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I
t is easy to think that imagi n a ti on begins wh ere

f act en d s , yet we of ten find gre a test evi den ce of

the cre a tive in obj ective re a l i ty. This is a report

of em p i rical data on imagi n a ti on at work in place s

and by people invi s i ble to most of us and little

evi den ced in current discussions of edu c a ti on . It

ex p l ores how young people and profe s s i onal artists in

econ om i c a lly disadva n t a ged com mu n i ties make

l e a rning work in com mu n i ty - b a s ed or ga n i z a ti on s

devo ted to produ cti on and perform a n ce in the art s .

F i rst we revi ew the gen eral para m eters of the broad

re s e a rch stu dy from wh i ch learning in the art s

em er ged as of s pecial intere s t . Next we con s i der

f i n d i n gs rel a ted to all ef fective yo uth or ga n i z a ti on s ,

rega rdless of focus of activi ty.

Before we jump into just how the arts work in

these envi ron m en t s , we need to learn som ething of t h e

l a r ger stu dy wh i ch gave rise to the findings on art

reported here .1 This stu dy was de s i gn ed to all ow

a n t h ropo l ogists and policy analysts to unders t a n d

ef fective learning sites that young people ch oose for

t h em s elves in their non s ch ool hours . By qu e s ti on i n g

l ocal po l i c ym a kers and co ll ecting public doc u m en t s ,

policy analysts learn ed mu ch abo ut the broad con tex t

of yo uth or ga n i z a ti ons and their su pport .

An t h ropo l ogists spent time immers ed , of ten over

s everal ye a rs , in each site , fo ll owing talk, work pat-

tern s , and interacti ons of yo uth mem bers .

Arts or ga n i z a ti ons tu rn ed out to of fer funders 

and po l i c ym a kers unique ch a ll en ges and to provi de

fertile con texts for cogn i tive and linguistic devel op-

m ent not ava i l a ble el s ewh ere for most ado l e s cen t s .

These findings came as a su rprise seven ye a rs into a

dec ade of this re s e a rch on com mu n i ty or ga n i z a ti on s

en ga ging young people in activi ties ra n ging from

u rban planning to poetry. The sch o l a rs carrying out

this stu dy were not arts edu c a tors or advoc a te s , but

s ocial scien tists working to understand learning and

l a n g u a ge devel opm ent and or ga n i z a ti onal envi ron-

m ents that en h a n ce these for young people likely to be

l a bel ed “a t - ri s k” in their sch oo l s .

“IT’S ALL IN WHAT THE PLACE IS LIKE” 2

This com m ent comes from an adult leader of

one of these envi ron m en t s . This simple idea con t a i n s

the essen ce of what we learn ed : con texts of l e a rn i n g

m a t ter gre a t ly. But what goes into cre a ting and

sustaining these?

Wh en insti tuti ons of s oc i ety become overbu r-

den ed and unable to ad a pt to ch a n ges in patterns of

human beh avi or, n ew insti tuti ons need to em er ge .

Tod ay, the sweep of n ew adva n ces in tech n o l ogy,

com mu n i c a ti on , and en terprise has shifted rad i c a lly

the rhythms and stru ctu re of d a i ly Am erican life .

While frequ en t ly overl oo ked , young people of ten are

the ones who feel these ch a n ges most sign i f i c a n t ly.

Trad i ti onal insti tuti ons of s ch oo l , f a m i ly, and chu rch ,

a s su m ed to take re s pon s i bi l i ty for the po s i tive

devel opm ent of young peop l e , can no lon ger meet the

f u ll needs of tod ay ’s ch i l d ren and yo uth bet ween the

a ges of 8 and 18. An “ i n s ti tuti onal ga p” ex i s t s , and it

a f fects our yo ut h .

Hi gh l i gh ting this ga p, the Ca rn egie Corpora ti on’s

1992 report , A Ma t ter of Ti m e, s h ows that yo u n g

people spend on ly abo ut 26% of t h eir time in sch oo l ,

and of t h eir non s ch ool hours , t h ey have discreti on over

1 Aw a rded to Shirl ey Bri ce Heath and Mi l brey W. Mc L a u ghlin as
co - principal inve s ti ga tors , funding for the major porti on of t h i s
re s e a rch was provi ded by The Spen cer Fo u n d a ti on . Ad d i ti on a l
su pport came from the Gen eral Electric Fund and the Ca rn egi e
Fo u n d a ti on for the Adva n cem ent of Te ach i n g. Mem bers of t h e
key re s e a rch team inclu ded nineteen young et h n ogra ph ers .
Key re s e a rch ers on arts or ga n i z a ti ons were He a t h , Roach and
E l i s a beth Soep. This paper is a su b s t a n ti a lly revi s ed vers i on of
t wo bri efing papers . The first was prep a red by Heath and Soep
and pre s en ted as “ Bri efing Ma teri a l s : Ch a m p i ons of Ch a n ge
Con feren ce , Wang Cen ter, Bo s ton ,M A , Novem ber 1, 1 9 9 6 .”
These materials accom p a n i ed a con feren ce pre s en t a ti on by He a t h .
The second bri efing paper is by Heath and Roach : “The Arts in
the Non s ch ool Ho u rs : S tra tegic opportu n i ties for meeting the
edu c a ti on ,c ivic learn i n g, and job - training goals of Am eri c a’s
yo ut h ,” Ma rch 2, 1 9 9 8 . This paper was distri buted in con ju n cti on
with a report to the Pre s i den t’s Com m i t tee on the Arts and the
Hu m a n i ti e s , Wa s h i n g ton , D. C . by Heath and Roach .

2 All language data reported here in quotation marks was recorded
by a member of the research team by audiorecording equipment,
transcribed,and,in many cases, entered into a data base for
analysis by a concordance program.
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a bo ut 40-50% of that ti m e . Wh en parents and te ach ers

cannot be with yo u n gs ters thro u gh o ut the day to

en su re their po s i tive soc i a l i z a ti on , yo uth have to loo k

to other places for their learn i n g. And it’s the natu re of

the places to wh i ch they go on their own time and of

t h eir own vo l i ti on that shapes their growth in skill s ,

i de a s , and con f i den ce .

Cre a tive yo ut h - b a s ed non s ch ool or ga n i z a ti on s

and en terprises that have sprung up in re s ponse to

this “ i n s ti tuti onal ga p” en ga ge young people in

produ ctive activi ties du ring non s ch ool hours . Th o s e

fortu n a te en o u gh to have su ch places in their nei gh-

borh ood and ch oose to spend time there carry wi t h

t h em a sense of n eed , an aw a reness of pending danger

for them s elves and their fri en d s , and of ten som e

i n n er sense that they have a knack for doing “s om e-

thing more .” Su ch places va ry in stru ctu re and

m i s s i on and ra n ge from well - e s t a bl i s h ed nati on a l

a f f i l i a ti ons su ch as Boys and Girls Clu b s , p a rks and

rec re a ti on progra m s , to an array of yo ut h - i n i ti a ted

and gra s s - roots en de avors . Su ch or ga n i z a ti ons find

h omes in ren ova ted wareh o u s e s , performing art s

cen ters , ra i lw ay ya rd bu i l d i n gs , and abandon ed store s

on dying main street s .

Regardless of the buildings that house them or the

particular focus they espouse,all of these organizations

share a central guiding principle: they recognize young

people as resources, not as problems. This means they

value the talent and interests of young people as key

players in the development of individuals and the

group, as well as their larger communities. Rather than

focus on prevention and detention for “at-risk” youth,

these organizations urge creativity and invention with

young people as competent risk-takers across a range of

media and situations.

Making Learning Visible

But what actu a lly takes place in these learn i n g

envi ron m ents out s i de of s ch ools to attract young peop l e

to su s t a i n ed parti c i p a ti on , perform a n ce and produ cti on s

of h i gh qu a l i ty? It was this qu e s ti on that drew Shirl ey

Bri ce He a t h ,l i n g u i s tic anthropo l ogi s t , and Mi l brey

Mc L a u gh l i n ,p u blic policy analys t , of S t a n ford Un ivers i ty

to begin in 1987 a dec ade - l ong stu dy that would bri n g

a n s wers , su rpri s e s , and hosts of n ew qu e s ti on s . Exem p l a ry

sampling ac ross the nati on loc a ted 124 yo ut h - b a s ed

or ga n i z a ti ons that young people of econ om i c a lly

d i s adva n t a ged com mu n i ties saw as places wh ere they

w a n ted to spend time and found learning a ch a ll en gi n g

risk they en j oyed . In other word s , these were places yo u n g

people ju d ged as ef fective , f rom their point of vi ew. From

Ma s s achu s etts to Haw a i i , in urban and ru ral site s , as well

as mid-sized cities (25,000-100,000), these young peop l e

f requ en t ly atten ded or ga n i z a ti ons whose activi ti e s

cen tered in ei t h er athleti c - ac ademic gro u p s , com mu n i ty

s ervi ce initi a tive s , or arts parti c i p a ti on .

Figure 1.Three Types of Youth-Based Organizations

■ Athletic- Academic Focused— Yo uth parti c i-

p a te on sports teams that heavi ly integra te

ac ademic invo lvem ent on topics rel a ted to the

s port being played .

■ Community- Service Centered—Youth orient

their activities toward specific ways of serving their

communities—ecological, religious, economic.

■ Arts- Based—Activities in the arts engage young

people in a variety of media—visual, technical,

musical, dramatic. All arts programs carry a strong

component of community service, and many have

since 1994 moved increasingly toward micro-

enterprise in local neighborhoods.

Young sch o l a rs tra i n ed as anthropo l ogists fanned

o ut to record the everyd ay life of these or ga n i z a ti on s ,

co ll ecting data thro u gh ob s erving and noting even t s

f rom the beginning of planning for a season thro u gh its

final cycle of eva lu a ti on s . In ad d i ti on , these re s e a rch ers

m ade audiorecord i n gs of adults and young mem bers as

t h ey went abo ut practi ce ,c ri ti que session s , and cel ebra-

ti on s . In 1994, a sample of yo uth or ga n i z a ti on mem bers

re s pon ded to the Na ti onal Edu c a ti on Lon gi tu d i n a l

Su rvey [here a f ter NELS], so that those in non s ch oo l
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activi ties could be com p a red on a host of fe a tu res with a

n a ti onal sample of h i gh sch ool stu den t s . In ad d i ti on , to

f u rt h er com p l em ent the re s e a rch , the young anthropo l-

ogists tra i n ed small teams of l ocal young people to work

as ju n i or et h n ogra ph ers . Th ey audio-recorded everyd ay

l a n g u a ge both within and out s i de the or ga n i z a ti on s ,

i n tervi ewed local re s i dents and yo uth not linked to

yo ut h - b a s ed or ga n i z a ti on s , and su pervi s ed other yo u n g

people in their keeping of d a i ly logs and journ a l s .3

As the evi den ce acc u mu l a ted , it became clear that

the ethos of these or ga n i z a ti ons and their easy inclu s i on

of young people in re s pon s i ble roles make ri ch envi ron-

m ents of ch a ll en ge , practi ce , trial and error, and ex tra or-

d i n a ry ex pect a ti ons and ach i evem en t s . An ethos that see s

young people as re s o u rces cascades thro u gh or ga n i z a-

ti onal stru ctu re as well as mom ents of h i l a rious play and

con cen tra ted work . These gro u p s ,l i ke many or ga n i z a-

ti ons in the adult world tod ay, a re less def i n ed by thei r

m a terial su rro u n d i n gs than by their com mu n i c a ti on s ,

l i n k a ge s , and dy n a m i s m . L i ke start-up companies of t h e

business worl d ,t h eir assets rest pri m a ri ly in their peop l e

and not in bu i l d i n gs , gro u n d s , and equ i pm en t .

While nu m erous noti ons circ u l a ting tod ay wron gly

a s sume that young people on ly want to hang out and to

h ave fun, yo uth in the or ga n i z a ti ons of this stu dy

em ph a s i ze the import a n ce of “h aving som ething to do.”

Th ey crave ex peri en ce and produ ctivi ty. E s s en tial to

su ccessful or ga n i z a ti ons—and in line with yo ut h

i n terests—is the of fer by these or ga n i z a ti ons of m ore

than just a safe place to go after sch oo l . Young peop l e

ex pect to play many different ro l e s , h elp make ru l e s ,a n d

to be able to take risks by trying som ething new, t a k i n g

i n s p i ra ti on from unex pected source s , and cre a ting new

com bi n a ti ons of m a teri a l s ,i de a s , and peop l e .

Roles, rules, and risks—a rewrite of the 3 R’s of the

early twentieth-century ditty about schools—character-

ize the places where young people want to be. As shown

in Figure #2, the macrostructure or overarching

organizational frame of these learning environments

derives from the ethos that the diverse talents and

energies young people bring to the organization to

make it what it is and can be. Adult leaders freely admit

that “if kids walk away from this place and stop wanting

to come here and work, nothing we adults can do by

ourselves will keep these doors open.” The operational

frame distributes functions and roles throughout, and

yet marked transitions link to growing responsibilities

and commitment by each young person to long-term

projects or performances of the group. Young people

take part as board members, receptionists, junior

coaches, clean-up crew, and celebration planners. The

longer they stay in the organization, the more they get

to do—the wider the arc of their responsibilities and

roles. Group goals make clear the transformative effects

of hard work,creative collaborative work and critique,

and achievement in the face of skepticism about the

abilities of young people from communities lacking in

economic viability and professional role models.

Almost without exception,all these organizations

have fragile grips on their future existence. Until the

early 1990s, survival depended exclusively on grants,

individual and corporate donors, and the rare endow-

ment. But by 1994, young people in more and more

organizations began to put their talents and energies to

work to enlist civic groups, appropriate business clients,

and social service agencies as clients. Tumbling teams

become half-time entertainment for professional

basketball games and neighborhood block parties;

conservation groups hire out to build park benches and

design signs identifying and describing local flora and

fauna; drama groups provide workshops for juvenile

detention centers. Funding contingencies provide just

one of the ways young people meet all the unpredicta-

bles of their group. The norm is “be ready for any-

thing”—canceled contracts, van breakdowns on a

critical day, break-ins and robberies at the site, and the

inevitable emotional and social issues that arise. Older

youth bear special responsibilities to young members at

times like these, and since most of these groups include

students who may range in age from eight to eighteen,

3 For further explanation of the range of methods of data collection
and analysis used in the study, see Heath & Langman,1994;
McLaughlin, Irby, & Langman,1994.
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long-term and older members have to be strong role

models for one another and for younger members.

Adults in these or ga n i z a ti ons do not ex pect the

young just to face and solve probl em s . Th ey en su re

that mem bers get lots of practi ce in looking ahead and

f i g u ring out just wh ere probl ems might arise down the

road .“ Let’s think abo ut what could happen” dom i-

n a tes con s i dera ti ons of these gro u p s , e s pec i a lly as en d

of s e a s on , task com p l eti on , or open i n gs of s h owi n gs

or perform a n ces draw near.

Mi c ro s tru ctu ra l , or daily interacted , fe a tu res work

t h ro u gh ro l e s , ru l e s , and ri s k s , and show up in the

beh avi ors of young mem bers . These link in mu l ti p l e

w ays to mac ro fe a tu re s , because all occur under a

s h a red umbrella of u n derstanding of “ what this place

( or gro u p, or practi ce…) is abo ut .” At the micro s tru c-

tu ral level , vi sual or marked aspects of m em bers h i p

i n clu de special ge s tu res (greeti n gs , con gra tu l a tory

s i gn a l s ) , s pecific co s tumes (shirt s , c a p s , and jacket s

with logo s ) , p a rticular places within the space of t h e

Figure 2. Macrostructural vs Microstructural Features
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or ga n i z a ti on , and high va lue on several means of

ex pre s s i on (dance , vi sual art s ,l ogo s , etc . ) . Verb a l

i n teracti ons are marked by a heavy use of hypo t h eti-

c a l s , a f f i rm a ti on s , qu e s ti on s , s pecific names, p l ayf u l

ro uti n e s , and wi de ra n ge of both oral and wri t ten

gen re s . Perform a tive play and hu m or em ph a s i ze mu ch

of what goes on within the gro u p s — s pecial message s

l eft on com p uters , u n i que drum ro ll for the peren n i a lly

l a te young actor, and high ly cre a tive song lyri c s .

These seem i n gly simple fe a tu res of everyd ay life

in these or ga n i z a ti ons tra n s l a te into group ex pect a-

ti ons sitting within a cl i m a te of c a n - do, no matter

what happen s . While at first gl a n ce these fe a tu res may

m a ke yo uth or ga n i z a ti ons sound harsh and full of

s tre s s - f i ll ed hours , t h ey are inste ad high - qu a l i ty and

h i gh - s t a kes learning envi ron m ents that recogn i ze the

c re a tive capac i ties of yo ut h . F i g u re #3 provi des a

su m m a ry of the ex pect a ti ons that or ga n i z a ti on a l

l e aders in these sites su rround with a sense of s a fety

and pred i ct a bi l i ty for the yo u n g. Rules are not great in

nu m ber, but they matter, and they sound like com m on

s en s e ; “p i ck up after yo u rs el f” ; “n obody gets hu rt

h ere” ; “rem em ber this place works because we work .”

The Surprise

As the re s e a rch team worked in these or ga n i z a-

ti ons over the ye a rs and carri ed out more fine-gra i n ed

a n a lys i s — p a rti c u l a rly of the language young peop l e

and their adult leaders used , envi ron m ents of a rt s

or ga n i z a ti ons em er ged as som ewhat different from

those of groups en ga ged pri m a ri ly in com mu n i ty

s ervi ce or sport s . In ad d i ti on , the young people wh o

bel on ged to arts programs ex h i bi ted more of cert a i n

a t ti tu des and beh avi ors than those attending or ga n i z a-

ti ons of o t h er type s .

Pre s en ted here are qu o t a ti ons from young peop l e

and adult leaders in these arts groups that captu re 

the cl i m a te of ex pect a ti on and work in these cre a tive

envi ron m en t s .

“It changes your perception of the world.”

“You can say re a lly impo rtant things in a piece of a rt .”

“You center yourself and things pour out.”

“When I’m actually doing my art, I feel like
I’m in a different frame.”

“We keep pushing the envelope of what 
we’re doing.”

Essential here is the combination of thinking,

saying, and doing something important while being

aware of the self and the group in these endeavors.4

Fi g u re 3. E x pec t a ti ons of Yo uth in Ef fec tive Orga n i z a ti on s

■ Individuals bring diverse talents,skills, knowledge,

and networks vital to the life of the group.

■ Everyone has to be ready to pick up the slack, to

play different roles, and to be a responsible critic of

the group’s work or performance.

■ A season means from start to finish, f rom plans and

prep a ra ti on to practi ce , perform a n ce , and eva lu a ti on .

■ Practice, practice, practice goes along with the need

to keep asking, first of the self and then of others,

“how’s it going? What do you think?”

■ No one learns or does anything for just the

individual; expect to pass what you know and can

do on to others through teaching, mentoring,

modeling, encouraging.

■ Adults and youth alike have to be prepared to

suspend disbelief, deal with intense emotions,and

explore vulnerabilities.

■ Everyone expects the unrelenting accountability

that comes from authentic audiences, outsiders to

the organization.

4 For general discussion of contexts of arts organizations as rich
linguistic and cognitive environments,see Heath, Soep, & Roach,
1998. For greater detail on how arts coaches (as well as sports
coaches) in these effective youth organizations talked with young
people,see Heath & Langman,1994.
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The language of yo uth arts or ga n i z a ti ons reve a l s

that thro u gh planning and prep a ring the gro u p

proj ects to wh i ch indivi duals con tri bute , e ach mem ber

has ava i l a ble mu l tiple opportu n i ties to ex press ide a s .

Adult leaders start meeti n gs early in the season wi t h

open ch a ll en ge s :“ what kind of s h ow do you want this

ye a r ? ”“ we’ve got to figure out the program for this

ye a r — i de a s , d i recti on s , s pecial requ e s t s ? ” Adu l t s

remind yo uth mem bers that there are some limits—

bu d get , ava i l a bi l i ty of perform a n ce or ex h i bi ti on space ,

and the obl i ga ti on to fill con tracts alre ady in place .

Beyond these limits, i m a gi n a ti on can take yo uth in the

a rts to almost any place or proj ect they dream up. All

that is needed—and adults are qu i ck to remind yo u n g

people of this—is young peop l e’s wi ll i n gness to work

to make their ideas happen . Wh en an or ga n i z a ti on

com m i t ted pri m a ri ly to the vi sual arts dec i des to add a

p l ay to the opening night of t h eir ga ll ery ex h i bi ti on ,

the on ly bo u n d a ries come from limited ti m e . Any work

on a play has to take time aw ay from producing thei r

i n d ivi dual pieces and fulfilling con tracts for gro u p

proj ect s . Some vers i on of “We give them room to fail as

well as to su cceed ” comes up of ten in adult leaders’ t a l k

a bo ut how they work with young peop l e .

Q u e s ti ons and ch a ll en ges fill not on ly initial gro u p

planning session s , but fo ll ow-up in on e - to - one and

s m a ll - group interacti on s . The arts director of a theatre

group asks perform ers to ch oose a leader and then to

work in groups of t h ree for half an hour to devel op a

s cene from a piece of wri ting taken out of the journal of

one mem ber. The ch o s en leader of the three focuses the

group on making a ch oi ce qu i ck ly and then guides talk

tow a rd scene devel opm ent in the all o t ted ti m e . A dance

tro u pe stru ggles in the first week to dec i de on a them e ,

working in small groups to devel op ideas and ra ti on a l e s

to pre s ent to the other groups for sel ecti on . In all cases,

young artists work against the immova ble de adline of

perform a n ce and produ ct devel opm en t , k n owing that in

the final analys i s , t h eir work wi ll be ju d ged by out s i de

a ut h en tic audien ces of f ri ends and family, to be su re , but

also cl i en t s , c ri ti c s , and co u l d - be fans and su pporters

convi n ced on ly by the merits of the work of a rt .

Plans in these or ga n i z a ti ons come from and wi t h

young people ra t h er than for them . At the minute - to -

m i nute level , this means that young people get lots of

practi ce in devel oping futu re scen a ri o s , ex p l a i n i n g

i de a s , arguing for a particular tacti c , and arti c u l a ti n g

s tra tegi e s .5 Th ey talk abo ut “ what if?” “ what abo ut … ? ”

“could we try this?” “l et’s try … .” Th ey throw out

i m a gi n a tive situ a ti ons for others in the group to

con s i der: “in that part , i f Ma ria moves to the side and

the spot is on her, the dru m m ers step back , t h en

An tonio can come on from the dark side of the stage

before lights go back up.” Th ey pepper their sen ten ce s

with “co u l d ,” “ wi ll ,” “c a n ,” — a s s erting po s s i bi l i ty. Th ey

pref ace su gge s ti ons with su bj ect - verb ph rases that

a t tri bute re s pon s i bi l i ty to their own mental work :“ I

won der,” “I came up with this crazy ide a … ,” “I see this

going some other way.”

Su ch talk can slip past the casual listen er as

nothing spec i a l . However, in arts or ga n i z a ti on s , t h e

f requ ency of “ what if?” qu e s ti on s , m odal verbs (su ch

as co u l d ) , and mental state verbs (su ch as bel i eve ,

p l a n ) , as well as com p l ex i ty of hypo t h etical propo s a l s ,

amounts to lots of practi ce . Young mem bers talk and

talk in their planning, du ring practi ce , a ro u n d

c ri ti qu e . This abu n d a n ce and inten s i ty of practi ce for

these types of l a n g u a ge uses is ra rely ava i l a ble to them

in any other set ti n g.

The insti tuti onal gap noted at the out s et of t h i s

p a per means that older ch i l d ren and ado l e s cents 

h ave rel a tively few occ a s i ons to work in a su s t a i n ed

w ay to plan and carry out a proj ect with an adult or

guiding expert. Junior ethnographers working with the

research team recorded patterns of ordinary language

5 The art of planning and the care that must go into different ph a s e s
and types of plans receives almost no direct instru cti on in form a l
edu c a ti onal insti tuti on s . Yet since 1991 the world of business has
given incre a s ed atten ti on to “the art of the long vi ew ”( S chw a rt z ,
1 9 9 1 ) . No ti ons su ch as “u n i n ten ded con s equ en ce s” and the “l on g
s h adow of s m a ll dec i s i on s” h ave become com m on p l ace wi t h i n
f ra m eworks for su ccessful pers onal and or ga n i z a ti onal ex i s ten ce ,a s
a re sult of the ti gh tening of the webs of con n ecti on (Mu l ga n ,
1 9 9 7 ) . The small but very real world of yo uth or ga n i z a ti ons of fers a
l a bora tory for using and ex p l oring the kinds of l a n g u a ge and
thinking that make these con cepts familiar to stu den t s .
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i n teracti ons of young people in their non s ch ool hours

o ut s i de yo ut h - b a s ed or ga n i z a ti on s . The findings

reve a l ed that for stu dents who did not attend or ga-

n i zed non s ch ool activi ties and were not ex ten s ively

i nvo lved in ex trac u rricular activi ties at sch oo l , e ach

week of fered them at best on ly 15-20 minutes of

i n teracti on with adults in su s t a i n ed convers a ti on

( def i n ed here as at least 7 minutes in du ra ti on) on a

s i n gle topic that inclu ded planning.6 The yo uth not

i nvo lved in non s ch ool activi ties received almost no

practi ce in talking thro u gh futu re plans, devel op i n g

i deas for exec uti on , or assessing next steps from a

c u rrent situ a ti on .

Wh ereas family mem bers and nei gh bors in earl i er

ye a rs worked shoulder to shoulder with the yo u n g,

wh et h er in the kitch en , ga rden , l ocal boat harbor, or

porch ad d i ti on , c u rrent job dem a n d s — for adults and

young peop l e — m a ke unlikely these ex ten ded peri od s

of j oint work at a rel a xed pace . Lei su re hours , wh en

t h ey occ u r, go to bod i ly exerc i s e , s pect a tor sport s ,

travel , or ch ores piled up because of l ong work i n g

h o u rs , i ll n e s s , or cri s e s . Young people ac ross all

s oc i oecon omic classes have almost no time with adu l t s

to hear and use forms of l a n g u a ge cri tical for ac ade-

mic perform a n ce and pers onal matu ra ti on . Dec i s i on -

m a k i n g, thinking ahead , and building stra tegies make

up most of what adults have to do in their everyd ay

l ive s . But fac i l i ty in these does not come easily. Mo s t

cert a i n ly, the linguistic com peten ce nece s s a ry to talk

on e s el f t h ro u gh to u gh situ a ti ons cannot devel op

wi t h o ut hearing su ch language model ed .

Young people in art s - b a s ed or ga n i z a ti ons ga i n

practi ce in thinking and talking as adu l t s . Th ey play

i m portant roles in their or ga n i z a ti on s ; t h ey have

con trol over cen tering them s elves and working for

group excell en ce in ach i evem en t . Th eir joint work

with adults and peers ri des on convers a ti ons that te s t

and devel op ide a s , ex p l i c a te proce s s e s , and bu i l d

s cen a rios of the futu re .

Th ey get to play ac ross a scale of ad a pted voi ce s ,

s tra tegic planning, and though tful listen i n g.

“I find my inspiration from other performers.”

“We give a lot of advice to each other.”

“ It comes down to taking the time to listen to the ot h er 
person–just giving it a ch a n ce and trying it ou t .”

These comments from youth members in arts-

based community organizations refer to critique—a

process that takes place primarily during the practice

and evaluation phases of the cycle of each season of arts

production or performance. Critique, the reciprocal

give-and-take learning of assessing work to improve the

outcome, occurs daily in youth-based organizations

(Soep, 1996). Professional artists, as well as older youth

members, give younger artists specific feedback about

techniques to be practiced and developed, and they ask

questions to help them focus the meaning of their

work. The high risk embedded in the performances and

exhibitions of these organizations creates an atmos-

phere in which students know how to solicit support,

challenge themselves and others, and share work and

resources whenever possible. Critique, as an improvisa-

tional and reciprocal process, amplifies practice gained

during project planning in using hypothetical state-

ments (“if you put this color on today, then can it dry

enough by Friday to start the next color?”).

In ad d i ti on to the risk of s h a ring work with peers ,

the constant anti c i p a ti on of a cri tical audien ce infuses

l i fe at these or ga n i z a ti ons with an ori en t a ti on tow a rd the

u n cert a i n ty of p u blic re acti on . Young people have to face

the po s s i bi l i ty that som ething can “go wron g,” or vi ewers

wi ll not “get the poi n t .” These fe a rs motiva te perpetu a l

s el f - m on i toring of process and ref i n em ent of produ ct .

Risk also opera tes at the level of the or ga n i z a ti on and its

su rvival thro u gh the con ti n gencies of an uneven cl i m a te

of financial and popular su pport . Th ro u gh their many

roles at ef fective arts site s , yo uth parti c i p a te actively in

ef forts to guara n tee that the or ga n i z a ti on wi ll con ti nu e

6 These findings echo those of Csikszentimihalyi & Larson,1984
and numerous other scholars who have shown that as older
children move into the teenage years,they spend less time with
family and more with peers. Key, of course, to the time spent
talking with family members is content of that talk;see Ochs,
Taylor, Rudolph,& Smith,1992.
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not on ly for them , but for their yo u n ger co u n terp a rts as

well . Far from a liabi l i ty, this con f lu en ce of risk hei gh ten s

l e a rning at ef fective yo ut h - b a s ed arts or ga n i z a ti on . Wh i l e

p u blic rh etoric laments the fate of “a t - risk yo ut h ,” o u r

re s e a rch reveals how yo uth depend on certain kinds of

risk for devel opm en t . Ra t h er than live at its merc y, yo ut h

in arts or ga n i z a ti ons use the pred i ct a bi l i ty of risks in the

a rts to intensify the qu a l i ty of t h eir interacti on s , prod-

u ct s , and perform a n ce s .

As the group moves through its work toward

meeting deadline, they give one another advice as well

as work with the professional artists that instruct and

guide in their organizations. They look, listen, take

notes, compare pieces or scenes,and critique. They ask

others to think about their work in specific ways: “does

this work here?”“what’s not right here—something’s

bothering me.” The answers of others model good

material for similar internal questions and answers of

the self; the poet learns to ask herself, “What is it I really

want to say?”She also frames answers to herself on the

basis of those she has heard in critique sessions. Males

and females alike report the critique sessions as highly

important to enable them to know how to raise and

address serious questions and how to reframe queries

to help young artists see in their work something they

cannot see on their own.

One young artist who moved on successfully to

architecture school reflected on the youth-based arts

organization that he had helped establish when he was

in the eighth grade. “The place enabled me to put

together a capable portfolio,” he said, “to get accepted at

a good institution, to make sure I had the tools to look

at something and crit it by myself and say `is that good

enough? what’s good and what’s bad about it’?”

Learning to monitor internally as well as to give

advice to others builds from the group planning that

begins each season throughout the full run of the cycle

of work from start to finish. Reflecting back on a gallery

show, workshop, dance recital, or cut for a compact disc

at the end of the season allows long-term assessment.

Members ask not just how the event went, but how they

worked together, where and how is it that a particular

“snag” happened, and whether better planning could

have avoided the embarrassment it brought the group.

The influences of participation in the arts on

language show up in the dramatic increase in syntactic

complexity, hypothetical reasoning, and questioning

approaches taken up by young people within four-to-

six weeks of their entry into the arts organization.

During this period of time, they will move from

planning and preparation into intensive practice and

pending deadline. Initial data analysis from the approx-

imately 750,000 words transcribed from arts-based

youth organizations (from the full corpus of one

million and a half words for all youth-based organiza-

tions in the study) shows the following generalized

patterns for arts groups:

■ a five-fold increase in use of if-then statements,

scenario building following by what if questions,

and how about prompts

■ more than a two-fold increase in use of mental

state verbs (consider, understand, etc.) 

■ a doubling in the number of modal verbs 

(could, might, etc.)

These linguistic skills en a ble planning, dem on-

s tra te young peop l e’s abi l i ty to show they are thinking,

and also help them have the language to work toget h er

with firm re s o luti on and a re s pectful manner. Perh a p s

most import a n t , these uses of p a rticular stru ctu res get

i n tern a l i zed , as hu n d reds of p a ges of j o u rnals devo ted

to ways their work as artists come up for them du ri n g

the day wh en they are in other parts of t h eir live s

a t te s t . Young artists report hearing a mel ody on the

rad i o, s eeing a bi ll boa rd de s i gn , or wi tnessing a figh t

on the su bw ay; a ll the wh i l e , t h ey report that they can

be thinking abo ut tra n s forming these mom ents into

t h eir own art .

S tra tegy - building is the best way of c a ptu ring the

sum total of a ll the talk abo ut planning, prep a ri n g,

and “using your head .” F i g u re #4 su m m a ri zes some of

these thro u gh examples of h ow language works in the

a rt s . This figure shows how young people devel op the
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l a n g u a ge uses to move them beyond using simply

t h eir own ex peri en ces or op i n i ons as basis of a r g u-

m en t a tive or decl a ra tive disco u rs e . The high ly

f requ ent oral exch a n ges bet ween yo uth and older

peers and adults around probl em posing and hypo-

t h etical re a s ons lead these yo uth in arts or ga n i z a ti on s

to con s i der mu l tiple ways of doing and being in thei r

a rti s tic work and beyon d .

Wh en we re a l i ze that stu dents in theatre - b a s ed

or ga n i z a ti ons of our re s e a rch had in each practi ce

s e s s i on approx i m a tely six times as many opportu n i-

ties to speak more than one sen ten ce as they migh t

h ave in their English and Social Studies cl a s s room s , i t

is no su rprise that certain linguistic uses appear to

become habi t .7 Evi den ce su ggests that they rei n forced

these habits el s ewh ere . F i g u re #5 com p a res yo u n g

people in arts or ga n i z a ti on of our stu dy with stu den t s

su rveyed in NELS. This figure shows that yo uth in the

a rt s - b a s ed or ga n i z a ti ons of our stu dy use thei r

d i s c reti on a ry time to build not on ly their language

s k i ll s — t h ro u gh re ading and interacting in gro u p s

with a foc u s ed activi ty, but also their specific talen t s

in the arts thro u gh cl a s s e s — ei t h er within sch ool 

or out s i de .

This ch oi ce of opportu n i ties for what may be

c a ll ed “ex tra practi ce” goes along with the inten s ive

a ut h en tic language practi ce young people receive in

t h eir arts gro u p s . Th ere stu dents had nine times as

m a ny opportu n i ties to wri te ori ginal text materi a l s

(not dict a ted notes) as their cl a s s room co u n terp a rt s .

Also of p a rticular note is the fact that adult leaders in

a rts groups issue in the early weeks of a season twen ty -

six qu e s ti ons per hour to mem bers of the group and

precede these by the name of ei t h er the indivi du a l , a

s m a ll group (e.g. “Tony ’s gro u p” ) , or the full gro u p. As

n o ted above , these are not qu e s ti ons to wh i ch the adu l t

a l re ady knows the answer, but qu eries that prom pt

i de a s , p l a n s , and re acti on s : “O k ay, Ra m on a , yo u’re too

qu i et ; what are you thinking?” E a rly in the season , su ch

qu e s ti ons go most frequ en t ly to oldti m ers among the

gro u p, but within a few wee k s , every mem ber can

ex pect to be pull ed into the talk nece s s a ry for planning

and prep a ring before the group en ters the heav y - duty

practi ce or produ cti on phase of the season .

Figure 4. Strategies for Learners

■ theory-building and predicting—“ what do yo u

think wi ll happen if…?” “ we could think of this in

t h ree dimen s i onal term s , co u l d n’t we ? ”

■ translating and transforming— “think abo ut yo u r

f avori te rap gro u p — h ow do they use met a ph ors ? ”

■ creating analogies—“okay, so what’s this? I mean

can you tell me how what I’m doing is getting at

something else” (demonstrating a short sequence

of movements that suggests a furtive stranger)

■ reflecting and projecting—“ wri te abo ut how

you think you did tod ay and don’t for get to put

down your ideas for the dance progra m — we go t t a

get this thing set t l ed .”

■ demonstrating, explaining, negotiating—

“hold it ri ght there . Do that aga i n , Trac y. Now

what did you see , Rad ? ” [he explains] “ Is that

ri gh t , Trac y, is that how you did it? Tell him.”

■ displaying (trial and error) and assessing—

“don’t for get this perform a n ce is on ly six wee k s

of f and those kids in the Pa rks program (the

a u d i en ce for the program) can be plen ty mean;

t h ey ’re squ i rmy.”

7 This analysis was done by pulling sections of 3000 running lines
from the language corpus of theatre groups of approximately 15
young members and comparing these with reports on classroom
language drawn from dissertation and published book appendices.
It is important to note that most classrooms have more than 15
students,and since many reports of classroom language do not
indicate the total number of students,this comparison is rough at
best.English and Social Studies were chosen as subjects,since
these are classes most often dedicated to discussion of texts and
events,as is practice for drama. See, for example, Tannock,1998.
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E f fective art s - b a s ed yo uth or ga n i z a ti ons place

s trong em phasis on com mu n i c a ti on skills of m a ny type s

and ac ross an array of con texts and situ a ti on s . Th ei r

adult leaders ex pect the yo uth to be able to en ga ge in

convers a ti on in high ly seri o u s , ref l ective ways , and these

l e aders or drama or wri ting coaches make clear that

young people should ex pect the same of a ll adu l t s

a round the or ga n i z a ti on :“ If she [a new profe s s i on a l

a rtist] is not giving you the time you need , go talk to

h er, tell what you think’s wrong with the piece , and ask

h er advi ce . S h e’ ll talk to yo u — you may not want to hear

what she says , but then have a convers a ti on . It’s OK to

d i s a gree with her ! ” For groups invo lved in see k i n g

cl i en t s , su ch skills that form the basis of con f i den ce and

ease in talking with adult profe s s i onals can make the

d i f feren ce bet ween losing or landing a con tract .

Involvement in the arts demands fluency and

facility with varie ties of oral performances, literacies,

and media projections. Through the multiple roles

suggested here, youth have to produce numerous types

of writing as well as oral performances of organiza-

tional genres. These genres, ranging from invitations

and schedules to satires, book jackets,and vignettes,

reveal the daily activities at arts-based youth organiza-

tions as fundamentally intertextual. Young people can

and do learn to talk through a set of plans and remain

willing to go back to drafts to make their work better.

But they also do much writing that is first-draft

information-only: key terms, times of rehearsals, names

of shows currently at local galleries, dates of future

events, etc. Contrary to most situations they have faced

as students,they also must write as a group: scripts for

their own plays, press releases, program content, and

thank-you letters to funders. They listen to adults’

reports of events in civic affairs or at the state level that

may affect them, and they often draft responses on

public issues that may affect them, such as curfews that

could eliminate late-night practices or rehearsals.

Through their involvement in effective youth-based

arts organizations, young people cultivate talents and

dispositions they bring into their voluntary association

with such high-demand high-risk places. Once there,

the intensity of these groups builds and sustains a host

of skills and capacities rooted in their personal recogni-

tion of themselves as competent, creative, and produc-

tive individuals.Figure #6 indicates the extent of what

may be called their “self-esteem” as compared with the

students surveyed in NELS. This figure is especially
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significant when we compare the factors of home

atmosphere for NELS students and those in arts

organizations. The latter were about twice as likely as

the NELS students to be undergoing situations that

often contribute to feelings of uncertainty and insecu-

rity, such as frequent moves, parent losing or starting a

job, parental relationship change, or going on or off

welfare. Arts organization students often talked and

wrote in their journals about how their art enabled

them to express pent-up feelings but also to get some

distance by observing closely and taking the time to

think and to listen.

The Generative Capacity of The Arts:

Group awareness of how their collective talents can

add to the larger community comes along with individ-

ual confidence and building of expertise. As one adult

leader put it,“It starts with kids and then the adults

come in”; this claim refers to the various roles that

youth groups play for community enhancement—

educationally, aesthetically, and economically. Within

their own groups, they play roles as mentors for

younger members; but when these organizations mount

exhibitions, produce plays or musical concerts, or

develop videos,their educational roles reach beyond

their own organization. Within their own space or

sometimes in rented gallery space, young visual artists

mingle and talk with visitors. Most dramatic produc-

tions are followed by conversations between young

actors and audience members; the same is true for

showings of videos made by media arts groups. Adults

from their communities come to see what they have

done, sometimes out of initial curiosity, for such events

may be culturally unfamiliar to them, but more often

out of a sense that this young person is doing some-

thing they themselves cannot do. This sense of unfamil-

iarity can deepen pride in parents, who often report

never having had such opportunities themselves or

never knowing that their child had such talents.8

It is difficult to calculate just how mu ch in the way

of edu c a ti on , en tert a i n m en t , co u n s el i n g, and com mu n i ty

8 Our research did not involve collection of data from parents.
Young people,however, often talked in interviews and general
conversation within the arts groups about who would attend
special events and why. Adult leaders also reported to us the broad
enthusiasm parents and community friends of the young people
had for seeing just what the group was doing. Several types of data
suggest that parents of young people in these arts organizations
had high aspirations for their children and also attended their
school events.
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s ervi ce young people in arts or ga n i z a ti ons con tri bute

a n nu a lly. However, ac ross the arts groups of our stu dy,

we provi de these ro u gh avera ge s , wh i ch have to be

i n terpreted with an aw a reness that groups in ru ral are a s

and mid-sized towns could not provi de as many

occ a s i ons because of l ack of tra n s port . In ad d i ti on ,s om e

of the groups we stu d i ed manage to book more than 300

perform a n ces du ring the sch ool year in their state . Th e

f i g u res given here are avera ges of actual counts of type s

of activi ties each hour for one day a week and on e

wee kend day from a sampling of young people in these

or ga n i z a ti ons bet ween 1994 and 1997.

■ 800 hours, or 20 weeks, annually of teaching for

younger peers

■ 164 hours annually of positive public entertain-

ment suitable for families and young children

■ 296 hours annually of counseling and mentoring

with their younger peers

■ 380 hours annu a lly of f ree public servi ce in

m edia produ cti on , perform a n ce , and com mu n i ty

devel opm en t

A key outcome for yo uth en ga ged with the arts is

not just ac ademic devel opm en t , but also work oppor-

tu n i ty—the ch a n ce for yo uth to app ly skill s , tech-

n i qu e s , and habits of mind thro u gh em p l oym ent in

a rts and/or community-related fields. Figure #7

summarizes the major ways in wh i ch yo uth art s

or ga n i z a ti ons en a bl ed aut h en tic work opportu n i ti e s

that ex ten ded learning for stu den t s .

In all these model s , i n d ivi duals had to put to

work not on ly what are cl a s s i c a lly con s i dered ac ade-

mic skill s , but also interpers on a l , ju d gm en t a l , a n d

com mu n i c a ti onal abi l i ti e s . In ad d i ti on , t h ey had to

h ave a level of technical com peten ce that match ed the

task at hand. E s pec i a lly high - s t a kes learning envi ron-

m ents cen ter for an increasing nu m ber of a rts or ga n i-

z a ti ons around social en trepren eu rship ef forts plac i n g

the arts at the cen ter of pers onal and nei gh borh ood -

b a s ed econ omic devel opm en t . Producing gra phics for

l ocal bu s i n e s s e s , obtaining paid con tracts for a

perform a n ce seri e s , opening a theater in an under-

s erved are a , s et ting up a micro - en terprise incubator

for art s - rel a ted shops and proj ects—these exem p l i f y

h ow the arts at yo ut h - b a s ed or ga n i z a ti ons draw on

and stren g t h en local human capital and ae s t h eti c

re s o u rce s .9 Hen ce , the po s i tive learning envi ron m en t s

of these groups hold significant va lue not on ly in

devel oping yo uth (in terms of the cogn i tive , l i n g u i s ti c ,

and social capac i ties cultiva ted in young peop l e

i nvo lved in these or ga n i z a ti ons) but also in yo uth in

Figure 7. Youth Development With the Arts

■ Marketing Model— Yo uth ref l ect arti s try thro u gh

an array of produ cts and servi ces that they can sell

in their nei gh borh ood s . In so doi n g, t h ey recogn i ze

l ocal re s o u rces and po s s i bi l i ties for social en trepre-

n eu rship and com mu n i ty devel opm en t .

■ Tagging Model— Young artists see them s elves as

re s pon s i ble and in instru ctive po s i ti ons that bu i l d

u pon their cre a tive arti s tic and com mu n i c a tive skill s

to devel op similar skills in their yo u n ger co h ort s .

■ Positioning Model—Youth participate in appren-

tice and intern programs that give them time to

shadow others holding positions in a range of

types of creative and artistic enterprises.

■ Line Up Model—Youth advance into mainstream

secondary and post-secondary institutions while

also pursuing further enhancement of artistic

talents for vocational or avocational development.

9 A documentary video and accompanying resource guide, ArtShow,
[available late 1999] illustrate four youth-based organizations,two
rural and two urban, devoted to the arts. The two urban sites
include a strong focus on economic opportunities that build the
local community socially and culturally and enable the arts
organization to pay young artists for their work.
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devel opm ent (wh en the activi ties of these or ga n i z a-

ti ons serve as veh i cle for young people to parti c i p a te

in social en terprise and com mu n i ty re s h a p i n g ) .

Le a rning occ u rs in the arts first at the indivi dual level

and then at that of the larger com mu n i ty.

Arti s tic work of ten gen era tes en terprise devel op-

m ent and inspires en trepren eu rial proj ects and

p l a n n i n g. The process of re - c re a ting old bu i l d i n gs ,

old ide a s , for go t ten trad i ti ons and con n ecti on s

becomes rec re a ti on a l , and lei su re time and play then

become the work of j oy, ded i c a ti on , com m i tm en t , a n d

i nvo lvem en t . Fu rt h er or adva n ced learn i n g, t h e s e

yo uth show us, n eed not be distant from on e’s

com mu n i ty and local need s ; its gen era tive po ten ti a l

works most ef fectively as on - going habits of m i n d

and con n ecti ons bet ween insti tuti onal re s o u rces and

pers onal need s . Le a rning and working that en h a n ce

i n d ivi dual merits can gen era te com mu n i ty ben ef i t

and incen tive ; com mu n i ty initi a tive s , in tu rn , en a bl e

i n d ivi duals to remain close to family and nei gh bor-

h ood as re s o u rceful asset s .

It is a given at the end of the 1990s that most 16-

19 ye a r-olds work du ring some part of the ye a r, m a ny

at fast-food establ i s h m ents or in low - s k i ll , l ow - w a ge

j obs with little in the way of cogn i tive and linguisti c

dem a n d s .1 0 Yo ut h - b a s ed arts or ga n i z a ti ons of ten

em p l oy their young mem bers , providing them not

just with a job directed by adu l t s , but with work that

t h ey have part in envi s i oning and initi a ting at the

or ga n i z a ti on . The arts en a ble young people to

devel op indepen den ce—in thinking, c re a ti n g,

p u rsuing econ omic and social goa l s , and bu i l d i n g

t h eir futu re s . Recent reports su ch as SCANS 2000 (see

w w w. s c a n s . j hu . edu / a rt s . h tm l) link arts edu c a ti on

d i rect ly with econ omic re a l i ti e s , a s s erting that yo u n g

people who learn the ri gors of planning and produ c-

ti on in the arts wi ll be va lu a ble em p l oyees in the ide a -

d riven work p l ace of the futu re .1 1 Fu rt h erm ore , yo u n g

people who have worked in the arts know how to

s trive for excell en ce and ch a ll en ge them s elves and

t h eir arts groups to improve , k n owing that an

a u d i en ce or “c u s tom er ” wi ll be the ulti m a te ju d ge of

t h eir work . Th ro u gh an array of gen res and com mu-

n i c a ti on skills (both verbal and non - verb a l ) , yo u n g

people who have worked in the arts know how to

c re a te and perform , perceive and analy ze , a n d

u n derstand cultu ral and historical con cepts thro u gh

an approach that integra tes indivi dual parts to a

l a r ger wh o l e .

Fo ll owing young people over the co u rse of o u r

ten ye a rs of re s e a rch reveals that most of the yo u n g

who have left high sch ool sti ll remain linked to thei r

form er yo ut h - b a s ed or ga n i z a ti on in one way or

a n o t h er, while they pursue mu l tilinear paths of f u rt h er

l e a rn i n g. Th ey have , for the most part , not ch o s en to

exit from their com mu n i ti e s , but to remain in som e

c a s e s , to work with other young and to build re s o u rce s

in en terprise devel opm en t . Th ey tend to attend one or

m ore local insti tuti ons of h i gh er edu c a ti on and

su pp l em ent this work with ex tra co u rses thro u gh thei r

j ob s , chu rch e s , n ei gh borh ood cen ters , or union s .

Com mu n i ty co ll ege s , technical arts sch oo l s , a n d

priva te business co ll eges attract these young for

s pecific purposes they devel op and pursu e . Th e s e

va ri ed tra j ectories reveal how working in and thro u gh

ae s t h etic proj ects builds ac ademic invo lvem ent wh i ch ,

in tu rn , con n ects to avenues of em p l oym en t .

What does all of this cost?

To re ad these de s c ri pti ons of l i fe within high ly

ef fective arts or ga n i z a ti ons that are yo ut h - b a s ed has to

raise the issue of co s t . Next steps with rega rd to yo u n g

people come most frequ en t ly these days in terms of

co s t - ben efit analyses directed tow a rd solving the

10 For extensive documentation of such work for young people,see
Newman,1999 and other publications of the Russell Sage
Foundation that illustrate the extent to which adolescents need to
work to provide what they feel they themselves need and to
contribute to their families.

11 Numerous popular books on business-corporate and entrepre-
neurial-make this point. What is striking are the parallels between
the recommendations of these works and the everyday events of
effective youth-based organizations. For further comparison on
these issues,see Heath, forthcoming.
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probl ems yo uth pre s en t : what wi ll it take to deter

c riminal activi ty, s top teen pregn a n c y, redu ce dropo ut s

and truancy? Su ch analyses can come in mu l ti p l e

w ays , and most sound sen s a ti onalist and ex a ggera ted

to the laypers on .

If we attempt to offer a cost-benefit analysis of the

arts programs we have studied, we can do so in ways

similar to the process by which school districts calculate

per-pupil costs. But the truth is that these figures from

organization to organization make little sense, because

some groups engage young people daily, while others

can do so only a few days a week. Some serve a dozen

young people, while others work with 60-100. However,

that said,the rough figures across all the types of arts

groups add up to about $1000 per individual student

per year, if the organization either owns the building or

has a heavily subsidized rent and does not have to

maintain the building from their budget. For those who

pay either mortgages or market-value rent and must

maintain the building, costs per student often run

closer to $2000 per individual student.12

C O N C LU S I O N S

A wise young student in an arts program recently

observed: in prose you try to tell everything that

happened; in poetry you leave out things on purpose so

that you can tell the truth.13 It has not been possible

here—even in prose—to portray all that goes on in the

learning that happens through participation in the arts

within youth organizations; neither is it possible to

render in poetry the truth of its fullness.

Community organizations that work effectively

with youth successfully fill the “institutional gap” by

providing young people with substantial learning and

practice opportunities with adult professionals and

older youth who serve as teachers and models. Such

organizations create ample supplies, instruction, and

structured exploration time for young people to know

and to develop their talents as producers, spectators,

and evaluators in one or more of the arts. This, in turn,

enables young artists to develop the motivation,skills,

and habits of mind necessary not only to contribute to

solo and group projects while holding high standards of

achievement for themselves and others, but also to

sustain focus through sufficient practice to reach peak

levels of proficiency and pride in being a member of a

community-building organization.

Effective youth arts organizations build strong pro-

civic and pro-social values in young people, enhancing

opportunities for youth to reshape the climate of their

neighborhoods through local family entertainment,

socialization for younger children, public service work,

and promotion of the arts in their communities.

With each passing year, American parents have put

increasing effort into seeing that athletic team member-

ship, participation in museum programs, and involve-

ment in service learning are liberally reflected on

college and employment applications. There is wide-

spread agreement that the values and priorities of

young people can be discerned in the ways they have

organized their nonschool hours. If we ask employers

what matters most in their choice of new employees,

they respond “experience” and explain that for students

and recent graduates, how they have chosen to spend

their discretionary time tells much about what kind of

employee they will be.

The abi l i ty to co ll a bora te , s ti ck to pursu i t s , s h ow

d i s c i p l i n e , be ex pre s s ive , and sustain ch a ll en ging te a m

m em berships tra n s fers well to the mu l tiple demands of

the inform a ti on - b a s ed proj ects and perform a n ces that

m a rk Am erican corpora ti ons and small - bu s i n e s s

1 2 We rej ect the types of c a l c u l a ti ons based on young people as
probl ems or likely cri m i n a l s . Su ch proj ecti on s ,e s pec i a lly for yo ut h
“a t - ri s k ,” a s sume su ch young people “go bad .” Th erefore it is
n ece s s a ry to look ahead to the total costs of yo uth servi ce s , co u rt
costs and rel a ted pers on n el ex pen d i tu res (prob a ti on of f i cers ,s oc i a l
workers , etc ) ,i m pri s on m ent co s t s , as well as teen pregn a n c y
f i g u re s . Su ch a tactic leads to wild com p a ri s on s , gen era lly in pursu i t
of convincing taxpayers they wi ll “s ave” m on ey on “these kids” i f
t h ey help su pport de s i gn a ted causes. It is not uncom m on for med i a
reports to claim that “probl em teen a gers” m ay well be on a path
that could cost “the publ i c” $36,000-$100,000 annu a lly per yo ut h .
These ways of c a l c u l a ting fit into the current soc i etal ye a rning to
blame and to con trol young peop l e , even wh en hard stati s tical fact s
wi ll not su pport su ch claims as “ i n c re a s ed yo uth vi o l en ce” ; for
ex ten s ive ex a m i n a ti on of these poi n t s ,s ee Males 1996, 1 9 9 9 .

13 This nugget of wisdom was passed on to Heath from Arnold April,
Executive Director of the Chicago Arts Partnerships in Education.
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en trepren eu rs h i p s . The qu a l i ty of f a m i ly and civic life

and the su s ten a n ce of rel i gious or ga n i z a ti ons depen d

on indivi du a l s’ a bi l i ties to balance pers onal freedom

and interdepen den ce , l i s tening and re s pon d i n g,

obl i ga ti on and ex p l ora ti on . No one can deny the va lu e

of practi ce and opportu n i ty for cultiva ting these

a bi l i ties and the merits of ex peri en ce in dra m a , d a n ce ,

mu s i c , and the vi sual and media arts in com mu n i ty -

b a s ed or ga n i z a ti on s .

Such organizations, fashioned and sustained largely

by youth and professional artists, should be acknowl-

edged for their ability to expand, complement,and

activate the learning provided by schools and families.

These groups help fill the institutional gap. Needed

most to multiply these organizations is broad recogni-

tion of the importance of experience with the roles and

risks of the arts for all children, not just those from

affluent families with high aspirations for their off-

spring. Widespread demonstration of successful

organizations must also take place, along with profes-

sional development opportunities in which adults and

older youth examine processes of organizational

learning and new avenues of funding nonprofits.

Research and evaluation will have to accompany all

these moves to help us be wise as we chart the future.

In essen ce , both facts and imagi n a ti on should

g u i de us. If t h ey do, it is just po s s i ble that what we

l e a rn and do wi ll su ggest new ex p l a n a ti ons of w ays to

ach i eve full indivi dual and soc i etal com peten ce . Th e

Am erican poet , Wa ll ace Steven s , on ce rem a rked “ In the

pre s en ce of ex tra ord i n a ry actu a l i ty, consciousness take s

the place of i m a gi n a ti on .” What goes on thro u gh the

a rts for young people in high ly ef fective learn i n g

envi ron m ents of com mu n i ty or ga n i z a ti ons is just this

kind of actu a l i ty. Consciousness is call ed for.
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