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“There Are Birds in the Projects”
The Ecology of Adolescent Development in 
Urban America

It is an early June evening in the Midwest, the kind of afternoon 
that suggests the end of school and the beginning of summer. The energy 
at the East Side Boys and Girls Club reflects this boundary land between 
structure and freedom, work and play. In the gym, the boys’ softball team 
practices in preparation for the summer season. In the computer room, 
teenagers are working on final school reports and browsing the latest 
sneaker styles online. Scuffling feet and adolescent chatter fill the hall-
way as teens escape the heat emanating from the concrete expanse of the 
nearby public housing project. Inside the empty TV lounge, BJ and I sit, 
an African American teen and a White woman, shoulder to shoulder. Her 
16-year-old body, athletic and strong, claims its space next to mine. Pho-
tographs are scattered across the table in front of us, the bright faces of 
BJ and her friends contrasting with the solemn tones of the buildings and 
landscapes of their urban neighborhood. One particular photo catches my 
eye. “What about this one?” I ask, pointing to a photo that shows nothing 
but sky and, in its center, a soaring bird (Figure 1-1). “Why did you take 
that one?” “Cause you wouldn’t usually see, people think of the projects as 
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bad,” BJ says, looking me in the eye. “And that you wouldn’t see birds or 
anything over here. So that’s why I took that.”
 BJ’s words strike me as both profound and obvious, hopeful and sad. 
In them I hear the echoes of media images of public housing projects like 
the one just outside the club’s doors, of teens like BJ and her friends. But 
I also hear her resistance, her defiant response to those who would pi-
geonhole her and her home. And in the intersection of those two streams 
of consciousness, I glimpse her developing sense of identity, a self who 
exists within, but refuses to be defined by, her place in America’s urban 
landscape.
 BJ does not speak for all teens growing up in America’s inner-city pub-
lic housing. But she and her peers at the East Side Boys and Girls Club 
provide us a glimpse of how settings become sites for resistance and re-
construction, for recognition and relationships. Their narratives demon-
strate the active, contextual, and relational nature of adolescent identity 
in today’s complex world. Adolescents are in the process of exploring who 
they are, of envisioning and building a place for themselves in adult soci-
ety. They are both individuating and socializing, separating and forming 
links. And they are doing so within multiple, overlapping social environ-
ments. American teens interact within and across an increasing number 
of contexts, from home to school to neighborhood to cyberspace. Yet too 

Fig. 1-1. BJ’s Photo: The Bird in the Projects
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often our portraits of adolescence take on one of two extremes: erasure of 
the environment or dismissal of the teen’s own agency. In our attempts to 
understand adolescence as a universal phenomenon we have overlooked 
the nuanced ways in which development is intimately tied to the inter-
action of individual youth with particular people within specific social 
contexts.
 Understanding the ways in which adolescents make meaning in and of 
their contexts, both local and societal, is key to understanding the process 
of adolescent development in 21st-century America. Only when equipped 
with such understanding can we support and promote positive develop-
mental processes for all teens. And so it is with a desire to further such 
understanding that I offer up the stories of the East Side teens. Teens with 
whom I spent four years talking, playing, and learning. Teens who have 
much to say, and from whom we have lots to learn, about the process of 
development as they experience it within their mostly Black, economically 
poor, inner-city neighborhood.
 My purpose in this book is twofold. First, and primarily, I seek to push 
forward developmental theory, specifically in the area of adolescent iden-
tity development. I challenge researchers to reformulate our consideration 
of individuation as the primary goal of adolescence. In the split between 
psychological and sociological views of the self, the former of which fo-
cuses on individual processes, the latter on structural constraints, the mid-
dle ground of interpersonal connections often gets lost in the shuffle. Yet 
we all develop our individual sense of self within the contexts of our rela-
tions and interactions with other people. Whereas relational development 
is now seen as important for studies of girls and women, we have been 
less attentive to relational development among males.1 I focus on the ways 
in which all of our identities, female and male, are negotiated and con-
structed within and through interpersonal relationships in local contexts.
 Traditional psychological studies of identity focus on differences in out-
comes by race and gender alone while social class, until recently, was virtu-
ally ignored as a category of influence. I expand the consideration of rela-
tional development to include the negotiation of social categories, such as 
gender, race, and social class. The experiences of youth living at the inter-
section of multiple marginalized social categories are a growing presence 
in the research literature. But laboratory studies, which have served as the 
basis for much psychological research into identity, use primarily college 
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students as their subjects, thereby excluding non-college-bound popula-
tions. Furthermore, lab-based methods strip psychological processes from 
their real-world contexts. Development and context are not isolated. They 
are interactive. And to better understand and address the issues facing di-
verse teens, we must understand the contexts  —  physical, social, and psy-
chological  —  in which they are developing and the relationships formed in 
those contexts, through and within which their identities are negotiated.
 Second, I seek to inform youth practice and policy, particularly in the 
realm of after-school programs. Foregrounding context and relationships 
as key influences on the process of development naturally leads to the op-
portunity to apply this knowledge to settings that serve youth. In recent 
years there has been increasing attention paid to the role of such pro-
grams, often fueled by public concerns for community safety and policy 
initiatives such as California Proposition 49, which provided earmarked 
funds for after-school programming statewide. Research on out-of-school 
time programs for youth have primarily focused on them as settings for 
improving academic achievement or reducing specific behaviors that put 
youth at risk (e.g., drug use, sex, gang activity). Yet for youth in such pro-
grams, these settings serve as broad developmental spaces and contexts 
for building self and identity.
 On the theoretical side, adolescent identity has been studied in the 
context of peer groups, families, and schools. Yet after-school contexts, 
too, serve as sites for the construction of self and, as such, have the poten-
tial to serve as spaces that support positive youth development in a more 
holistic manner than much research would suggest. Examining how youth 
negotiate and build identities in after-school contexts, settings in which 
they voluntarily choose to participate, can help researchers understand 
how youth use their social contexts and relationships in their construction 
of self and, thereby, how these and other settings can best support youth 
development. Without a better understanding of whether and how after-
school programs function in youths’ development, we will not maximize 
the potential of these settings to best serve youth.
 I spent four years at the East Side Boys and Girls Club learning about 
the lives of the club’s members and staff.2 The adolescents’ stories and 
experiences are the guiding voices of my work. In thinking about these 
youths’ lives, I weave together the interactive influences of local contexts 
and larger society. I work from Uri Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems 
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model of development, conceptualizing the various levels of a youth’s en-
vironment as a dynamic, interconnected system of relationships.3 In this 
model, individuals are involved in experiences and activities within their 
immediate surroundings, their microsystems. These relationships are bi-
directional; youth both influence the microsystem and are influenced 
by it. These microsystems also interact with each other. Parents visit the 
school or help with homework. A Boys and Girls Club staff member calls 
a member’s teacher or parent. These connections between settings become 
their own developmental contexts, mesosystems. Beyond this lies the exo-
system, settings in which the youth is not directly involved but which have 
their own influence on the youth’s development, such as a parent’s work-
place. The final, overarching system is the macrosystem, the laws, customs, 
resources, and values of the culture in which the other systems are nested.
 I locate my fieldwork in the microsystem, the activities and interac-
tions in a youth’s immediate environment. Yet I keep an eye firmly trained 
on the outer circles of youths’ lives, considering the ways in which social 
norms and categories filter down into individual identity construction. I 
build from the groundwork laid by the authors in Lois Weis and Michelle 
Fine’s volume on local contexts as construction sites for youth identities.4 
I focus on an after-school program as such a site and examine how this 
micro context serves as a setting in which youth negotiate, through their 
activities and relationships within the Boys and Girls Club, macro social 
structures and the processes of self-construction. In doing so, I link theory 
and practice. I explore theoretically how identity development is influ-
enced by multiple levels of ecology. I then look to the ways in which local 
environments and relationships can help youth negotiate the larger social 
world. Throughout, I consider the developmental stage of adolescents, 
who are on the doorstep of adulthood, attempting to balance childhood 
with their emerging sense of themselves in the grown-up world.

Adolescents’ Developmental Needs

The adolescent’s physical presence embodies the social meanings we give 
to this age. Capriciously changing clothes, hairstyles, and body piercings; 
increasing height, budding breasts, and sprouting hair; fluctuating voices, 
and abundant energy taken over by sleeping binges: the adolescent is in 
flux. Her body and mind are changing, as is her place in the social world. 
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She is growing into who she will become as an adult. And yet she is also 
holding onto her past, taking with her the experiences and ideas that 
have made her who she is today. And she is doing all this quickly. After 
infancy, adolescence is the period of greatest and most rapid develop-
mental change.5 The outcomes of these processes form the foundations of 
adulthood.
 Since midcentury, western psychologists have identified identity inte-
gration as the primary developmental task of adolescence.6 Increased cog-
nitive abilities and expanded social worlds allow for both a more abstract 
construction of self and the consideration of a greater number of social 
roles and relationships. The expansion of social roles sets the stage for the 
consideration of possible selves (things we may be in the future), as well 
as the acknowledgment and integration of multiple selves (the different 
faces we display across different contexts). The process of self-reflection 
and identity integration begins early in adolescence, as youth notice con-
tradictions between the self-attributes they display across various social 
roles. Teens may realize that they are outgoing, funny, and talkative with 
friends but are more reserved, responsible, and argumentative with family. 
During early adolescence they first identify these contradictions and con-
sider them in relation to their overall sense of self.
 During middle-to-late adolescence, youth consolidate these discrepan-
cies through the process of identity integration, developing a stable self-
concept that allows for different personality displays in different contexts 
but maintains an inner, core self. According to stage theorists, these con-
tradictions can be disturbing and harmful if not resolved, as the identity 
that results from integrating one’s different identifications serves as a ba-
sis for future development and as the connection between childhood and 
adult roles. The danger of not resolving the “crisis” of identity integration, 
as it is termed by Erik Erikson, the influential psychoanalyst and identity 
theorist, is identity diffusion (or confusion), which prevents one from 
moving forward into future stages of development.7 Yet the existence 
and consideration of possible selves can also be a positive motivating fac-
tor. Some have suggested that a balance of positive and negative possible 
selves, which youth strive to achieve and avoid, is optimal.8 Wanting to 
be a good student, therefore, is not enough. We must be able to imagine 
who we will be if we do not achieve that goal. The image of the school 
dropout motivates us to work hard to become a good student. Thus, youth 
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integrate their identities toward images of possible future selves, both pos-
itive and negative. These images are based on their view of themselves in 
relation to the larger social world, as well as their daily experiences and 
local environments.
 This linear and stable portrait of identity development has been chal-
lenged over time. Psychologists and sociologists have struggled with 
questions about the nature of self and the processes by which we con-
struct identities. Stemming from William James, George Herbert Mead, 
and Charles H. Cooley, and moving on to Erik Erikson’s stages of iden-
tity development and James Marcia’s identity statuses, psychologists have 
framed identity development as an intrapsychic activity that takes place in 
a sociocultural framework.9 Sociologists have urged us to examine identity 
in terms of the meanings that individuals construct through human inter-
actions and the structural and relational constraints placed on identity.10 
Social psychologists have studied how group identity influences behavior, 
particularly through the lens of social identity theory, a model of group 
affiliation developed primarily through laboratory research.11 In recent 
years, postmodernists have pushed us to consider identity as shifting and 
contextual, suggesting that there is no such entity as the stable identity 
posited by traditional theories.12
 In addition to the split between those who consider identity fluid and 
decentralized and those who consider it unitary, the disciplinary juncture 
in identity studies has led to differing foci of research, with psychologists 
situating identity in the individual and sociologists locating identity in so-
cial interactions and societal structures.13 I emphasize the ways in which 
these three influences intertwine within our local contexts, negotiated 
within and through our relationships with other people. Thus, I fall some-
where in between traditional and postmodern theories of identity, at-
tempting to balance individual agency with social constraints. I find post-
modern notions to have a kernel of truth to them. Yet I believe we strive, 
nonetheless, for a coherent sense of self, which serves as a uniting thread 
across contexts. We may shift aspects of our presentation of self, but we 
retain an internal and coherent sense of identity. I view our relationships 
and interpersonal interactions as the essential contexts within which we 
negotiate and balance these self-presentations and internal identities.
 Researchers examining racial and ethnic identity have largely worked 
from an Eriksonian notion of identity stability, focusing on universal, 
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progressive stages that result in defined identity statuses (i.e., you have 
“achieved” ethnic identity or you have not).14 Although Erikson consid-
ered sociohistorical context in his writings on identity across the lifespan, 
he has been interpreted as privileging identity stability and stages. Re-
searchers of racial and ethnic identity have followed suit, primarily focus-
ing on identity statuses and assuming that, once achieved, racial or ethnic 
identity will persist across contexts. In line with traditional developmental 
research, studies have focused on the influence of ethnic and racial iden-
tity on outcomes such as psychological adjustment and academic achieve-
ment. More recently, researchers exploring the influence of race and gen-
der on youth outcomes have begun to consider the intersection of per-
sonal experiences, perceptions, and racial/ethnic identity development, 
particularly with regard to discrimination and social barriers.15 Some 
have specifically examined how racial and ethnic identities are negotiated 
within local cultural practices and social interactions.16
 In addition, researchers are taking a closer look at the intersectional-
ity of social categories. Scholars using such a frame examine how social 
constraints operate differently depending on the confluence of social cat-
egories, considering, for example, the joint influence of race and class on 
access to and experiences of education.17 Others have pushed us to con-
sider identity development through the lens of intersectionality. These re-
searchers consider how the interlocking of gender, race, and class shapes 
the “Others” against which we define our selves and the stereotypes to 
which we respond, thereby affecting our own identities.18 Despite this in-
creased focus on intersectionality, a recent editorial in the Journal of Ado-
lescent Research still highlighted the need for more work with non-White 
populations, poor adolescents, and middle and high-school-aged youth. 
Such research, it was noted, is needed to help us move beyond the focus 
on identity statuses to “a more multidimensional model of identity that in-
tegrates personal and social aspects of self ” and that would be more useful 
in the applied arena.19 I attempt to answer that call.
 I work from the growing body of literature that explores the lived ex-
periences of youth growing up at the intersection of marginalized social 
categories. The intertwined influences of gender, race, and social class that 
come together in the cultural image of the “urban teen” are becoming the 
focus of research by many in psychology, sociology, education, and a va-
riety of interdisciplinary fields.20 For those interested in adolescence and 
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identity, the role of these social categories in shaping both experience and 
sense of self must be a topic of exploration. In the late 1990s, Michelle 
Fine and Lois Weis suggested that three material bases shape our sense 
of self and Other: the body, the economy/economic opportunities, and 
the state/social policies.21 I locate the processes by which these bases in-
fluence our identities in our local contexts, occurring within and through 
our relationships with other humans. In doing so, I retain the Eriksonian 
idea of an integrated identity as the healthy endpoint of adolescence. I ac-
knowledge that we strive to reconcile and consolidate identities displayed 
across relationships and contexts into a stable self-concept. Yet I also re-
fute the primacy of individuation, emphasizing how deeply relational the 
process of identity construction is for all people. Our relationships are the 
sites in which we negotiate not only our individuated sense of self, as both 
autonomous and connected to others, but also our identities in relation to 
macro social categories such as gender, race, and class.

The Context of Development

Context has been called an “essential feature of self.”22 Our identities are 
both sent out to the world and reflected back to us. They are profoundly 
social and contextual, and so is the process of their construction. We rely 
on both our own view of ourselves and our understandings of how others 
recognize us. The sense of stability and continuity posited by the Erikson-
ian model of identity assumes that, for most people, a coherent self exists 
across contexts. Yet we all occupy multiple social categories at once. I am 
a woman, a daughter, a researcher, an artist, a White, half-Jewish, Ameri-
can. None of these categories alone captures my experiences of the world. 
Recent theories have pointed out that women and many ethnic minorities 
have more fluid senses of self than initial identity theories suggest. This 
is because, historically, we have been required to move between contexts 
that expect different self-attributes of us.23
 Furthermore, as W. E. B. Dubois indicated at the turn of the 20th cen-
tury, a double consciousness exists for minorities in the United States, 
who must make sense not only of their own self-image but also of the 
possibly divergent image that others have of them.24 In the postmodern 
world, this may apply to men as well. The complexity of modern life, in-
cluding the multiplicity of roles we take on, the number of people with 
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whom we interact, and the large variety of situations in which we find our-
selves, forces us to continually reformulate ourselves for each emerging 
situation and context.25 Although the “looking glass self ” may still exist, 
the number of looking glasses has been exponentially increased, resulting 
in an infinite number of identities and evaluations from which to choose 
and to which to conform.26
 Over the past 30 years, theorists and researchers have been increas-
ingly focused on the contextual and interactive nature of all human de-
velopment. The relationship between humans and our environments is 
bidirectional and multilayered; we develop through our participation in 
communities and cultures.27 Humans have a uniquely long developmental 
trajectory and are more dependent on learning, a social activity, than are 
many other species.28 Increasingly, therefore, theories of human develop-
ment are highlighting the relationship between the human and her con-
text as the pivotal force in development.29 For those of us concerned with 
adolescent development, the contextual nature of identity development, 
in particular, is key.
 For too many youth today, the developmental context is one of oppres-
sion. Overall, 15.3% of American teens live in families whose incomes fall 
below the official poverty line. This number is vastly increased for Black 
adolescents, 24.7% of whom live in poverty.30 Even more teens live in 
neighborhoods characterized by high rates of poverty; 29.4% of youth 
under age 18 live in census tracks with poverty rates of 40% or more, 
with a greater percentage of racial and ethnic minority youth living in 
such neighborhoods.31 In addition, high-stakes testing; school segrega-
tion (both interschool and intraschool, via tracking); large, disorganized, 
and underresourced schools; and the mass incarceration of young, Black, 
males  —  all these contribute to creating climates in which the number of 
developmental stressors is great.32 For racial and ethnic minority youth 
and young people living in poverty, it is not simply the categories of race 
or social class that influence their development but the everyday, personal 
experiences of discrimination that accompany these categories.33 These 
experiences shape how youth see themselves within society. They send a 
message that some identities, such as that of a college student, for exam-
ple, are not open to these youth.34 And these experiences are determined 
not only by the relationships between people but also the relationships 
between people and social structures.35
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 For example, new work by Anne Galletta and William Cross compli-
cates the famous oppositional identity theory of John Ogbu, which placed 
the onus of the Black-White achievement gap on the development of an 
oppositional culture by Black youth. According to Ogbu, Black youth de-
velop identities that actively reject traditional schooling as part of White 
culture. Galletta and Cross, who examined the same school district where 
Ogbu did his seminal work, emphasize educational policies and practices 
as instrumental in shaping the educational attitudes of African Americans. 
Rather than considering youth culture as the seed of the achievement gap, 
they highlight how Black families’ history of interactions with the school 
district, both administrators and policies, shape their expectations of the 
educational system. Thus, school policies become instrumental in creating 
the context for the achievement gap.36
 My own work, which emphasizes macro social structures as they inter-
act with and influence local activity and identity construction, builds on 
this frame. The intersection of categories within which we live determines 
others’ reactions to us, our relationship to power structures, and our im-
ages of our self. It is thus at the crux of our interactions with other people, 
relations with social structures, and group-identity alignments (both cho-
sen and assigned) that our identities are constructed. Because our posi-
tions and relationships may change across contexts, our identities, and 
the meaning we give to particular identity categories, may also shift. This 
complicates what has traditionally been considered “normative” develop-
mental processes.
 Such issues began to come to light in the 1990s, as researchers pushed 
us to consider the dynamic and contextual nature of identity processes 
as they unfold within local settings and ecological systems. A number of 
volumes of work brought the unique developmental features and needs of 
minority and economically disadvantaged youth to our attention. Work by 
Margaret Beale Spencer and her colleagues, Shirley Brice Heath and Mil-
brey McLaughlin, Michelle Fine and Louis Weis, and Bonnie Leadbeater 
and Niobe Way, among others, took on race, ethnicity, gender, and social 
class as contexts for development. These researchers considered the expe-
riences of youth from racial and ethnic minority backgrounds growing up 
in low-income urban neighborhoods, schools, and youth organizations.37 
They pointed to the need for more in-depth research on developmental 
processes in context and a linking of theory with practice to help improve 
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contexts for marginalized youth. Despite the importance of this work, still 
missing from most of it is an emphasis on the relationships within which 
our identities are formed.
 Much of the research on relationships and their role in individual iden-
tity stems from the work of Jean Baker Miller and Carol Gilligan, who 
brought women’s voices into developmental research in the 1970s and 
1980s.38 Yet rather than considering how women’s voices could contrib-
ute to our understanding of human development as a whole, a dualism 
appeared to take hold. Relationships were considered central only to wom-
en’s identities, and a dichotomy was set up that focused on the difference 
between women and men’s identity development. As a result, relational or 
interdependent selves are typically considered in terms of either gender 
or cultural differences. Within-group differences or between-group factors 
other than gender that may lead to variations in self-concept are seldom 
explored.39 Because the initial work on women’s psychology and identity 
development was based on middle-class White women, there have been 
historic gaps in our knowledge about identity development for women 
of different ethnic, racial, and class backgrounds. In addition, research-
ers have not done justice to the fact that we all, male and female, grow 
up in relation to others. We all interact with people in our daily lives. In 
fact, Niobe Way and Judy Chu have argued that it is only because we have 
not been trained to hear boys’ voicing of the desire for close relationships 
that we have missed the importance of interpersonal ties to males. As 
they point out, development occurs through our relationships with other 
people.40
 In addition, we all have relationships with society and its images, im-
ages that include stereotypes, expectations, and idealizations, often based 
on categories such as age, race, gender, and social class. Whereas inter-
personal relationships are enacted within the local environment, they still 
take place within the larger social context. My interaction with a senior, 
Black, male colleague is influenced by our mutual identities within aca-
demia, our different positions within America’s race and gender systems, 
and our positions in the hierarchy of our institution. Larger social issues 
are enacted in local settings and through personal relationships, becoming 
part of our identities. And social identities themselves are constructed and 
negotiated through relationships.41 It is seldom acknowledged, however, 
that experiences of discrimination are themselves relational experiences.
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 I, therefore, consider the role of two types of relationships in the con-
struction of adolescent identity within and across specific contexts: inter-
personal others and Others writ large, images against which we define our 
own self.42 This latter concept stems primarily from fields such as anthro-
pology and gender studies, which have examined the ways in which how 
we define ourselves rests as much on who we are not as who we are.43 In 
21st-century America, the inner city serves as a site for the construction of 
an Other that incorporates both race and class. And gender still serves as a 
powerful organizing category, the construction and experience of which is 
itself shaped by overlapping social categories and contexts. This influences 
the daily experiences of urban youth, shaping the ways in which they con-
struct identities and envision themselves in the adult world. This has theo-
retical and practical implications. Theoretically, we do not know enough 
about the ways in which gender, race, and class work together to shape 
self-concept. Without this understanding, we cannot adequately address 
the developmental needs of youth living at the intersection of multiple, 
historically oppressed, social categories. For these youth, social position, 
and how these positions are negotiated in personal relationships, must be 
at the center of developmental theories.
 Throughout this work I highlight the intertwining of these two levels of 
relationships. I consider how local environments, such as after-school pro-
grams, can help youth to negotiate social images of self and Other through 
important interpersonal relationships. The youth in my study narrate lives 
rich in connection to other people and illustrate a need for a more com-
plex consideration of interdependent and independent selves, moving be-
yond dichotomous difference.
 I employ gender theory and feminist methodology that aim to give 
voice to the experiences of marginalized populations.44 The epistemo-
logical tenets of these approaches allow me to explore the intersection of 
social categories in the lives and development of individual adolescents. I 
use research methods that privilege subjective experience, believing that 
to understand something one must start with the subjective meaning mak-
ing of the individual participant.
 I assume that youth give meaning to their experiences in different ways. 
Even for teens living in the same neighborhood and interacting in the same 
program, the outcomes and processes of identity development are not 
uniform. I seek not to generalize but to examine subjective experiences of 
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youth. I search for the meaning of actions rather than their causal explana-
tion. Although some criticize interpretive frameworks as trying to increase 
communication without examining where and when communication is 
possible,45 I believe my approach to adolescent identity helps us better un-
derstand youths’ daily experiences and thereby better address their needs. 
This approach focuses on how youth who are often marginalized in local 
schools and larger society use an after-school program, and the relation-
ships within it, to negotiate their place in the world. In doing so, these 
teens construct/resist/reconstruct their identities and the boundaries that 
both unite and define them.46

The Self and Identity

I am not interested in identity as a static construct. Nor am I interested 
in selfhood as a primarily internal concept. I work from and beyond the 
symbolic interactionist tradition by examining the dynamic relationship 
between the social world and the activity of selfhood. I insert George 
Herbert Mead’s “Generalized Other” into Uri Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
model of human development.47 I explore the process through which ado-
lescents come to understand and create their selves in the world. I start 
from the premise that reality is socially constructed and that everyday ac-
tivity is an entry point into understanding the larger social world and its 
relations of power. Social constructionists reject the idea of a single, em-
pirically true reality. Rather, we all actively construct our worlds. These 
personal meanings are not developed in isolation but in concert with our 
culture and with other people’s perceptions.48 Self-making depends on the 
shared ideologies of one’s society.49 The categories that we use to commu-
nicate reflect the shared meanings of our culture.50 Gender, as the most 
common of categories, reflects our assumptions of a binary sex/gender 
system, with particular meanings ascribed to each gender.
 I combine the perspective of those who view gender as an activ-
ity, something we “do,” and thereby create, in our everyday actions, with 
those who view gender as structural, a category that has been constructed 
through institutions and policies.51 I expand this examination of the cre-
ation and re-creation of gender to other domains of identity, especially 
race and class.
 Although I acknowledge the relevance of newer theories of identities, 
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such as those that reframe the discourse around subjectivities that shift 
across settings, I maintain allegiance to the Eriksonian idea of an inte-
grated identity. I steer away from traditional ideas of stages and statuses 
but lean toward narrative and symbolic interactionist theories of identity, 
which still emphasize internal coherence over contextual decentering. In 
1968, Erikson wrote that “psychosocial identity is necessary as the an-
choring of man’s transient existence in the here and now.”52 Nearly four 
decades later, in a review of the field of identity studies, James Côté in-
vokes Erikson’s ideas in challenging the shift away from a stable, integrated 
identity. Côté suggests that by rejecting the notion of a “stable psychologi-
cal base,” postmodernists remove the possibility of individual agency in 
identity construction; people, therefore, are at the mercy of social forces, 
leading to context-defined subjectivities that have no stable unity across 
time and place.53 This approach does not align with my own beliefs in 
the power of self-definition or with my experiences with adolescents. The 
teens with whom I have worked recognize the contextual nature of subjec-
tivity but also strive to integrate the various subjectivities that they enact 
in different settings or that are thrust on them by different people.
 Work taking a listening-centered approach to adolescent development 
supports this assertion. A number of researchers have found that adoles-
cent boys experience tensions between their public and private identities, 
facing pressure to present a certain type of masculine identity that does 
not always correspond to their own internal sense of self.54 Thus, the in-
tersection of individual lives and social structures may require some shift-
ing of identity presentation, but it does so within constraints and does not 
do away with an internal need for coherence between our internal and ex-
ternal selves. In The Unknown City, a study of working-class young adults, 
Fine and Weis struggle with the tension between essentialist and social 
constructionist approaches to identity with regard to social categories 
such as race and gender. Despite their desire to position race and gender 
as social constructions, they continually confront the material realities of 
these categories in their participants’ narratives. This problematizes their 
aspirations, as researchers and theorists, to “play with” and deconstruct 
these categories.55
 Similarly, despite radical critiques of identity and postmodern desires 
to destabilize and fragment the self, I come up against narratives that lead 
me back to a more durable and traditional sense of self. This durability 
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does not make irrelevant the contextual nature of our identities. Rather, 
it argues for the integration of these subjectivities as an underlying task of 
adolescence. The meaning of my own “Jewishness,” for example, is differ-
ent in the urban northeast than it is in the rural south. Those meanings in-
fluence how I both view and present myself as a Jewish woman. But such a 
stance of shifting meaning does not deny that I seek some stability across 
those contexts. Our subjectivities are not so postmodern that multiple 
contexts release us from our embodied self and sense of internal identity. 
Thus, I cannot do away with the idea that we seek a stable sense of iden-
tity across time and contexts, even if we shift aspects of our identities (or 
subjectivities) across settings and relationships.

After-School Programs as Sites of Development

From this nested set of contexts, relationships, and individuals, we come 
to the crux of my question. How are youth within a particular after-school 
program interacting with the environment and the people within it in the 
process of their own self-construction? And how do these local contexts 
and relationships interact with and mediate larger social structures? If ado-
lescents are having their developmental needs met and cultivating a sense 
of self within such sites, then these environments should be helping youth 
to integrate multiple roles, providing a sense of both individual validation 
and belonging, and granting a balance of autonomy and adult support.
 Settings lacking in such supportive processes can give way to negative 
outcomes. When local contexts do not provide opportunities that fit ado-
lescents’ developmental needs, harmful psychological changes can occur. 
Indeed, youth may be attracted to gangs because they meet needs, such as 
a sense of belonging, safety, and self-worth, not met by the larger environ-
ment.56 Research on urban after-school programs suggests that supportive 
adults and settings that help minority youth think critically about society 
may support positive group and individual self-worth as a form of resis-
tance. This can help adolescents mediate between macro social structures 
and personal experiences and identities.57 It is my contention that using a 
developmental lens to consider after-school programs as a setting for ado-
lescents will enhance their potential. Increasingly, after-school program 
researchers are emphasizing the importance of promoting positive devel-
opment in addition to problem prevention and intervention.58 Because 
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identity is a key task of adolescence, considering youth organizations as 
settings for self-construction may augment these settings’ functioning, 
better enabling them to support specific and necessary developmental 
processes.
 The positive youth development (PYD) movement serves as a foun-
dation for this type of setting-based, developmental research. Research-
ers working from a PYD frame take an asset-based approach to youth. 
We assume that all youth have inherent competencies, which are fostered 
through contexts aligned with their assets. Supportive contexts provide 
positive adult-youth relationships, skill-building experiences, and oppor-
tunities for community involvement. Whereas the concept of resilience 
has been traditionally located within the individual, PYD suggests that 
environments and youth interact to promote or impede the develop-
ment of positive cognitive, affective, and behavioral characteristics. These 
characteristics have been identified and defined as the “5 C’s” of PYD: 
competence, confidence, character, connection, and caring. Although de-
velopment is a process, the 5 C’s describe the goals of positive youth de-
velopment and assume that a proper balance of these characteristics is a 
desired outcome of adolescent development.59 As fields, psychology and 
sociology have not drawn on PYD, which often takes an applied approach. 
This is a shortcoming of the literature. By returning to the roots of identity 
theory and examining how youth construct identities within contempo-
rary settings, we bring together the strengths of theory, basic research, and 
applied developmental research to better understand the process of iden-
tity construction as it occurs for adolescents in today’s complex world.
 I assume that the actuality of adolescents’ lives and daily activities are 
key to understanding both their localized sense of self and their views of 
where they will fit into society in the future. I assume that to understand 
the world we must understand the meanings people give to actions and 
how these meanings are created through our interactions with others.60 
Whereas the bulk of literature on youth growing up at the intersection of 
marginalized social categories points to the importance of interpersonal 
relationships to their identities and overall development, researchers have 
continued to focus on the negative aspects of relationships or on the lack 
of positive relationships in these youths’ lives. But I believe BJ when she 
says there are birds in the projects. Understanding the influence of gen-
der, race, and class on young lives and identities requires examining how 
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these categories are enacted within local contexts and relationships. Such 
a frame, molded of interpretivist and interactionist perspectives, works 
from detailed personal narratives of lived experiences.61 These ideas, con-
cepts, and theories sensitize my investigation and help to frame my book’s 
main themes.

The Journey through East Side

Throughout this book I consider both abstract theory and local environ-
mental factors, foregrounding the ecological contexts in which identities 
are developed. I uncover unexpected and important information about 
the process of self-construction for adolescents living at the intersection 
of multiple social categories, teens who are often marginalized by main-
stream society. I explicate how they engage in the space of an after-school 
program, using their relationships and activities in the club to negotiate 
the construction of their identities within the social world, both local and 
macro. I have organized the book around three main themes of self-con-
struction: (1) interpersonal self, (2) self in relation to society and Others, 
and (3) the influence and construction of gender and its intersectional-
ity with race and class. And in each of these themes, youths’ relationships 
with other people play a key role.
 The results of this research are presented in seven chapters. In chapters 
2, 4, and 6 I focus on the three main themes. Each chapter is followed by 
a case study of an individual youth (chapters 3, 5, and 7). The case studies 
provide in-depth portraits of how these themes are enacted in the lives of 
individual teens and expand on the theoretical developments in the preced-
ing chapter. In the final chapter, chapter 8, I consider the findings in relation 
to the needs of after-school programs and practitioners concerned with 
creating positive developmental spaces for teens. Therein I link the process 
of self-construction with the potential of after-school programs, yielding 
practical implications rooted in adolescents’ developmental needs.

The Interpersonal Self

In chapter 2, I examine the construction of self in relation to interpersonal 
others. From talk shows to pop psychology to sitcoms, American culture 
seems obsessed with perceived differences in the relational styles of men 
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and women and the importance of interpersonal relationships to each 
gender. In the spring of 2004, Newsweek magazine got into the act, ask-
ing why women are “the more social sex.”62 The article focused on evolu-
tionary and biological evidence for the importance of female friendships 
to human survival, leaving readers with the impression that women have 
a naturally stronger impetus for forming and maintaining bonds through 
prosocial behavior. Yet nowhere does the article consider the role of so-
cialization in the development of gender differences. Neither does it pon-
der the changes in the human social world since prehistoric times which 
have altered the skills necessary for survival for both men and women. 
This focus on dichotomy without serious consideration of context, cause, 
change, or overlap is typical for mainstream considerations of human de-
velopment. The insistence on looking at gender differences in social rela-
tions as a Venus versus Mars issue ignores the fact that we all grow up in 
relation to others and that human connection is important to all of us and 
to the continuation of civil society.
 In chapter 2, I listen to youths’ self-descriptions for indicators of how 
they see themselves, both as individuals and in connection to others. My 
findings do not mirror much of the past work on relational identity. Yet 
they support the assertions of researchers such as Niobe Way, who have 
argued that boys are as relational as girls, if only we would listen to their 
stories with a more attuned ear.63 Both boys and girls at East Side depict 
themselves in rich relations with others. The teens describe themselves 
using a balance of individuated and connected words, demonstrating an 
ability to see themselves in relation to, but not subsumed by, their inter-
personal relationships. Four youth (two boys and two girls) use only con-
nected words in their self-descriptions. The narratives of the East Side 
teens challenge our assumptions about the greater importance of relation-
ships for girls over boys.
 Two words emerge repeatedly in the voices of the teens: respect and 
responsibility. Youth talk about these as key characteristics that are im-
portant to their overall sense of self. Many report that these qualities are 
encouraged and developed at the Boys and Girls Club. Respect is a term 
that can be used in myriad ways, especially by teens as opposed to adults. 
I use the term in a “ground-up” fashion, listening to the various meanings 
it has to youth in different contexts and exploring its meanings within and 
upon their interpersonal relationships. A majority of the youth say that 
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they would not be the same person they are today without the club. Many 
indicate that these prosocial characteristics would be different without the 
support of the club and its staff. The importance of respect and respon-
sibility as qualities that are emphasized by interactions within the club is 
supported by data from field notes. These characteristics are encouraged 
and expected as well as modeled. This is a key finding for youth program-
mers and policy makers to consider as we think about how to promote 
prosocial traits in youth.

Self and Society

In chapter 4, I discuss the construction of self in relation to society, par-
ticularly social categories such as race and class. In addition to developing 
our identities in relation to those with whom we have personal contact, 
we are also aware of our positions in the larger world. And those positions 
influence our relationships with other people. We construct our sense of 
self in part based on knowledge about and reaction to how we are seen 
by others. Historically, research in this area has focused on the develop-
ment of specific ethnic and racial identities.64 Yet the intersection of race 
and class in America has made problematic an approach to identity which 
attempts to isolate the influence of each category. We are all some com-
bination of categories that together influence our social positioning and 
sense of self. As a result, researchers are increasingly tackling the complex 
knot woven by the intersection of social categories. Much of this work has 
been conducted in the context of schools and classrooms.65 Whereas edu-
cation is an important venue to explore, understanding how adolescents 
negotiate social categories and construct self and Other in sites in which 
they voluntarily participate is also imperative. In this exploration, we learn 
more about how to shape settings in ways that align with youths’ develop-
mental needs and innate competencies.
 The East Side teens have a strong sense of themselves as constructed 
as Other by society. They refer to experiences of being treated as “proj-
ect kids,” stereotyped because of where they live. The boys in particular 
describe differential treatment by authority figures based on the conflu-
ence of their race and neighborhood. When talking about experiences of 
discrimination, the teens shift between attributing prejudice alternately 
to race, neighborhood, and gender. Their narratives demonstrate the im-
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portance of looking at the interactive process of social categories in self-
construction. The boys’ narratives highlight the ways in which the bodies 
of minority males are read by society. This complicates our thinking on 
the influence of gender on identity, a topic that is the subject of the next 
section.
 Within this chapter, I also explore the ways in which East Side serves as 
a site of both resistance to and reconstruction of stereotypes with which 
the youth are in dialogue. Like other aspects of ourselves, race and class 
identities are negotiated within our relationships and interactions with 
others.66 All but one of the youth feel respected at East Side. Many con-
trast this to their experiences outside of the club, where they feel that 
people judge them based on external characteristics. Yet they are prone 
to using similar images to differentiate themselves from other kids in their 
neighborhood. An after-school program can serve as a site in which youth 
grapple with social boundaries and hierarchies, using the site and people 
in it to help define self and Other.67 Club members tend to fall back on 
stereotypes of urban teens as images against which they construct their 
own identities.
 This section demonstrates the active engagement of East Side youth in 
the complex, cultural discourse of race and class. Despite assertions that 
race “doesn’t matter,” a phrase the teens sometimes used in response to 
my questions about the role or importance of race in their lives, the East 
Side teens describe experiences of both race and class discrimination. 
These are often melded together into singular experiences. Their aware-
ness of other people’s perceptions of them influences the ways in which 
they socially identify. Most important, their words demonstrate the fallacy 
of examining self-construction through the lens of one variable. They also 
illustrate the importance of having a local setting, such as an after-school 
program, within which the whole teen is seen and respected and in which 
social stereotypes can be laid down and resisted.

The Gendered Self

In chapter 6, I consider gender as an influencing social category and ex-
plore its construction within these teens’ lives and activities, as well as its 
intersectionality with race and class. Gender has been deemed an essen-
tial feature of the self. As an organizing social category, perhaps none can 
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match its power. Our brains quickly recognize and process the gender of 
those with whom we interact.68 From birth, when a clothed baby is itself 
androgynous, many parents seem committed to ensuring that the “proper” 
gender of their child is recognized, swathing their newborns in layers of 
pink or blue. A trip to a children’s clothing store will affirm how important 
society considers this gendered marking.
 Likewise, research has prioritized the study of gender difference, sel-
dom looking at within-group differences or between-group similarities. A 
growing body of work points us to the overlapping influences of gender 
with other social categories. Boys’ constructions of masculinity and girls’ 
constructions of femininity are responses to their raced and classed posi-
tions within the gender structure.69 Research in this domain typically fo-
cuses on boys or girls, examining the construction of gender within single-
gender groups. Yet masculinity and femininity rely on each other; boys 
and girls both participate in the construction of each. Considering only 
girls’ constructions of femininity and boys’ constructions of masculinity 
gives us only half the picture.
 The youth at East Side demonstrate knowledge of traditional gender 
norms and use such stereotypes in their abstract discussions of gender. Yet 
when describing real people and goals, they make no such attributions of 
gendered traits. Teens appear to differentiate between what they recognize 
as gendered expectations and gender as a lived experience. The citing of 
traits of independence and responsibility for both women and men may 
be linked to the sociohistorical context of African American culture, par-
ticularly for minority youth growing up in an urban neighborhood with 
high rates of poverty. Yet there are two areas in which gender norms ap-
pear to be strictly enforced: sexuality and physical appearance.
 When discussing gender in the abstract, East Side youth talk about fem-
ininity and masculinity as acting. Girls describe femininity as something 
that is put on and taken off in different contexts, often related to cloth-
ing and makeup. Femininity, as a personality characteristic, tends to be 
deemed negative, associated with qualities such as talking too much and 
being “fussy.” For both boys and girls at East Side, definitions of the mas-
culine and feminine rely heavily on personified images of the Other. They 
sometimes evoke a gay man to define the word feminine or a woman not 
wearing makeup to describe masculine. Other times, particularly in the 
realm of sexuality, the Other is used to define the boundary of appropri-
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ate norms through demonstration of inappropriate gender behavior. East 
Side itself serves as a site in which norms are resisted (through partici-
pation in cross-gender activities) and reconstructed (through peer-group 
interactions).
 The East Side youths’ constructions of gender demonstrate the ways 
in which discourses of social class and race intersect with gender and in-
fluence our relationships to the gender structure. Youths’ narratives also 
reveal the differential salience of gender in various areas of their lives. 
Thus, they urge us to consider gender as an entity whose meaning is fluid 
and constructed in our local contexts and through our relationships with 
others.

Case Studies

The three case study chapters, 3, 5, and 7, present the stories of Lorenzo, 
Nicole, and John. Each youth provides an in-depth look at themes ex-
plored in the chapters preceding them, explicating how these issues are 
played out in individual lives. Yet each adolescent’s narrative also expands 
on the topics covered in the prior chapter(s) and foreshadows issues yet 
to come. The case studies serve not only to illustrate matters considered 
previously but also to move the thesis forward, providing new informa-
tion and patterns, ideas and themes not uncovered in the more general 
discussions.
 In chapter 3, we meet Lorenzo, a 17-year-old African American male, 
who has spent much of his young life caretaking for younger siblings, lead-
ing to a feeling that he missed out on being a kid. At the Boys and Girls 
Club, Lorenzo develops a close relationship with Charles, the physical 
education director, who becomes a father figure to him. At the same time, 
Lorenzo begins to see himself as a role model for younger club members, 
using his interpersonal and caretaking skills to develop leadership abili-
ties as a coach for the younger kids’ sports teams. Lorenzo helps us see 
how interpersonal relationships can provide a supportive base from which 
to develop a prosocial identity that meets developmental needs, leads to 
greater social integration, and changes one’s self-perceptions.
 In chapter 5, I present the story of Nicole, a 15-year-old African Ameri-
can female, who is a good student and active club member. She has been 
involved in club programs since she was little. In recent years she has taken 
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on leadership roles as a junior employee. At the club she puts on a worker 
self, practicing an identity that will serve her well in the future. Nicole is 
also deeply thoughtful about social issues surrounding gender and race. 
She talks about the portrayal of African American women in the media 
and her own position as a dark-skinned resident of a public housing proj-
ect. Her feelings stem from her personal experiences with other people, as 
well as with society at large. Nicole gives us a glimpse of the complexities 
of living at the intersection of categories. She also illustrates the impor-
tance of youth organizations as staging grounds for adulthood.
 In chapter 7, we hear from John, a 17-year-old male of mixed African 
American and Italian descent. He is the only boy in the study who feels 
disrespected at the club and has serious conflicts with club staff. Despite 
this, John has been coming to the club since he was little. He still attends 
occasionally and has a longstanding close group of male friends at East 
Side. John is vocal about racism and how he and his peers are stereotyped 
by Whites and authority figures. Whereas he takes a strong discursive 
stance against these stereotypes, he lives out some of them. John is ex-
tremely concerned with the presentation of masculinity. His representa-
tions of gender are often difficult to disentangle from his presentations of 
self.70 He is extremely concerned with who he is not. John’s story again 
highlights the complexities of gender, race, and class, lending a different 
level of analysis to the discussion and more fully capturing youths’ own 
agency in the construction of social categories as they occur within local 
sites and relationships.

Implications for After-School Programs

In chapter 8, I apply the themes discussed in the preceding chapters to the 
context of after-school programs. Teenagers are simultaneously stepping 
into adulthood and looking over their shoulders at childhood. East Side 
provides a site in which youth can synchronize such activity, exploring a 
place for themselves in the adult world while retaining childhood friend-
ships and having fun.71 With the many stressors in their lives, the club is 
a setting in which these teens can relax and be “themselves.” At the club, 
as one girl says, all the different parts of her “come together.” It is as a lo-
cale for the consolidation of self that East Side reveals its developmental 
potential. Although studies point to positive academic and psychosocial 
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effects of programs,72 beyond behavioral outcomes and risk prevention, 
after-school programs serve as sites for adolescent development in the 
broadest sense. After-school programs are environments in which many 
youth spend substantial amounts of time and which offer the potential for 
multiple, supportive relationships. As such, they hold promise as spaces to 
promote positive, prosocial development.
 As after-school programs take on greater social and political salience, 
they must consider more deeply how to best construct climates that align 
with the developmental needs of the teens they serve. Because many pro-
grams target youth from high-poverty areas, attention must be paid to the 
ways in which their developmental processes are influenced by the con-
texts of poverty and racism. The voices of the East Side teens provide a 
basis for considering how to optimize the environments and programs of 
youth organizations.

Exploring East Side

“We’ve Got Our Ebbs and Flows”: The East Side  
Boys and Girls Club

I chose the Boys and Girls Club as the context for my study in part be-
cause it was a setting in which I had experience and with which I was in-
trigued; I also chose it because of the positive opportunities it provides 
to urban youth and the strong affective bonds that many youth express 
toward it. It is a site rich in personal relationships and interactions with 
adults and peers, offering occasion to explore the process of identity con-
struction as it occurs in interpersonal contexts. In addition, I believe that 
the club allows for playful recreation, as well as occasion for resistance, 
reconstruction, and re-creation of the self in relation to other people, ster-
eotypes, and social norms. I do not mean to romanticize East Side as a 
setting. Things did not always work smoothly, and the club did not always 
live up to its potential, especially as a site for true resistance to cultural 
norms. Acknowledging its shortcomings, I focus primarily on its strengths, 
in an attempt to draw researchers and educators toward the potential of 
after-school programs.
 The East Side Boys and Girls Club is a squat, brick building that sits on 
a side street near a mid-sized public housing project in a large midwestern 
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city. The building is not spacious but has a variety of activity areas: a gym 
with basketball hoops and sports equipment; a room with table and board 
games; a computer room; an art room; a lounge area with a large-screen 
television, couches, stereo, and bookshelves; and a number of smaller 
rooms used for meetings. The concrete walls are painted in mostly insti-
tutional tones but are enlivened with posters and bulletin boards, many of 
which feature work of club members.
 The most striking aspect of the club is its overwhelming level of en-
ergy. The hallways are filled with laughter, shouts, and scampering feet. A 
dizzying array of activity and movement greet the entering visitor. Staff 
and youth alike display nearly constant fervor in going about their daily 
activities. On days when I was tired, sick, or in a bad mood, wondering 
how I was going to make it through my visit, I was amazed by how quickly 
I was lifted and swept along by the energy of the youth and staff. Hours 
later I would wonder where the time went and marvel that I had left my 
burdens at the door. That is not to say that there were not bad days. There 
were illnesses, conflicts, days of minimal activity, bored kids, and burned-
out staff. Yet the overarching atmosphere was one of energy, and that was 
inescapable.
 The club is a fluid environment in which youth move about at their 
own will. Although there are scheduled team practices and group meet-
ings, youth are otherwise free to choose their activities. In addition to the 
program areas, the front lobby and benches outside the club serve as gath-
ering places. Staff ’s insistence that these two areas, as well as hallways, be 
kept clear of youth wax and wane. Officially, members under age 13 have 
to leave the club between 6:00 and 7:00 pm, but staff are flexible and often 
allow younger kids in the building during night hours. In general, youth 
can enter and leave the club as they please, although at times staff enforce 
a no “in-and-out” policy. A staff or junior staff member (club members 
who work at the club for money or community service hours) oversees 
the entrance and asks youth to sign in and hang up their jackets as they 
enter. The club is marked by informality and casual interactions. There are 
behavior and dress codes, however, which are enforced by staff and youth 
alike. Although conflicts are not uncommon, they seldom take on any 
seri ousness and are often policed by youth themselves.
 There were typically anywhere from five to eight full-time staff plus 
some part-time staff and volunteers, although the number of staff at the 
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club fluctuated over my four years there. The club director, Rick, is a White 
man in his 40s who had been at East Side for many years. Before coming 
to East Side, he worked at other local clubs. In my third year at East Side, 
Sean, a Hispanic man in his 20s, came on board as assistant director. Sean 
and Rick appear to have a close working relationship. Both are active in 
the club and often interact directly with the kids. The majority of the staff 
other than Sean and Rick are African American, with the exception of two 
White women and one Hispanic man. Cheryl and Charles are the staff 
members who come up most often in this book. Both are African Ameri-
can, in their late 20s or early 30s, and very popular with the kids. Both left 
the club midway through my time there, although Charles returned a few 
months later. They are the most consistent adult presences in this book, 
in part due to their long tenures at East Side. There was a great deal of 
turnover in staff during my four years there, a sad fact of life in nearly all 
after-school programs. Cheryl, Charles, and Rick were present for all or a 
majority of the time that I was at East Side, making them uniquely stable 
adult figures. Other staff formed close bonds with youth, but it was these 
long-time East Side staff who appeared most consistently in youth’s lives 
and narratives across the years.
 In my six years of work at youth organizations in the city where East 
Side is located, I spent substantial amounts of time in four different clubs. 
The East Side club can be counted among the best clubs I saw in both its 
ability to sustain active youth participation and its organizational practices. 
In understanding the East Side club as a setting for youth development, 
it is important to understand the organizational practices of the club that 
contribute to its supportive atmosphere.
 The East Side club is a member of both the regional and national Boys 
and Girls Clubs of America. The overarching mission statement of the 
national organization is “to enable all young people, especially those who 
need us most, to reach their full potential as productive, caring, respon-
sible citizens.” The clubs are meant to provide “a safe place to learn and 
grow, ongoing relationships with caring, adult professionals, life-enhanc-
ing programs and character development experiences, hope and opportu-
nity.”73 East Side’s director, while in charge of the activity at the club level, 
is also under the umbrella of regional and national management and rules. 
This has its pros and cons. On the one hand, national headquarters sup-
ports organization-wide programs through grants and provides guidelines 
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on how those programs should be run. Youth who participate in such 
programs often get the opportunity to travel to conferences to meet club 
members from around the country. Yet, on the other hand, national and 
regional rules are sometimes at odds with what individual clubs consider 
the best practice for their own neighborhoods.
 The tension between levels of governance was apparent at all the clubs 
I visited. East Side is no exception. Staff complain of required paperwork 
that takes them away from activities with youth. Directors wrestle with 
how to follow national rules while still meeting their local community’s 
needs. One way in which I see East Side as unique is in the creative and 
determined ways in which Rick and Sean work with staff to serve the youth 
of the community. They do so even though it sometimes requires bending 
official rules. Rick and Sean both believe that their primary purpose is to 
serve the youth of the neighborhood and, in line with the organization’s 
mission statement, to serve those kids who need them the most. Their at-
titudes are reflected in their actions. Whereas most clubs only allow teen-
agers into the building after 6:00 in the evening, East Side changed its 
policy to make sure that the teens have somewhere to go in the immediate 
after-school hours. Staff meetings include discussion of kids both inside 
and outside of the club. Rick makes an effort to employ community mem-
bers, giving him eyes and ears in the neighborhood and a way to find out 
what is going on with the kids after club hours. When problems are noted, 
Rick and Sean work with staff to address the issue. This includes reaching 
out to parents who are having trouble and trying to bring in youth from 
the neighborhood whose family situations are difficult. Club staff wrestle, 
at times, with ethical dilemmas stemming from their commitment to do 
the best they can for the youth while balancing individual child and group 
needs and complying with the organization’s overarching policies. But 
this commitment translates to an active and caring environment in which 
youth get support for their developing selves.
 This does not mean that the club always runs smoothly or that there 
are never tensions between administrators, staff, kids, and families. Rick 
himself refers to East Side as having its “ebbs and flows,” yet his ability 
to acknowledge the ebbs and remain optimistic about returning to a flow 
is unique. At times, he would look at me and say, “You know, Nancy, last 
year we were in a down slump. But now, we’re getting back on track.” Such 
slumps often seemed to stem from issues with staffing. Staff members and 
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administrators left, and Rick struggled to fill empty slots with capable, 
competent, and personable replacements. But kids’ attachment to indi-
vidual staff members sometimes thwarted such efforts. When Charles and 
Cheryl left, many of the older teens, who had close ties to them, stopped 
coming to the club. Although some of the male teens stuck around to play 
ball, Charles’s absence was palpable, and even those remaining boys did 
not take easily to his replacement. When Charles returned to East Side a 
few months later, the older boys reappeared.
 Cheryl’s case was more complicated. She had started a number of pop-
ular girls’ programs and had a celebrity-like following among the preteen 
and adolescent girls. Cheryl was initially well liked and given wide berth 
by club administrators, likely due to her ability to get innovative girls’ pro-
grams up and going. So her exodus came as a bit of a surprise. The full 
story behind her leaving never emerged, but it was apparently not a vol-
untary resignation. The club members were not given any warning of her 
departure, although Cheryl spoke individually to a few girls to whom she 
was particularly close. This lack of any official recognition made it all the 
more difficult for the girls to adjust to Cheryl’s absence. The rumor was 
that a group of parents had begun to object to Cheryl’s girls’ discussion 
groups, feeling that the groups had devolved into discussions of sex. The 
girls, for their part, felt that these discussions actually helped keep them 
from engaging in sexual activity too early. The club director, possibly un-
der pressure from the parents, decided that Cheryl had begun to cross the 
line between staff and peer and that, despite her impressive record of ser-
vice, she could no longer work at East Side.
 The period after Cheryl’s leaving was one of the “ebbs” in East Side’s 
tides. The timing overlapped with Charles’s departure, leaving a hole in 
the teens’ adult support networks at East Side. The situation with Cheryl 
may have had less drastic impact if it had been handled differently by the 
club’s leadership. In particular, communicating more with the youth may 
have helped salve the wound. Yet I believe it was actually Rick’s desire to 
carefully place the club at the center of its local community that led to 
the tension around this particular issue. The adults clearly perceived the 
teens’ needs differently than did the youth themselves. Cheryl seemed to 
be aligned with the teens’ view of their needs, putting her at odds with 
club directors and some parents. Rick’s need to balance these two compet-
ing groups of stakeholders led him to make decisions that, in the short 
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term at least, were not productive to youths’ attachment to East Side. In 
the long run, most of the members returned to East Side, even those girls 
who were closest to Cheryl. Rick was able to hire new staff and retain the 
club’s positive reputation among parents in the community.
 For youth who come from homes without a lot of positive adult sup-
port, East Side helps them negotiate the tasks of growing up. I saw East 
Side staff arrange for youth to get glasses, have clean and seasonally ap-
propriate clothes, and obtain work permits when their parents did not 
or were not able to do so. For those youth who did have family support, 
East Side provided an additional buttress on which they could lean when 
needed. This does not mean that East Side is without its flaws. As you will 
see throughout the book, there are issues of youth-on-youth harassment. 
Staff are not always as proactive as they could be in addressing issues, par-
ticularly regarding gender. Opportunities for more critical engagement 
with social issues are sometimes missed. As with any organization, there is 
room for growth and the potential for more proactive and transformative 
activity is often overlooked amid the daily demands of keeping the club 
functioning with limited funding and staff.

East Side’s Neighborhood

The majority of club members live in the nearby public housing project. 
The neighborhood has been in a state of uncertainty in recent years as 
residents wait to hear whether their units will be torn down. Like other 
inner-city housing projects, both a high level of gang violence and a sense 
of supportive community characterize the neighborhood. Evidence of the 
latter was witnessed at a meeting when the housing authority announced 
that the project would be renovated but not torn down. Residents erupted 
into a loud cheer. For the most part, it seems that residents, although de-
siring improvements in their living conditions, do not want to be sepa-
rated from the community. The apartment buildings are in better condi-
tion than much public housing, but it is still not very safe at night. Nearby 
are railroad yards and single-family houses. The surrounding neighbor-
hood has experienced extensive gentrification. In fact, police crime sta-
tistics and census income data appear to be highly confounded by the 
middle-class to upper-class housing that has gone up in nearby blocks in 
recent years.



 “There Are Birds in the Projects” y	 31

The space around the club is not immune to the violence in the proj-
ects. Three local gangs operate in the area. There have been shootings out-
side of the club, and many youth have experienced the deaths of relatives, 
friends, and fellow club members. Kids as young as five know the local 
gangs’ colors. On my first day at the club, I was informed by a small boy 
that if I had parked my car outside the club, “there’ll be bullet holes in it!” 
The club director was quick to assure me that this had only happened to 
him once in his many years in the neighborhood. In fact, I never expe-
rienced any property damage or personal safety issues in my four years 
there.
 The lives of the youth outside of the club, however, are marked by vio-
lence. Some youth talk about strategies they use for staying safe, such as 
taking alternate routes home. Bob, a 14-year-old male, articulates the con-
flicted feelings that many youth have about their neighborhood and the 
challenges it presents to them psychologically and physically. When de-
scribing a photograph of his building in the housing project (Figure 1-2), 
he says:

I feel comfortable there cause I’ve lived there all my life. It’s just my home. 
It’s real convenient, two bus stops, pay phone if I need it, store across the 
street, restaurant. Girl was stabbed to death by the woman who lived be-
neath me . . . someone got shot on this side. Nicole’s brother was shot 

Fig. 1-2. Bob’s Photo: “It’s Just My Home”
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across the street here, by [Deuces]. I almost got shot. They were shooting 
at me. Antonio and I were playing baseball, and there were some Hispanic 
guys walking by us, and these Black guys started shooting at the Hispanic 
guys, [Kings], near us . . . I’m gonna have problems when I grow up.74

This is the neighborhood in which the vast majority of youth from the 
study live. It is typical of the experiences of many of them outside the club 
walls.
 The difference between youth who live in the projects and those who 
don’t is a continual issue at the club. These divisions are recognized by 
staff and youth alike. Virtually all the club members live in the projects. 
Some who don’t have difficult relationships with other youth.75 These 
types of splits are even more apparent when the club takes kids on trips 
outside of the neighborhood. Charles, the physical education director, 
notes that participants in a sports program at a nearby park see the club 
youth as “scavengers” because they are from the projects. He sees this at-
titude displayed whenever the club team plays against the local park team. 
The teens are well aware of these stereotypes. The fact that virtually no 
youth from outside the projects attend the club, despite the fact that it is 
equally accessible to youth from other parts of the community, is striking 
and demonstrates the deep social class divisions in the area.

The East Side Youth Who Participated

The larger ethnographic sample comprises all the youth and staff who 
were present at East Side during four years of fieldwork by myself and five 
other research assistants. The specific study sample consists of seventeen 
youth ages 12 –  18, nine females and eight males. Seven of the youth were 
between the ages of 12 and 14, and ten of the youth were 15 or older at 
the beginning of the interview portion of the study. Ten of the youth de-
scribe their race or ethnicity as Black or African American, two as African 
American and Hispanic, two as African American plus two additional eth-
nicities, and one each as Hispanic, White, and Other.76 Fourteen youth 
live in the housing project near the club. The remaining three have close 
ties to the neighborhood. Only one lives with both her parents. Eleven 
live with their mother and a number of siblings. Two live with only their 
mother, and three live with either another relative or other nonfamilial 
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adults. All participants are active club members, who had been coming to 
the club for a number of years and/or came to the club on a regular basis 
during the study years (for details on sampling, see appendix A).

Methodology

My goal as I began the study was to explore the underlying and often 
invisible societal influences on youths’ identity development. I wanted 
to examine how youth make meaning of, resist, and re-create social cat-
egories and relationships within their local settings and daily activities as 
they construct their sense of self. I was interested, too, in understanding 
the role of interpersonal relationships to boys and girls, to hearing how 
youths’ connections with other people inform their own identities. I fur-
ther wanted to examine how knowledge about these processes could be 
applied to create more supportive environments for teens.
 My methodological approach stems from feminist and social construc-
tionist bodies of research that privilege subjective knowledge and empha-
size social positioning. I take an interpretive, rather than an explanatory, 
approach, using qualitative methods to examine individual experience, 
which I then relate to broader themes in identity development. Qualitative 
data provide the opportunity to identify mechanisms and process, show-
ing the connections between individual stories and larger variables.77
 Because of my interest in the role of local environments in self-con-
struction, it was important for me to draw on methodology that links 
situated contexts with larger social relations. Theories that consider local 
activity as a key to understanding both society and personal identity were, 
therefore, influential to my project.78 To study the self without examin-
ing its activity is to miss the actual site and process of self-construction. 
Furthermore, the self is constructed in relation to both local interpersonal 
relationships and macro social structures. The intersection of identity 
and feminist frameworks provides a lens through which to see how social 
forces (stereotypes, expectations, roles) come together with individual 
self-construction in the process of identity development in daily life.
 My research process was one of both seeking and discovery. I knew I 
was interested in the role of Others in youths’ self-concepts. I thus for-
mulated questions to get at this issue. I was also concerned with the in-
fluence of interpersonal and group relationships on self-construction and 
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gender, race, and class as social categories. During the process of analysis, 
however, I discovered themes, such as respect and responsibility, that I 
had not previously considered.
 One of the beauties of qualitative research is the live nature of the 
process. Data collection and analysis are interactive. This allows the re-
searcher to discover threads of meaning that may be missed if theorizing 
and analyzing took place in separate spheres. Through this process I un-
covered themes that may have remained hidden if I had relied only on a 
“wish list” of research questions. This is not to minimize my physical or 
intellectual presence within this project. What I recorded was filtered 
through my eyes and ears. The analysis was worked through in my brain. 
The data, therefore, was never truly free of me (for details on the method-
ology and methods used in data collection and analysis, see appendix A).

My Place in This Project
Research is bidirectional. As a researcher, I am both subject and object. 
My participants are subjects, objects, and actors. The idea of an unat-
tached, unbiased observer is not only unattainable but also a false idol. It 
is in the relationships between researchers and participants that knowl-
edge is co-constructed.79
 This was never more apparent to me than during my time “in the field.” 
Over four years I spent anywhere from one to four days a week at the club. 
From coaching volleyball to judging a baby contest to attending a funeral, 
my activities diverged greatly from traditional, empirical research. Anyone 
who has worked with adolescents knows that it is impossible not to be 
affected by their energy, their intensity, their unique combination of cru-
elty and charm. And anyone who has spent any length of time within a 
community knows that it is impossible not to feel emotionally connected 
to those within that circle. To deny such influences would be to deny the 
humanity of both researcher and participant. Through examining the hu-
manity of both, we learn more about our topic and ourselves, we bring 
richness and honesty to our research. Such self-reflexivity is part and par-
cel of feminist methodology.
 This self-reflexivity requires acknowledging the multiple positions 
that we occupy in relation to our participants, as well as in the world as 
a whole.80 My own social positions and values influenced the choices I 
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made and the methods I used in this project. They also affected what I was 
willing and able to see.81
 I have written elsewhere about my subjectivity and relationship to the 
East Side community and this research.82 My own position as a White, 
female, adult, academic immersed in an after-school program with mostly 
low-income, Black, teenagers influenced what appeared salient to me, as 
well as how I interpreted what I saw. In addition, the power relations that 
are constituted from a blend of gender, race, class, age, and my position 
as a researcher, influenced my interactions with youth.83 Throughout my 
time in the field, as well as during the entire process of analysis and writ-
ing, I attempted to keep these power dynamics present in my mind.84 At 
various points in this book I highlight my own position and the context of 
youths’ self-construction in relation to me, as the researcher. This is dealt 
with in-depth in chapter 7, where the story of John emphasizes this self-
reflexive work.

Methods
I used four methods as entry points into the adolescents’ experiences of 
self: focus groups, interviews, photography projects, and ethnographic 
observations. In addition to carrying out four years of participant-obser-
vation at East Side, I conducted two focus groups and two sets of semi-
structured interviews with seventeen selected youth. The interviews in-
cluded discussion of photographs that the teens took with disposable 
cameras I provided as part of this research. I also conducted formal and 
informal interviews and group discussions with East Side staff, adminis-
trators, and parents over the course of the four years (for details, see ap-
pendixes A –  D). The ongoing nature of analysis, however, helped to re-
duce data overload at the completion of data collection. Throughout the 
years I reread and reflected on field notes and analyzed data from pilot 
interviews and focus groups to help guide my future data collection. As 
I conducted the final sets of interviews with youth, I searched the tran-
scripts for emerging themes so I could follow up with youth and staff be-
fore leaving the field and focus future observations. I also began to reread 
field notes from over the years to get a sense of how themes emerging 
from interviews may be observed in youths’ interactions over time. Once 
I had left the field, I read through the entire data corpus making notes on 
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themes and categories of interest. I then compiled and analyzed the data 
in multiple forms, within and across participants and sources. I coded data 
based on both my beginning theoretical frames, rooted in identity theory, 
and on emergent themes, such as respect. Examining themes through in-
dividual youth narratives as well as across the corpus of data deepened my 
analysis (for details of analysis, see appendix A).

Seeing the Birds

The foundation of this work is my focus on the contextual and rela-
tional nature of identity construction. A common theme is the necessity 
to move beyond considerations of dichotomous differences. I aim for a 
process-based approach to identity that considers the confluence of social 
categories and positions in our lives and the role of local environments 
and relationships in helping us negotiate and balance these positions in 
our own identities. Youths’ narratives support this and demonstrate the 
complicated nature of contemporary adolescent life.
 In the pages that follow I set forth an exploration of the process of 
identity development in context and in relation, to others and Others, to 
individuals and society. I seek to provide insight into how individual and 
social identities are formed in and through our relationships. It is the in-
teractive effects of social categories, through social positioning and seg-
regation, that lead to different contexts of development for minority and 
low-income youth.85 To understand processes of development, we have 
to examine the role of social structure in creating the contexts in which 
development takes place. We must then consider how youth engage with 
and in these contexts, and their multiple activities and relationships, as 
spaces for self-construction. I highlight how youth at East Side construct 
connected, often prosocial, selves. But, just like adults, teens are not al-
ways nice to each other. The process of self-construction, while exciting, 
can be messy and hard to watch. No setting can ensure that all interactions 
within it are positive. It is the responsibility of adults to create settings that 
help youth positively direct their creative, self-constructive energies. Do-
ing so requires a better understanding of the developmental opportuni-
ties provided by settings for teens and the ways in which they can support 
youth in reaching their potential.


