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A Renaissance on the Eastside: Motivating Inner-City Youth Through Art
Abstract

Research tells us that children are more susceptible to temptations between the hours of 2:00 p.m. and 6:00
p.m.—the hours following the end of the school day when parents are not yet home from work. This study
looks at the "life histories" of child participants in the Artists in the Making (AIM) program—a program that
aims to motivate inner-city youth through the use of visual arts classes. Despite the diversity of the children
who participated in the AIM program, several common themes emerged from the interview process: selfdiscovery, problem-solving skills, opportunities for positive risk taking, and the mastery of artistic skills. This
article proposes that community-based visual arts programs can help children develop protective factors that
will allow them to be resilient.
When I draw, I feel like I am in another world. When I go home after class, I feel like I am walking back into
hell. ("Rashie," a student in the Artists in the Making program, 1998).
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Research tells us that children are more susceptible to temptations between the hours
of 2:00 p.m. and 6:00 p.m.—the hours following the end of the school day when parents are not yet home from work. This study looks at the “life histories” of child participants in the Artists in the Making (AIM) program—a program that aims to motivate inner-city youth through the use of visual arts classes. Despite the diversity of
the children who participated in the AIM program, several common themes emerged
from the interview process: self-discovery, problem-solving skills, opportunities for
positive risk taking, and the mastery of artistic skills. This article proposes that community-based visual arts programs can help children develop protective factors that
will allow them to be resilient.

When I draw, I feel like I am in another world. When I go home after class, I feel like I
am walking back into hell. (“Rashie,” a student in the Artists in the Making program,
1998)

According to the FBI’s National Incident-Based Reporting System, “One in five
violent crimes committed by juveniles occur in the four hours following the end of
the school day—between 2:00 p.m. and 6:00 p.m.” (Department of Justice, 2001;
Requests for reprints should be sent to Marybeth Gasman, Assistant Professor, Higher Education,
Graduate School of Education, University of Pennsylvania, 3700 Walnut Street, Philidelphia,
PA 19104–6216.

430

GASMAN AND ANDERSON-THOMPKINS

National Commission on Children, 1993; Task Force on Youth Development and
Community Programs, 1992). A 1992 Carnegie Report expanded on this statistic:
Some [children] injure their health by using tobacco, alcohol, and other drugs. Some
engage in premature, unprotected sexual activity, which the presence of AIDS now
renders deadly. Some commit acts of crime or live in neighborhoods where fear of violence pervades their daily lives. Although all adolescents face at least some of these
hazards, those who live in urban and rural poverty areas face a higher level of risk.
These outcomes can be reversed, if Americans decide to create communities that …
provide opportunities for them during the nonschool hours. (Carnegie Council on
Adolescent Development, 1992, pp. 9–10)

Many parents, teachers, community leaders, and citizens search for ways to counteract this problem. How can we make a change and create venues for children that
stimulate their creativity and thinking and thus reduce their propensity to participate in disruptive activities? One approach is through art. Heath and Roach (1998)
found that “art programs encourage discussion and dialog between teachers and
students regardless of age, set the stage for regular self-expression, increase a
child’s self-image, and reduce a child’s delinquent behavior” (p. 20). Inspired by
Heath and Roach’s findings, the staff at the Ella Austin Community Center created
a program entitled Artists in the Making (AIM).1
RELEVANT LITERATURE
Throughout the literature on youth development, researchers suggest that effective
after-school programs can have a dramatic impact on reducing the risk factors that
contribute to drug and substance abuse, gang activity, teen pregnancy, violence,
and juvenile delinquency among youth (Americans for the Arts, 1998; Becker,
1994; Costello, 1995; Fiske, 1999; Hawkins & Catalano, 1993; Heath &
McLaughlin, 1993; Lakes, 1996; McLaughlin, Irby, & Langman, 1994; Mortimer,
1994; Randall, 1997; Schorr, 1989; Weitz, 1996). One strategy put forth for reducing risk factors is community-based arts initiatives. The previously mentioned research indicates that these initiatives provide a positive alternative for youth during
nonschool hours that allows participants to develop protective factors such as caring relationships with adults, the ability to resist negative peer pressures, and the
opportunity to build positive self-esteem while fostering resiliency.
In a report issued by Creative Partnerships for Prevention (1998), resiliency is
defined as “an ability to successfully adapt and develop in healthy ways, despite
1The Heath and Roach (1998) study was cited in the Ella Austin Community Center’s original grant
proposal. It was used to discuss the after-school hours and the behaviors resulting from a lack of
planned activity for youth.
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exposure to risk or difficulty” (p. 5). According to the literature, resilient youth are
better able than their nonresilient counterparts to build healthy relationships or to
negotiate conflicts or disputes successfully (Baxley, 1993; Bernard, 1992; Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1992). In addition, resilient youth possess a strong sense of independence that allows them to see themselves as autonomous from their troubled environments. Moreover, resilient youth believe that they
can practice personal power or control in their lives.

FOSTERING RESILIENCY THROUGH THE ARTS
Several studies suggest that effective community-based arts programs share
common characteristics. Fiske (1999), Heath and Roach (1999), Otterbourg
(2000), and Witt (1997) found that community-based arts programs enabled
youth to have direct involvement with artists. According to Heath and Roach
(1998), “the strong benefit that young students receive from the instruction and
interaction of arts education programs is the promotion of natural language patterns that seek information, opinion, reflection, and critical comments.” Further,
youth in art programs “engage in regular oral exchanges with older peers and
adults around problem posing and hypothetical reasoning” (Heath & Roach,
1998, pp. 2–3). In addition, these programs take a hands-on approach, engaging
youth directly in the artistic process. Baxley (1993) suggested that the positive
effects of hands-on creative work may be due to youth having the opportunity to
practice positive risk taking. Unlike conventional learning settings—such as
school, where the goal is to produce the right answer—hands-on creative work
allows young people a chance to experiment with multiple artistic methods and
to explore different outcomes without the risk of failure.
Another common characteristic of successful arts programs is that they help
young people build social competence and effective problem-solving skills (e.g.,
cooperation, communication). Research suggests that youth who participate in
community-based arts initiatives express having greater tolerance and respect for
difference. They also develop coping strategies that enable them to better handle
conflict. In fact, the 1998 Creative Partnerships for Prevention report suggested
that “the arts and humanities can be powerful conflict resolution tools, helping students understand, appreciate and adapt to others’ ways of thinking, working and
expressing themselves” (p. 15). Similarly, Fiske (1999) found that youth participating in programs reported that the arts challenged them to not “oversimplify”
problems but to examine obstacles from multiple dimensions, whereas Clawson
and Coolbaugh (2001) found that youth involved in the arts developed skills in
“expressing anger appropriately, communicating effectively with adults and peers,
[and] cooperating with others” (p. 2).
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For youth coping with anger and frustration, art has the capacity to offer a positive alternative to destructive behavior. In an interview with Vince Sehle (1995),
William Strickland contended that art
is a way of saving kids’ lives, oftentimes quite literally. This [art] is an alternative to
dying for a lot of these kids. They don’t see anything like this in their lives, in school,
or in the communities where they live. Where people say you’re something. (p. 6)

In addition, for many of these kids who live in the poorest areas, art serves as a deterrent—“discouraging kids from getting addicted to drugs and instead getting
kids addicted to living” (p. 6).
Research suggests that involvement in the arts helps youth, who otherwise
would not have such an opportunity, to develop relationships with artists and other
caring adults who express high expectations for them (Clawson & Coolbaugh,
2001; Heath & Roach, 1999). The Creative Partnerships for Prevention (1998) report contended that “the presence of a genuinely interested individual who can
serve as a mentor is sometimes the defining factor in a young person’s life—from
risk to resiliency” (p. 12). Research also suggests improved relationships among
peers. For instance, Witt (1997) asserted that youth involved with art reported “enhanced feelings of belonging” (p. 21). Likewise, Horowitz (1980) found that using
creative photography with inner-city youth helped participants to gain self-confidence through the mastery of basic photography skills; build honest, trusting relationships with peers; and experience a supportive environment for feedback on
how others saw them. In addition, the program offered participants a safe space to
do what is often characterized as “unacceptable in other settings”— express themselves and speak freely about their feelings.
Effective community-based programs also foster positive self-esteem and
self-identity in youth (Catalano, Loeber, & McKinney, 1999; Clawson &
Coolbaugh, 2001; Fiske, 1999). Heath and Roach (1999) found that participation
in the arts improved students’ perceptions of self. In fact, students reported that
they felt good about themselves; had more personal worth; were capable of doing
things as well as others; and, on the whole, were satisfied with themselves. Likewise, London (1994) contended that making art offers youth a self-discovery process—a way to discover the world and to discover themselves. London believed
that through the use of arts, young people are encouraged to challenge traditional
notions of beauty. According to London, art offers the ability to create images that
reflect different ideas of beauty, allows students to foster positive self-concepts,
and has the potential to diminish the harmful effects of racism and sexism.
Moreover, research suggests that effective arts programs address the particular
challenges facing youth of color in achieving a positive self-identity. These programs recognize that for many youth of color, their experiences in other learning settings such as school have been shaped by invisibility or the lack of positive cultural
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representations. Effective arts programs address issues related to a student’s particular race, ethnicity, and gender identity (Creative Partnerships for Prevention, 1998).
The most effective arts programs take a comprehensive and holistic approach to
working with young people. Clawson and Coolbaugh (2001), Creative Partnerships for Prevention (1998), Fiske (1999), and Otterbourg (2000) consistently
found that programs offering services and workshops to address a wide range of issues including drug and substance abuse, pregnancy prevention, and mentoring
needs were most effective. Research suggests these programs were successful because they took an integrated approach in addressing the needs of youth while providing a range of resources and services (Clawson & Coolbaugh, 2001; Fiske,
1999; Otterbourg, 2000).
However, the single most important characteristic in effective programs is the
involvement of young people’s parents, community members, and schools.
Clawson and Coolbaugh (2001), Fiske (1999), and Otterbourg (2000) indicated
that arts offered important connections between students’ home and school lives
and contributed to their overall personal growth and development. Similarly,
Oreck, Baum, and McCartney (1999) found that “the type and level of parental
support for the students’ artistic development contradicts many common stereotypes about the lack of involvement on the part of economically disadvantaged,
single working parents” (p. 77). In fact, they found that parental involvement and
family support were critical factors in students’ success in the arts.
In summary, the positive effects of art for youth are well documented. For many
youth, community-based arts programs help to foster protective factors such as
forging caring relationships with adults, resisting negative peer pressure, and
building positive self-esteem while fostering resiliency. Art programs offer students opportunities to experience success and recognition for their accomplishments, and provide young people with occasions for active learning and direct participation in skill-building activities. In addition, the arts and humanities “offer
creative and engaging ways to explore difficult, complex issues with youth” (Creative Partnerships for Prevention, 1998, p. 5).

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
According to John Dewey (Jackson, 1998), what we look forward to when doing
art is the thrill of the experience and the process of doing art—the work of art is not
the object but the experience (Dewey, 1934). Although one of the main goals of the
AIM program was the production of art to be displayed in the community, this
study focuses on the students’ experiences as described by them. The experiences
of the children are represented by the “life histories” of 4 children in the program.
These life histories include the students’ experiences in the AIM program, at
school, and at home. The life histories focus on the children’s interpretation and
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understanding of the world around them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). The experiences of the 4 children presented in this article are representative of the prevailing
themes found in the larger group of 40 AIM participant interviews. These themes
include self-esteem or self-image, relationships with adults, ability to cope with
anger, and ability to respond to peer pressure.
Although the life histories illuminate the experiences of the children with respect to the previously mentioned themes, we are not claiming direct correlation
between the AIM program and improvements in these areas. The children highlighted in this article include “Jesse,” a 12-year-old Mexican American girl; “Jonathan,” an 11-year-old African American boy; “Rashie,” a 12-year-old African
American boy; and “Sheilay,” a 12-year-old African American girl.
This study used a qualitative approach that included 1-hr, open-ended interviews with each of the children who participated in the AIM program. The same 10
questions were asked during each interview. Interviews were conducted twice per
session during the course of the six sessions that took place over a 2-year period.
Bridged by transitional moments, the interview questions were loosely phrased in
the following way:
1. Why are you interested in art? Why are you participating in the program?
2. In addition to art, what other interests do you have? What do you do after
school when you are not at art class?
3. What have you gained from participating in the AIM program?
4. How would you describe yourself?
5. Do you like other kids at school? Do they like you?
6. If another kid at school or after school makes you angry, what do you do?
7. Do you feel tempted to use drugs or drink alcohol?
8. How do you respond to temptation?
9. When you think about the future, what do you see?
10. What do you want to be when you grow up? Why?
To allow the children to explore their own ideas and areas of personal significance, all of the interviews were concluded with a short open-ended discussion
that centered on the child’s interests and concerns (Patton, 1980). Detailed notes
were taken during each interview. Because of the nature of the interviews, the children’s comfort level, and the possible legal implications, tape recorders were not
used. The quotes contained in this article are all from the interviews. We wrote
summary notes immediately following each interview in which we recorded the
participant’s reactions and comments and our preliminary thoughts on the emerging themes (Miles & Huberman, 1984). In addition to the structured interviews, we
engaged in participatory observation. This allowed us to observe the children in the
art classroom throughout the week, and it created a sense of comfort for the children when the interviews began.
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As the data were collected, the common themes, salient issues, and concerns for
future research were compared, coded, and analyzed according to methods suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985). We considered what the children said (i.e.,
their words and language) and what was unsaid (i.e., body language and long
pauses). Recognizing that dependability, transferability, credibility, and
confirmability are important criteria for trustworthiness in qualitative research, we
used multiple methods of data collection. For the purposes of this article, we focus
on the interviews and participatory observation. However, the larger study included teacher observations and teacher reports, which were completed twice per
session. These results will be reported in subsequent publications.

SETTING
The AIM program took place at the Ella Austin Community Center, which is located on the east side of the city of San Antonio, Texas. An economically depressed area, the East Side consisted mainly of African American and Mexican
American families. Most families lived at or below the poverty level. The schools
in the local area surrounding the center received Title I funds and their students all
qualified for free lunches (San Antonio Public Schools, 2001). The neighborhood
was beset by high crime rates and frequent gang activity and received little interest
from the city’s business community (City of San Antonio, 2000; A. E. Hargrove,
personal communication, April 21, 2000).
In response to these problems, the Ella Austin Community Center offered services that ranged from early child development to senior citizen care. The families
in the community knew that they could come to the center for food, help with electricity payments, literacy education, tax preparation assistance, nursing care,
mentoring, and children’s activities (Ella Austin Community Center, 1999–2000;
L. J. Pantoja, personal communication, February 5, 2000). The center staff considered their efforts to be a grassroots attempt to counteract the negative forces in the
local community with positive intervention (A. E. Hargrove, personal communication, April 21, 2000).
One of the many programs offered by the Ella Austin Community Center, the
AIM program was a visual arts program. The goals of the program were to improve
self-esteem, to provide an alternative to juvenile delinquency, to tap the talent that
lay dormant in the children, to bolster the artistic skills that the children possessed,
to encourage local artists to share their skills with the community, and to stimulate
an increased interest in art among patrons of the community center and in the local
East Side neighborhood.
The AIM program enrolled 40 students over a 2-year period of six sessions.
Sessions were approximately 3½ months long. To situate the program at the end of
the school day as prescribed by the literature, classes were held Monday through

436

GASMAN AND ANDERSON-THOMPKINS

Friday from 3:00 p.m. until 6:30 p.m. (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1992; Department of Justice, 2001). With each session, the teachers and
class content changed. Students were offered painting, drawing, mixed media, and
sculpture as course options. Students completed an application to participate in
AIM, which included short answer questions and a parental permission slip. Over
the course of 2 years, 32 children consistently attended the program. Eight students
dropped out of the program and were replaced by students on a waiting list. One of
the major tenets of AIM was to put the children in an apprentice-like situation in
which they would be learning from practicing artists. Therefore, small classes
were essential to the program.
The students worked on projects that extended from class to class. They worked
in groups of 10 under the guidance of a local artist. Artists and teachers had master’s degrees in fine arts and were practicing artists in the local community. Artists
made an application to teach in the program and were required to submit slides, a
curriculum plan, a studio budget, and three references. An advisory committee
composed of artists, gallery owners, community members, and art professors
chose four artists for each session. Each artist was given a stipend of $2,500 to be
used during the 3½-month session.
With the exception of maintaining student interest in the art project at hand, the
AIM staff handled all disciplinary issues. The artists did not have responsibility for
any disciplinary action. Students were expected to avoid the use of profanity, to
clean up their work area, to show respect for others’ creative work and processes,
and to show respect toward their peers and teachers. Most behavioral issues pertained to violating these group norms, which were established at the outset of the
class. Students who violated the group norms were asked to leave the program for
1 day or a temporary period. If the behavior persisted, it was the policy to ask the
student to leave the program for the duration of the session. During the entire time
the program was under evaluation, only one student was asked to leave.2 She destroyed another student’s art.

THE USUAL ROUTINE
On any given day, the students arrived at the AIM classroom shortly after school
ended. The classroom environment was set up to reinforce the values of respect
and personal responsibility. Students put on their aprons, pulled out their supply
boxes, and sat at the table to begin a new project or continue an existing project.
They were responsible for cleaning their work area, washing their brushes, picking
up trash, putting away their supplies, and displaying their artwork in the class2Despite the use of the past tense in this description, the Artists in the Making program is still in operation at the Ella Austin Community Center.
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room. The value of the materials and importance of using them wisely was relayed
to the students during the first class. They were taught to respect the materials, the
workspace, other students, and their teachers. These ideas were conveyed initially
by the AIM staff and by each instructor during the course of his or her teaching.
Near the completion of the session, the students and teachers worked together to
choose artwork that would be displayed at a local museum. Because this event was
the coming together of child, family, and community to share in the visual end-product, it was the pinnacle of the AIM experience. Of the exhibitions, one patron said,
“What a great opportunity to encourage young artists as they discover who they
are—as they explore both what’s locked within and what’s waiting to be released.
Keep encouraging their talents and their spirit” (Anonymous museum patron, personal communication, August 10, 1999). With the student’s permission, the artwork
was sold to the general public during exhibitions. All funds secured from the sale of a
student’s artwork were placed in a scholarship fund under his or her name until graduation from high school. At that point, the students were given the funds and any accrued interest to be used toward their college tuition and books.
The AIM program benefitted from a nexus of support, which included parents,
schools, the East Side community, members of the art world, foundations, the business community, and the child (Creative Partnerships for Prevention, 1998; Fiske,
1999; Otterbourg, 2000). The parents of the children in AIM were required to make a
significant commitment of time and effort to the program. Notably, they had to provide transportation to and from the program for their children, and most important,
they were asked to motivate and encourage the artistic talent in their children. The
schools on the east side of San Antonio played an integral role in the success of AIM
by assisting with the application process and allowing the AIM staff access to the
children in the school setting during the recruitment process. The East Side community came together to support the AIM students through attendance at end-of-session
exhibitions and by visiting the art studio throughout the week.
One of the most important components of this project was the involvement of
the local art community. Students benefitted from tours of galleries, museums, and
artists’ studios. They were exposed to new ideas, a diversity of artwork, and formerly “hidden” artistic aspects of the city. A critical factor here was the location of
the exhibitions. It was essential to show work in high profile, prestigious venues so
as to attract visitors, the media, and funders (Clawson & Coolbaugh, 2001). Art exhibition space was provided at the San Antonio Museum of Art, the McNay Art
Museum, and the ArtPace Foundation galleries.
Local and national foundations, as well as the city of San Antonio, provided the
majority of the financial support for AIM. Not only did this defray expenses for the
Ella Austin Community Center, but it also lent prestige and acted as an impetus for
further giving to the center as a whole (A. E. Hargrove, personal communication,
April 21, 2000). Also providing financial backing to the AIM program were local
and national corporations that hold the arts in high regard. This support manifested
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itself in two forms: monetary contributions and gifts in kind (e.g., the receptions at
exhibitions were sponsored by local supermarket chains, and a local printing company sponsored the exhibition announcements). However, the most significant
participants were the children. They were expected to be not only hardworking and
dedicated participants but also positive contributors to the classroom environment
in the AIM studio. As in other successful programs for inner-city youth, the staff
and teachers at AIM held high expectations for the students (Catalano et al., 1999;
Clawson & Coolbaugh, 2001; Heath & Roach, 1999). However, these expectations
were attainable through hard work on the part of the children and care and the provision of resources on the part of the teachers. According to Asa G. Hilliard (personal communication, September 14, 2001), a well-known educational researcher
and psychologist, if expectations are held high for so-called at-risk students, they
will meet these expectations if given attention, love, and resources.
Findings: The Life Histories
Despite the diversity of the children who participated in the AIM program, several
common themes emerged from the interview process. These themes are represented by the life histories of four of the AIM children. An examination of the life
histories will contribute to the literature by examining how protective factors in visual arts programs help inner-city youth build resiliency.

JESSE
Jesse, a 12-year-old Mexican American girl, lives with both of her parents in a
small house several miles from the center. She has an older brother who “acts cool”
and is “really good at art,” as well as an older sister and a younger sister. Jesse’s
parents are second-generation immigrants. She is fluent in English and Spanish
and is an excellent student in school where she participates in the American history
magnet program. Jesse joined the AIM program because her older brother did.
However, he dropped out of the program after 2 weeks to play soccer. At home,
Jesse “helps [her] mom by doing chores around the house when [she] comes home
from school. [She] feeds the dog, cleans up the kitchen and [her] room. [She] also
does the ironing for the whole family.”
When asked if and what she has gained from participating in the AIM program,
Jesse said, “At school, I am in art class but we hardly do much art because we don’t
have enough supplies. I always show my friends what I learn at AIM. I get a lot of
praise from them because of my skills. I like that.” At the onset of the AIM program, Jesse told the teachers that she “hated her looks” and noted in her interview,
“I don’t like the way I look. People always tell me that I am not Mexican because
my skin is too light. They make fun of me and I don’t like it. I know that I am Mexi-
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can. I wish my skin were darker.” Many of the girls had similar feelings to Jesse’s.
Therefore, the teachers started to talk about notions of beauty and how beauty is
depicted in art. Considerable time was spent with the boys and girls in painting,
drawing, and sculpting their ideas of beauty. During the concluding interview,
Jesse was asked again, “How would you describe yourself?”:
I am like coffee. I wake people up! I used to hate it when people thought I
was White but now I have more self-confidence. I don’t care what other people think about me. I am not foolish like some other teenagers. I try to think
before I speak. My artistic talent is what I like best about myself.
A piece done by Jesse, entitled “Mexicana Girl,” deals with the issue of ethnic
pride. In it she depicts herself side-by-side with symbols from her culture—an angel and a devil-like figure (see Appendix A).
Jesse is popular at school among her friends, and in the AIM classroom she is
seen as a leader. She and her friends at school occasionally run into trouble with
other girls, especially those girls who participate in gangs. Of this experience,
Jesse said,
I like everyone at school except a gang named the Midnight Colors or the
MC’s. They don’t like me because they don’t like my best friend and because I
have self-respect. I don’t like gangs because my sister had a boyfriend who was
in a gang—when she broke up with him he tried to stalk her. Most kids probably think I’m conceited but I like who I am and I don’t do what other people
want me to do. I don’t let people boss me around. I can think for myself.
Jesse’s self-identified improvement in confidence has helped her when others
have tried to tempt her with drugs or alcohol. She said,
I have been tempted. I have never tried anything. My grandfather has lung
problems from smoking and alcohol messes up your head. I tell kids no and
walk away. If my friends try to persuade me, I will tell their parents. I have
told the parents of my friends before and my friends got mad.
In her concluding interview, Jesse proclaimed vehemently,
Kids who use alcohol and drugs don’t have self-confidence. They may think
it’s cool to be a follower—but it’s not. There is only one good reason to use
drugs—if you are sick and a doctor gives them to you.
Jesse’s improved self-confidence is also evident in her response to questions pertaining to anger management. When first asked how she dealt with confrontational
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situations she said, “Sometimes I get mad and want to hit someone but then I think
about the consequences. I’d rather discuss things but I can back up my words if I need
to.” Based on comments like Jesse’s that surfaced during the initial interviews, the
teachers spent a considerable amount of time addressing issues of anger. The students talked about what made them angry, and teachers asked them to depict their
feelings. Appendix B exemplifies the type of response the students produced. It is an
abstract piece entitled “Fear.” It depicts the fear that rests in the belly of a child.
During her concluding interview, Jesse responded to the same questions pertaining to anger with, “I walk away from kids who make me angry. I must walk
away from angry situations otherwise things get out of control and people get
hurt.” Jesse has recently graduated from the AIM program. She is now attending
high school and participates in an art program geared toward older students. Of her
future she says, “I will be a good person. I want to live in a big apartment with a
backyard to plant flowers. I will go to college, have my own art studio, and I will be
happy knowing I made it.”

RASHIE
Rashie is a 12-year-old African American boy who lives in a run-down home near
the center with his mother and his stepfather. He is very close to his mom and little
sister and talks about his love for them during most interactions with teachers and
staff at the AIM program. In fact, Rashie joined AIM because his mom wanted to
encourage his love for art. According to the teachers, he has an amazing artistic
ability and the potential to be a successful artist. However, when complimented by
the teachers and other children, he acts surprised and downplays their compliments: “I am just doing my thing. This is nothing special, just what I do.”
Rashie reports being “lonely and sad” most of the time, but he finds comfort in
talking to the teachers and staff at the center. He often visits the center in between
AIM sessions and asks if he can paint in the studio. Because of his interest, the staff
has allowed this and has encouraged his love of painting. According to Rashie,
It’s exciting to be a part of an art program. Ever since my real father died, I
have used art to express my feelings. I draw when I am sad in order to release
feelings. The AIM program has given me something to do so that I stay out
of trouble.
Although Rashie sometimes uses art as a method of escape, throughout the 2 years
in which he has participated, teachers have observed and he has continued to report
that his outlook is bleak. His own statements suggest that the neighborhood in
which he lives may be a factor in his negative mood. Of it he says, “When I draw, I
feel like I am in another world. When I go home after class, I feel like I am walking
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back into hell.” In interviews, Rashie explained that by “home” he means the area
surrounding his house—he feels that his family is very loving but his environment
is “horrible.” Rashie is very concerned about the future due to his surroundings:
People are going to get shot in front of me. Everything like this happens
where I live. I can see people getting shot, raped, and kidnapped. People are
always getting hurt. My mom said that the world is just going to get harder.
My dad isn’t there any more and it makes me angry. I love my stepdad because he is good to my mom. He made a choice between staying with us and
staying in a gang. My stepdad is harassed and called names by the gang. I
pray for my future.
Despite his rather gloomy attitude, however, Rashie sees himself as someone
who will make a change to this desolate future. He thinks that building houses for
poor people is part of the answer:
I want to help people have homes to live in. I want to keep streets clean. If
people had homes to live in there would not be the blankets and boxes in the
streets. These people would not get hurt if they had a place to live. Art helps
me to see these homes in my mind. I will build them.
Rashie has very few friends and spends the majority of his time babysitting his
little sister. Noting the need to protect her from the dangerous surroundings, he
brings her to the AIM art studio. Other children teased him about his relationships
with his sister and mother:
When I don’t understand I get frustrated. I don’t like to get angry and lose my
temper. I wish I had better control over my temper. I try to do the right thing.
I love my mom, dad, and sister and kids make fun of me for it. People are always in my face about my family. They call me sissy, fag, or mama’s boy because I hold my mama and sister’s hands.
Teasing by other children has taken a toll on Rashie’s ability to control his anger.
Of this difficulty, he said,
If someone hits me I hit them back. Sometimes, I go tell the teacher or an adult
if someone messes with me. It bothers me when people call me names. I call
them names back. I think that people are jealous of me and I ignore them.
Rashie does not feel close to anyone at school and claims, “it is not important to
have friends.” Other children in AIM stay away from him but respect him because
of his artistic talent. Rashie described himself in the following way:
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I am negative. I don’t have happy thoughts about myself. Kids tease me. My
mom says they are jealous because I have a good heart. I feel sad and hurt
most of the time. Sometimes when I am nice to people, they use it against
me. I want to be good but sometimes I have to be mean. I can’t trust anyone.
After spending time in the AIM program, Rashie seemed to find outlets for his
anger and appeared to gain stronger coping skills. One such outlet was art: “When I
am angry I scribble, I write, draw and express my feelings.” Although afraid of
“gangs and bad kids,” Rashie has become more secure in his objection to their
temptations: “Bad kids follow you and try to get you to do drugs or buy drugs.
They follow you until you give in but I refuse to let them influence me.”
Rashie continues to visit the center. He has made positive relationships with the
staff, and the AIM art studio offers him a safe space to escape from the dangers of
his neighborhood.

JONATHAN
Jonathan is an 11-year-old African American who lives with his mom in a lower middle income Black community on the East Side. Although his mom is active in the
community and is very strict with her child, his father has been in jail for the past 5
years. Jonathan harbors a great deal of anger and resentment toward his father but has
a nurturing attitude toward his mother. Jonathan was a participant in a mentor program at the center and when he heard about the AIM program, he joined.
Jonathan is quiet, shy, athletic, and very interested in science. Of his physical
appearance, he said,
Skinny is just the way I am. It’s not good or bad, it is just the way I look. I am
unique because I get good grades. Others tell me that I need to change my attitude but I don’t agree. It is important to stand up for myself.
According to the teachers, Jonathan is not particularly interested in art, but he
“loves drawing caricatures and super heroes.” He likes the social aspect of the
classes and is well liked by the other kids. Despite his shyness, he is considered a
leader in the classes. He does a lot of “clowning around” in the classroom but remains very respectful of his teachers.
At home, Jonathan lives in a structured, strict environment. Of it he said,
When I get home, I change my clothes, eat and do my homework. My mom
does not allow me to hang out with my friends unless she knows them and
their families personally. I don’t think this is fair and I wish my mom weren’t
so strict. I know she has to be.
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This strictness, Jonathan claimed, is one of the reasons he stays away from drugs
and alcohol:
I have been tempted to use drugs and alcohol by kids that I know. They also
try to get me to skip school. I have never tried these things because of my
mom and my future. If someone tempts me, I go tell my mom. I am close
with my mom and I talk with her about everything. I only think about my future and helping my mom.
Because the future is very important to Jonathan, he talks about it often with other
children, the teachers, and the AIM staff. Of his future he said,
I see a great job as a volcanologist. I see my mom being proud. A wife, nice
house, children, and a good neighborhood. I want my kids to attend the right
school. I wish my school were better but my mom is doing the best she can.
As mentioned, Jonathan is well liked by other children (as evidenced by interviews with other children in the AIM program), but he is not always sure about the
way others see him. Some days he has a good self-image but other days he is frustrated and feels that kids are jealous of him. He gets angry when he responds in a way
that he regrets later. According to Jonathan, “I don’t like my hair cut. Kids tease me.
They don’t like me because I have a good-looking haircut and I am tall. I think they
are jealous.” Jonathan initially exhibited a contradictory attitude about confrontational situations: “I tell people to mind their own business. If someone hit me I would
probably hit them back. But first I would tell the teacher. I have never been in a fight.”
During the last interview, Jonathan’s attitude was somewhat less ambiguous. When
asked what he would do if another child made him angry, he responded:
I ignore others when they make me angry. I block them out and don’t pay
them any attention. If someone hits me I will go psycho. I won’t hit them
back but I start using hand gestures and saying crazy things to them. I might
go and tell the principal. We are good friends. You have to be careful in
school because some kids fight because of accidental contact in the halls.
Jonathan is now in high school. He is a diligent student and plans to attend college to study science.

SHEILAY
A cousin of Jonathan’s, Sheilay joined AIM on his recommendation. She said that
art is an important part of her life:
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Making art has always been a part of my life since I was a small child. I hope
that I will learn new things like drawing techniques and mixing color. I also
enjoy talking to other kids and making new friends.
Sheilay is a 12-year-old African American girl and lives with her mom and dad in
the same neighborhood as her cousin Jonathan. She has a little sister and an older
brother. Although she and Jonathan are good friends, they disagree a lot in class
and “give each other a hard time.” Sheilay acts much older than she is. She is a nurturer and spends a lot of time helping the teachers and the younger children in the
program. She has a good self-image, although it is laden with outside influences on
her notions of beauty:
I am smart, adventurous, nice, and sometimes I am mean. I am moody. I get
very good grades in school but I can always do better. I am different in society because I am an African American female. I get mad when people think
that Blacks are dumb. There are so many smart Blacks. I wish I were thinner
and had longer hair. (Note: This child is not overweight)
Sheilay is a strong girl and prides herself on her ability to cope with life’s
problems:
Even though I have a lot of conflicts in my life, I will not use drugs. So many
kids are not in school because they are dead. So many young fathers are in
jail and don’t get to see their kids grow up. TV says that drugs can make you
feel good but that is only for a short time and then you will feel worse.
She has a positive outlook on life and says, “I am outgoing. I don’t care what other
people think about me. I am not foolish like some other teenagers. I try to think before I speak. My artistic talent is what I like best about myself.”
Sheilay is quite open with the teachers and staff about the problems in her life.
She longs to “live a middle class life with a family.” She wants to “get out of the
ghetto” and to “marry someone wonderful who will be nice to [her].” Sheilay is
very concerned and sometimes even preoccupied with the future of Blacks, especially Black girls. Of them she says, “Black girls have problems that other people
don’t. They have babies because they want someone they can love that will love
them in return. How can we help them?”
Sheilay has high expectations for herself and says that she wants to be a doctor
and has asked the staff several times about setting up meetings with her and an African American doctor. In her words, she would like a mentor who can “show her
the ropes” in the medical future. According to Sheilay,
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I would like to become a doctor that will go to the other places—poor places
around the world like Africa and work there to help people. My mom is sick
and cannot do a lot with us. I don’t want other kids to go through this so I will
be a doctor and cure everyone’s mother.
Sheilay is now in high school and is enrolled in college preparatory classes. She is
a volunteer with the AIM program and has encouraged other children to join AIM.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
From interviews with 40 children in the AIM program, we have learned much about
being a child at the beginning of the 21st century. Our purpose was to share this
knowledge. We hoped to shed light on the thoughts, experiences, and realities of
children living in challenging environments. As noted by John Dewey (Jackson,
1998), the process of making art can have a significant impact on learning and
self-discovery. Although we are not claiming that the AIM program was the singular
impetus for any changes in attitude, feelings, self-esteem, and anger control among
these children, the children themselves acknowledged the significant impact in their
lives due to their involvement in the program. They did not use the language of scholars and researchers, but in their own words they talked about resiliency: “I can think
for myself,” “I like who I am,” “I refuse to let them [bad kids] influence me,” “I ignore
others when they make me angry,” “I don’t care what other people think about me.”
Individually and uniquely, they found ways to make wise and healthy decisions despite their exposure to risk—risks of which they are very aware.
From Jesse, Rashie, Jonathan, and Sheilay, we learn much about the difficulties
that children confront and the many responsibilities that they juggle. These responsibilities range from housework, to babysitting, to caring for a sick parent: All are
essential to the inner workings of their families. Despite disagreements with their
parents’ perspectives or dislike of the environment in which they live, they show
great love and respect for the adults in their lives (Oreck et al., 1999; Otterbourg,
2000). These parental or adult relationships are crucial to the future of these children (Fiske, 1999). The relationships AIM participants had with their parents illustrate what Oreck et al. described as the vital role that parents play in the support of
artistic development on the part of their children.
Lengthy discussions during interviews and observations in the classroom tell us
that children crave interaction with adult mentors (Baxley, 1993; Bernard, 1992).
They enjoy engaging in dialog about current events, teen issues, music, art, and
their future. We need to provide more opportunities for children to discuss their
concerns with adults in relaxed settings (Csikszentimihalyi & Larson, 1984). Conversations were especially candid with artists and teachers who did not have to focus on disciplinary matters. Moreover, as Heath and Roach (1999) and Hilliard
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(personal communication, September 14, 2001) claimed, the children excelled and
benefitted from the high expectations placed on them by the art teachers in the
AIM program. Jesse, in particular, noticed the improvement in her artistic ability
and her confidence level.
Jesse and Sheilay show us that children need to know that there are multiple
definitions of beauty. Their new attitude toward beauty manifests itself in art.
Many of the children discovered that talent, self-confidence, style, a sense of humor, charm, and varying skin tones and hair can all be forms of beauty, and these
forms of beauty can be depicted in art. For many of the AIM children, feeling good
about oneself led to a stronger sense of security and an ability to resist temptation.
Many of the children also noticed that the artists did not always conform to societal
expectations, that peer pressure or ridicule did not make them give up their ideas.
This appreciation of individuality helped students build their self-esteem and may
be one reason why a participant like Jesse, for example, began to appreciate her
light, freckled Mexican skin. Whereas London (1994) focused on the student’s
new appreciation of beauty in his or her surroundings, we hold that making art can
influence internal perceptions of beauty.
In conventional settings, like schools, there are “right” ways of doing tasks
(Baxley, 1993). When making art, there are multiple ways of seeing the world, and
risk taking is encouraged—be it with color mixing or the subjects of one’s art. Students learn that it is permissible to fail because there are always other skills to master. For example, Rashie may be good at painting but Jonathan can make the classroom a more enjoyable place to be. Learning that there are multiple ways of
accomplishing a task, demonstrating talent, and viewing the world was instrumental in developing the conflict resolution skills of the AIM students. Knowing that
an issue is not always “black and white” and that they do not always have to be
right, students began to avoid conflict (Rashie), ignore conflict (Jonathan,
Sheilay), or use discussion as a method of approaching conflict (Jesse). Through
mentoring from teachers and exposure to art and artistic methods, the children began to see problems as complex and multidimensional.
Given the environments in which these children exist, learn, and grow, the AIM
program and programs like it can be the valuable link to a promising future (Witt,
1997). AIM is able to be successful because of its nexus of support in the community (Creative Partnerships for Prevention, 1998; Fiske, 1999; Heath & Roach,
1999; Otterbourg, 2000). Regardless of the dedicated children and teachers, without funding, school and parental support, publicity, and an outlet for the artistic
works of its participants, this program would not succeed. To ensure that these critical elements remain in place, programs like AIM need to create a web of interconnected support. This is essential, in the event that one source of support breaks
down or is eliminated. Children count on these programs to bring them new experiences—self-discovery, problem-solving skills, opportunities for positive risk taking, and the mastery of artistic skills (Baxley, 1993; Clawson & Coolbaugh, 2001;
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Fiske, 1999; Horowitz, 1980; London, 1994). One must ask, what would happen to
a child like Rashie without an artistic outlet, and even more important, without a
place to go during the summer when school is closed? Where would Rashie’s time
be spent if he were not visiting the art studio? When after-school programs are
phased out, it can be quite damaging to a child (Fiske, 1999; Heath & McLaughlin,
1993; Lakes, 1996; McLaughlin et al., 1994). Given the success stories presented
in the literature, it is imperative that programs turn to each other for expertise and
assistance rather than operating in a vacuum within their respective neighborhoods
and cities. Otherwise, they will be plagued by constant funding concerns, a lack of
community support, and low levels of parent involvement.
A trusting, caring relationship builds self-confidence (Fiske, 1999; Heath &
McLaughlin, 1993; Lakes, 1996; McLaughlin et al., 1994) and creates
strong-willed children. These children are more likely to hold themselves in high
regard and thus avoid the use of drugs and alcohol. The AIM children who felt the
strongest in their refusal of temptations were those who lived rich, full lives—they
played soccer or basketball, acted in school plays, read, helped out at home, and attended art class (Fiske, 1999; Heath & McLaughlin, 1993; Lakes, 1996;
McLaughlin et al., 1994). When children have diversions and special interests,
they are less likely to look for negative stimuli. Such was the case for both Rashie
and Jesse. For Rashie, the AIM program provided a place for him to “scribble, …
write, draw, and express [his] feelings” when he was angry. For Jesse, AIM was an
outlet for her frustration with other girls. It was on the canvas that she could deal
with her insecurities and fears—rather than exposing them to the girls at school.
The literature tells us that to counteract the undesirable behaviors that can take
place during after-school hours, we must provide alternatives to boredom, provide
opportunities for children to establish trusting relationships with adults, foster positive self-esteem, and increase resiliency. The AIM program and programs like it
offer a viable alternative to the risk factors present in society. They also help children to discover their voice, their autonomy from their surrounding environment,
and their own personal power. Therefore, art programs can help children to become more resilient, give them the skills to be independent, and most important,
foster an ability to step outside of their personal situations and take control of their
lives and their futures.
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