacy a lot was in my junior year of high
school, I would say when me and Maria—who Ms. Haynes has worked with, I
guess, through the Equity Team—we’re both on the PTSA for school and I think I
[saw] a lot of inequities and just like racist structures within the school system
[that] were just so evident.

Miriam also talked about her mentor, Ms. E., who she credited with teaching her to look
at STEP through a more critical lens. Miriam explained, “Every time something, you
know, caught her attention...she would show it to us.” Ms. E. taught Miriam and her
other mentees about history, that they failed to learn in schools, primarily related to Black
history in the United States:

She would always talk to us about reconstruction because that was a unit we
completely skipped in school. They wouldn’t talk to us about reconstruction.
That's why, when I came to Equity [Team], I had something to fall on. It wasn't
because I was smart or because I did all this extra research—literally because she
took the time to be like hey you guys need to understand this if you’re Black,
female and live in America, so you need to learn your history. Even if it’s not
your ancestors, it’s still part of your history, it’s still part of the story that makes
you, and we even talked about stories. Even now she just recently was showing us
how back in the 50s they would essentially take Black girls’ reproductive organs
and without telling them that they were doing that. They just give them a form,
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tell them to sign it, take it, and then prevent them from having kids—I believe
that's called eugenics.

Learning Through Methods of Trial and Error
In a member check with Maria, she commented the following about how she
learned about activism and abolition through trial and error:
i also feel as if trial and error evokes a certain timeline that is all about getting up
even when you're down/when you’re wrong, or that such a trial is an error at all if
you learned something—idk, i am wondering if what can be articulated here is
how we were just kids, and you were just a teacher, and we were growing up in a
certain context that was all about killing us, and we did the best we could and part

of that is not know[ing] what we wanted to do/what the future looked like and still
doing what we thought was good anyway—Iike shot in the dark.

The youth in this project described the process of learning by trial and error in order to
learn more about the practical and theoretical applications of abolition. The process was
not linear and often unplanned: trial and error was the result of participants trying to
create solutions. As the youth strived towards their aspirational goals of abolitionism,
they continually reflected and sought out opportunities to improve. Even when the
participants described success in their work, they still saw room for improvement and
continued on their journey toward becoming their ideal version of an organizer, activist,
or abolitionist.

Aron shared that he had learned about organizing through actual engagement in
his community. He explained that abolition was a goal for the future because it is
something that our society is not even close to achieving yet. He arrived at this
conclusion through his work in the community. Aron also mentioned that, in his opinion,
abolition as a theoretical concept does not have practical applications that he readily saw

in his community work. Aron’s emphasis on practical outcomes illustrated that he learned
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through doing. His differentiation between theory and practice, and his clear preference
for practice, showed his hands-on learning style.

Chrissy explained that much of her learning about abolition and organizing was
centered around relearning and reorganizing: “A lot of organizing for me has been re-
education.”

She commented:

our basic understanding of the world is flawed and I feel like creating more

antiracist....education for like kids and like creating [a] more equitable education

system...for me, at least, that’s my form of organizing because I feel like if the
kids start off and they’re like not thinking all like—my classmate is less than me

like oh this and this and that—then we can create generations of people who
[have] outgrown those old like ways of thinking and those ways of doing.

Chrissy’s acknowledgement of her need to relearn highlighted the flaws of the public
education system. It also pointed to her reform-focused understanding of change in
schools: in other words, Chrissy envisioned change as an update to the content with
which students engaged in schools, not through an abolitionist re-imagining of what the
public school might look like. Similar to Miriam, Chrissy used community spaces to
extend her learning and facilitate re-engagement with concepts that she had been falsely
taught in schools or that had been omitted from her education. She used these experiences
as motivation to re-educate others, specifically younger generations, in an effort to erase
the need for relearning. In a sense, Chrissy’s own educational journey is an example of
trial and error: She tried to learn in public schools, but her engagement with abolitionist
thought outside of school showed her that what she was learning was littered with
omission and false information. Her continued learning in community spaces helped

remedy this, both broadening and complicating her understanding of the world.
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Chrissy also spoke about how she learned to define abolition for herself. She used
the word relearning to describe how she went “down the path of—oh, that can’t work—
ok, how does this work? Oh, that doesn’t either?...We need to figure out ways to make
things work because right now it’s not working.” Chrissy’s learning process was iterative
and reflective: she learned something and then reflected, adjusted, and continued to learn.
Chrissy’s ability to reflect deeply on her learning was remarkable, especially when
considered in the context of the public education that she received. Kumashiro (2002)
critiqued the idea of learning about the “Other” in schools. Students learn about other
groups in an attempt to create empathy, Kumashiro explained, which will “help students
see that ‘they’ are like “us.” In other words, learning about the Other helps students see
the self in the Other and thus, does not change how they see themselves” (p. 3). Chrissy,
however, moved beyond this relatively simplistic way of thinking, instead working
directly with others (as opposed to just learning about “Others”) to identify what worked
and what did not work as she strived to make positive change. She rooted herself in her
communities and oriented her praxis around them. She did not view herself as
unchangeable, but rather as a fluid human who was capable of self-reflection and change.
Learning Through Engagement With Abolitionist Literature

The youth in this study referred to various readings that helped them shape their
understanding of abolition. Participants generally took the most demanding courses at
their high schools and continued on to elite universities. They all maintained challenging
academic schedules and were accustomed to significant reading and writing. Participants’
engagement with academic texts appeared to spill over into their organizing and activist

spaces, where they used reading as a tool to learn more about abolition. Though these
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youth had rigorous academic course loads, it was clear that their ability to read a text
deeply and reflectively reading existed both inside of a school setting and within their
community spaces.

Much of Maria’s learning came from readings and book clubs. In her interview,
she discussed a book club in which she, Gilissa, and I participated in the height of the
COVID-19 pandemic. We read books such as How fo be an Antiracist, White Fragility,
Thick, The End of Policing, and The Undocumented Americans. In this setting, Maria
engaged with adults and other young people to grapple with ideas related to abolition, in
theory and in practice. The content of this reading provided Maria with fodder to learn
new abolitionist ideas, but ultimately the community in which she engaged helped her
make meaning of the new ideas. In other words, the literature itself acted as a starting
point for Maria’s learning, whereas the community and relationships that she fostered
within the space provided her with the opportunity to ask questions, consider pushbacks,
and express excitement and wonder.

Although many participants mentioned reading as a method of learning, only
Maria cited Kaba (2021) as someone who came to mind when she thought about
abolition. Maria described how Kaba embodied what it meant to her to be an abolitionist:

[Kaba] was like, I understand, yes, police are terrible...they are working for a

certain institution that is bad, that is not helping the community, that is

terrible...and then I think she applied the same thing to prisons, in other ways in
which the state uses its resources and money to incarcerate the country in order to
feed this capitalistic machine...I like how she bounces that rhetoric and that

theory toward actual practice and how she’ll do very intentional things in order to
get to Point A to Point B.

Maria pointed to a specific example from Kaba’s work, in which a woman wanted to seek
justice through the criminal justice system. Although Kaba did not believe in upholding

the PIC, she said that she would support this woman in seeking justice through these
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means. This textual reference helped Maria bridge the gap between abolitionist theory
and practice.

Moreover, Chrissy explained that her coursework has facilitated her organizing
efforts: “In college, I’ve taken classes where it’s like anti-racism and literature, or like
debunking the classrooms—more along that like education route.” Chrissy and Maria
both cited their college courses as spaces that supported their deeper engagement with
concepts related to organizing and abolition, which was a stark contrast to their high
schools.

Anna also mentioned “readings” as a method that she used to learn more about
abolition, and she added that the readings that impacted her most were those that she was
able to discuss with others. Aside from Maria, other participants did not offer a title of a
book or cite a specific work that helped them learn. However, the connections that
participants made between the literature and their community suggested that while the
participants did engage in literature to learn about abolition, their meaning-making came
from the subsequent conversations about the literature with members of their
communities. This finding highlighted the need for community spaces in which youth are
able to engage in conversations about literature and other ideas to help them develop their
understandings of abolition, organizing, and activism.

Learning Through Trusted Relationships

Conversations with participants also revealed that trust is a necessary condition of
learning about abolition. The unique relationship that I cultivated with the participants
before and during this project provided insight into the integral role that adults play in

youth’s learning experiences in abolition, organizing, and activism. At no point in this
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project did I claim to have more knowledge about abolition, organizing, or activism than
any of the youth involved. Rather, I maintained that the role of the adult is to organize; to
organize, in this context, meant to create or maintain spaces for young people to come
together and learn. This helped them make connections with groups, adults, or other
young people who held similar values but who they might not have known. During this
study, I held a full-time job and was a part-time graduate student. I had access to many
spaces to which the youth in this project did not have access. Thus, it was my
responsibility as the facilitator of this group to help these youth make connections and
engage with their learning to the best of their abilities. I used the term facilitator here
because | was facilitating participants’ learning through resources and various types of
support. The term teacher felt too hierarchical in nature and also tied to the educational
institutions from which these youth were trying to separate (additionally, I had previously
taught one participant). The term mentor only felt appropriate for a few of the youth with
whom [ had developed close personal relationships outside of this project.

To create the requisite level of trust to be allowed to work with these youth, I had
to prove myself worthy of their time and energy. I believe this was a result of the
symbiotic relationship that the youth and I had formed through our work together. I
observed evidence of this relationship throughout this project. For example, when I
interviewed Chrissy, I referred her to three personal connections that I believed could
help in her professional development. Chrissy mentioned her interest in music, so |
connected her with a friend who worked at World Star Hip Hop. She then mentioned
possibly wanting to be a teacher, but she was not sure; thus, I connected her with a friend

who has worked as a principal and with educational nonprofits. I also connected Jason to
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a teacher colleague so that he could discuss affirming trans students. In these ways, I used
my own network and relationships to connect participants with others so that the youth
could continue to strengthen and extend their communities.

The participants’ elective participation in this project to deepen their
understanding of abolition, coupled with the importance they placed on community as a
means of learning, helped paint a picture of a positive learning environment for youth.
Educators often acknowledge the importance of creating inclusive, positive classroom
environments in order to facilitate learning, and this community-based setting
exemplified those same tenets (Ladson-Billings, 1995).

Limits Placed on Learning

Through this study, it became clear that white supremacy influenced participants’
learning experience in many ways. All of the youth engaged in learning in their own
unique ways, but ultimately, white supremacy acted as a limiting factor in each of their
experiences. I include an image below that illustrates of the various characteristics of
white supremacy in order demonstrate the connection between white supremacist

structures and learning.
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Figure 11

Characteristics of White Supremacy Culture
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Note. This image came from the source White Supremacy Culture (n.d.), cited below.

White supremacy manifests itself in a variety of ways in educational spaces, for

example by emphasizing progress above all else and establishing a false sense of

urgency, both of which are overtly apparent at the high school and university levels.
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These two characteristics are particularly tied to achievement, timeliness, and completion
of degrees, at every educational level. Because of the way that school years are divided
into quarters and semesters, students are expected to learn and complete work within
arbitrary amounts of time. This creates a false sense of urgency as students and teachers
feel as though they are running out of time. I noticed that this white supremacist
environment heavily influenced how participants in this project engaged with ideas of
abolition, organizing, and activism. In his interview, for instance, Aron said that
“organizers are inherently ambitious people,” speaking to his own ambition and that of
his peers. This ambition had been rewarded within public school systems when it was
connected to traditional scholarship. However, these youth were able to harness their
ambition and leverage it to support social change and activism. In this way, they were
able to turn public education’s white supremacist values against itself.

As a function of the PWIs where these youth studied (with the exception of
Gilissa, who attended an HBCU), there were limited opportunities for the participants to
engage with concepts related to abolition. Aron and Jason talked about how they prepared
themselves to enter into two Ivy League PWIs. They speculated about the differences
they would see between high school and college, to which Maria, Gilissa, Miriam, and
Anna all alluded. Aron mentioned having to leave behind some of the organizing work he
started in high school, and Jason wondered about the lack of diversity he would see on
campus. Both of these concerns were tied to white supremacy; Aron lamented he would
not have enough time to do work that he used to love due to his university’s emphasis on
work and production and Jason worried that white students would be as the norm. In both

situations, participants were contained within spaces that inherently limited their abilities
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to engage with abolitionist ideas. This is not to say that they do not engage with abolition
at all, but rather suggests that they were not given the freedom to engage without
restrictions.

Anna and Chrissy both referenced a lack of time and space to engage with
abolition in college. The PWI that they both attended was highly demanding, and they
both cited how busy they were as a reason for not engaging with organizing as much as
they did in high school. Moreover, both took intensive summer math courses that
prohibited them from connecting back with their communities during school breaks.
White supremacy had forced them into having to choose between institutionalized
learning and engaging with their communities. Because of the time constraints placed on
them, it was virtually impossible to engage in both.

Learning During This Project
Spring Meetings

Before we started our group meetings in Summer 2022, I offered sessions for
participants to come and get to know one another and start thinking about what they
wanted to get out of our time together in the summer. These sessions were very informal
and were mostly used as an opportunity for the participants to build relationships. Some
of the participants went to school together, while others did not. Although most of them
had at least one connection to someone else in the group, I wanted to foster camaraderie
between all participants and create a safe space. I did not record these initial sessions and
relied on little of the data that was gleaned from those sessions in data analysis for this
study. I intentionally chose not to record so early on in our work together so that the
youth did not feel surveilled while they got a better understanding of the project. This

time period also allowed them time to decide whether they wanted to continue in the
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summer. All participants did end up participating in the summer sessions, with the
exception of one participant who went on an unplanned summer vacation.

In a survey at the end of one of our Spring 2023 meetings, I asked participants
what they wanted to get out of their time in the group. Miriam said, “Currently, I am still
trying to define that because I don't exactly understand what the end goal is, but I think
I'll be able to answer this question in the next two sessions.” This lack of clarity at the
beginning of this project stemmed from my hope that the participants would lead the
group and determine what kind of learning took place during the summer
sessions. Gilissa shared, “I think I can see myself understanding a more diverse
perspective through this group. I also think I will get to learn more about daily things I
can do to be a better student activist.” The two summer sessions with Cindy and Shawn,
described in greater detail below, spoke directly to Gilissa’s interest in student activism.

Additionally, Maria said that her goal for the summer was to gain an “enhanced
understanding of sex, gender, race, and how that intersects in life, to see how these
theories/frames create networks of change. Basically, understand a nuance of what
creates problems in society and how to fix them.” The session with Dr. Nganga and Dr.
Ali spoke to theories of change, specifically within academia. All four summer sessions
provided insights into problems that the speakers had faced and what they did to act
toward change. Finally, Aron said that he hoped to acquire “a greater understanding of
alternatives to abolition!” Aron felt frustrated that the goals of abolition were so lofty,
and he sought more immediate alternatives. The summer sessions provided Aron with
concrete examples of other organizers and activists who approached social action with an

abolitionist lens.
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The Summer Project

At the onset of the summer project, [ met with several participants to plan out how
we would spend our time together. Through conversations and surveys conducted in the
spring, I learned that participants were interested in inviting guest speakers to our
sessions to help guide their summer learning. When we met at the beginning of the
summer to identify and invite these speakers, we brainstormed a number of people who
aligned with the group’s values, ultimately deciding to invite two of my dissertation
committee members, a friend of mine who was involved in university organizing, and a
friend of Maria’s college organizing community.

All of our summer guest speakers were attached to academia in some capacity,
and they all spoke to their roles in academic spaces. Dr. Nganga and Dr. Ali were
professors at George Washington University, and Cindy and Shawn were former student
organizers at two PWIs. This connection to academia was of particular interest to the
participants because of their own student organizing and their pursuit of postsecondary
academic opportunities. Dr. Nganga focused her session on her time working as a
professor at a PWI and how she navigated that space as a woman of color. Dr. Ali shared
his research related to surveillance and youth of color. Cindy discussed her experiences
with student organizing and compared it to her current organizing efforts, ten years after
she graduated from college. Shawn, a more recent college graduate, focused more on the
practical aspects of student organizing with insights from her own experiences. It is
important to note that the focus of these session was not on content knowledge about

abolition (e.g., learning what abolition means). However, an abolitionist lens was present
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in the dialogues that took place during our calls as participants engaged with the guest
speakers.

The summer learning plan was led, guided, and planned by the participants with
my support. For three of the four sessions, I organized the time and date of the sessions
with the guest speakers; for the fourth, Maria organized the session logistics with Shawn.
Maria planned the session with Shawn meticulously, guiding the group through
intentional conversations and pre-planned questions.

For the purposes of this project, Zoom was an artifact. Zoom helped guide these
sessions while simultaneously providing obstacles to overcome. Importantly, Zoom
allowed participants to connect virtually with the speakers, several of whom would not
have been able to connect with them easily in person. As mentioned above, the
participants were located in several different locations during the project (including
Chicago, New York, and Virginia), as were the speakers (such as North Carolina,
California, and Virginia). Zoom provided a unique platform to connect these individuals
with our learning group. However, as previously noted, the Zoom recording only focused
on the speaker, which meant that the majority of the recordings put only the guest speaker
in focus on the screen. As I documented, summarized, and analyzed the content of the
summer sessions, I paid particular attention to the questions that participants and asked
and how participants answered questions posed by the speakers. Sometimes this was
challenging, as many participants stayed muted unless they were speaking.

The four guest speakers’ analysis and commentary provided a useful roadmap that
other adults could use to support youth in learning about abolition, organizing, and

activism. Although each call was structured slightly differently, the general flow
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remained the same: We began with whole group introductions, the guest speakers shared
a presentation, and then the participants asked questions. What the speakers shared was
not the most important part; rather, we sought connections between the guest speakers’
experiences and students’ interests. It was also important for me to note how the youth
engaged with the guest speakers and what information stood out as particularly
noteworthy to them.

Participants intentionally selected guest speakers who they believed had
knowledge and experiences from which they wanted to learn. Thus, instead of engaging
in readings over the summer, the participants decided to engage with guest speakers. This
may have also been due to the fact that guest speakers required less prep work on behalf
of the participants, who guarded the precious little time they had that summer. Because
the youth faced heavy reading and writing demands during the school year, several
viewed interactions with guest speakers as a less intensive way of gaining knowledge.
Regardless of their motivations, the youth valued learning from a more experienced
member of the activist community during these sessions.

As outlined in Chapter 3, I analyzed the data by first listening to each call, then
coding each call, and finally identifying the themes that emerged from repeated codes.
Although the code list initially included over 400 codes, I grouped them based on
similarities, and these groups ultimately pointed me to critical themes. I chose to present
this data in chronological order, which followed the flow of each session. I also included
on individual quotes from the participants and guest speakers; since the guest speakers
spoke for the majority of the sessions, I primarily focused on the questions participants

posted and how those questions informed their own learning about abolition and
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activism. At times, I included longer quotes from the participants; I believed it was
important to include significant context in these instances, as much of their meaning-
making came from thinking aloud within the community. Sometimes it took the youth a
minute or more to formulate their question, and I found that documenting their particular
thought process in those instances was extremely powerful.

Planning with Maria

“Are you good? Do you need anything?”

“I think I’'m good.”

Maria and I frequently exchanged text messages similar to this before our group
calls. We usually met the night or week before a session and discussed the questions we
had for the guest speaker, debriefed about the previous meeting, checked in with one
another.

After our initial interview call in Spring 2024, Maria and I remained on the call
longer than our allotted time, talking for over an hour about a variety of topics. We
discussed my son, handicap accessible areas, and public transportation in Chicago. We
connected about our personal lives and then moved on to talking about the project. We
discussed some of the other interviews that I had completed prior to her call and
considered a few of the overlapping ideas and patterns that had emerged over the calls. In
essence, we began analyzing the data together. Through this exercise, Maria was able to
make meaning of her own experience while also helping me make meaning of the
group’s contributions, which helped put everyone’s ideas in conversation with one

another.
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Although Maria and I began our work together years before this project started,
this summer provided an accurate snapshot of the benefits of our collaboration. As an
adult facilitator, I carefully considered the best way to structure my time with participants
in this study. I understood that their time was limited due to their busy schedules, which
put restrictions on the amount of time we could spend together, the ways that we could,
and what work could be done in between the times we met together.

In an initial planning meeting with Gilissa, Maria, and Anna, we compiled a list
of readings and guest speakers with which we would engage over the course of the
summer. Both Maria and Gilissa volunteered to reach out to speakers, and Maria
scheduled an organizer at an elite PWI to come and speak to the group. Through our
shared planning, we were able to discuss what participants most wanted out of our time
together and were thus able to align the activities with their goals. Participants’ ability to
plan and prioritize their own learning goals and activities stood in sharp contrast to the
learning experiences that participants had in traditional school settings. Rarely do
teachers co-plan lessons with students, and even less frequently do students lead the co-
planning. Not only does this provide youth the opportunity to practice planning skills, but
it also gives them an opportunity to demonstrate autonomy over their own learning.

Maria’s facilitation of these sessions shed light on her own learning style related
to organizing and abolition. She consistently opened the sessions by asking the speaker to
share something about themselves. Then, she asked the group if they had any questions
for the speaker. After participants posed questions, Maria asked speakers her own
questions. This structure reflected Maria’s tendency to center others and the community

in her learning. She prioritized the group’s needs and then facilitated the conversation as
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participants asked their questions. She asked broad questions that allowed the speaker to
respond in a variety of ways. Moreover, she practiced active listening by following up
with questions related to the speaker's responses, often seeking to effectively summarize
what the speaker had shared with the group.

This co-planning model emphasized trust. When I first offered the group the
opportunity to co-plan, I invited all of the participants in the study. However, because of
time constraints, only Maria and Gilissa were able to attend. Subsequent conversations
with Maria led to her organically taking on the role of facilitator in the summer sessions.
She was interested in improving her facilitation skills and thought that this community
would provide an opportunity to do that. In one of our earlier summer sessions, we
introduced Maria as the facilitator. The participants easily accepted Maria as the group
facilitator and ultimately trusted her to lead the summer sessions alongside them.

Before this project started, Maria and I had spent a significant amount of time in
various organizing settings. We had also spent time together outside of these spaces: for
example, going on college trips, volunteering, and playing volleyball. Thus, Maria and I
have maintained a close relationship inside and outside of organizing spaces. When it
came to designing this project, Maria helped me think through the planning and
preparation for the summer sessions. Through conversations with Dr. Ali, we decided
that Maria would co-facilitate the summer sessions alongside me, recreating our roles on
the school Equity Team during her senior year of high school. Since we already had a
strong working relationship, this decision made sense.

Maria’s leadership throughout the summer illustrated the power of youth-led

leadership and organizing. My role, as the adult, was to support her and give her feedback
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when prompted. My support was primarily emotional and logistical. We debriefed after
each of the sessions, discussing what we had learned and what we might want to do next
time. Ultimately, Maria and I decided together when we would end the summer sessions.
We reflected on participants’ availability and decided that the time of the year did not
lend itself to continuing.
Dr. Nganga

We decided to invite Dr. Nganga to speak to the participants for a variety of
reasons. Dr. Nganga, as my dissertation chair and advisor, was knowledgeable about this
group’s purpose and invested in its success. Her role as a teacher educator was an
inherently political, activist role, since she sought to equip future educators to work with
students. Public schools are political spaces, and her understanding of that and her
contribution to public schools piqued the group’s interest. In addition, Dr. Nganga is a
Black woman who has navigated a variety of PWI spaces; consequently, we believed that
she had invaluable insight to share with participants. Like many of the participants in this
project, Dr. Nganga was reluctant to identify as an activist (“I would be shy to say that I
think of myself as an activist or in advocacy work—but I teach”). However, in her
presentation, she outlined ways in which she fought for and engaged in change-making
movements. Dr. Nganga’s interest in how women of color sustain themselves at the
university level was also particularly relevant to the group, considering their current and
future connections to college and universities.

The call with Dr. Nganga began with each participant introducing themselves and
explaining how they became involved in activism. With the exception of one individual,

all of the participants mentioned being involved in an equity-themed group at their high
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school. This helped illustrate how public schools have the potential to be a place where
youth can begin their activism journeys, often in response to the inequities they
experience at their schools. Jason explained how some of his early work was tied to the
PTSA, where “inequities and...racist structures within the school system were...so
evident.”

Because young people spend so much time in schools, many experience racism,
sexism, and other inequities for the first time while in school. Schools serve as a
microcosm of the greater world; thus, many students have life-altering experiences in
schools that essentially serve as a preview for postsecondary life. In many ways,
experiences in schools dictate how many youth begin thinking of activism. Youth begin
to engage with abstract ideas and start to realize that not everyone thinks the same way
they do and that different groups are treated differently within the same systems. Gilissa
described how, in middle school, she started her school’s first Black Student Union. She
explained how she was “one of a few Black students—so [she] experienced a lot.” These
pivotal early experiences spurred Gilissa to form a community of Black students within
her school setting.

Thus, schools often served participants’ entrance into organizing and activism
work, establishing a connection between schools and social change movements. Schools
can act as a site of learning about structural inequities because students experience these
inequities firsthand and feel motivated to create solutions. Dr. Nganga, for example,
talked about how she was introduced to “equity and justice work when [she] was a
doctoral student,” suggesting that schools are often a place where people begin to think

about this work. In their high schools, Gilissa, Maria, and Anna all started Equity Teams
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to address structural inequities they observed. The school is a unique space in this way, as
it provides a pool of potential members as well as a time and place for meeting. In
response to one of Dr. Nganga’s questions, Aron discussed his interest in learning how to
talk about privilege and oppression more effectively without turning people off of the
topic with intimidating vocabulary. He attributed this idea to an interaction that he had
with a classmate. Chrissy furthered the connection between activism and education by
stating, “I started realizing that a lot of activism has to do with education stuff, so now a
lot of my focus is equitable education and educational practices and curriculum based
changes.” She came to this realization after her involvement in her school’s name change
campaign. Dr. Nganga, too, drew this connection through her description of integration-
related activism, an activist effort that was marked primarily by education-related events.
In the introduction to the session, Dr. Nganga started by recounting the beginning
of her teaching career in Kenya. Although she was not a participant in this study, Dr.
Nganga’s made striking commentary that connected her early teaching to her current
work in activism:.
I'll start with a little bit about my heritage, just because it has a lot to do with
where I am in life right now. I began my career as a high school teacher back in
my country, Kenya, in the 90s. I taught there for probably four years and then
when I moved to the U.S. when Katrina happened is when I realized how [many]

injustices [there were] in the U.S. (She then taught middle school in an
international school before moving to the U.S.)

Dr. Nganga further explained:
I tell my students that they may get As in my class, but that doesn’t mean they’re
advocates of justice. Because it’s a disposition that you have, it’s not really
writing as good as you can and writing a good essay...[that’s] not really an
advocate for justice.”

In other words, students can experience academic success, but they may not necessarily

have that same success in organizing and activism. This duality (i.e., academic success
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vs. organizing success) spoke to a disconnect that I observed between student and activist
learning: although there was some overlaps between how participants learned in public
schools and how they learned activism (e.g., through reading), generally their learning
was vastly different in this areas. Public schooling prioritized rigid structures and
punitive practices, while community learning spaces centered them more as individuals
and provided them choice and flexibility.

Prior to this session with Dr. Nganga, Maria and I had discussed whether there
was a connection between participants’ activism and scholarship. During the call, Dr.
Nganga suggested that the two were not necessarily causally related, but they might
correlate. What, then, is the relationship between youth activism and scholarship?
Through this project, participants showed that while their interest in activism was not
necessarily a result of their academic scholarship, it was indeed informed by their level of
academic success. The unique experiences that these youth had in high school
contributed to how they viewed abolition and how they engaged with concepts of
abolition within and beyond this project. Each participant cited different secondary or
early college experiences that dictated how or why they engaged with activism. Because
participants spent so much time in schools and were all students at the time of this
project, their school community and scholarship within that community shaped their
perspective on abolitionist thought. Because explicit abolitionist thought was not
especially valued in their high school experiences—nor universally accepted in their
college spaces—the formation of spaces outside of traditional schooling spaces became a
necessity. The creation of this community space, as well as other spaces forged by the

participants in this group, was in direct response to an absence of these groups in schools.
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Abu-Jamal and Hill (2014) explained, “What is happening now is the
commodification of education. There used to be an accepted wisdom that education is a
social good in and of itself, that it helps society and individuals” (p. 99). This former
vision of education was what the participants in this project were holding onto by
creating their own communities of learning: they sought education that helped them
better society and themselves. Abdul-Jamal and Hill (2014) furthered this idea by
describing the current state of education:

Educational success, growth, and efficiency are measured by standardized high

stakes tests and profit margins. So ideas about citizenship, identity, and critical

thinking—any not critical thinking in a superficial sense, but really asking

dangerous and counterintuitive questions about power relations within society—

have become completely marginal within mainstream conversations on education.
(p. 100)

Refusing to ignore their own thirst for critical thinking and knowledge on abolitionist
topics, these youth participants created spaces within and between their communities to
engage with these “dangerous and counterintuitive questions,” particularly when they
relate to participants’ ability to create an abolitionist future.

Dr. Nganga defined community as those “who resonate with your values and
beliefs about advocacy.” When giving advice to the participants on how to engage in
activism in PWI spaces, Dr. Nganga recommended finding community. She discussed
how emotionally draining it can be to experience microaggressions, and how having a
community in place can provide much needed support. This session underlined the
importance of creating community to support youth organizing, activism, and abolition.
Cindy

Our next guest speaker, Cindy, was a friend of mine from high school. We were

involved in community work together that was centered around creating antiracist change
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in the same school system in which the participants attended high school. Before this
study, Cindy had worked with a few of the participants on various projects, and the youth
had expressed interest in learning more about her work, particularly related to how she
got started as an activist. Cindy was active in her university’s organizing space and
agreed to speak to the group about her experiences as a student activist and how her
understanding of abolition had shifted since.

The structure of Cindy’s session differed slightly from our first call with Dr.
Nganga’s. For example, Maria took the lead on planning and organizing the call. She
prepped questions for the guest speaker ahead of time and discussed them with me. In
addition to learning abolitionist content, this project also served as an opportunity for
Maria to develop her facilitation skills. Since meeting Maria, she has grown her
facilitation skills through considerable practice.

Maria started the call with Cindy by asking everyone to introduce themselves. She
then prompted Cindy to focus the conversation on answering the following question:
“Who, you are as an activist, what motivates you, what propels you, what are your
theories of change, and how have you used those ideas in practice?”” Maria’s focus on
Cindy’s theory of change and how she implemented this in her organizing showed
Maria’s interest in helping her fellow participants learn how to apply speakers’ abstract
advice more concretely in their own practice. This pattern of translating theoretical ideas
to practical application appeared frequently across this project. This conversation tied
back into a concern that Aron had expressed in the interviews: the applicability of the
theoretical in daily practice. Maria sought to address this concern in the summer sessions

by asking participants this question.
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Cindy talked about her experiences in community organizing and focused on her
efforts to shifting power and get more people involved to facilitate this shift. She also
explained her current project, which was an abolitionist campaign to convince their
county to cease collaboration with ICE. She described how she was inspired to start this
campaign after meeting a neighbor who had a harmful experience with ICE. The
campaign focused on addressing community needs and interest. Cindy explained how “a
lot of [her work] has been informed...through different learning around like more radical
organizing and really like seeing this idea of like grassroots.” This nod to learning taking
place in tandem with organizing related to participants’ who mentioned how they learned
while doing, through trial and error.

Miriam asked Cindy about grassroots organizing, making a connection with her
own learning that centered around Black women in STEM. She asked Cindy about the
differences between grassroots organizing and institutionally driven change in an attempt
to differentiate between abolitionist and reformist approaches to change. Miriam’s
questions related to institutional change throughout this study highlighted her interest in
figuring whether institutional change and grassroots organizing was more effective.
Miriam’s interest in institutions as sites of change can be traced back to her high school
activism with Ms. E., since that student activist group focused on the importance of
representation in change-making. Miriam wondered if representation alone was enough,
though, since it did not conform with abolitionist ideas of deeper, structural change.

Cindy explained that sometimes institutional change can feel “paternalistic.” She
explained that institutions can appear to support short-term change while not actively

working toward real, sustainable change. She provided an example: Imagine a company
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that organized a school supply drive but does not pay its customers enough money to be
able to afford their own children’s school supplies. Cindy emphasized that her activist
group strives to maintain and not compromise its abolitionist values, despite funding
concerns. Maria further developed this idea by providing additional examples of
companies appropriating, exploiting, and performing to show support of marginalized
groups, while still centering its own profits. Maria’s examples showed how the
participants built off the guest speakers’ ideas to learns within that community, deepening
the group’s understanding of abolitionism. Miriam circled back at the end of this
conversation to express her agreement that corporate involvement and funding can pose
significant problems when spearheading community change.

Cindy explained that her own learning was ongoing: “I have read and...heard
more [about the non-profit industrial complex] in like more radical leftist like socialist
Marxist like podcasts and like articles and stuff...” The guest speakers’ modeling of
ongoing learning and reflection acted reinforced participants’ current practices. Maria
asked Cindy about how she stayed resilient as a woman of color while also remaining
true to her values, especially since organizing was a slow, meticulous process. Maria
referenced Cindy’s family background, making a connection between her own
“immigrant upbringing” and Cindy’s. Maria’s interest in Cindy’s personal experiences as
a woman of color in organizing demonstrated how valuable it was for participants to
interact with guest speakers that shared their background. Cindy explained that she was
still in the process of learning that for herself as she navigated the impact of activism on
her mental health. Cindy also explained the importance of having community spaces to

decompress or debrief after intense actions or campaigns:
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I've found that people are really intentional about it because it is really, really
important. And then, for me personally, just doing this with people I love, like my
husband, my sister, people from like college that I organized with that we're still
organizing with to this day. You know, finding those people and doing things
together that aren't just organizing: going out hiking, going to the pool like just
hanging out, and like finding that time to like find Joy and like because, like being
a person of color - you know somebody who is marginalized - just existing and
being Joyful is an act of resistance and so like finding that time as well. That isn't
just like okay we're getting together to work has been really.

In response to this, Miriam connected the conversation back to her own sense of
belonging (or lack thereof) in traditional institutions. She shared a story of a friend who
had recently stepped away from doing equity work at her job because she had been
tokenized and used as the equity figurehead. Miriam sought an explanation for why
someone might choose to step back from an equity role if it meant giving up their
position as an entry point for others like them to enter the field. The theme of opening
doors for others in the workplace surfaced frequently over the course of the summer with
Miriam. Cindy explained the difference between instructional spaces in which she felt
she did not have power and the places she chose to organize in, where she reclaimed
power. In non-profit spaces or larger systems, Cindy explained that she too often felt
tokenized and powerless; outside of those systems, she had more choice to decide how
and with whom she engaged, and thus she regained her power.

Similarly, Maria discussed how she made choices about with whom she spent her
time and how that influenced her organizing. She referenced being intentional about how
she spent time with people, specifically in Asian American activist spaces. Cindy
connected with this idea of geographical community: She explained that when she lived
in Texas, she was in a less radical space than when she was living in Northern Virginia,
and how connecting with more radical activist groups in Virginia influenced the type of

work in which she engaged. This point resonated with participants, who had to change
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their physical locations to attend college, which forced them to adjust to a new sense of
community. Cindy spoke to finding community and learning in spaces of community;
once she was able to find like-minded people—here she referenced a particular group she
had connected with upon her return from Texas—she explained how she was able to
learn from them and use this knowledge to inform her organizing.

This idea of learning from one’s community was essential to this group and its
tenets of abolition. Abolition values the community and requires activists to work with
and listen to the community when making decisions. The youth in this group emulated
this idea in their own learning practices as they leveraged abolition to guide their
learning. The separation of theory and practice that Aron articulated during the initial
interview overlapped with this idea of the separation of learning and practice: actually,
being an organizer in practice is distinct from ongoing learning about organizing. In some
instances, participants framed learning about abolitionist organizing and the subsequent
activism as a linear process, rather than a cyclical one. This linearity paralleled their
experience in public education: they were taught that they must learn, obtain a degree,
and finally move on to their selected career path, in order. This is not to say that the
participants were completely subscribed to this idea of linear achievement, but it did
appear to influence the way they viewed their learning. In fact, participants seemed to
actively resist this notion as they all, in one way or another, engaged in a more cyclical
process of learning about activism, organizing, and abolition.

Participants cited differences in their learning and organizing in high school and
college. In some of their descriptions of high school organizing, participants downplayed

their high school organizing, as if it did not “count;” in reality, it was a part of their
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organizing journey and something they clearly learned from. This humility appeared to
be out of respect for other abolitionists: as discussed above, many participants were
striving to arrive at a yet undefined state that they have decided constitutes being a ‘true’
abolitionist organizer. Differentiating between high school and college activism marked
an intentional separation between the two. College offered them spaces to connect with
more like-minded individuals and more freedom in their organizing. The college-aged
participants described their different academic experience, which increased their access
to more radical ideas. Perhaps, similarly to Cindy, the participants were marking their
journeys by organizing their work into different chronological chapters.

Maria asked Cindy about how she worked with groups or people who shared her
ethnic identity but had a different political orientation. Specifically, Maria wanted to
know how Cindy dealt with groups who were not abolitionist and how Cindy knew when
to push them and when to no longer engage. Cindy emphasized the importance of
sticking to her abolitionist values while sometimes pushing others to think differently.
She provided an example of her activist group pushing another organization to change its
resolution language in order to make it less criminalizing. Although the other
organization was not aligned to her abolitionist values, Cindy was still able to collaborate
with them, while simultaneously pushing toward change.

In the same vein, Cindy discussed teaching; but interestingly, she never used the
word feaching. Instead, she emphasized the learning component. She explained how
other organizations were learning to use less criminalizing language and how her group
could facilitate conversations around less policing by posing intentional questions. She

never framed herself as the teacher, instead emphasizing the idea of learning in
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community. Deemphasizing the teaching leveled out the inherent hierarchy between
teacher and student and focused more on the learning itself. Miriam asked Cindy about
how she encourages people to question the necessity of jail. Again, Cindy framed her
response in terms of /earning: She explained how formerly detained people were leaders
in some of the organizations in which she was involved, and these individuals often
shared their experiences about the inhumanity of jails. She emphasized that sharing one’s
experiences can be a powerful tool for learning for others in the group.

Miriam also brought up the school-to-prison pipeline, and she asked if Cindy’s
organization had engaged in any activism related to it. Cindy explained that her group
had limited capacity to address the pipeline; Miriam then said, “It's sad that you guys
haven't had time.” This was the first time I had observed Miriam’s interest in this issue.
The community that the group provided had given her the space to think about this issue,
and Miriam had attempted to find additional community in Cindy.

Dr. Ali

For the third summer session, we decided to invite Dr. Ali to speak to the group
because of his extensive research with youth. When I introduced Dr. Ali on the call, I
explained:

I thought it’d be cool if you could come talk to us because in our last class...I feel

like there was like a lot of ideas that I had never really thought about in academic

spaces and I know, especially talking to in particular Gilissa and Maria recently, I

know some of you are already thinking about academia and like organizing and,

like the intersections of those two things. And I know some of you like being at
school right now you haven’t been able to like to organize in the ways that you
have in the past and it's something like you're interested in continuing to do like at
your higher institutions. I also think [in] reading some of the articles that I sent to
you all, like in the chat before us coming tonight, I think some of these ideas that
he talks about—Iike mentoring and working with Youth Community education—I

know, those are some things that you all have talked about, like being [...] on the
mentoring side of that. So it seemed like if he talked about his research and like
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what he's done with his work, we could get some ideas, and I think all of us would
come away with different ideas from what he has to say. So that's my little
introduction .

Maria began the meeting by asking everyone to share one song that defined their
life now and another they hoped would describe their life in the future. This exercise
helped participants get to know one another as people and contributed to the sense of
community that Maria sought to foster within the group. Maria also brought up the idea
of Joy, which was a topic that we discussed briefly in our summer session with Cindy:

You know that song “I Got a Feeling” by the Black Eyed Peas, and it’s just such a

nice happy pop song and—...I forgot all the lyrics now—but they just start listing

off the days...it’s like Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday, but they get

excited thinking about Monday, Tuesday! And I want to have that type of joy, that
type of excitement and hope for each day in my life.

Chrissy and Anna took the idea of Joy and expressed their specific Joys for the future.
Chrissy shared the song “Heard About Us,” by Jay Z and Beyonce while smiling and
singing the lyrics: “... you don't need to ask—you heard about us—don't need to ask—
you heard about—that’s gonna be me. don't even need to ask—you heard about me—
that's all that's all I’'m saying”. Anna said a song that described her future was “Clinton
Hill” by Kota the Friend, explaining: “It’s all about like building generational wealth for
his family and giving back to his community.” Miriam continued this discussion of
hoping for a better future state by sharing:
My eventual goal would be “Happy” by Pharrell Williams, because....Honestly,
you know it’s just a vibe...like listening to it, I’'m like I want to be at a point
where I like listen to the song and I’'m like that’s me, I just want to be happy and
be able to relax knowing that I did everything that I wanted to. I don’t know if I

can find that specific [lyric]...it’s like, ‘I want to do this, this and that’ but yeah,
[I] definitely want to be happy.

Through smiles and giggles, the girls continued to share their song selections.

Their songs connected to ideas like happiness and imagining an idealized future for
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themselves; some were aimed toward improving their current situations and others were
tied to a desired emotion. The group confided in one another about their goals for the
future, recognizing commonalities: several participants mentioned happiness (Maria and
Miriam) as well as reaching a more stable financial future (Chrissy and Anna). The trust
that had been built in this learning community helped participants share these intimate
ideas freely. Participants had begun to realize that they had a shared community in this
group. The distinct background that each participant brought to the group help
contextualize their learnings and shared understandings. This is not to say that people
from different communities cannot learn together; however, the shared geographical
community—all participants lived in the same county for high school—and shared racial
and class communities helped participants to relate to one another in many ways. Their
shared experiences allowed them to bond over their common goals.

In a moment of lightheartedness, Maria wrapped up the song-sharing activity,
pointing out the “generational divide” between the youth participants and the adults, and
then teasing Miriam for her musical choice from middle school. She also commented on
the overlap:

I think it’s also interesting to see how...like what we want out of life for the

human life is projected through the song. For example, Dr Ali and Ms. Haynes

their songs were instantly correlated to their children... to kind of see like what
occupies their brain most. Whereas for me, Anna, and Chrissy it was...it’s kind of

like having fun, being happy, trying to make the best of our time, right now, and
trying to get better for our Community.

After the activity, Dr. Ali requested that the participants introduce themselves to
share where they were in life and what they would like for him to talk about. Dr. Ali
acknowledged that Maria’s introduction was a more intimate way of getting to know the

participants, but he asked for this follow-up introduction to better guide the subsequent
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conversation. This was similar to the other guest speakers’ approach; the way that these
adults effectively engaged with youth was an important example to all the other adults
who wanted to create similar working and learning spaces with youth. Getting to know
people on a personal level and being able to identify their learning wants and needs is
critical to effective teaching (Ladson-Billings, 1995). These summer sessions showed this
idea in practice as guest speakers asked each participant to introduce themselves and
explain their own activism. Not only did this provide information about the youth, but it
also helped the guest speakers contextualize the learning and make sure it was relevant to
each of the participants. None of the guest speakers arrived at their session with a pre-
planned presentation; all kept their objectives loosely defined. This way, the participants
were given the opportunity to participate however they wanted to and share anything they
felt comfortable sharing.

Importantly, the small group setting facilitated this intimacy of learning and
community in each summer session. Love (2019) called for schools to “reduce class sizes
so that Black, Brown, and Indigenous children can thrive” (p. 6). This acknowledged that
deep, meaningful learning for young people is best achieved in small, personalized
settings. None of these sessions had more than seven participants present at once,
allowing for more time and space to be dedicated to participants’ individual needs and
interests. Dr. Ali introduced himself at the beginning of his session by emphasizing that
he was “not formal” and that he wanted to have more of a conversation with the group,
inviting the participants to jump in as they pleased. This idea of learning through

conversation and intimate discussion contrasted sharply with the public school system’s

181



typical large classrooms, hand-raising, and formalized turn-taking, all with the teacher at
the center of the learning.

Dr. Ali spoke about his own history, contextualizing his youth and college years
with the political landscape of Los Angeles during the late 90s. He described three-strike
laws and laws that required teachers to report students’ documentation status. This
context prompted him to get involved in politics in college. Like Cindy, Dr. Ali talked
about how campus organizing led him into community organizing. He also recalled when
he saw a South Asian American scholar, Vijay Prashad, speak for the first time; he was
shocked that academia could be a space to talk about the South Asian experience. He
said, “I think to realize that—just because I’'m not in the curriculum doesn’t mean I can’t
be in the curriculum—that was kind of an epiphany for me.”

Dr. Ali described how he picked his college classes based on their scheduled time
and which books he wanted to read. He casually mentioned his Ph.D. (“I went back to
school, and I got this PhD”), while focusing more intently on the organizing work that the
degree allowed him to remain involved in. He then prompted the group to engage in a
quick-write activity in which they wrote about two to three of the most pressing social
issues they saw in the world and how they thought they could be best addressed. Upon
reading the instructions that Dr. Ali put in that chat, I observed Maria reread them to
herself, mouthing each word, and then lean back in her seat, looking up at the ceiling.

Aron was the first to share his response: he discussed reproductive rights and
suggested that they could be partially addressed through sex education. Aron stated that
abolishing the Supreme Court could remedy these issues, though they acknowledged,

“That’s not possible anytime soon.” Aron then discussed their own advocacy in
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promoting AAPI representation in the Virginia state curriculum, explaining that the
current social studies curriculum standards only mentioned the AAPI community three
times. Finally, they expressed the need for more acceptance and respect for student
autonomy in decision-making and politics in schools.

Miriam followed Aron, starting out by mentioning the lack of international
coverage of major wars, citing Ukraine, Russia, and Ethiopia as examples. She seconded
Aron’s concern regarding reproductive rights, adding that there needed to be more
support for new parents who lack resources. Miriam then briefly talked about prison
reform, suggesting that a solution would be to “rebuild the entire system from the bottom
up.” Finally, she discussed accessibility and racism within the medical field, which tied
back into her interests in STEM.

Aron and Miriam were the only two participants who shared aloud. Aron focused
on issues in which they were already involved and provided concrete examples of
solutions. Miriam, on the other hand, shared issues that she was interested in and affected
by, but in which she did not yet have activism and organizing experience. The shared
learning space allowed her to make a connection between Aron’s interests and her own.
Miriam, the youngest participant in the group, had less formal organizing experience than
the other participants. However, throughout the summer, she continued to share and
engage. This learning community provided Miriam with a platform to share her ideas and
ask for clarification. Miriam’s open-mindedness and willingness to lean in despite her
relative lack of experience spoke to her trust in the group.

Dr. Ali explained that the intention of this exercise was for students to think

through issues that were important and meaningful to them while also acknowledging
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that sometimes engagement comes from proximity and accessibility to specific issues.
Dr. Ali’s tendency to ask the group about their interests and passions was crucial to their
engagement. He stressed that abolition valued radical thinking in different ways:
It’s not that one is right and one is wrong, but if you begin to say, like, ‘Oh I'm
actually someone who believes in legislation’ or ‘I believe in the government to
solve the potential of the state to solve people’s problems’, then that might be a
way in which you organize your work. And if you’re someone who’s like, ‘I
believe more access to education can solve problems’ or if ‘I believe in more

community-based power,’ right, and so I think part of it is to be for us to begin
thinking like how do we engage in social analysis?

Dr. Ali explained that it was necessary for participants to continually engage in social
analysis and trust their own opinions and thoughts. He gave the example of the Black
Panthers being young people when they began organizing. He said that social movements
are often started by youth, not by “people like [him], in their 40s and 50s.” He warned the
group against relying on the adults in their lives, and instead trusting themselves.

Dr. Ali furthered the notion of ongoing learning that both Cindy and Dr. Nganga
brought up: “Let me go learn some more, and I think that’s what the relationship between
activism and education is, right? It’s like this constant movement of this praxis. The
constant movement in doing the work and then reflecting...” The idea of moving back
and forth between theory and practice once again tied back to Aron’s concern that the
two were separated. Dr. Ali shared an example of how he moved between the spaces of
organizing and academia in order to stay critical of the movements in which he was
involved. In reference to his own research, Dr. Ali explained that he “think[s] the idea of
constantly moving back between the world in theory is what makes [him] good. Good
research and like it makes good organizing good activism.”

In a way, this is what this summer project provided participants: a space for them

to engage in learning and reflection, while shifting between their own spheres of
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organizing and activism. Maria summarized her takeaways from Dr. Ali’s session:
“Reflecting—for us—{on] what is important to us and how we think about solving it,
then try[ing] to clarify those objectives.” Participants’ emphasis on thinking about Zow to
solve issues of importance, as opposed to just focusing on solve them as quickly as
possible, helped them reflect on their own learning process.
Shawn
Maria suggested inviting Shawn to speak to the group because of their shared
community organizing experiences in school. Maria clearly appreciated what she had
learned from Shawn, and she wanted to share this wisdom with the group. She began the
call by explaining the purpose of the session:
We all, in a sense, learn together, are working with youth activists and we kind of
all take away from something out of it and really just emphasizing mutual
learning, wanted to create together, learn together within the Nova area within
Nova students and activists and Shawn, just to give more context for a mixture
of...We’re all students of color we all have some...like participation in activism
within northern Virginia, specifically in education and we're all trying to work

together in terms of abolition and trying to find ways to organize with on campus
in our community back in Virginia.

This was the last of the four sessions held over the summer. Over the course of
the summer, the Maria’s facilitation skills improved, and she began to take a more
confident leadership role. In the earlier sessions, she took a back seat; in fact, she was
unable to even participate in Dr. Nganga’s session. In the middle, Maria posed thoughtful
questions that guided the conversation with Cindy and Dr. Ali. With Shawn, Maria
scripted out the entire session alongside the guest speaker. During the call, Maria
eloquently summarized Shawn’s answers to questions and provided ample context with
the questions she posed. Her facilitation skills had developed significantly from when I

had first started working with her in high school. Providing youth like Maria with safe
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spaces to practice their facilitation skills is crucial: We were outside of a traditional
school setting and had eliminated many unnecessary pressures, such as grades and
standards. Maria sought this opportunity to improve in her facilitation skills for her own
personal development and ultimately for the education of her community. Maria
mentioned during her initial interview with me that being in community with like-minded
activists was important to her, as this was where she could learn best. Maria’s growth as a
facilitator and a learner over the course of the summer spoke to the uniqueness of this
learning space.

Maria organized the session with Shawn so that each participant (in this case, that
included Gilissa, Chrissy, Anna, Jason, and I) had the opportunity to introduce ourselves.
We shared our names, roles, and one thing we liked about ourselves. Gilissa had her
camera off, explaining that she was low on phone battery, but she was still able to share
her pronouns and her major. She also mentioned, “Usually people say that I am
caring...so | guess that’s one [thing I like about myself.” Anna was next, and her white
background lit up the screen. Her eyes darted around for a moment as she scratched the
side of her head and said, “I really can’t think of any of my best qualities, or the best part
about myself, so...um...there’s that.” I quickly jumped in to say that I thought Anna was
an amazing writer. A large, shining smile lit her face, as she tilted her head forward with
a slight giggle, saying, “Thank you.” Then, Miriam came on screen, smiling and saying,
“I’m just going to follow-up two amazing women...”

Participants’ hesitancy to speak to their positive qualities connected to the
humility that I experienced in earlier conversations, for example when they shied away

from identifying as activists. Both Anna and Gilissa centered others in their work and
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projected discomfort when they became the focus of the conversation. Miriam, the
youngest participant, frequently jumped in as soon as she saw the slightest hint of self-
deprecation from her peers in order to assert her support and love for the other two. The
activity that Maria planned for this session not only helped the participants reflect and
introduce themselves, but it also created a space for support. Like the previous sessions’
ice breakers, this one served to center participants’ humanity and build a sense of
community. This allowed participants to be valued as individuals with important stories.

Maria then teed up Shawn’s presentation, in which she discussed her time at a
PWI. Shawn dug deeply into the history of her PWI, which gave context to her
organizing work. She began with a slide of a Burn Book—reminiscent of the 2004 movie,
Mean Girls—that she had made for one of her classes that documented the injustices at
her school. With the exception of Gilissa, who studied at a HBCU, and Miriam, who was
still in high school, the background information that Shawn provided about this specific
PWI provided insight into other participants’ PWI contexts. Shawn argued:

[This school] is not a unique school; I think all institutions are like this. I think all

predominantly white institutions and elite institutions are like this. I heard that

two of y’all go to [here she mentioned Anna and Chrissy’s school]. [This school]
is also very similarly situated like this.

Shawn explained that when she entered her school, she considered herself to be
“neoliberal” and believed that representation would lead to change. She talked about how
her understanding of race changed during her first year of college, and she began to seek
out Asian spaces that were “thinking about race and what does it mean to be Asian
American and what are the radical histories and complicated traumas that we have.”

The information that Shawn shared overlapped significantly with what Maria had

said she wanted to work on over the summer: specifically, how to build relationships in
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organizing spaces and how to navigate college spaces as an activist. Shawn gave
examples of the groups she was involved in at her PWI, which were the same two groups
in which Maria was involved. Shawn talked about how much her understanding of
organizing grew over her years at the PWI she attended: though she had initially bought
into neoliberal ideas, she began to “think critically” and ultimately changed her political
stance and her perspective on organizing as she found Asian American spaces that “were
radically thinking about Asian American politics.”

The many overlaps between Shawn’s presentation and Maria’s interview spoke to
the important theme of mentorship and aspiration within youth organizing spaces. Maria
included Shawn on her identity map as someone who had strongly supported her during
her first year at the PWI they both attended. The language Maria used in her initial
interview with me, especially language around giving herself “grace,” paralleled Shawn’s
advice to the group on how to navigate college organizing. Both Maria and Shawn were a
part of Asian Students Association (ASA), which was closely tied to their respective
experiences at their university. This contrasted with their high school organizing
experiences, which lacked such organized groups and required them to be more self-
started.

There is a need for more research that differentiates the differences in youth
experiences between high school and college activism and organizing. There is certainly
a distinction between the two groups, not only in terms of age, but in terms of their
learning and access. The participants in this study who had attended college classes

provided specific examples of ways they had about social justice in their school setting,
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which contrasted with participants’ experiences who were still in high school at the time
of the study.
Summary of Calls

Chapter 4 provided an in-depth look at the data analysis of this project, focusing
on the four calls over the summer, but also including the initial interviews with
participants. The chapter began with an introduction of each participant, using their
identity maps. In this section, each participant is introduced with specific details about
them as young people and insight into how they view themselves. The chapter then
included an analysis of how the participants defined the key terms in this project
(abolition, organizing, and activism) and how they engaged with learning about these
concepts. Chapter 4 concluded with a summary and analysis of each of the four calls
during the summer session and how the participants engaged during the calls with
learning about abolition, activism, and organizing.

These four summer sessions exemplified the importance of community and
mentorship for youth seeking to learn about abolition, organizing, and activism. The
intimate, small group setting granted participants the permission to engage with guest
speakers in a meaningful way. The sense of community within this group was strong,
both due to the relationship building that we built throughout the spring and summer and
the relationships that many participants had formed with me and one another prior to this
project. The guest speakers’ connection to specific group members helped create a safe
environment in which participants could ask questions.

The guest speakers shared meaningful experiences with participants, reflecting on

their history with activism and organizing and considering how their identity impacted
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these efforts. Their presence and contribution provided the youth participants with access
to potential mentors who aligned with their goals and values. During these sessions, the
youth had the opportunity to ask questions that were tailored to their own interests and
learn from individuals with more experience in activism, organizing, and academic

settings.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion

The participants in this project were remarkable people with complex
understandings of abolition, activism, and organizing. Their learning styles and
preferences overlapped in some ways but were unique in others. The youth who
participated in this study were influenced by their communities, both inside and outside
of public school spaces. They engaged with abolitionist literature in order to learn more
about activism and organizing, and their communities served as sites of learning that
extended beyond the school walls. The different communities that participants described
in the study (e.g., book clubs, mentorships, families, etc.) provided them with the
requisite spaces to engage in trial and error learning and facilitated discussions about
abolitionist literature. The literature on abolitionist pedagogy showed empirical examples
of how this can look in classroom and community settings. This study has added to the
existing body of literature by centering youth-led community spaces. Arguably most
importantly, their communities provided them places of safety, comfort, and support.
This project has illustrated the importance of community spaces for youth abolitionist
activists and organizers. It also has contributed to the collective understanding of youth
activists as complex individuals who learn in the context of their communities.
Ongoing Learning

An overarching theme that emerged from this study was the notion that the
participants engaged in ongoing learning. Existing literature provided examples of
abolitionist pedagogy and learning (e.g., Alexander, 2017; Davis, 2011a; Love, 2019),
and this project extended this body of literature by providing an example of abolitionist
pedagogy and learning within a community space. Alexander’s (2017) model of

abolitionist pedagogy in the classroom, which utilized some of the same tenets of this
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project (i.e., youth choice and youth-led learning), was extended in this study. Alexander
(2017) and Davis (2011a) both showed what abolitionist pedagogy can look like in a
classroom setting, whereas this study leveraged abolitionist pedagogy in a youth-created
setting outside of the traditional classroom space. This project also challenged the
limitations of school-based learning, which is often confined to a certain time and space,
instead drawing on the learning experiences of participants before, during, and after this
specific project.
The participants’ learning was thus not limited to a specific time and place; in reality, this
project acted as a snapshot of their ongoing learning at a moment in time. I brought this
specific group together in the preceding spring, working to build community (see Chapter
4 for more details). The participants continued in community with each other in a variety
of ways after the official terms of the project (i.e. going to the same school, maintaining
friendships, staying in contact with me, and continuing their learning around some of the
topics and ideas discussed over the summer). The young people in this study were
complex, and they located themselves in different places along their unique journeys
toward learning about activism, organizing, and abolition. Beyond this project, all the
participants continued their university studies and are actively involved in different
organizing, activist, and abolitionist spaces at their schools. Some are beginning to plan
what their post-university involvement in activism might look like.

Although it is beyond the scope of this study, it would be powerful to follow-up
with the youth in this project and formally document their understanding of how they
engaged in this project and in their own activism since the project ended. Because of my

ongoing personal relationships with several of the participants, I have observed great
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change and growth in them since this study that has only deepened and complicated their
narratives as learners. Many of the participants have blossomed in their university
studies, engaging in abolitionist and organizing spaces and are finding niche spaces to
engage in. They also are engaging in some of the project ideas they had from our summer
project that they were not able to realize during the scope of our project (i.e. Maria has
since worked on multiple zine projects at school).

The notion of ongoing learning is important because it challenged existing ideas
of learning and curriculum being limited to a certain time and place. Deep, meaningful
learning that is applicable to young people’s lives isn’t bound to a classroom or a lecture:
it pervades through their lives, relationships, and community spaces.

Community Spaces

The participants’ learning was centered around community spaces. The youth
utilized community spaces to engage in discussion, find support, and deepen their praxis
and understanding of abolition, organizing, and activism. These community spaces were
unique to each participant and ranged from book club communities to school-based
groups to relationships with adult mentors. These spaces resembled what Harney and
Moten (2013) called:

a place for Black, queer, indigenous, and poor people...another place, a wild

place that is not simply the left over space that limits real and regulated zones of

polite society; rather, it is a wild place that continuously produces its own
unregulated wildness. (p. 13)

The “wildness” of the space in this project stems from its openness and lack of
regulation. Consequently, this community space promoted creativity and learning in ways
that are typically limited in public school settings. These learning spaces may look

different for other communities, depending on their identities, goals, and desires (i.e.
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different meeting times or different variety of activities). Participants could show up to
sessions and were not limited in what they could discuss and how they could discuss it.
The structure of sessions was open, and not meticulously planned. The timing of sessions
was adjusted based on availability, and allowed participants to participate when and how
they could.

As evidenced in their interviews, most participants attributed their definitions of
abolition, organizing, and activism to their respective communities. While some of these
communities existed alongside school structures or took the form of an extracurricular
activity, most communities that participants mentioned as impactful to their learning
existed outside of traditional school spaces. This project took existing understandings of
concepts such as community (Fine, 2018; Spade, 2020), community education (Ladson-
Billings, 1995; Malcolm & Haley, 2013; Purnell, 2021; Saxe, 1988, as cited in Hull &
Schultz, 2001), and undercommons (Coles et. al, 2021) and created a concrete example of
these ideas in practice that educators, adults, or youth mentors can strive to emulate.

Community-based education offers a space for youth to engage in learning that
public schools do not typically provide. Although schools do not often offer the content
education that youth need to further their learning about activism, organizing, or
abolition, they are usually the first places in which youth observe social problems that
need addressing. They also provide a physical location for youth to meet other young
people with shared interests. These relationships are frequently the foundation for youth
organizing and activism outside of schools. For instance, Hull and Schultz (2001) argued,
“The distinction between in-school and out-of-school sets up a false dichotomy” (p. 577),

acknowledging that the two inform one another and do not exist in silos. Pinar (2019)
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calls for teachers to teach “beyond the bell” and for specialization of learning, i.e. giving
students the opportunities to learn about what they’re passionate about, and really dig into
this learning. While we make these calls for public education to transform and offer these
opportunities to students and because schools are failing to provide students intentional
learning experiences centered around organizing, abolition, and activism, the formation
of community spaces is crucial. Pinar emphasizes that curriculum is not a product, but
rather a process. The community space in this project served as an example of a process
that other community members or educators could engage in with young people. The
actual content of this project and the subsequent conversations are less important than the
actual recursive process of meeting and learning in community.

By understanding the importance of community spaces for youth, educators can
facilitate connections between students who are interested in social justice issues.
Existing literature showed the importance of and need for community spaces, but this
project has added a specific model for educators and others seeking to establish these
spaces. This example centered abolitionist pedagogy and critical literacy in youth-led
community spaces. This project has illustrated that knowledge produced in community
spaces is different in many ways from knowledge gained in classrooms. Community
spaces are sites for learning about abolitionist work, whereas schools often do not provide
opportunities to learn about abolition—in fact, schools frequently work against notions of
abolition (Dozono, 2022; Rombalski, 2020; Stovall, 2018). Abolitionist knowledge is
worth knowing, and this project has demonstrated an authentic way for youth to engage

with these critical concepts.
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As some public schools serve several thousand students, it can be hard for
students to connect with others, especially when they do not share classes or activities.
Tracking is one problem in public education that effectively separates students from
many of their peers. Oakes (1987) described how tracking creates different student
bodies:

In most senior high schools, students are assigned to one or another curriculum

track that lays out sequences of courses for college-preparatory, vocational, or

general track students. Junior and senior high schools also make use of ability
grouping—that is, they divide academic subjects (typically English, mathematics,

science, and social studies) into classes geared to different "Levels" for students
of different abilities. (p. 2)

Oakes also shared how rare it is for a school to not have some type of system of
organizing students that presents as a system to make teaching easier. This separation
often divides students by socioeconomic status and race, which makes meeting diverse
peers a challenge in high school. In response to these oppressive structures, Harney and
Moten (2013) argued, “We want to take apart, dismantle, tear down the structure that,
right now, limits our ability to find each other, to see beyond it and to access the places
that we know lie outside its walls.” While working toward destroying oppressive
structures—and while students still exist within these oppressive spaces—it is important
to help them connect. Oakes’ research about tracking in schools illustrated how students
in lower-track classes have fewer opportunities to feel included in school communities
and participate in fewer “high level learning opportunities” (p. 129). This division
actively upholds oppression and intentionally separates student communities to prevent
their organizing and collaboration, which Oakes referred to as “hellish consequences” (p.

1). As a result of schools’ inequities and tendency to segregate students, it is important
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for educators to facilitate the formation of relationships between students who might not
otherwise cross paths.

In my experience as an educator and facilitator, I was able to connect the youth in
this particular project through my classes and involvement in my school’s Equity Team. I
taught a variety of different courses and coached volleyball, which granted me access to a
wide array of students. I was able to create connections between students after getting to
know them and creating positive relationships with them. I have explained more about
how I formed these positive relationships with youth participants below.

Mentorship

This project has provided a context-rich example of a community space that
educators could use as a model for working with youth. While not a guidebook, this study
has documented the steps we followed to organize the community group and plan the
groups’ interactions and learning. It also has provided examples of activities and
questions that experienced adults used when working with youth and furthering their
learning. Each guest speaker session started with a planned question or activity that
helped establish trust. These questions and activities can be used again and modified to fit
the context.

The sessions with the guest speakers, mainly facilitated by Maria, showcased
examples of critical literacy (as defined by Morell, 2007) by asking questions that
empowered the youth participants. Maria utilized a variety of different literacies that are a
part of critical literacy, which critiqued the assumption that literacy is limited to reading
and writing. Maria, the adult facilitators, and participants asked questions about

ideologies (Street, 1984 as cited in Morell, 2007) and power relations (Freire & Macedo,
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1987, as cited in Morell, 2007), which pushed the group to think more critically and
deeply about abolition and organizing. Critical literacy also seeks to examine the power
relationships between texts (Morell, 2007), which is something that Maria did throughout
the summer as she made connections between the different texts she had read during each
group session.

As critical literacy often does, these lines of questioning highlighted the
shortcomings of public education and created spaces of authentic learning that reflected
topics about which participants were genuinely excited. The guest speakers also served as
strong examples for educators, mentors, and facilitators who are seeking role models to
guide discussions about abolition, activism, and organizing. Educators in secondary
school settings could use pieces of this project to guide their teaching if they seek to
incorporate tenets of abolition, activism, and organizing into their curriculum or if they
plan to establish their own community space.

Moreover, | argue that adult facilitators must forge strong, intentional
relationships with youth before co-creating community spaces like this. As an educator, I
frequently hear rhetoric around relationships with youth that seems to always falls short.
The relationship that many educators have with students rarely extends beyond the
classroom and is surface level (e.g., it involves the educator showing a student kindness).
Trust in these relationships can be challenging to define, because it typically only means
that a young person feels safe during the short time that they sit in the educator’s
classroom. Although this is an important foundation, educators who wish to engage in
activism and organizing alongside youth need to extend this relationship further. Kaba

(2021) discussed the importance of trust in abolitionist work, explaining that substantive
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work is worth doing in community. She explained her commitment to the collective in
terms of knowledge and struggle. In her short story, “Justice,” she said, “We’re all family
in SP. No we aren’t all related, but we trust and love each other” (p. 157). Kaba also
explained how working toward change is a “fundamental expression of trust in the power
of conscious collective effort” (p. 167). Thus, trust, while not always authentically
present in traditional school settings, is crucial in abolitionist work.

Though maintaining an age-appropriate relationship is important, educators need
to view young people through a humanizing lens; this means that the educator uses their
knowledge of the young person to develop the most appropriate relationship that values
their humanity, intelligence, and individuality. When appropriate, educators can become
part of students’ home and family lives. Without overstepping boundaries, beautiful
relationships can form that are meaningful and conducive to authentic learning and
organizing outside of the school space. As a mentor with strong relationships with the
youth in this project, I have had to take many risks on my own behalf and on behalf of
participants. In my view, this is par for the course in creating strong relationships with
youth. As mentioned above, schools settle for surface-level student-teacher relationships
that do not typically extend beyond the classroom. Public schools often even villainize
student-teacher relationships, deeming them inappropriate or establishing rules that create
a clear separation between home and school. However, educators need to challenge this
boundary in some situations. In her research on ethical boundaries for teachers, Morris
(2017) wrote about the importance of considering context when determining an
appropriate interaction between teachers and students. In the specific context of this

project, the group’s collective learning about abolition, organizing, and activism provided
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a valuable example of when deeper, more meaningful connections between educators and
students can facilitate critical learning. This project also contributed to the literature on
ethical boundaries between students and teachers by providing examples of appropriate
contexts for student-teacher connections and supporting well-established ideas that strong
relationships between educators and students lead to intellectual development (Goldstein,
1999). Typically, the boundaries drawn between educators/mentors and youth are painted
to be extremely black and white. However, I argue that the educator/mentor role can
viewed through a more humanizing lens, while still acknowledging the power differential
between adult and young person. While acknowledging the societal wall or separation of
young person and adult, humanizing a young person in this relationship can look like
making this wall more porous and questioning some of the separation. It is my belief that
this can be done through on-going reflection, while maintaining vulnerability when
discussing topics that are traditionally off-limits for educators and youth (i.e. politics,
home life, etc.). Like in any relationship, it is important to read the room and know what
the other person is comfortable talking about and what they can handle receiving from
you. The same holds true with a relationship with a young person: it wouldn’t be
appropriate for an adult to dump all their personal problems on a younger person.
However, allowing for vulnerability and sharing of personal information could allow for
openness from the young person, and in effect, a great opportunity for learning and
creating community. The greatest emphasis to this point is to live in community, while
also maintaining boundaries that are universally accepted as being inappropriate (i.e.

sexual relationships with minors, physical and mental abuse of minors, etc.).
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Outside of the U.S. public school setting, teachers are pillars of their
communities; for example, students live side by side with their teachers and may even
know their families. The separation between school and home is less clear in these
situations. Gomez et al. (2004) asserted, “The caring work of teaching is premised upon
having a reciprocal relationship between students and teachers. Reciprocity entails
teachers and students continually developing, negotiating, and maintaining a social
connection (p. 483).” If educators in U.S. public schools adopted the same philosophy of
connection between educators and students and leaned into the notion of deeper,
authentic learning coming from these meaningful relationships, there may be more
opportunities for educators and their students to flourish in community-based spaces.

Thus, strong, authentic, and meaningful relationships between youth and adults
are necessary for equity work in schools. These relationships must be mutually created
and agreed upon, and the relationship needs to be transparent to both people. It is also
worth noting that adult-youth relationship involve an evident power dynamic that should
be consciously examined and reflected upon. Ultimately, these relationships are a
recursive process of determining how to best maintain the relationship, just like any other
relationship in a person’s life.

Although this study found that communities are critical to facilitating youth
learning about abolition, organizing, and activism, I want to emphasize that what makes
up said communities are strong relationships. All relationships between individuals may
look different, but when put together with other relationships, they create a community.

Ultimately, communities cannot exist without the personal relationships within them.
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Reflection

Throughout this project, I engaged in regular self-reflection about my role in the
group and how I was documenting participant learning. Although it was not perfect, I
believe that my practices could act as a starting point for other white educators who are
looking to reflect on their engagement with youth activists. Most importantly, the idea of
co-creation and planning alongside Maria stands as a strong example for educators to
create positive learning environments and spaces to engage in thought about abolition,
organizing, and activism. Co-creating with Maria was an act of reflection on its own
because of our regular debriefing and adaptation of the project based on participant
engagement.

My co-creation of the group’s summer learning plan alongside Maria was one of
the positive outcomes of planning with youth, with other positive examples being
participants’ connection with community and connection with mentors/adults. The
amount of knowledge and expertise that Maria brought to this project was immeasurable.
She masterfully navigated sessions and improved her facilitation skills with every call.
She was an integral part of creating the community that participants needed to foster
these important discussions.

Call for Further Research

This project touched on the role that mentors and adults play in youth’s learning,
activism, and organizing. However, there is still a need for additional research that is
more focused on the relationship between adults, youth, and effective mentorship. This
research could take the form of an interview or a case study of specific relationships

between adults and youth. The youth in this project alluded to positive relationships with
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the adults in their communities, but there needs to be more research on what factors made
those relationships so positive.

Further research and thinking needs to be documented about how these spaces
look for different populations. As outlined in Chapter 1, the youth in this group came
from a specific subgroup of English-speakers with general academic success in the same
county. Similar groups, with English Language Learners, recently arrived students, and
other subgroups of students can obviously engage in the same learning, but documenting
the intricacies of their engagement is important. I believe the composition of different
groups would dictate how learning takes place, and the types of activities and content
used. An educator’s unique knowledge of the population they engage with lends itself to
appreciating how to support each unique group. Regardless of the make-up of the group,
the element of trust is integral to the success of a group engaging in concepts of abolition,
organizing, and activism.

As mentioned above, the current study does not include a literature review on
youth identity, nor does it delve into the politics of identity. Youth activist identity—and
how their identity influences their activism—could be the focus of another project. This
study showed the importance of various pieces of participants’ identity in their learning
and activism, but it did not dig deeply into these crucial connections.

Following Up With Youth: Living and Learning in Community

Maria and one of the committee members suggested that I do a postscript
conversation with a few participants at the conclusion of this study in order to get their
perspective on some of the ideas that I discuss in this paper. To achieve this, I reached

out to participants and asked them to respond to one major finding: that community is
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essential to youth learning about organizing, abolition, and activism. I told them that I
observed that they all shared examples of communities that helped them learn. I then
asked whether they had any thoughts on that idea and if it made sense to them. Three
participants, Maria, Gilissa, and Mariam, responded to me.
Gilissa sent me two voice memos that were about a minute and a half long, which
discussed the absence of community and how that pushed her toward activism:
A year and a half ago, I would probably say yes, but now I would say not having
community, in my experience, brought me closer to activism, abolition, and it
enlightened me to see when I was alone and when I was with my community...It’s

like activism is your everyday situation—you have to advocate for yourself in
order to get anything you don’t have—if you don't have a community around you.

Gilissa pointed to the difference between her high school and college experiences,
identifying a distinction in the way that she connected with her communities. Her lack of
community in college left her feeling as though she had to advocate for herself, which
helped her identify her needs more clearly. She began to focus more on herself, as
opposed to putting the collective before her own needs like she often did in high school.

Gilissa also discussed community as a critical aspect of learning, particularly for
youth: “I think community is essential to development.” She further mentioned how
communities often help youth “construct their emotions into ways of thinking.” She also
alluded to the idea of mentorship: “Community kind of shows you...yes this is what
you’re feeling, this is what I felt...this is how you kind of direct your power and
emotions into something constructive that will help your community in the long run.”
Gilissa maintained strong interpersonal connections in high school; in fact, she arguably
had stronger intergroup relationships than anyone else in the project. She also made
strong connections with adults that helped validate her emotions and guide her toward

new learning.
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Maria’s responses came in the form of a series of text messages, but they read like
poem:

Community was a central theme for me

You were largely my community

And I would say now but in much difference ways

Like i think community now means complex personhood and also

Learning boundaries

It also means seeing community as more of relationships now

Like individual relationships

And not a cohesive community
Maria’s college experience had been defined by a myriad of new relationships and
learning how to navigate them. Though Maria was constantly involved in official
communities and groups, she also focused intently on individual relationships within
these communities. In retrospect, I can see that this was true before, during, and after this
project. Maria respected the communities she was in, but she always prioritized the
individuals in those communities. For example, she recently set up a monthly FaceTime
check-in with me and my family in an attempt to maintain our strong relationship.

Miriam, drawing on her year and a half of college experience, responded:

I can honestly say that if students aren’t actively searching to improve their

understanding on a subject, abolition, and activism [aren’t] taught in curricula. In

secondary education, the focus is on successful civil rights movements without

discussion about the current political climate (likely to avoid polarization between
students).

She went on to provide examples of racism that she had seen on her school’s campus, and
she argued that there was a need for the university community to help bring an end to
these disturbing, explicit examples of racism. She went on to say:
There has to be spaces set and created for students to work on anti-racism and
abolition, because it becomes a case of out-of-sight, out-of-mind, [and] then it

becomes easy for everyone to forget the issues exist and allow the status quo to
continue.
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Miriam mentioned an African American studies class on her campus, which was one way
for the university to meet a critical need for students who might not know anything about
abolition and antiracism to come together and engage in that learning as a community.
She stressed the importance of supporting one another in that learning.

Although all three of these participants conceptualized community in different
ways, they all acknowledged its role and importance in their learning and lives.
Moreover, their definitions of community had shifted since the study concluded, which
was to be expected from young people in college who were actively engaging in the

challenging work of abolition, activism, and organizing.
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Appendix A: Codebook

Appendix

Themes

Categories

Codes

Communities (39)

Collaboration/Working with
others
Black Panthers

Personal connections with me
)

Conversations

Equity teams

Belonging

Affinity groups (6)

Peer support

Representation

Other’s perceptions
Interpersonal connections (13)
Spending time with people
Learning from community

College (20) College in small town Institutional organizing
College organizations (9) PWI
Leaving home Preparing for college
High School (27) Failures of public education | Learning in school
(8) Senior year
Conflict Uncertainty in self-promotion | Boundaries (7)
(6)
Misunderstanding
Negative Experiences | Isolated Saviorism
)
Defunding the Police | Incarceration (2) SROs
3) Gun violence

Prison reform
School to prison pipeline

Theory vs. Practice (4)

Theory of change

Entering activism
Educational activism
Beginning of involvement (5)

Family (6) Learning from family Influence of family
Home
Activism (11) Dislike of activism Activism versus identity

Performative actions (3)
Definition of activist (7)
Identification as an activist (2)
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Abolition (14)

Definitions of abolition (8)

Adherence to abolitionist values
4)

Striving to be abolitionist

Not yet abolitionist (3)

Not yet
Realizing
Organizing (30) Organizers Grassroots (2)
Organizing not working
Not yet organizer
Identity Ethnic identity (26) Sexual identity
Heritage Women
First generation (2) Reproductive justice
Learning Through Education/teaching Book club (3)
Questions Critical thinking (7)
Growing Up (12)
Healing (3) Grace (4) Joy (2)
Mentoring (7) Role models Helping younger people (7)
Involving youth
Survival Violence Freedom (2)
Busy Absence Exhaustion
Mental health (2)
Break
Extracurriculars Starting groups PTSA

Out of Community

Disconnect between high
school and life

Excellence

Critical Race Theory

Policy Protesting Non-profits

Anger Discomfort Emotional attachment
Upset Self-care
Emotional Safe spaces (2)
Homophobia

Race Ending racism Racial tensions
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Racism Appropriation
Whiteness Institutional racism
White women (2) Medical racism

Planning

Trial and Error

Personal Experience

Cycles

Poverty Finances Affluence

Low Income (3) Money

Socioemotional

Learning

Programs /

Programming

Intentional Language

Hope

Long Time Unattainable Small successes

Ease of achievement

Advocacy AAPI Advocacy (3) Queer advocacy (2)

Assimilate

Power (3) Empowerment Lack of autonomy

Future Plans Aspiration Ambition

Open-ended goals
Academic goals

STEM

Social Media (2)

Institutional Change

Research Interests

Social analysis
Critical of system

Paolo Freire
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Appendix B: Youth Activists Spring 2022 Schedule

(B L) | FEB L/ | ABSINT
JPM-GPM | SPM-9PM
Miriam
Gilissa Chrissy
Aron
Jason
MARLY | MARL)] [ ABSENT
JPM-GPM | SPM-9PM
Chrissy
Miriam
Jason | Gilissa
Aron
APRIL L) [ APRIL LY | ABSENT
JPM-GPM | SPM-9PM
Gilissa
Jason
Miriam | Chrissy
Aron
MAY 1) | ABSINT
APM-9PM
Chrissy
Gilissa
Jason
Miriam
Aron
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Appendix C: February 15 Session

Survey

ls
Q
-

Miriam

Aron
Jason

Topic: Prisons and Policing (& Imagining)

Introduction Group 1: Group 2

a. 1 minute in pairs (3 minutes total for all 3 different pairings)
b. Brainstorm all that you have in common
C. Most creative wins (cancel out the things that both groups have in
common)

e Choice: AORB ORBOTH
a. Political cartoons (What does abolition mean?)

= Importance of having objectives

b. Thinking Routine

» Reimagining a world GROUP 1 GROUP 2
Notes

For next time:

Create a 1 minute “speech” about something cool you learned since we last
met that you want to share with the group. Pose one question about it. (1
minute speech + 1 question). You don’t need to write this down - just think
about it, so you’ll have something to say. Feel free to use a graphic or video (or

whatever) instead.

ls
Y
N

Miriam
Jason
Aron

Topic: Prisons & Policing
o Slides
o Discussion
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o What is missing from this history?

1. Pick an everyday object or topic and brainstorm a list of questions about it.

2. Look over the list and transform some of the questions into questions that challenge the imagination
Do this by transforming questions along the lines of:

- What would it be like if...
- How would it be different if...

- What would change if...

- Suppose that...
- How would it look differently if...

3. Choose a question to imaginatively explore. Explore it by imaginatively playing out its possibilities.
Do this by: Writing a story or essay, drawing a picture, creating a play or dialogue, inventing a
scenario, conducting and imaginary interview, or conducting a thought experiment.

4. Reflect: What new ideas do you have about the topic, concept, or object that you didn’t have before?

For next time:

Gilissa
Jason
Miriam

Chrissy
Aron

Topic: Queer Liberation

For next time:

Day 4 (The Pizza Party!)

Chrissy
Gilissa
Jason
Miriam
Aron
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Appendix D: March 11 Thinking Routine

List of everyday objects or topics

Car

Books

Gun Violence

Mental health

Contraceptives

STIs

Homelesness :)

Sexual violence and prevention ***

Student voice :)

Electoral politics :) :)

Schools

Therapy

Food

Healthcare

Wealth distribution

Teens Doing drugs ~ the legalities, the science, the consequences, etc. :) :)
SROs ***

Detention

School shooters ***

No Tolerance policies

Punitive policies

Borderland identity for women of color/immigrants - like creation of a new
identity for second generation immigrants

What is the impact of white habitus? Like what are the side effects of white
people hanging around with only white peopel? How does that damage them
lolv

Brainstorm a list of questions about :Sexual violence and prevention

How do we support survivors?

Are police the best response to sexual violence?

What systems do we need to respond to sexual violence?

How do we respond to sexual violence, while resisting mass incarceration?
How do we punish/treat/rehabilitate those who commit sexual violence? What
role does punishment play, if any?

What are the role of schools/colleges in being that institution to rehabilitate?
What aspects of our everyday institutions are responsible for (and can be used
to change) the culture around sexual violence? How can we change those
aspects of our institution to prevent sexual violence?

The treatment of female and male victims?

How does the implications of race play on the treatment of victims?

What is the road from school to sex trafficking?

What weight does neglect play into creating victims?

What is the proper way to address sexual violence after it occurs?

what are the behaviors in society that build up to sexual violence? Like what
microaggressions lead to that? What are the normalized behaviors?

How do we prevent sexual violence

How has fear of sexual violence been used as a tool for white supremacy?
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Look over the list and transform some of the questions into questions that
challenge the imagination.

o What would it look like if we were a society that supported survivors?

o How would it look differently if police were not used in response to
sexual violence? What impact could that have on the victim and those who
commit sexual violence?

o What would happen if we prioritized rehabilitation and education for
those who committed sexual violence?

o  What would it look like to not be hyper aware of my identity as a woman?
To be hyper aware of someone’s identity as a man(and therefore, a
potential risk?)

o What would it look like to have a society that has a good relationship with
sex? To both not be afraid of it/slut shame women and also to not be used
as a way of domination?

o How would court case decisions change if race and gender wasn’t a part
of the information/context given to a judge and jury?
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Appendix E: March 17 Agenda Call

Waffles v. Pancakes

Basically, you start with waffles vs. pancakes. The following person has to discard one of
those for good and replace it with another topic/item/thing.

So the steps are actually pretty simple.

Step 1: Ask the first team member "Waffles or Pancakes."

Step 2: After giving their answer, ask them fo replace one of those items with any other
item. For example, "I get rid of waffles and nominate puppies."

Step 3: Then, the next person has to choose between Puppies and Pancakes.

Step 4: After that, they get to replace the current items such as, "I get rid of pancakes
and nominate world peace."

Step 5: Repeat steps 1-4 until everyone has answered twice. The final answer will be the
winner.

Maria -> Jason -> Ms. Haynes -> Miriam -> Gilissa -> -> Maria -> Jason -> Ms. Haynes -

> Miriam -> Gilissa ->

Two Truths & A Lie

Points (=the number of people you fooled)

Maria Jason Miriam Gilissa
4 4 2 3 3
Read:
e Zembylas

o p.122 ("Drawing...") - p. 123 (end at new heading)
o p.129 (start @ middle) - p. 131 (middle)

e Ahmed
o P. 119 (Economies of Hate) - p. 122 (middle)

Jot down any notes/thoughts/words/ideas/questions that come to mind while reading this.
Maria Jason
e What is sentimentalism? e How can we teach about abolition in
e Seems very theoretical - but what does this our educational systems (in an
mean in practice? accurate way)?
e Whatis the effect? e “Abolition democracy”
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Miriam

Gilissa

“The social and economical potential of the
Reconstruction era”- a common idea
mentioned in abolition

“ The figure of the bogus asylum seeker may
evoke the figure of the “bogeyman”” pg 123
Sara Ahmed. The distinction between use
value and enhance value. It is an
unconscious language of connotation given
placement and definition. This takes various
feelings of different levels of significance.
Affective struggle and potential perspective
entailed in abolition

Is there a way to navigate economic
hate?

Is this a part of antiracist sociology,
can we create that?

“Sentimentalism, according to Schuller
(2018), posits that the needs of the
individuated subject (e.g., Whites) can be
reconciled to those of other subjects (e.g.,
Blacks, Indigenous peoples) through a
morality of sympathetic feeling; in this
manner, the issues of structural racism
and White supremacy are backgrounded
in favor of White affective security and at
the expense of those who still suffer from
the consequences of ongoing racism and
coloniality.

White emotions can alter anything,
what about bipoc emotions.

“Contemporary abolitionist thought and
practice has deep historical and
contemporary connections to Black
feminist practice of envisioning and
building a new world (Chua, 2020).”

“These strategies are mobilizing affective
solidarity with the affective worlds of
Black, Indigenous, and racialized
populations, including, but not limited
to, their sufferings as victims of modern
slavery, racism, white supremacy, “

Write down one quote that stuck out to you the most - either you have a question about
it or you just want to talk about it.

Maria

Jason

“university as the object of abolition” - but i feel like the .

university is inherently anti-abolition in the same way

magnet schools are

“A movement of
radical social equality
and integration.”
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Miriam Gilissa

The implications of “whimsical”, what does this say about o
abolition? o
How can we manage our words to best describe our
intentions?

Why the “Black Feminist practice of enviosioning a new
world”?

Open Discussion

Economies - emotional and psychological perspective, emotions being
objectified, role of that in structure, marginalization

Decisive - quantify

Borderlands - dualism - having to commit fo one of the other (dichotomy) -
emotions; humans - spirituality - separation of spiritualism from living
Colonists first settled here - came with intention or energy that the land was
sacred - that indigenous ppl were hurting the space

False sense of altruism - mirroring ancestors - cycle without a stop

Abolition is not something that can stop - this is a journey that is never ending
- shouldn't discourage us from not starting

Reconstruction Era; abolition, commonly there is the mention of "we could
have” during the Reconstruction Era as opposed to what are we doing right
now... this idea of regret - putting the blame on older generation

"” idea of emotions moving

Usage of words - enhanced

Abolition as whimsical - gives it a childish connotation

Idea of black feminism - moving the focus

Sara Ahmed's - focus on emotion

Other article - not good source to use

Whimsical & and black feminism - perpetuating racist ideas

Capitalism has underdeveloped black America

Abolition - pioneered by black women; redefined blackness in America - black
women redefining what it means to be black in America

Who's job is it to teach ppl

Centering emotions - black feminism - not necessarily that it's someone’s job,
but more of centering and valuing those emotions as places of learning --
universities as sites

Positive and negative emotions

Claudia Jones - blackness and joy
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Appendix F: May 12 Agenda

1. dissertation updates

2. Happies and crappies

3. Organizing questions
a. Duke Asian/American activists did a panel featuring past Asian/American
activists centered around these questions
b. Resisting

e what are you organizing against

e Who are you organizing for

e What are your organizing goals

Recovering
e how do you handle burnout
e How do you practice self and communal care

Remembering

e who did you learn from

e What did you learn from

e What advice would you give to your young(er) self?
A. There is a both/and, there is no one way
B Identity politics will not solve all problems
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Appendix G: Aron’s May 16 Brainstorming

Take some time to look through these helpful resources:
e Christina Sharpe’s In The Wake
e The Racial Imaginary
e  Whatisazine?
o Zine examples
e See more examples in the folder marked: “GWU Racial Justice Writing Examples”

What ideas/thoughts come to mind when we think of final products for this summer? What could our
final product be?

e Aresource book for what people need: abortion funds, student advocacy orgs, etc.

e Work on Queer POC perspectives

e Work on the continuing impact on colonization from an individual, rather than system,
point of view (examples: homophobia in family, intergenerational trauma)

).«

e Examples of social justice actions that aren’t “conventional”. Basically, creative direct actions.

How do you see yourself benefitting from this final product?

e Aresource book would be so helpful for finding orgs to plug into

e Queer POC aren’t seen enough

e Colonization is so often reduced to a global scale that it’s hard to remember it has real
individual impacts

e It’s sometimes hard to take direct actions that are outside the box

What would be helpful to you as we write/create this summer (i.e. guest speakers who write about race
or abolition; time to write; time to give feedback to peers; readings; help with research)

e Google Calendar invites lol

e Abolish fcps they make us do too much for basic rights
e  Reminders

e  Group support

e Other inspirations

Free Writing: Write about your own ideas or what you might personally write/create.

We should have asked brabrand to stay.

Do you have any other friends who might want to join us this summer?

Do you know what your summer plans are yet?

e India

e job
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Appendix H: Maria’s May 16 Brainstorming

Take some time to look through these helpful resources:
e Christina Sharpe’s In The Wake
e The Racial Imaginary
e  Whatisazine?
o Zine examples
e See more examples in the folder marked: “GWU Racial Justice Writing Examples”

What ideas/thoughts come to mind when we think of final products for this summer? What could our
final product be?

e ithink thinking about what i and still questioning in terms of activism was helpful in
organzing my thoughts. In terms of that question, some questions i have now inlcude:
o What does it mean to be an organizer on campus?
o What do i want for my community at duke?
o What does coalition building look like

How do you see yourself benefitting from this final product?

e im hoping to get ideas for my senior thesis
e Learn more about how to be an activist/coalition build
e Knowledge gained about how to organize

What would be helpful to you as we write/create this summer (i.e. guest speakers who write about race
or abolition; time to write; time to give feedback to peers; readings; help with research)

e  time to discuss and write and think

Free Writing: Write about your own ideas or what you might personally write/create.

Zine
Like podcast idea
Art project? And put it somewhere noticeable

Ll

Book aout student activism

Do you have any other friends who might want to join us this summer?

Do you know what your summer plans are yet?
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Appendix I: Gilissa’s May 16 Brainstorming

Take some time to look through these helpful resources:
e Christina Sharpe’s In The Wake
e The Racial Imaginary
e  Whatisazine?
o Zine examples
e See more examples in the folder marked: “GWU Racial Justice Writing Examples”

What ideas/thoughts come to mind when we think of final products for this summer? What could our
final product be?

e Teaching eachother or younger students (Teach-in)

e Each person brings their different form of presenting and we put it together (slide
show/imovie?)

e Symposium (WebX)

How do you see yourself benefitting from this final product?

e Help me be a better writer/leader/activist
e Educate others
e Understand different perspectives from different lenses about whatever topic is chosen such

as environmental, racially,, gender wise etc.

What would be helpful to you as we write/create this summer (i.e. guest speakers who write about race
or abolition; time to write; time to give feedback to peers; readings; help with research)

e Speakers are always amazing
e Ithink narrowing down a specific area of research would be helpful

Free Writing: Write about your own ideas or what you might personally write/create.

I am not sure yet but it could be whatever topic chosen from an HBCU lens or I could create a format
where people who are from HBCUS discuss a certain topic.

Indengious culture

Media

Unconvential
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Appendix J: Jason’s May 16 Brainstorming

Take some time to look through these helpful resources:
e Christina Sharpe’s In The Wake
e The Racial Imaginary
e  Whatisazine?
o Zine examples
e See more examples in the folder marked: “GWU Racial Justice Writing Examples”

What ideas/thoughts come to mind when we think of final products for this summer? What could
our final product be?

e  Calling out superintendent selection process in FCPS/Superintendent’s history (organize
around this theme)
e Organizing list of demands and list of failed commitments by FCPS

How do you see yourself benefitting from this final product?

e Ifeellike this would allow me to do advocacy work that I haven’t gotten to do much of this
year and is similar to the type of advocacy that ’'m passionate about
e Would also allow me to improve advocacy skills ahead of college (PWTs)

What would be helpful to you as we write/create this summer (i.e. guest speakers who write about
race or abolition; time to write; time to give feedback to peers; readings; help with research)

e Guest speakers

Free Writing: Write about your own ideas or what you might personally write/create.

Do you have any other friends who might want to join us this summer?

Do you know what your summer plans are yet?

I might get a job, but if I do, it shouldn’t interfere at all.
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I like the superintendent idea! | think one concern i have is who would continue it
Appendix K: Chrissy’s May 16 Brainstorming

Take some time to look through these helpful resources:
e Christina Sharpe’s In The Wake
e The Racial Imaginary
e  Whatisazine?
o Zine examples
e See more examples in the folder marked: “GWU Racial Justice Writing Examples”

What ideas/thoughts come to mind when we think of final products for this summer? What could
our final product be?

I really like the zine idea
Or a teach-in!

e A demonstration

How do you see yourself benefitting from this final product?

e Learning more about different perspectives on the topic of abolition and student activism

What would be helpful to you as we write/create this summer (i.e. guest speakers who write about
race or abolition; time to write; time to give feedback to peers; readings; help with research)

e Offer more opportunities to students within the county to learn more about abolition

Talk to some people who are in positions who might agree with our statements/platform;
create an action plan to put some of our ideas into work

Reading group!

I like the guest speakers one

Free Writing: Write about your own ideas or what you might personally write/create.

I’ve been doing a lot of research at about culturally relevant pedagogy and its
implementation, and I would love to see how we might be able to implement the framework and all
of its teachings within the County system. A lot of the educational policy within County is exclusive
and racist in nature, and so by working with teachers and community members, we can emphasize the
importance of inclusivity within the classroom beyond the current performative nature of it (i.e.: the
surface level discussion of race, brushing over the existence of the school to prison pipeline in our

county, etc.)
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Do you have any other friends who might want to join us this summer?

Maybe Kiley or Kerry? I’'m not sure of their summer plans though

Do you know what your summer plans are yet?
e Most likely will be out of the country in Pakistan...most likely won’t be available from June-
mid August. ()

I’'m working an internship full-time, but I will be in the area the whole summer except for maybe a
vacation or something like that (I will try to plan my travel around meetings)

what is culturally relevant pedagogy?
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Appendix L: Anna’s May 16 Brainstorming

Take some time to look through these helpful resources:
e Christina Sharpe’s In The Wake
e The Racial Imaginary
e  Whatisazine?
o Zine examples
e See more examples in the folder marked: “GWU Racial Justice Writing Examples”

What ideas/thoughts come to mind when we think of final products for this summer? What could our
final product be?

e Inperson event — a reading or workshop

e Ongoing blog post?

e  Podcast

e Teaching people how to organize (myself included)

How do you see yourself benefitting from this final product?

e Justinteracting with my community — I haven’t done that in a while
[ )

What would be helpful to you as we write/create this summer (i.e. guest speakers who write about race
or abolition; time to write; time to give feedback to peers; readings; help with research)

e It would definitely be cool to hear from people who have been doing research into this and
writing about it

Free Writing: Write about your own ideas or what you might personally write/create.

Do you have any other friends who might want to join us this summer?

Do you know what your summer plans are yet?

Online research June 20 - August 26 - 40 hrs/wk
Summer classes at NOVA Online June 13 - Aug 18

The podcast idea sounds super super dope!
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Appendix M: Miriam’s May 16 Brainstorming

Take some time to look through these helpful resources:
e Christina Sharpe’s In The Wake
e The Racial Imaginary
e  Whatisazine?
o Zine examples
e See more examples in the folder marked: “GWU Racial Justice Writing Examples”

What ideas/thoughts come to mind when we think of final products for this summer? What could
our final product be?

e Virtual Art Gallery with portraits and explanations of the artist’s vision- possibly on a
website. Possibly create an nft to sell during the launch.

e Create a board game to teach a lesson about abolition. A board that can flip over and
depending on the board you use a different side of a card to show the difference between the
real world and the ideal world

e Debate style- having two different people debate a topic regardless of their beliefs. Possibly
judged on a point system that takes into consideration: preparation, foundation of the
argument, research, and sources

e Create a podcast of us talking about an issue or create a youtube video that is more
condensed.

How do you see yourself benefitting from this final product?

e Doing a website - because I want to go into comp sci in college, so this would be something
I could share to show my skills

e Editing videos(which I would have to learn)- Leaning this might help show versatility

e Debate would help me on my writing and oral skills

What would be helpful to you as we write/create this summer (i.e. guest speakers who write about
race or abolition; time to write; time to give feedback to peers; readings; help with research)

e Creating a youtube channel with all the guest speaker conversations would allow for the
longevity of our work.

Free Writing: Write about your own ideas or what you might personally write/create.

Do you have any other friends who might want to join us this summer?

Do you know what your summer plans are yet?

e Busyin August

| like the idea of a podcast!
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Appendix N: Youth Abolitionists - Summer 2022 Calendar

Youth Abolitionists - Summer 2022
*we can add more meeting times/dates to meet in small groups, partners, whole group, etc.,
depending on if we want to discuss more ideas, read, work more, efc.
**for read / watch options, we could have breakout rooms for people to choose which they’d
like to do
***add any readings/watching options as you see fit (try to keep the same topic/genre)
**** meetings are for our time to discuss what we are learning about and our objectives and
guest speakers // workshops are time for reading and learning / independent time to work on
product
Jul 11, | Meeti | Dr. Ali CONFIRMED
2022 |ng e How he navigates white supremacist systems in academia
@7pm o discuss his own research on surveillance
-8pm
Jul 18, | Work | Cindy CONFIRMED
2022 | shop e Discuss student activism/activism
@7pm | Sessi
- on
8:30p
m
Jul 25, | Meeti | Shawn - Duke Activist - CONFIRMED
2022 |ng e How to be an activist, how to identify allies, emails, how to find
@7pm ppl in power,
-8pm e Time @ Duke (PWI)
Aug 1, [ Work | Read:
2022 | shop e Shawn’s thesis: https://bit.ly/khooactivistmemory
@7pm | Sessi o https://docs.google.com/file/d/17nF3KGeWukDhgrvOu
- on GJ5D8UfrgCtOC4J/edit?usp=docslist api&filetype=ms
8:30p word
m
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Aug 8, | Meeti 1. Set SMARTIE Goals
2022 ([ ng 2. Look @ Tactic Star
@7pm
-8pm
Aug Work | Read:
15, shop o How Capitalism Underdeveloped Black America
2022 | Sessi o https://eddierockerz.files.wordpress.com/2021/07/how-
@7pm | on capitalism-underdeveloped-black-america-problems-in-
- race-political-economy-and-society-pdfdrive-
8:30p .pdf#tpage417
m = 417-425 pages (the last chapter)
e Borderlands: The New Mestiza
o https://monoskop.org/images/2/25/Anzaldua_Gloria_B
orderlands_La_Frontera_The_New_Mestiza_1987.pdf
= 95-109 pages (the last chapter)
OR
Start work toward a campaign/goal/action

Aug Meeti | Dr. Washington
22, ng e research perspective
2022
@7pm
-8pm
Aug Work | Watch:
29, shop e The Infiltrators (film about student activism and theory)
2022 | Sessi
@7pm | on OR
8:30p work toward a campaign/goal/action
m
Septe | Meeti | Read:
mber | ng ¢ Racism Without Racists
5, o https://lwww.sbctc.edu/resources/documents/colleges-
2022 staff/programs-services/administrators-of-color/central-

frames-colorblind-racism-sum2019.pdf
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8:30p

@7pm o P.25-52

Interest in academia world of research

Objectives:

1.

Learn about abolition :)

a. Theory

b. And in practice

C. Maybe make a product? Who knows lol tbd
IDEAS/QUESTIONS:

Things we want to learn about categorized:

1.

Learning about narratives (queer poc perspective, indigenous culture)

2. Learn about systems/issues (colonization, homophobia in family)
3. Learn about activism (culturally relevant pedagogy, creative direct action,
abortion funds, advocacy orgs, student activism)
Questions:
1. What is the impact we want to have (local scale? National scale?)
2. Contribute to something existing (supporting abortion funds?)
3. Who is our target (students, adults, both?)
4. Informational(creating a resource book) vs. challenging something (list of

demands to FCPS)

Ideas to learn:

1.
2.

3.
4.

5.

6
7.
8.
9.
1

Bridge called my back (combines narratives and theory well)

The revolution will not be funded (talks about how people operate in non-profit
spaces, learNing about abolition in practice)

Borderlands/la frontera (learning about activism and theory)

FROM A NATIVE DAUGHTER (learning about activsm and theory in the context
of Hawaii)**

Twilight the film (not the twilight saga but rather, the film about the 1992 LA
protests)

The Infiltrators (film about student activism and theory)**

Racism without racists (book about theory)

How capitalism underdeveloped black america (book about theory)

Shawn = student activist speaker (activist at Duke)**

0. Shawn'’s thesis and Zine (about student activism)**

**high prority

What the students have wanted to learn about:

Aron
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1. A resource book for what people need: abortion funds, student advocacy orgs, etc.
Work on Queer POC perspectives

3. Work on the continuing impact on colonization from an individual, rather than system, point
of view (examples: homophobia in family, intergenerational trauma)

).«

4. Examples of social justice actions that aren’t “conventional”. Basically, creative direct actions.

Maria
1. Student organzing on campus

Chrissy
1. Cuturally relevant pedagogy
2. Student activsm

Gilissa
1. HBCUs
2. Indigenous culture
3. Unconventional

Jason

Anna

Student organization/activism

Deconstructing narratives sold by colonization/colonialsim

Deconstructing role of capitalism in oppression

Local/community activism

Intersection of identities & how activism can be reformed to account for that
Second & Third everything written by everyone else in this doc as wel

Miriam

Decolonization

White savior complex

The issues with “ghettos”

Redlining and unfair taxation system

Media’s obsession with degrading black women
HBCU-I second this

The oppression and abuse of Native Americans
a. Trail of Tears

Nookowbhd=

What the students want to create:
Podcast

Resource book

Zine

Art project? And put it somewhere noticeable
Book aout student activism
Teaching eachother or younger students (Teach-in)

N e w N

Each person brings their different form of presenting and we put it together (slide
show/imovie?)
Symposium (WebX)

*
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10.
11.
12.

13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

20.

21.

22.
23.
24,

Calling out superintendent selection process in FCPS/Superintendent’s history (organize
around this theme)

Organizing list of demands and list of failed commitments by FCPS
Offer more opportunities to students within the county to learn more about abolition
Talk to some people who are in positions who might agree with our statements/platform;
create an action plan to put some of our ideas into work

Reading group!

I like the guest speakers one
In person event — a reading or workshop

Ongoing blog post?

Podcast
Teaching people how to organize (myself included)

Virtual Art Gallery with portraits and explanations of the artist’s vision- possibly on a website.
Possibly create an nft to sell during the launch.

Create a board game to teach a lesson about abolition. A board that can flip over and
depending on the board you use a different side of a card to show the difference between the
real world and the ideal world

Debate style- having two different people debate a topic regardless of their beliefs. Possibly
judged on a point system that takes into consideration: preparation, foundation of the
argument, research, and sources
Create a podcast of us talking about an issue or create a youtube video that is more condensed.
Website
Youtube
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Appendix O: July 11 Agenda

1. Maria: Run-Through
1. Go through agenda for today
1. Interview Dr. Ali
2. Start off with Check-in
3. Brief checkin
4. Qand A
2. Maria: Check-in
1. All go around and say
1. Name, Pronouns
2. Choose one song that defines your life and one other song that
defines where you want to be in the future
3. Haynes: Introduce Dr. Ali
1. Who'is he
2. Why is he here lol
1. Person of Color
2. Works with youth
3. Experience in Academia
4. Bringing abolitionist mindsets in these spaces
4. Dr. Ali: Introduce himself
1. Name
2. Pronoun
3. What have you done, what are you doing now, what are you hoping to
accomplish in the future

5. Everyone: Question time oooh

What brought you to research?

Do you identify as an activist or organizer? What does that mean to you?

Can you talk to us about your favorite research project?

What is he struggling with/questioning now?

How did you engage in community programming (program for youth

services, political discussion group, youth organizing network, tutoring

program), etc.?

What are your values as an activist?

How do you navigate white supremacist systems in academia discuss his

own research on surveillance

8. Can you discuss more about the colonial administration and survilence
matrix? What is that? What is the impact? How do we navigate this?

9. Do you see any distinction in the ways in which people who are socialized
as men and people who are socialized as women respond/interact/move
in these spaces?

10. Can you discuss more about roles? You mentioned that sometimes you
respond as a friend, as a mentor or researcher, and sometimes
everything all at once. How do we know when to respond with either?
Why did you find it important to distinguish?

11. Can you discuss more about uncomfortable reflectivity?

12. Student organzing

13. What was the epiphany again lol

akrwN=

No
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Book rec from Dr. Ali: https://www.ucpress.edu/book/9780520272590/the-next-

american-revolution
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Appendix P: July 17 Agenda

1. Introduce ourselves
1. Name
2. Pronouns
3. Where are you at in your life (in college, in job, in family)
2. Answer Dr. Ali’s question: Which issues are you focused on? Draw
theml/illustrate them.
3. Cindy’s Introduction/Biography
1. Cindy discusses her activist journey
2. Events she organized
3. lIssues she is most concerned about
i.Her praxis (theory of change)
4. Values
5. What is an ideal world for her? For her community
4. Question and Answers
1. It would be cool to know what challenges she faced with her
organizing/activism (personal or systemic) and how she overcame them,
and also the approaches & methods she uses for her community
organizing and activism
When finished: https://forms.gle/EWBgDfuRKuhKqwQo8

August 3 Agenda (Planning Meeting)

So, we have now met with some people and so far (IMO Imao) we have learned a lot! Its
now time to really reflect on what we have learned and what we want to do with what we
learned.

With that being said, please come prepared to the meeting on Monday the 8th to discuss
with each other

1. What have you learned?
2. What are you still learning?
3. What do you want to do with what you learned?
What are some logistics about the event?
What ~type of event~ (seminar? A teach in? A protest?)
What will exactly be happening and what will your role be?
Do you want this to involve everyone in the group? Or be individual?
Who is the audience?
What will the ~medium~ be (in person? Virtual?)
What is the number of people/max capacity?

i.How will you reach out to them if at all?
What takeaways do you want participants to leave from?
What support do you need from Ms. Haynes and I?

Nookwbhd=

© ©
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Appendix Q: Feedback From Cindy’s Call

o Iliked the flow that the conversation went in. I know it got awkward in the
silences, but I think those are good in between moments to let people collect their
thoughts because the stuff that was being covered were pretty heavy topics. |
think it's cool when the guest asks us questions too because it feels more like a
convo and balanced vs a Q&A

e Ireally enjoyed the chill vibes and everyone being able to ask questions and get
ideas. I learned about an activist journey as a women of color which was very
motivational. I enjoyed the drawing in the beginning.

o I think it was an interesting session to just talk, honestly if I changed anything,
having some piece (picture, video, article, etc.,) to discuss might be of intreats.

Other than that, I had fun.
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Appendix R: Feedback from Dr. Ali’s Call

I loved the more abolitionist perspective and the articles that aligned with our
conversation in terms of oppression! This was amazing and articulated lots of
things I think about but rarely have the opportunity to say.

I appreciated his thoughts and how he stretched our mind. He really challenged
me to think about the issues that are most important to me and how change comes
to be. I loved his talking and how chill the zoom was. One thing I would change
would be having specific material we can all look at together compiled from his
article (or the work we get shared by the speaker), so they have full context of our
questions.---Thank you Ms. Haynes! Def an interesting guy to talk to.

Really liked this session, felt like I didn't have much to contribute, even after
reading his article on surveillance, but his perspective was very insightful & I felt
like I learned so much. I think next time we have a Q&A/guest speaker meeting
like this we should create a shared google document where everyone puts down 1-
2 questions we have that we can pull from so there aren't moments where like
nothing is happening. Although the silence could be helpful for just letting people
gather their thoughts.

I really loved the speaker, loved when he was talking about representation and

how it wasn't a goal we should strive for.
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