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INTRODUCTION, PURPOSE, OUTLINE 

In January of 2020, all aspects of life around the world were drastically altered by the emergence of 
a new virus: COVID-19. Researchers and medical professionals quickly took note of the devastating 
impact of the virus and raced to manage its spread. Immediately, public health officials called for 
widespread closures of public spaces as a measure of mitigation and as a result, stakeholders in 
both education and the arts were left scrambling to find ways to maintain their current programs. 
Unfortunately, as the virus raged rapidly across the globe all prospects to conduct in-person instruction 
quickly disappeared and left these groups with little recourse but to shift most of their instruction to a 
completely virtual experience. Since much of arts education is most effective in face-to-face settings, 
this new reality necessitated a major shift on the part of arts educators to update their instructional 
and engagement strategies. Recognizing that the restrictions would probably continue to be in place 
during the Fall of 2020, the tripartite partnership between San Diego Opera, La Maestra Foundation, 
and Izcalli spent the summer of 2020 planning a completely virtual experience for their students. This 
project, founded on the principle of providing equitable educational experiences, sought to keep the 
students engaged during a time when they were faced with so much uncertainty. 

The purpose of this report is to describe the successes, moments of learning, and outcomes of this 
project. Additionally, this report can be used by other organizations who work with diverse and 
socioeconomically disadvantaged urban youth as an outline of successful strategies and considerations 
to develop their own programs.

ABOUT THE PROJECT 

Team Members 
The project team was composed of nine arts education professionals from across the three 
organizations participating in various roles including one facilitator (John Gabriel), one researcher 
(Christopher Mena), and seven teaching artists from various disciplines (Macedonio Arteaga-theatre; 
Bill Caballero-music; Jessica Cortez-drama; Shayla James-music; Joey Molina-voice; Mario Ramirez-
music; Norman Paraiso-arts management). 

The Participants 
The participants were all students from previous programs presented by the La Maestra/Izcalli/SDO 
partnership. In terms of demographics, the students were a culturally diverse group and included 
individuals who emigrated from various regions of the world such as Central America, East Africa, The 
Middle East, Mexico, and Southeast Asia. Initially there were 40 students who signed up to participate 
but due to scheduling conflicts and other factors external to the program, several decided not to 
continue. Thirty-five students participated in the project, and during the final presentation there were 
approximately 30 students present.

Scope of the Project 
From the outset, the scope of the project was to have students develop a creative artifact that 
documented their experiences of living during the time of COVID-19. In order to accomplish this 
goal, the partnership allocated three hours per week to meet biweekly for 12 weeks. During this time 
the students were guided through artistic activities that focused on 1) honing craft and technique; 2) 
connecting with an audience; 3) working systematically through the artistic process; 4) collaborating 
with peers; 5) creating an artifact that would describe their experiences of living through COVID-19. 
To accomplish this task, students were then placed into self-selected small groups based on the 
artistic discipline they wanted to explore. Most meetings of the bi-weekly meeting were dedicated to 
small groups except for three large group meetings that were used as a “check-in” on each group’s 
progress. These large groups also served as constructive feedback sessions where other students 
could contribute ideas that could enhance each group’s final project. The culminating event of the 
project was a final presentation of all of the works that the groups created. These works included 
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“virtual” plays, soundscapes, poetry, and even a rough draft 
of a comic book. Most of the artifacts were related to the 
initial focus of the project; however, there were a few that 
expressed other concerns and perspectives of the students 
beyond their experience with COVID-19. 

METHODOLOGY  
 
In order to fully capture the experience of the students, 
the researcher (Chris Mena) used a participant observer 
approach. Over the course of the twelve-week project, 
Mena attended weekly sessions, took copious field notes, 
reviewed recorded Zoom meetings, and participated in the 
activities alongside the students. In addition to this, Mena 
conducted both one-on-one and focus group interviews 
to document 1) student and teacher attitudes towards the 
project; 2) successful strategies being implemented in the 
group meetings; and 3) perceived benefits of the project 
from students and teachers. By the end of the project, data 
collection yielded 60 single-spaced pages of observation 
and interview data as well as over 12 hours of recorded 
video from group meetings.  
 

During analysis, line-by-line reading paired with taxonomic coding was employed to find emergent 
themes pertaining to the previously mentioned categories. After several rounds of constant 
comparison of the codes, the following three themes emerged: 

1. Providing student access
2. Developing authentic relationships
3. Cultivating students’ confidence and strengths

In the following section, each stage of the project will be described to bring attention to key moments 
when these themes were present in the group activities and interactions. Additionally, moments where 
key successful strategies were implemented will be discussed as a way to illustrate the efficacy of the 
project. 

DISCUSSION OF THE PROJECT
 
Providing Student Access 
During the initial planning meetings, much of the conversation between the teaching artists focused 
on the importance of both recruitment and access. As a result of sustained work in the communities 
that the La Maestra/Izcalli/SDO partnership serve, the project experienced few obstacles in recruiting 
students for this project. These sustained relationships not only ensured high enrollment for the 
program, but also provided insight to the teaching artists of which instructional and engagement 
strategies would be effective based on the students’ socioeconomic, cultural, material needs. For 
example, teaching artists Mace and Norman continuously expressed that the time commitment for 
this project would need to be flexible enough to accommodate the multiple roles that most of these 
students maintained in their home lives (e.g. caretaker of siblings, financial contributor, etc.). As a 
result, the activities of the project shifted from its initial focus of creating a coordinated and cohesive 
project across all groups to providing a more process-oriented experience that allowed students to 
develop individual contributions according to their unique situations. 
 
Another aspect of access that was continuously mentioned in meetings was student access to 
materials such as adequate internet, art supplies, and quiet space in the home to use for meetings and 

“As a result of 
sustained work in 
the communities 

that the La Maestra/
Izcalli/SDO 

partnership serve, 
the project 

experienced 
few obstacles in 

recruiting students 
for this project.”
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focused artistic exploration. Understanding this reality, 
the teaching artists planned activities that required few 
resources to produce a high-quality artifact. In one group, 
music teaching artist Shayla planned a soundscape project 
that required students to develop their deep listening 
skills by documenting all of the sounds that they heard in 
their immediate environment. In another group, theater 
teaching artist Jessica had her cohort of students produce 
a play with found object props from students’ homes. 
By expanding the scope of what is considered an artistic 
experience, the teaching artists in this project were able 
to provide students with activities that allowed them to 
experience the artistic process, or what teaching artist 
Joey referred to as “the power of possibility,” without 
having to be 
limited by 
their lack of 
access to arts 
materials. 
 

When working with similar populations, it is ideal for arts 
organizations to provide their students with full access to all 
necessary materials; however, budgetary constraints might 
be a limiting factor in this regard. As opposed to providing 
programs that rely on ideal circumstances for students to 
be successful within them, it would be beneficial for arts 
organizations to begin planning similar projects with the 
specific material needs of the students in mind. 

Developing Authentic Relationships 
As the project progressed, conversations with and 
observations of students revealed that the most impactful 
aspect of this project was its focus on developing authentic 
relationships between teaching artists and students. In 
several interviews students shared that what they missed 
most about in-person learning was the relationships they 
developed with their friends. Unfortunately, learning in 
online settings at their schools often prevented these peer 
connections due to restrictive learning environments that 
only allow for unidirectional instructional exchanges from 
teacher to student. For example, student leader Precious 
shared the following:

“In Zoom there is no way to connect with peers. It is 
really limiting the connections we [create]. Being able to 
have spaces that are intentional seems needed. I liked 
how comfortable this space was. We had a chance to 
get comfortable enough to vent. It was routine to be 
able to tell each other how our week went. I enjoyed 
everybody being super present. Seeing everybody show 
up every week! In other spaces there is no guarantee 
that folks will show up.”

“By expanding the 
scope of what is 
considered an 

artistic experience, 
the teaching artists 
in this project were 

able to provide 
students with 
activities that 

allowed them to 
experience the 
artistic process, 

or what teaching 
artist Joey referred 
to as “the power 

of possibility,” 
without having 
to be limited by 

their lack of access 
to arts materials.”

“In Zoom there is 
no way to connect 

with peers. It is 
really limiting the 
connections we 

[create]. Being able 
to have spaces 

that are intentional 
seems needed.”
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Echoing this sentiment, participant Riley states:

“It is important to have spaces for connections in classes. I hate emailing people because of 
the fluff. There is so much more effort now! In classes I don’t know anybody I feel disengaged. 
It is hard to duplicate the feeling of real school and the connections you can make in person. If 
the teacher does bonding activities it helps. Teachers who do bonding activities provide spaces 
for us to learn about each other. Nor there is no relationship building in school. Break out 
rooms are awful because nobody engages. Nobody wants to be the first person to initiate the 
conversations.” 

From these moments of sharing it becomes clear that in both virtual and in-person settings 
engagement is driven largely by authentic relationships developed between the peers. As stated in 
the students’ recollections, the teaching artists of this program skillfully cultivated an atmosphere of 
trust, care, and vulnerability. This was accomplished through the implementation of activities that were 
largely focused on providing students with the space to share their feelings, thoughts, and concerns. 
One effective activity that was used by theater teaching artist Mace was called Sacred Moments. 
During this activity students had to share something that they felt was a sacred occurrence in their 
past week. The strategy here was to help students find beauty and joy in the midst of an emotionally 
overwhelming moment in their lives (i.e. living with COVID). In one particularly moving meeting 
students shared about several moments including witnessing their young infant cousin persevere 
through learning how to walk; feeling pride when helping their grandmother cook tamales; and the joy 
brought by seeing their exhausted mother finally happy. After several moment of sharing, one student, 
a seventeen-year-old Chicano male named Junior, courageously shared a poem of his through tears:

Wish there was a button that says restart for I can restart 
and get all this paid out my heart 
So I wouldn’t have to live in the Dark
Like all under day he wake up with this pain in his brain that is driving him insane 
but to get rid of your demons you must leaned there names
Like a pitbull he feels chained up 
If life was a call he’ll probably hang up 
There’s no deeper meaning 
He just feels the floor underneath him be sinking
The thoughts of not being good enough for the world got him thinking 
He where long sleeves for people can’t see that he’s bleeding
He hates that life is not like if you were sleeping and dreaming 
He holds his Breath to stop with the breathing 
Like a tire and nail just waiting to pop
Wish I could tell my failures to stop
If me and failures could fight I’ll probably get rocked
And then I’ll get drop and then I’ll get stumped by some more disappointment

*In order to recognize the complexity of including and celebrating student voice, misspellings and possible misspellings have not been edited.

This final illustration of the link between engagement and authentic relationships built on trust can 
provide multiple considerations for other arts organizations engaged in similar work. However, the 
key takeaway should be that intentionally providing students with space to develop meaningful 
connections to their peers can help to foster both vulnerability and courage: two essential components 
of the creative process.
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Cultivating Students’ Confidence and Strengths
Another recurring theme that emerged from interviews 
and observations related to the confidence that students 
developed over the course of the project. As students 
became comfortable with each other through skillfully 
curated connection activities shared by the teaching artists, 
they noticeably began to take greater risks with their 
contributions and performances. In one group, the all-
female cohort led by theater teaching artist Jessica, several 
students shared how they felt that the relationships they 
developed with their peers provided them with a sense of 
support. For example, participant Samira shared:

“We have never discussed as [a group of] all girls. It 
was nice to know that [a group of] all girls are safe.”

Every participant in this cohort was new to acting and 
referred to their participation as “stepping outside of their 
comfort zone.” Although they were new to this activity, 
the students shared that being in such a supportive 
environment provided them with the strength to be 
courageous in such a vulnerable setting as theater. 

Another example of a student gaining confidence through participation in this project comes from 
music teaching artist Shayla’s group. One participant, Precious, had never played a musical instrument 
before and shared that she had felt rather intimidated. Rather than viewing this as a deficit, Shalya 
embraced the situation and created an activity that would provide Precious with a musical experience 
without necessarily having to learn how to play an instrument. To accomplish this goal, Shayla helped 
Precious to develop a “found sound” soundscape that would eventually be turned into a meditation. 
In her recollection, Precious shared: 

“I felt intimidated because I didn’t play an instrument but Shayla made it very relatable and 
connected to our lived experience.”

These two examples illustrate how cultivating an educational atmosphere that focuses on developing 
peer support and meeting students where they are in terms of skill development, provides them with 
opportunities to be courageous and take risks. As arts organizations plan their programs, they should 
consider these successful strategies as a means to cultivate courage in their students. 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS
 
In final interviews about the project both students and teaching artists were asked to share ways 
that the project could have been improved. Overwhelmingly, the response was that more clarity of 
the goals of the program and activity calendar could help with organization. This is understandable 
considering that from the planning stages teaching artists wanted to focus on organic collaboration 
which focuses on shaping emergent creative moments into final projects. This process is in contrast 
to other approaches that start with the outcome in mind and guide students through scaffolded, and 
often scripted, steps to achieve a predetermined creative output. Admittedly, the process I observed 
at times was messy; however, the variety, quality, and honesty of student projects suggested that the 
organic approach might be a more successful strategy with creative endeavors. In order to have a 
successful program, arts organizations who decide to utilize this approach should seek to achieve a 
balance between structure and exploration. 

“Although they 
were new to this 

activity, the students 
shared that being 

in such a supportive 
environment 

provided them with 
the strength to be 
courageous in such 
a vulnerable setting 

as theater. ”


