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Learning at Youth-based Organizations: A Case for the Arts
A Summary of Re;sééarcfi Conducted by Shirley sz'ce Heath and Elizabeth Soep

What happens in commumty-based organizations that can draw young people to -
sustained participation, performance, and productions that both they and external critics

. judge to be of high quality? This is the question at the heart of decade-long (1987-1997)

research conducted by Shirley Brice Heath, linguistic anthropologist, and Elizabeth Soep,

~* public policy analyst, both of Stanford Umvers:ty The answer illuminates the power, the

arts can have on young lives.

Study sites clustered into 3 categories: athletic-academic focused, 'community service
centered and arts-based. The arts-based organizations spanned all aesthetic domains.

All organizations studied, regardless of focal actmty, engaged young members in’
~ comamunication, media and technology, decision-making, problem posing and a host of .

enterprises that required managerial and organizational skills. Effective sites operated
vithin a central ethos that regarded young people as resources, and not as students,
problems or needful clients.

~Standing out in the daily life of these organizations was critique - the give and take of .

assessing work to improve the outcome. Along with critique as a dominant discourse
form came intense problem-posing and hypothetical reasoning. Aduits at these sites
micdeled questions that circulated around the idea of “what if?”

Young people learned to commumcate verbally with finesse even in stressful mtuatxons
They also developed the ability to produce and read differing types of tests, and rarely
were they allowed to specialize exclusively in just one form

“The organizations kept up with a fast-paced schedule by ensuring that no one md1v1dual

became indispénsable. Everyone was expected to know other jobs, leamed through
constant rotation. They also stuck to day-to-day work rules on punctuality, cleanliness,
security, careful of resources, courteous dissent, and pe;iods of p‘lay. .

When compa}ed to a national sample of youth who completed the National Educational

Longitudinal Survey, those in arts-based youth organizations showed remarkable
outcomes -- this in spite of the fact that on the basis of a “risk index” of 8 factors -
pertaining to violence in school and neighborhood, domestic.instability and economic



depnvatlon young people in the arts emerged as those with the hlghest r:.s'k index of all
In spite of thlS higher risk, they were: :

!

More likely jto win academic hono;
More certain thej would graduate from high school and continue study;
More likely to enjoy reading, take arts classes, feel self respect;
More likely to indicate a commitment to their communities.
Why should this betheca'se? A riumber of answers emerged:
, Risk-taking‘ and stretching of imagination was far greater in the arts;

Although group output (especially in theater and music) held dominance, each
indivlidual artist also had a separate and respected identity;

- Critiques and reviews encouraged antxcxpatmn of audience reaction, mcreased
motivation for work, and brought a sense of investment and challenge that pushes.
. achievement;

The projects they developed were more “real” than anything else in their lives.

One talked about art literally as a form of identity construction: “When you do

sornethmg where you create, xt builds something 1n51de you that never really goes

. away.” :

In sum, the arts promote cognitive, linguistic, socio-relational, and managerial capacities.
Heath also noted that the most effective athletic-academic and community service
programs had strong creative and artistic components. Experience in the arts translates
into highly possible means of income generation for youth and in future employment
planning, not necessarxly in an art form. Few see themselves making their living as
artists, but they welcomé knowledge of work opportunities and social entrepreneurship
possibilities around the arts - from educatmn to administration to production assistance to
industrial desi gn :

Through all of thls one must engage in the present w1th the ﬁlture the artist must see
beyond the moment or the usual to what can be next and see the self in that making. The
arts in themselves forim knowledge and ensure understanding beyond the immediate. In
the words of artist and educator Robert Henri the arts provide-us:

“ngnposts on the way to what may be. Sign posts toward greater
knowledge .
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For more than a decade, an interdisaplinary team of
researchers, péiz'cy analysts and artists has studied what
happens in nonschool youth organtations that local young
people living m low-income neighborhoods consider highly
desirable places to spend their time. This research has
_Jound that organtuations that center activities in the arts
| enable jout/z who attend their pragmﬁzs regularly to
imprrove their améimzc standmg; increase their abilities
in se%emessmmf and motiation, and raise their m.m
of the importance of planning and wérking - for a positive
future for themselves and their cozrfzmwxztzes

This special double
editlon is made pos-
sible in part by a grant
from The GE Fund.

youth organizations
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What turns ydung peoplé on to learning? What is it that can

draw older children into sustaining their energy and focus to cre-
ate a.product or perfﬁrmance of originality and excellence? How
can we provide high-quality learning environments for youth in
neighborhoods with beleaguered schools, few economic and
recreational resources and too many families trying to parent in
the face of conflicting demands on their time, emotions and :
financial resources?

Concerned parents, educatoré, juvenile justice officials, reli-
gious leaders and policymakers often ask ghese questions.

This edition of Monographs helps answer such questions by
focusing on an educational sphere that has received little atten-
tion within academic and policy circles: community youth pro-
grams that cenfer on the érts. These nonschool programs gener-
ate learning and counseling opportunities,.fam'ily entertainment
and social enterprise‘ initiativ.es. In these programs, older youth
become mentors to younger chiidren, They serve as strong role
models by committing to tough discipline in the arts and working
to benefit others in their communities.

* Such programs, located within Boys and Girls Clubs, YMCAs,
grassroots organizations, performing and cultural arts centers and

museums, offer highly effective learning environments for older
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children and teenagers who face circumstances that
plage them at risk. When young people work in the
arts for at least three héurs on three days of each
week throughout at least one full year, they show
heightened academic standing, a strong capacity for
self-assessment and a secure sense of their own abili-
ty to plan and work for a positive future for themselves
and their communities. -

Learning in the arts for these youné people‘;aptures

their imaginations, talents and social commitments. By

. occupying responsible roles in programs that focus on

the visual, performing and media arts, young people

- develop organizational skills, sound budgeting strategies

and the capacity to communigét'e with adults in their own

‘neighborhoods as well as in the offices and boardrooms

of local businesses, corporations and founda'tiqns.‘ '
Within the organizations that host these arts pro-

grams, opportunities fory‘ohng people to learn derive

primarily from an ethos that actively considers them to

be resources for themselves, their peers, families and
communities, These programs thus engage the young
in learning, both for themselves and for others,
through highly parti;ipatory projects that encompass
listening, writing and readihg, as well as mathemati-

cal, scientific and social skills and strategies. All of

" .these programs strive for excellence within the com-

petitive world of the arts and work to ensure that

young members know the technical, aesthetic and pro-

fessional standards that practicing artists must meet.

" The findings reported here stem from a research pro-

ject which ran between 1987 and 1968. The study cen-
tered on the question of what happens in nonschool

youth organizations judged by local youth living in
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low-income neighborhoods as highly desirable places

to spend their time.’ In sites across the United States,

_long waiting lists and oversubscribed programs attest

to the fact that certain kinds of activities draw young
people into these particular learning environments.
Drama programs of Boys and Girls Clubs, video arts
projecté of museums, civic-sponsored choirs and
grassroots visual arts studios find themselves unable
to‘(include everyone who wants to take part in the long
hours of practice, tough travel and study schedules

and heavy démand for technical knowledge that such

' groups require, Youth who want to join these groups

come from multiple ethnic, linguistic, religious and

national backgrounds. Participants range in age from
8 to early 20s; those on the older side of the spectrum
grow into leadership roles at their organizations, in
some cases taking on paid posivtions.

When schools in poor communities report high
dropout rates, low attendance and student apathy,
how can nonschool programs that generally operate
with minimal resources and a tenuous grip on funding
from year to year attract and sustain involvement by
many of these same students? Furthermore, what kind
of quality in artistic pursuits can such programs possi-
bly achieve when the young people who participate

have had little or no training and few opportunities to

- attend worid-class symphonic and choral concerts,

dance and theatre performances, museum and gallery
exhibitions or film festivals? Moreover, how can pro-
grams in disenfranchised neighborhoods attract pro-

fessional artists to work with the young, particularly

when such progra_mé make no attempt to hide their

social commitment to local communities?
The research project reported here was designed to

address these guestions by placing young, highly-
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trained anthroﬁo}logists within selected communities to
tra}:e fhe evolution "c;f organizatibns and the development
of young people. Data collected give in-depth pictures 'at
intervals over fime of ways that youth use language as'
they plan, practice, perform and critique their arts.
Beyond the immediate work of their art, young people ;
perform as workers in their organizations, playing roles
from re’cepti{)nist and.archivist to travel coordinator,

choreographér’s assistant, gréup manager or stagehand.

In addition to practicing their particular art form, young -

people spend time reading and writing numerous gen-
res, fromushot lists to organizational histories to dramatic
scripts to gallery catalogues. They perform mathematical
.tasks such as calculating travel costs and tracking time-
codes for video editing. They engage in ihquirigs that
include oral history interviewing or digging in city photo-
graphic archives. Project researchers kept traék of the
_extent and range of ail such activities as well as ways the
youth spe‘nyd their leisure time, find employment and
manage their lives as students.’ ' .

V, In order to locate these young people who participate in
nonschbol arts organizations within a natioﬁal data base .
of students of a similar age, the res"earé:h"~ team asked over
100 of them to complete a selection of que;tidﬁs used ina
longitudinal national survey of secq'ndary school students
sponsored by the United States Depa&ment 6f Education.’
Comparison of particjpants within the nonschoot arfts -
organizations with students of the national sémple pro-
vide answers to the quesgigns:.ch do young people in .
these cor.nmunity organizations relate to the general
American secondary school population? How do they
match up along a range of risk factors and how do they
corhpare in terms of academic achievemént, leis;u}e-time
choices and self-judgements of theirworth as planhéré. ‘

problem solvers and community members?

COMPARED TO THE NATIONAL SAMPLE, YOUTH

N NONSCHOQ]. ARTS-BASED PROGRAMS ARE:

x Attending schools where the potential for -

" violence is more than twice as high.

_*  More than twice as likely to have pafents who

divorced or lost their jobs in the past two years.
* Over five times as likely to live in a family involved

with the welfare system in the last two years.

AND YET, YOUNG PEOPLE WORKING IN THE ARTS

. DURING THEIR OUT-OF-SCHOOL HOURS ARE:

*  Four times more Ii'kely to have won school-wide
attentioﬁ for their academic achievement.

*  Being elected to class office within their schools
more than three times as often.

*  Four times more likely to participate in-a math
and science fair. ‘ ‘

*  Three times more likely to win an award for
school attendance.. o

*  Qver four times more likely to win an awérd for

writing an essay or poem.

But' what s it about.the arts that enables young
people to excel within school in a variety of ways even

when their school and family contexts do not have the

benefit of strong asset bases?

WHAT DO YOl‘iNG PEOPLE LEARN

IN THE ARTS?

Numerous studies claim that paiticipatiori in the arts”
promotes positive 6utcome$ in other academic disci-

plines and in s_ocial develop'ment and cognitive capaci- -

_ ty. Few of these pieces start with the view that the arts
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can and should stand on their own as valuable.* Fewer
still consider that enabling young people to Qork as

) artists needs no connection to effects other than tﬁose
that matter greatly within the arts: strength of percep-
tion, ability to coordinate work towards production
and performancé and commitment to understanding
contemporary circumstances while creating new ways
of seeing. These and ather aspects of learning in the

" arts help shape motivation, intense self-discipline,

confidence and perseverance because artists must
Having spent so much time posing problems,

asking questions, considering possible solutions

s

and evaluating how the arts Communicate, young

artists take up some of these habits as “second

nature” in other domains of thewr lfe.

develop these capacities in or;jer to excel in their cho-
sen domain, be it visual, performing or media arts.

But what habpens in the arts that leads young peo-
ple to self-identify as creative, expressive, indepen-
dent and tough-minded? just what is the core nature
of learning within the arts?

To create, the artist must imagine what he or she
migﬁt do with given tools and means. This part of art
is entirely predictable: there is no art without won-
der, without challenge. Sometimes the idea begins_
“inside,” with a feeling,.concept or message the
artist wants to convey. In other cases, production
comes out of direct exAperimentation with things and

persons that exist “outside” the mird’s internal land-
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scape. Found object sculpture, collage and contact
improvisation are some examples of methods that
give special privilége to features of the media and
the environment within which the artist works. In
both cases, though, the process of art-making
involves movement between thé ineffable reatm of
wonder and the concrete world of form.

It is in the activation of won’der—through image,
movement or words — that conditionality, risk and
contingency inevitably arise. !éeal outcome rarely
matches the imagined. While artists begin with a
vision of what they want, the process of work toward
that vision yields unexbected effects that raise new
possibilities and constlraints, The ability to control
one’s media is a mark of aesthetic prowess, but no
artist can determine fully in advance how work will
emerge; indeed, many use chance as an advantage.
Poets rarely know the absolute or uniquexoutcome of
putting three words or lines together until they see,
feel or hear what emerges. And these effects-will ~
themselves vary across periods of time or circum-
stances of hearing the poem.

This level of abstraction—rarely achieved early in
the study of other conitent areas—appears to be
hard-wired for art, since very young children working
aesthetically recognize how much the work they do |
in their heads will predictably shape outcomes in
forms that are conditional. This characteristic we
often term the “free spirit” of young children
singing, dancing, talking, painting and acting for
themselves and their peers. When an aqult witness-

es such.acts and asks for repeats, children respond

- with what are often entirely new performances,

since for them the art lies in the certainty of the

power of creation they know they have and not in
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predictable repétition of a sameness that can, in
fact, never be “the same.” k A
Every performance, every wofk is a one:time-only
) original, but evéry individual has to work hard to
become and to remain an artist. Through o‘lder child-
heod and the'teen years, when self-doubts and shift-
ing grips on identity often prevail, holding ontofaith in
fhe power of art for one’s own learniﬁg is possible only
through continuous opportunity to practice, self-disci-
pline and perform. '
Art, then, by its very nature makes much of whaf
gces’on inside the head. Only a étﬁall pért of the iﬁvis-
ible ﬁental work of art gets extemalize& through )
words that convé? images, affect ané_chéncé: “I'can
picture it in my head.” “I’ve got this sense of What'l A
want to see come out of this.” “l want to push ahead
until it feels right.” These are the kinds of words that
mark artists in the act of perceiving and creating aes-
thetiﬁ production and performance. _
Means of evaluating outcomes remaih aé flexibllve as
their creation, for artists never “know” ahead of tir!ne-
the qqaliiy of what will emerge. Tﬁﬁs;~v'appréisal from
critics and connois.éeurs must. always draw on what
hés gone before, so that assessmve‘nt is com parativé‘
“based on the prior work of this artist and of others and
not on arbitrary external standgrds or measures. -
Young artists in youth organizations—always work-
ing with the collaborative eye and ear of others—bring
the mental shaping of their art into the open through

three pairs of verbal activities.*

1. Theory-building and checking out the poésible.'
Artists and those who critique them over periods of
production and performance keep asking things like:

“What do you think will happen if...2” “Have'you

thought about trying...?" Beyond these hypothetical

probes lies predictable cqnditfanality: artists try,

check, reformulate and revise their efforts toward a fin-

.. ished work. Even éfter cemplétion of a product or per-

férman;cé. artists carrytheir emefgent ideas with them
as resources for ongoing work. They revoice ahd re-

visualize outcomes of prior efforts —their own and oth-
ers’ —as thgy move forwérg. applying knowledge born

of experience to future projects.

2. Translating and transforming. Artists translate per-

- ceptions of realities through manipulation of different

media—paints, gestures, sounds or words. This

pracess of interpretation gives new form to existing

" ideas and 'Qbservations. Shaping those interpreta-

tions constitutes transformation and requires intense
atteht_ion to the artist’s environment, which comes
alive as potential material. While artists at youth

organizations can pursue solo work, even their indi-

vidual projects depend oﬁ group participation. They
< engage therefdre in a double act of translation—from

_imagined reality to concrete expression and from pri-

vate vision {o'visualized. and often verbalized, articu-
lation for others. Young artists explain what they are
translating from and, in turn, fisten to peers explain

how they see the transformation. This interactive

process builds new perspectivés on circumstances

that can otherwise’éppear fixed and given. Through

v

-art, young pecple_transform the world about them by

making it their own to create, reshape and carry for- |

ward in mental and verbal images.

3. Projecting and reflecting. As individuals engage in
the give-and-take that-goes on in‘these arts programs,

young people project their interpretations onto the



‘gesth'etic objects of others, implicitly asking other .
“artists to reflect on how components of the work might
have led to such interprétations and might move fur- -

ther gd_affect group projects. Hence, artists have to

.move out of the imagined spaces in their own heads : .

'and consider how their work creates possible world's.
.ideas or analogies in the minds of others. Therefore,. A
" young-artists havé.exten;sive practice in getting to
| know how viewing and .listening audiences ‘he'arA, see ..
and find meaning"in their work. Proielctions of meaning

by others call for reflection on the part of the artist.

For example, when the rhid-lévél choral group of
a civic chajir sings an Israeli'song; thie ;5enior choral
group listen;‘and corrects pronunciation, for they -
havé’ such falk songs in their reper_t(_)ire. Buf they
do more than focus on details; they help younger
choir members vthink about vyhat “plaihtive""might
mean as descriptor for this folksong. Younger
singers thus have io.reflect on their chosen style-
én& pace of delivery. Similarly; if the director of a
short movie wants to make a comic parody but-dur-
ing sh‘ooting. members of his trew report that some
scenes m.ight come across-as m(')cking; é negotia-
-tion must ensue where the director tweaks the .
script'a.nd pulls from his ‘ftale.nt"vthe right baiance

of humor and respect.

These three verbal activities are integral to the talk

that dominates arts programs for young people.
Whether applied to visual or. dramatic arts, the

process that moves the group toward production of a

gallery exhibition or a theatrical performance calls fo_r L

ongoing critiqué. In developing a dramatic work, arts "~

directors différ-from many of ‘their'éounterparts in the

professional world, in that they encourage young per:
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formers to cbmm_ent on the actions and efforts of

. other cast membérs:. Youth are expected always to

ask themselves and others: “How does this work?”

“How does this fée! to me?" “Do | think this is work-

- .ing?" Moreover, m most youth theater programs,

members write the script and-‘éach participant must

..~ understand e\}ery other role. Actor-to-actor feedback

' sfrengthens the process of putting together a full ~

script and Staging a show. In'yideo and visual arts,
members reali_zé that they are pr(‘)dt.j:cing pieces for-
potential collectors and clients_as'w'e'll as for adult
critics from the “real world,” so peers take oﬁ these
roles as they critique emerging forms. At the same

time, valuing their own work and their own communi-

. ties as “real” in themselves, they seek iudgmenté of

respected members of local social networks.

-Vis'ual.artists are particularly sensitive to the need

to be different, “but not too different,” and therefore
develop a sense of the corhpany of other-arfists they

wish to see identified with their work. But in these

alignments, they must also be aware of how the par-

tiéulaf techniques and components of their work can-

not simply replicate those of other artists. Emerging
artists can manifest mixed reactions when viewers
liken their work to that of prominent adults. One

young woman who is a singer and painter grows tired

.of comparisons listeners make between her vocals

and those of tﬁe\ trendy performer Jewel, for she
objects to the ‘irﬁplication that her own songs and '
s'tyile are derivative. But at the sa'me‘time, she fregly.
and deliberately borrows from masters including
Kahlo, Klimt, Picassrg‘and O'keeff_e in‘ her paintings,
using art history books as sources of instruction and

inspiration. Another visual artist working with spray

~ ’paints-on public walls characterizes his imagery as
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unique and totally “now,” even as he always gives
credit to elders from whom he learned technique. “To
follow” or “to appropriate” or even “to parody” do not
mean “to reproduce” or “to ihitate.”

Language enables learners to fit productions and
performances into the larger artistic world. Talk fills
arts organizations, and close analysis of this talk
reveals immediately the extent to which language
stands behind and supports the cognitive work of
being an artistkand organizational member of these

effective programs.

*  Posing problems and asserting the hypothetical
constitute the kind of language that young artists
habitually use during periods of planning, prepar-
ing and practicing.

#*  Adult professional artists or older youth members
looked on as “experts” make themselves avail-
able to help younger artists comment on their
work or to “move things along.”

*  Individuals talk about how parts, steps or pieces
of their current work relate to some whole—either
the full body of their own work or the full project of
fhe group. Small-group work that centers on accom-

plishing a speciﬁc task.characterizes daily life. .

%  Museum and gallery visits;,’ theater and concert
outings or workshops with professional artists-in-
residence provide vocabulary, techniques, strate-
gies and models of innovative practices that
young people later use in their own work and in
their modes of communication. Ybung people

learn to work and talk as practicing artists, ‘

Threaded throughout this talk are references to

or excerpts of aesthetic material. Speakers can

point to or sketch an image, mark off a movemeﬁt,
voice é line or hum a passage in order to clarify a
claim or suggestion they want tb make. Looking
and listeniﬁg. identifying with specific labels and

places and referencing bodies of shared profession-

" al knowledgé enable conversations among young

artists to move from in-process efforts to projec-
tions of a finished whole.

Frequency counts reveal a great deal. Just how
often is it that the young people of these organiza-
tions use certain types of language? As their lan-
guage develops near the time of production or per-
formance, over 8o percent of the talk of young peo-
ple is heavily engaged with the hypothetical.

Seventy-six percent of their talk during the practice

The support of lihe-minded rish-takers builds
confidence in one’s ability to take on challenges,
-solve problems andﬁllow-tkroagh on plans.

phase of work is rﬁarked by s‘pecific “pointing out”
term; (such as this one, right there, in that
scene/speech/screen) and supported with techﬁicél
specialized vocaﬁulary.

Hence, young artists have extensive opportunity
to use language that characterizes critical judgement
and systematic reasoning: posing problems, devis-
ing methods, specifying parts and steps and using
appropria.te vocabulary. In addition, since work
toward a deadline that involves judgment by an olit-
side evaluator is ever-present within youth organiza-
tions, members also have to stay focused, rehearse

and prepare extensively and bear in mind that only
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the best will do. Focus, repeated practice toward
improvement and quest for quality ‘permeate every -

hour of work.

IN THE ARTS CARRY OVER INTO |
GENERAL LEARNING?

WHAT VALUES FROM WORK :
!
|

] Khowing }.\ehat vhappens}within learning environments
of youth brganizations devoted to the arts leads to the

common-sense recognition that with ongoing practice

embedded in such affective intehsity, many of these
critical ways of thinking and tatking become habltuat—
ed for. young artists. Havmg spent 50 much time- pas
ing problems; asking questuon)s. cons;de:mg possible .
solutions and evaluating how tﬁe arts co_mmunicate,
young artists take up some of these habits as “second
nature” in other domains of th_eir'lifg. They niake no
claim that they consistently plan carefully or critique
evidence, but they'. do répért being aware in many
activities beyond their art that they need to think

through possible cutcomes, check ideas with others -

- and take time to assess options,

Moreover, taking part in'the arts éncourages risk-

taking —stepping out to try something ‘new. frame a

different plan or execute a novel combination, The sup-

port of like-minded risk-takers builds confidence in

one's ability to take on challenges, solve problems and

. follow through on plans. It follows that young artists

and active members of effective yéuth organizations

would al§o~absorb,the need tﬁ keep developing by - -

“reading, taking advantage of sbeéializéd lessons or

werksbops and attending community organization
activities related to'their interests. V

Young people in arts-based youth organizations

~show in several specific ways that their learning builds

. caery-over habits of mind and patterns of action,
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IN CO’MPARISON WITH THEIR’PEERS N THE.NA'

TIONAL SAMPLE, YOUNG ARTISTS ARE LIKELY TO:

1. Attend music, art and dance classes nearly three

times as frequently.

. 2. Participate in youth groups nearly four times.

more frequently

3. Read for pleasure nearly twace as often.

4. Perform community service more than four

times as often.

These features indicate that during their discretionary

. time, young people in the arts find ways to make these

hours count toward their general and specific goals for

‘ learning. These young artists see themselves as learners

and work to sustain this image for themselves and their

peers, believing that having leisure time in which to pur-

- -sue learning is highly important. Perhaps surprisingly,

' they do not report that getting good grades in schoal is

particularly important to them, nor do they express great
interest in what others say or think about them as stu-

dents per se. Yet, as reported above, these students do

" excel academically. They seem to accept that working

hard is “just something we do.”
While young artists at effective youth oiganizations .

manifest strong levels of self-motivation, their parents

" play important roles in supborting their involvement. In

" spite of the fact thatyoung people in the arts are mare

likely than youth in the national sample to live and learn
in families and schools that éo not match the main-
streamn ideal in clfmate, economic resources or stability,
their parents ofteﬁ participate in their learning activities
and hold hlgh educat:onal aspirations for them. .

In addltzon in a variety of ways young people work-
ing in the arts stand out from the natlonal sample in

the extent to which they report that they can:
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*  Make plans and successfully work from them,

* Do things as well as other people. .o '

*  Project that they will definitely continue their edu-
cation after high school.

* Havé a close match between t’heir high as;pira-
tions for themselves and their firm expectations

of what they can do.

In short, arts-focused organizations thalt base their
existence on the resohrcefulness, energy and imagina-
tion of young people provide these future community
builders with practice in ways of being and habits of
thinking essential in the arts. [t is not surprising that
these ways and habits also carry over into other areas of

self-perception and behavior, given the amount of prac-

tice, reflection and intense engagement —as well as

group support—these youth programs provide through

- the tearning environments that surround the creation of

art and the maintenance of their organizations.
However, the young people who take part in these
organizations do so voluntarily, They alsoldo so with
a strong sense of taking part in youth leadership
building and sustaining an organization, projéct or
performance.® This broad environment generates V
energy, high affect and engaged commitmént—all of
which further stimulate practice, critiqqe. self-evalu-
ation and a sense of wanting to continue to learn.

The volunteerism level of these young people, as

“wetl as their “jump in and get it done” attitude, is

perhaps best indicated by the fact that they are



10

eight times ' more likely to receive a community ser-
vice award than their counterparts in the national
sample, Moreover, these youth have strong pro-

social values toward working within their communi-

ties and striving toward correcting economic inequal-

ities.” These quélities bode well for their future roles
_ as community members.

1

WHAT FEATURES DO EFFECTIVE YOUTH-
BASED ARTS.ORGANIZATIONS smmls?'

What do the arts organizations that attract these
young people look like? How do they operate?
Answers to these QUestions are essential, for along
with their work in the arts, members of these

groups commit intensely to sustaining the life of the

AMERICANS FOR THE ARTS

organization. As they play key roles as board mem-

ber, publicist and fu’ndraiser, young people gain

practice and rewards for astute judgements, consid-

ered actions and plans for collaborating with other

arts\organizationé (many of which are adult-only).
Youth organizations engage young artists across the
full spectrum of the visual, musical, dramatic and

media arts. However, programs centering on the dra-

* matic arts are among those with the broadest embrace,

for they involve members in set and costume design,
choreography, drumming and other musical arts, as
well as creative writing and acting. Media productibn
centers include many of these same areas, adding also
the technical dimensions of camera operation, sound

engineering and analogue or digital editing,
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All the arts organizations in our study self-identify
as committed to community service, and many partner
with other organizations, agencies or institutions that
work with youth. For example, one theater group pro-
. duces several plays each year that highlight issues of
prime concern to local youth. They create a series of
" educational performances through close collaboration
with schools, juvenile justice agencies and social ser-
vice organizations. Other‘dramatic arts groups oper-
ate within performing arts centers, using facilities,
equipment and profes_siohal actors, crews and staffs
to develop their own productions, One performing arts
center invites young writers to attend naﬁonal touring
sdes and work with professional arts critics from

local newspapers to publish reviews. Andther theater
‘group partners with local schools, briﬁging young
artists in residence into the classroom and also run-
ning a script development and performar;ce program
for secondary schools for pregnant teenagers.

Youth-based arts organizations partner with nearby
community centers, neighborhood grdups and other
sites in the region to provide entertainment for families
and most especially for children and teens, For example,
one youth arts program turned an old van into a travel-

ing arts productioh and exhibition center for block par-
ties. Engaged by local érgahizers. the gr;)up sent out
young artists and the van to provide children’s activities
.such as puppet shows, painted face masks and interac-
tive arts projects. Summer arts festivals return gach year
to ask youth arts groups to perform, to provide promo-

tional materials or, in the case of video arts groups, to

document the event. Parks and recreational programs in -

several locations count on youth theater troupes to pro-
vide afternoon entertainment and educational program-

ming for youngsters enrolled in summer daycare pro-
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gfams. Local libraries partner with visual arts and dra-
matic arts groups to enlist enfertaining readérs and
sometimes puppeteers for children’s reading hours.
Several salient features over the decade of research
marked the ofganizational structure of arts programs
that young people regard as highly effective learning
environments in their lives. A few criticat macro-struc-
tural features of such groups .emerge as central to
establishing the basic operation that binds togéther

adult leaders and youth members. These include:

1. Goals;
2. Ethos; and

3. Management Framework.

1. GOALS
Goals are never as simple as they appear in arts pro-
grams, for they inevitably grow out oflocal knowl-
edge and pfofessiona! expertise—~a combination that
is hard to come by in economically-strained commu-
nities. Local knoMedge comes from insider informa- «
tion about pressing needs and insiders must include
key neighborhood youth, as well as adults who are
williﬁg to listen and to participate with young peoh!e
to create and to sustain an organization. Contrary to
common misperceptions about highly successful
youth arts‘groups., those judged most effective in
economically strained communities may be initiat- .
ed—but are unlikely to be sustaihed —through the
efforts of charismatic adults. . '

In the 1980s and 19963, founders of effective arts-

based youth programs inevitably include some local

~ young pedple who ackhowledgé»needs in their com-

munities and who see themselves as willing and able

to play some role in hélping to meet those needs. Such
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recognitiqn by youth may come in highly general ways
(“kids around here need something to do”; “kids in ‘
our neighborhood don't have role models™). It is often
adults who must probe to learn those activities most
likely to engage young people. Sucﬁ probes work best
in the form of specific suggestions, such as: “"Haw
about a group that wouid help kids do plays and Amusi-
cal gigs in their community?” Young people rarely
‘respond'with specific ideas to open-ended quefies,
such as, “What would kids around here like to-do?” or
“Whét are the kinds of role models kids would want to
have in their neighborhogds?"

Young people wifhin disenfranchiégd 'neighborh.oods
have had !itfle if any experience with either formal arts
education or with nénschoot organizations that treat

them as positive resources (rather than as problems).

As a result, they often géin inspiration from others liv- -

ingin com'muniti'es like their own who have gotten
something started in the arts. Once‘young people trust
that participating aduits will indeed listen to their.

views and commit to sustained involvement, these

“ youth-join efforts to initiate local opportunities for arts

involvement. For example, one program begun by four
young adults brought local young people into the pro-

ject of creating a youth mall out of an abandoned

warehouse simply by beginning to work on clearing - :

and cleaning the site. Gradually, neighborhood youth

-joingd in the hard work and thereby many be‘camev ‘

invested in planning and developing the location and
its programs over the next years.

A single, disarmingly simple goal drives effective
arts-based youth programs: excellence in perfdrmance
or production with community youth su‘p'port». All other

goals follow from this one:

AMERICANS FOR THE ARTS

*  Provision of abundant opportunities for young
members to work with and learn from professionals.

*  Achievement (and maintenanAce) of respect from
the regionai art world, including artists, critics,
funders and arts educators. ‘

*  Operation of a safe congenial environment support-
ive of young péople’s creativity through the arts ;

*  Evolution of an organization capable of respond-
ing to-appraiﬁal by the local community as well as

to funders’ expectations,

2. ETHOS

' Ethos of operation eﬁables achievement of these

gpals and determines how adults and youth members
véérk together. Réspect for young people, as well as a
core faith in the.ir ab?lity and willingness to respond to
fair challenges through hard work, constitute the pri-

mary components of the ethos through which effec-

tive arts organizations work.

Programs that revolve around problems such as
delinquency, school failure, drug use, teenage preg-
nancy, vandalisrﬁ and crime find it difficult to recognize
the positive contributions young people can make
once they are regarded as resources. Arts-based pro-
grams deemed effective by youth invariably operate
out of an ethos of Respect, Responsibility and

Relevance with children and young péople. .

3. MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK

‘The “three R's” of ethas shape the Manégement ‘

Framework of arts organizatiorns, If the young mem-
bers of'thAe organization are to be respected, they
have to carry responsibility for keeping the organi-
zation relevant. Thus,. they forge links to the com-

munity; connect to ongoing changes in the inter-
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ests, worries and needs of children and youth; and . -

commit to the pursuit of their own craft and to the
mainten_énce and enhancement of a viable environ-
ment for learning. These three C’S—Community,
Connection and. Commitment —follow on the heels
of the three R’s.

The e;sential glue holding goals, ethos and man-
agement framework together for effective arts pro-
grams is RISK WITHIN A SAFE SPACE. Unless organi-
zations keep the stakes high andv‘_the demand level
bordering on the extraordinary, young people will not
sustain involvement and interest. Risk means taking
chances, rhoving into uncharted terfitories, being cre-
ative béyond one's comfort level and pushing further
than one gxp.ects ever to be able to go.

Risk is the key element of the art_s;whéther step-
ping out on stage, expressing an “if-only” idea in poet-
ry, taking up a paint brush or heading out with camera

to capture on film an abstract concept such as freedom.

Expressiveness, vulnerability and sténding out from the

crowd as “different” mark every type of activity charac-
terized by young people as “risky.” Since effective
organizations insist on excetlence and achievement of
the highest possible standards, as well as evaluation
and assessment by professional critics out'side of the
organization, the usual risks inherent in the arts multi-
ply and intensify. It is not encugh to g0 on stage before

one’s peers; one must also act before the drama critics

" of the city's major newspapers. It is not enough to take -

photographs to share with friends; one must create -
photographs that will reﬁresent the individuél artist
'énd organization at regional cohpetitions or that Willv
a;tract buyers Who attend gallevry openings.

The rules young peoplé make to sUstain the

strong work atmospheré of the organization enable
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. members to take these risks. Rules never emerge

from members in long lists of “don’ts” but instead

in broad-stroke statements of what holds for the

group: “everyone here has work to do”; “nobody

gets hurt around here.” Specific affirmative rules

sometimes follow from these and relate to timeli-

A single, disaﬁm'ngly simple goal drives effective
an‘s—based youth programs: excellence in performance
orp%oduction"wz'i/z conimumb) youth support.

“ness, care of equipment, cleaning responsibilities

and good-citizenship ti'ed‘ t:ovproperty, autonomy -

and privilege.

These relatively open rules mean that the roles of

: custodian, manager, security guard and critic fall to all

members. Dissent and.cdnﬂict among members violate
the general 'rule'that “hobody gets‘hurt Ahere;".ar)d
members must therefore ﬁnd ways t;) diffuse anger
and deflect aggression. Funlctions netessary to main-
tain the organization float among older membérs,.

Their model filters doyvn to younger members who find

it “cool” to emulate the youth experts Whose leader-

ship keeps things going and makes the work fun.

WHAT‘HAPIPENS TO LANGUAGE

I
IN ARTS LEARNING?

It is the combination of work and play with risk that

carries young people forward in their learning. The

demands of a-performance or production dictate daily

. tasks; arbitrary assignments are avoided. The work

gears itself toward ‘public presentation, yvhjch carries

with it an expectation of critical evaluation.
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" PLAN . -} PREPARE ma— PRACTI;CE

. CRITIQUE -3 PRACTICE ~§ PERFORM

azcxoup w¥: PLAN |

| EVALUATE -3

_ This cycle repeats itself again and again through the
seasons or timeframes for specif‘c pro'ecrs aod .
becomes a habit for members They learn to expect that
preparation for a proj ect follows from pi anmng, and
pracrlce generates a product that others within the .

group will critique, Performance or product presentation

generates evaluation —from outsiders, group members

and the artists themselves; regrouping to start the cycle :

Risk means taking c‘/ranéér, moving nto un-
charted 'L‘Mfr‘orzésg ',beingr;redﬁqe béykmd .
orzefs comfort Zevez and lbztrﬁir"zg ﬁzrt/zc’r than
one expects ever to be 45&} to go; | |

a'gain follows every major transition point for org.a'niza‘-
tions, whether it be gallery operj\ing, dramatic eresenta-v
. tion, concert orregiona! conference participation:
As might be eprectegi,;;trze t.ypes of language that '
accompany this cycle vary depending on when th‘eyj‘

occur. As students plan and prepare, adults and older

youth guide them and model for them numerous ways .

of thrnkmg through rdeas proposmg possibilities and i

:. consndermg probabrhtles Wlthln five to seven days of
work together, newcomers begln to ;om in w:th sen-

) tences that begin “But what if...2” or “Could we a2

’ Durmg practice, Ianguage from the dlrector or pro-

) fessuona{ artzst working wrth mdav:duals and group
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proie,crs often appears in a flow of brief directives —

for theater, da'nce'a‘nd musical arts: “focus,” “pick up
the pace,” “louder,” “bring it down” (referring to a

part of the body, volume of r‘ousic. erc.). For the visual
and video arts, the practice phase is ma‘rked not only

by hypothetical language, but also by information-

' eeeking questions (“Is this iight going to work here?”
“Can Emix these two typeé,of paints?”}. Practice tirne

also brings.‘questions‘ of purpose, goal, direction and

state of the work, as well as questions that ask indi-
viduals to'corrsider the mental state supporting the
work: “How does rhat feel to yoo? Okay?” “Where's
your center? Find it and move from that in this next
sce‘ne.f‘ ?articipants raise questions concerning not
only their own mental states, but also their projec-
tions of audience response: “Remember we have to
play this in roral sch‘oo‘ls. tbo”' “Think about whether
or not frrends on the street will find this bel revable—
will they buy itr

Performance or presentation of product brings the

language to a tight, fast-clipped pace that marks a

* close deadline, tensions arising from insecurity and -

" fears that ‘2som‘ething will go wrong.” During this.

phase. hypotheticals‘»recede. and direct statements,
mperatwes and qunck questions about action take

over. Though certamly at this t|me adult voices may

. domlnate, everyone |n the group plays some role in

thinkiﬁg ahead; trying to anticipate every possible
development and ensuring that the group is as pre- ‘

pared as possible.

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST TO.

ENABLE YOUNG PEOPLE.TO LEARN
AN THE.ARTS?

When asked to consider the lives of youth, people

eventually raise question’s about money or time or
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both. How much will all this cost? Who is out there
that can be adult leaders in organizations like this?

The second guestion is the more 'thoughtful. for it
acknowledges that working with young people in the
arts by allowing them to partiéipate fulb,f does not
come easily for most adults. Public perception works
hard to assure most’adultsthatyoung'peop!e vacillate
between apathy and a desire for destructive or at best,’
expensive, forms of entertainment. f::ven parents of
adolescents jest about the challenge of “second-guess-
ing” thefr own children and trying to stay ahead in ﬁg-
xiring out what might keep them out of trouble, away
from pronouncements of boredom and into behaviors
and attitudes that portend a successful future;

Today, adults and professionél artists intetes}ed in
working with young people operate within a shifting
and largely undefined field. Those who work in Boys
and Girls Clubs, grassroots theaters or video arts pro-
grams or community centers with art studios often
come to their work the'n they notice local needs that
match their driveAto work with youth toward communi-
ty development. They sobn realize that few support
systems exist for them in this still uncharted area of
practice. Yet most are deeply commitied to their work
and would welcome opportunities to know more about
how young people learn. Just what are the cognitive
challenges, artistic responsibilities and technical levels
o% knowledge fhat will hold their engagement?

Ahswérs to this need for prdfessinnai schools or
programs that offer both a focus on youth and on
learning in the arts must come from realignments
Witﬁin institutions of further education. Art depart-
ments of colleges and universities, working in con-
cert with local artists’ studios, theaters or video arts
cooperatives, as well as other appropriate depart-

ments {e.g., educatiqn. psychology, anthropology,

15

media st:udies). offer the best possibility of providing
short-term ' institutes and degree programs. Prepara-

tion for working with youth during the nonschool

* hours comes about in an ad hoc fashion: former

teachers, practicing artists and adults from many
other types of careers follow passion and conviction
that lead them into developing positive learning envi-
ronments with young people.

However, leaving to chance the creation, mainte-
nance and enrichment of these learning environ-
ments—shown to be so valuable for young people in
economically disenfranchised communities—fis foolish.

Much planning goes into preparing those who teach in

' schools; it makes sense to provide resources for those

who wprk with young people in the nonscho/ol hours.
The need to provide prbfessional development sup-
port—particularly in technical information related to
nonprofit management and community develop-
ment —for nonschool youth organizations becomes

even more evident in the face of the substantial differ-

“énce in the amount of time the young spend in school

and out of school. Students spend only about 26 per-

cent of their time in school; of the remaining time, -

- older children and youth have discretion over about ,

50 percent of their time.’ Hence it would seem neces-
sary.to provide not only organizational opportunities
for youth during this discretionafy time, but also to
find ways to prebare andto sustain adu'lts who work ,
with them during these hours.

What about the costs of the actual programs? This
is a relatively easy question to answer, Once physical
space is available, the costs to support gach young
persan there are surprisingly low, Annual costs to pro-
vide at least two to three hours on instruction and prac-
tice three times each w;eek throughout the year run

bétween $900 and S1100 per individual youth member.
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The variation fn figures depends on costs of space and
equipment, If these are provided,.as they often are
through parmer‘ships with performing arts centers or
community centers, then costs drop significantly.’
Artists who work with youth generally do so part-time,
receiving remuneration for their time as well as other

perks, such as free or highly-subsidized studio space

or rooms for practice with their own musical, dance or

theater group of adults. Finding artists wilting to. work

with young people, even part-time, is extremely diffi-
cult, for many feel unprepared to enter the uncharted
world of nonprofit community organizations run in
large part by and with young people who themselves
who neéd to participate as fully as possible in both the
arts and the running of tHé organiization.

In figuring costs, one must take into account that
your;g artists are not drains on resources—they are
resources. Each young artist in the organizations of t.his
study gives back to th’e community and to sﬁrrounding

institutions in a variety of forms —education, counsel-.

ing, entertainment and construction.

Young people provide entertainment in neighbor-
hoods that rarely feature low-cost, eye-catching 7
activities for families. Within their own organiza-
tions, youth instruct and counsei their younger coun-
terparts in all the arts and guide them through edu-
cational venues whose primary appeal may at the

outset be the opportunity to “Hang with” teenagers

) they regard as “cool.” As docents for galleries and

museums, as guides through technical facilities of
graphic arts studios, as radio talk show hosts and as
ushers for community theaters and concert halls,
young artists send the clear message thaf such
places are “okay.” In order for more youth to have

access to these kinds of opportunities, cultural cen-
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ters must add‘youth participation to their missions
and partner with existing youth organizations to

design high-quality programs.

| concLusion

Learning in the arts cannot be regarded as “extra,”

“trivial” or possible only when the “basics™ are in

place. The arts are hasic, for they push learners to
pose problems and find resolutions, to link thought
and action and to récognize the conseguences of
individual behaviors on group interactions and
achievements. Current thinkihg and demands of
communication in the continuing information-based
workplace reveal the kinds of thinking necessary for
civic, economic, technical, inventive and social chal-
lenges and point to society’s keen need for more
learning of the kind elaborated here as existing
within the arts. . '

Environments must be created that enable com-

munity educators and professional artists to see

. work in nonschool organizations as a viable and

compelling option for them. Also needed are youth
organizations that send loud clear messages—that
our youth represent a vital resource for communities

and for the sound learnir_\g 6? children coming along

f behind them. Communities that support youth-

based arts organizations do more than preserve and
develop their youth for the future. They engage the
creative energies of youth in positive ways that

enrich community life and culture today.
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ENDNOTES

1. In addition to organizations committed to the arts, two other
types were studied —those that centered in community service and
those that encircled athletic pursuits with related academic activi-
ties. Awarded to Shirley Brice Heath and Milbrey W. McLaughtin as
co-principal investigators, funding for the majbr portion of this:
research was provided by THE SPENCER FOUNDATION. Additional
suppart came from THE GE FUND and THE CARNEGIE FOUNDATION

_ FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF TEACHING. Members of the research

team included (in chronoidgical order of affiliation): Juliet ‘
Langman, Merita irby, Steve Balt, jennifer Massen Wolf, Shelby
Anne Wolf, Ali Callicoatte, Meiissa Groo, Kim Bailey, Arnetha Ball,
Brita Lombardi, Mailee Ferguson, Sara DeWwitt, Shama Blaney,
Monica Lam, Adelma Roach, Emma Luevano, Monette Mciver,
Adriel Harvey and Elisabeth Soep. Key researchers on arts organi-
2ations were Heath, Soep and Roach. To locate “effective” youth
organizations, Heath and McLaughlin used a process of “exemplary
sampling,” telephoning policymakers and youth workers across
the nation to ask “where are good things happening for kids in
poor communities in their nonschool hours?™ From respanses to
this question, several regional locations emerged as choice sites,
where the same question was asked of educators, social workers, )
funders and civic officials. Once spétiﬁc local organizations were
identified, young anrhropdlogists trained to “hang out” with
teenagers watched and listened in communities around these
organizations as young people reveated the places they wanted to
be and the activities that generated their enthusiasm. Through this
three-step funneling process, the research team identified as
“effective” 124 youth organizations in 30 different geographic loca-
tions across the U.S. serving approximately 30,000 youth over the
decade. For periods ranging from several months to three-plus
years, young anthrepblogists collected data in these organizations
in order to capture the beliefs and behaviors that characterized .

them and to document the evolving lives of young people who reg- ‘

utarly participated there. Policy analysts meanwhile worked with
locat adults to monitor their perceptions and evaluations of these
community youth organizations. .

2. Full explanation of the range of methods of data collection and

_analysis used in the study appears in several publications; see,

for example, Heath and Langman, 1994; Mclaughlin, trby and -

© Langman, 1994; Heath and MclLaughlin, forthcoming. ’

3. The National Educational Longitudinal Survey (NELS) began in
1988 when it was administered to 25,000 eighth gradérs in a repre-
sentative sample of schoots across the United States. Follow-up data
collection took place in 1990, 1992, 1994 and further follow-ups will
be ongoing. Data from the NELS for the 17,000 10th graders who
responded to the survey in 1990 were used for comparison with the
sample from nonschool arts organizations reported'here. The NELS
was given ta 358 members of youth organizations; v143 of these were
in arts-based groups; all urban sites contained arts-based groups. in
rurat areas and mid-sized cities (with populations of 25,000-100,000),
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community service organizations and athletic-academic focused
groups dominated, even though some of these groups occasionally
invoived their members in arts-related activities. Arts-based organiza-
tions in rural areas and mid-sized cities (especially those that are not
college or university towns} are rare, given the paucity in these loca-
tions of professional artists, equipment and resources related to the
arts and appropriate spaces for exhibition and performance.

4. Elliot Eisner (1998) uriderscores this point in his position that

. overblown claims that the arts can solve all of society’s prob-
" lems ultimately damage rather than strengthen the position of

the arts in the public eye and the quality of educational practice
inthe arts,

5. Because a major focus of the research project reported here-was
on fanguage in these youth organizations, hundreds of hours of audio
tape recordings (supplemented by fieldnotes) allow repeated analysis
of how young artists talked in every stage of their work, Moreover,
Elisabeth Saép. a senior researcher on the project over three years,

" has focused intensely on the process of ¢ritique within these and

other groups of artists working in the visuai arts (see Soep, 1997 and
forthcoming). Tannock (1998), a linguist, has identified several other
aspects of talk surrounding collaborative creation of a joint project or
performance by young people wbrking in.organizations of thfs study.

6. Roach, et al (forthcoming) reveals how enactments of (eadersh{p
among young peaple in youth-based organizations focus on how‘ ' ]
leadership happens and not on who leaders are, Youth participation,
distribution of knowledge and talents and collaborative learning cap-
ture needed conditions for engagement and development in such
sites. Notions of leadership as a set of individual attributes are
replaced by cancépts of leadership as embedded within situations for
communities of learning and practice (see Brown & Campione, 1990;
Lave & Wenger, 1991). ’ :

7. All findings reported in this section result from comparative
statistical analysis of responses given by youth'in arts organiza-
tions and those in the'high schools surveyed by NELS, All survey
items were subjected to a series of chi square tests comparing
proportions in the arts organizations with'proportions of positive
endorsemer{ts inthe NELS. Only results at the 001 td .0% lgvels

of significance are reported here. !

8. For further data on this point, see the Carnegie Council on -
Adolescent Development's 1992 publication A Matter of Time:

" Risk and Opportunity in the Nonschool Hours.

9. This figure represents a compilation of analyses of the annual
budgets of a selection of arts organizations involved in the study
since 1987 as these relate to the average number of participants
each organization served on a regular basis each year, .

%
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C” © NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS The Nancy Hanks Center
V 1100 Pennsylvania Avenue N'W

. Washington DC 20506-0001
202/682-5400

-December 17, 1999

Mr. J. B. Buxton
Domestic Policy Council
The White House
Washington, D.C. 20500

Dear J.B.:

| appreciate having the opportunity to meet you yesterday over in Barbara
Chow's office.

As promised, I've attached a copy of the executive summary of the YouthARTS
project carried out in Portland, San Antonio and Atlanta; the executive summary
of the project evaluation performed by Caliber Associates; and a few data charts.
Caliber’s final evaluative report is currently under review at OJJDP.

Also attached is information on the research of Shirley Brice Heath of the
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching and Stanford University.
Dr. Heath has examined after-school programs for youth in low-income
communities, and has done the foremost academic studies identifying features
that make involvement with the arts a powerful factor to success in and out of
school.

Our objective is to make people aware of the enormous potential of arts-related
programming for children during the after-school hours. | look forward to working
with.

Thanks again.

Sincerely,

/

Richard P. Woodruff
Director, Congressional and White House Liaison
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

- This report presents the ﬁndingS of the néiiorial evaluation of the YoﬁthARTS}
Develdpment'Projcct- Initiated in 1995, YouthARTS was designed to demonstrate the
effectiveness of arts-based juvenile delinquency prcvcntioﬁ and intervention programs and to
promote the replication of promising approaches. Under this effort, local arts agencies in three
cities—Atlanta, GA; Portland, OR; and San Antonio, TX—implemented local arts-based
programs for youth at-risk of engaging in problem 'and'dclinqucnt behaviors. The agenciés also

‘collaborated with Caliber Associates to evaluate the outcomes of their programs and developed a

tool kit designed to disseminate “lessons leamed” from developing, implementing, and -

evaluating their programs. This executive summary provides an overview of the YouthARTS

. programs and the national evaluation and highlights key findings.

1. OVERVIEW OF THE YOUTHARTS PROGRAMS

The three YouthARTS pfograms employed a risk- and protection-focused approach to
juvenile delinquency prcvcntxon Through arts-based prcvenuon/mtervcntlon programming, they
intended to reduce the risk facrors that make youth more susceptible to problem behaviors and
crime (e.g.. social alienation, early school failure) and enhance the protective factors that enable
vouth 10 lead healthy. productive lives (e.g., positive peer assoc:auons commumcauon skills).
These outcornes were expected to result in reduced problem behaviors (e.g. . school dropout. .

truancy) and, ulnmalely, reduced juvenile delinquency.

While the three programs shared this general delinquency prevention strategy, thev
emploved different implementation strategies, served different target populations, provided
different types of activities, and emphasized different expected program outcomes. The
following program descriptions highlight a few key features of éach‘prOgram:

«  Ara-Work in Atlanta, Georgia—Based onh a successful program model developed in
1995, this version of Art-at-Work provided one group of truant youth ages 1410 16
with art instruction, job training, and literacy education over a 2-year period. The
Fulton County Ars Council and the Fulton County Juvenile Court developed the
program in order to provide participants with art and job skills, increase their self-
esteern, reduce their truancy rates, and prevent them from engaging in delmquem
" behaviors..

= Youth Arts Public A"rt? in Portland, Oregon—The Regional Arts and Culture Council
and the Multnomah Countyv Division of Juvenile Justice Services collaborated to
provide 12-week art instruction sessions for four groups of youth ages 14 10 16 who
were on probatidn. The program was intended to provide participants with art and

Caliber Associates
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-« life skills, increase their sclf—c;steérn, increase their pro-social bonding with peers and
- adult role models, and decrease their involvement in delinquent behaviors.

« Urban smARTS in San Antonio, Texas—The Departments of Arts and Cultural ,
Affairs and Community Initiatives collaborated with the San Antonio School District
to implement this 16-week arts-based after-school program in seven public middle
schools. The program was designed to prevent non-adjudicated at-risk youth ages 10
to 12 from engaging in delinquent behaviors by providing them with art skills,
increasing their self-esteem, improving their academic performance, and decreasing
their involvement in the problem behaviors that lead to juvenile delinquency.

Chapters Two, Thrce and Four prowde detailed descriptions of each program as well as their

respective evaluation resuits

2. OVERVIEW OF THE NATIONAL EVALUATION

'The national evaluation involved both outcome and process.components. The outcome
component was designed to determine if the three YouthARTS programs had a positive effect on
the knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors of program participants. The process component was
designed to gather information on program implementation and operatioris in order to document
key program characteristics and to provide a context in which to interrp‘ret the outcome evaluation

results.

A quasi-experimental evaluation design was used to determine if the YouthARTS
Development Project was successful in achieving its expected outcomes. Five key evaluation
questions were-addressed:

1. To what cxtent were the participant and comparison groups similar (e. g- age, sc:\,
self-esteem, delmquency)"

2. To what extent were the programs prov;dmg arts-based activities to youth durmg
nonschool hours (1 e., attendance and completion rates)? ‘

To what extent did the programs achieve the desned immediate effects on partlcxpants ’
~ {e.g., increased art knowledge and improved program-related skills such as:
communication and cooperation)?

L2

4. To what extent did the programs have the desired intermediate effects on the attitudes
and behaviors that affect delinquency and academic performance (e.g., healthier -
attitudes about drug use, increased positive peer and adult associations, 1rnproved
sclf-esteem)'? : :

The measure of excellence - o i
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5. To what extent did the programs have the desired impacts on juvenile delinquency
and academic performance (i.e., decreased court referrals and increased academic
grade point average)?

To answer these questions, Caliber Associates, under contract to the Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention, developed the following standardized data collection instrmncntsg
Art Knowledge Survey, Participant Skills Assessment, Your Opinions Count Survey (YOC)‘,

" Court Form (Referral/Exit), and Academic Data Form. Program staff and local data collectors at
the three YouthARTS sites were responsible for administering these data collection instruments
and returning the data to Caliber for analysis. Crosstabulations, differences of proportions, and t-
tests were used to compare changes in participant and comparison group scores for each outcome
indicator. Chapter One provides a detailed description of the evaluation methodology and data

|,
hY

collection instmmcnts..
3. KEY FINDINGS -

The key findings from this national evaluation of YouthARTS included the outcome
evaluation findings, the “lessons learned™ from implementing and evaluating the YouthARTS

programs, and recommendations for collecting follow-up evaluation data.
3.1 Qutcome Evaluation Findings |

The evaluation results suggest that the YouthARTS programs have had the following

positive impacts on the skills, attitudes, and behaviors of program participants:

« The majority of participants maintained or showed noticeable improvement in their
program-related skills (e.g., communication, teamwork) by the end of the program

= A greater proportion of YouthARTS program participants showed improvements in
‘their attitudes toward school, self-esteem, self-efficacy, positive peer associations and

resistance 1o peer pressure than did comparison youth'

« Fewer YouthARTS program participants had new court referrals during the program
period than did comparison youth’

i

' These ﬁndings are based on data obtained from Urban smARTS (San Antonio) and Youth Arts Public An
(Portland). Data were not available for comparison youth in Atlanta (Art-at-Work).

14

This finding is based on data from Art-at-Work and Youth Arts Public Art.- Urban smARTS did not collect
court information. . .

Caliber Associates ' - ' ‘ : T
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- Participants who committed new offenses during the program period tended to
- commit offenses that were less severe than those committed prior to the start of the
program. ‘

A detailed synthesis of these combined findings is presented in Chapter Five. Site-specific
findings are presented in Chapters Two, Three, and Four. Follow-up data collection and analysis:
is required to determine the program’s lasting effect on participants.

3.2  “Lessons Learned” From Implementing and Evaluating the YouthARTS Programs

In addition to these outcome evaluation findings, this report also documented a number of
“lessons learned” about implementing and evaluating arts-based juvenile delinquency prevention
programs. Program staff reported that the following factors help ensure successful program
implementation and operations: . '

« Skilled, qualified artists
_« Extensive training for all program staff
= On-site caseworker, probation officer, or social worker

« Transportation and snacks for participants.

Establishing rules and régu]ations with the participants at the start of the program, providing
participants with the opportunity to provide input into the workshop activities, and providing
participants with the opportunity to produce and exhibit their art also were noted as factors that

help engage youth in the program.

The YouthARTS program and Caliber staff also identified several factors that affected
the national evaluation of program outcomes. While true for any program evaluation, the
following “lessons learned™ were especially true for this pvaiuation effort:

- Manv factors must be considered in order to develop realistic expectations for the
oulcomes of an arts- based delinquency prevention program.

= A comprehensive evaluability assessment helps ensure that the information that is
needed to answer an evaluation’s research questions can be gathered using available
resources. ' ‘ ‘

* All data collection instruments should be pilot tested with a subset of each program’s
target population or with groups of youth with similar characteristics.

The measure of excellence » " " ’ iv
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a All data collection instruments should be admmxstcred systcmaumﬂy during the
appmpnate time periods. .

'« A combination of the following methods should be used to maintain a sizable
comparison group: selecting more comparison youth than are needed in order to
‘account for attrition, providing incentives to the youth for helping with the evaluation
(e.g., monetary incentives, gift certificates, time off probation), and keeping updated
information on each youth (e.g., current phone numbers and addresses, current school,
names of parents or guardians) through frequent communication with the youth.

In addition, complete program attendance and participation data are required to establish strohg
links between program participation and positive changes in.youth’s attitudes and behaviors..

33  Recommendations for Collecting Follow-Up Evaluation Data

The evaluation results suggest that the YouthARTS programs have had some early
positive impacts on the skills, attitudes, and behaviors of program participants. In order to

- determine whether the programs have a lasting impact on program participants, however, follow-

up evaluation data should be collected. The feasibility of collecting these follow-up data depends
on the program staff’s ability to track the former participants, to continue accessing court and
school records, and to obtain the ﬁmding necessary to collect and analyze the data. Based on
conversations with program staff, Caliber Associates has recommended that the programs collect
modified Your Opinions Count Survey data. interview data, and academic and court data 6

months to | year after program completion.

Caliber Associates ‘ v
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" Improve Ability to Work on
Tasks From Start to Finish

“In San Antonio, the percentage of the arts
program participants who worked on tasks
from start to finish increased from 72
percent to 85 percent by the end of the
program. A
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Source: YouthARTS National Demonstration Project, 1999.
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RedUce Criminal Activity

~ In Portland, 'only 22 percent of the arts

program participants had new court -

referrals vs. 47 percent of the non-arts =~

comparison group.
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~ Reduce Deling uent Behavior

~ In San Antonio, delinquent behavior of the

‘arts program youth dropped 16 percent.
The non-arts comparison group decreased
only 3 percent. | -
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Source: YouthARTS National Demonstration Project, 1999.
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| In Atlanta 86 percent of arts parttcnpants
- could communicate effectively with peers at

the end of the program—up from 29
percent at the begmnmg of the program
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