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ABSTRACT 
 

 This study examines the experiences of high school students who participated in the 2011 

Black Belt 100 Lenses Summer Camp, a participatory media program implemented in 

Alabama’s rural Black Belt region.  A multimethod bricolage approach was employed in order to 

gain diverse perspectives through interviews, focus groups, surveys, and analysis of participant 

photographs and writings.  Diverse theoretical perspectives—constructivism, critical pedagogy, 

Paulo Freire’s Education for Critical Consciousness, poststructuralism, and feminist theory—

informed my analysis and findings.  Analysis of participant interviews led to the emergence of 

the overarching concepts seeing differently and getting out there as metaphors of experience.  

These concepts frame a discussion of the interactions students had with one another to form 

meaning during and after the camp.  Connections are drawn between the structured and 

unstructured points of interaction during the camp and the following learning and innovation 

skills and processes:  creativity, critical thinking, collaboration, communication, and confidence.  

Students reported the development of all of these skills and the processes and environments 

leading to their development are discussed. 

 This study also examines relevant literature on participatory photography projects, 

including photovoice and Literacy Through Photography, and the commonalities and distinctions 

between Black Belt 100 Lenses and other projects around the world.  Following a critical 

pedagogic commitment to place and local knowledge, a discussion of the Black Belt region and 

students’ relationships to their communities is included. 
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Ultimately, this study makes an argument for the importance of diverse interaction in a creative 

learning environment and the conditions and impacts of the development of learning and 

innovation skills and confidence.  Although the study is not intended to provide a road map for 

the development of similar participatory projects, there is a great deal of information included on 

the development, theoretical influences, and practical considerations that have formed Black Belt 

100 Lenses.  This study is valuable for a range of people from community-based arts 

practitioners, educators, methodologists, photographers, community developers, and people with 

an interest in the Black Belt region. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Photography-based youth programs and research projects in the past decade have 

drastically increased, but there is a noticeable gap in knowledge about how these programs 

actually impact the youth who participate in them.1  Numerous studies report benefits to the 

youth who participate in these projects, but they often do not carefully examine the processes and 

interactions that led to the positive outcomes reported.2 3  This study focuses on the ways 

students who participate in the Black Belt 100 Lenses (BB100L) program make meaning of their 

experiences and how those experiences inform participants’ practices.  This study seeks to 

explore interactions between students, the ways students developed learning and innovation 

skills through their participation, and how participation informs student perspectives.  A 

qualitative bricolage approach has been employed—and multiple types of data have been 

analyzed—in order to develop knowledge that is local, dynamic, and based in an epistemology of 

complexity.  Although the study has broad implications for future research and program 

development, the focus of this study is on a particular project that is implemented with high 

school students in a specific region—Alabama’s Black Belt.   

 

                                                
1	  Wendy Luttrell and Richard Chalfan, "Lifting up voices of participatory visual 

research," Visual Studies 25, (2010): 197-200. 
 
2 Caricia Catalani and Meredith Minkler, "Photovoice: A Review of the Literature in 

Health and Public Health," Health Education & Behavior 37 (2010): 424-451. 
	  
3	  Robin Wright, et al., "Community-Based Arts Program for Youth in Low-Income 

Communities: A Multi-Method Evaluation," Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal 23 
(2006): 636.	  



 

2 
 

 

Concise Black Belt 100 Lenses Program Background 

BB100L is an evolving program that has worked with Alabama high school students 

since it was founded in 2007.  BB100L is a partnership between the University of Alabama 

Center for Community-Based Partnerships (CCBP), the Black Belt Community Foundation 

(BBCF), the Alabama State Council on the Arts, public and private schools in twelve Alabama 

counties, community artists, and students from the University of Alabama Creative Writing MFA 

program.  BB100L seeks to depict the culture of the Black Belt region of Alabama through the 

eyes of the youth who call the region home. The BB100L method combines photography, 

writing, performance, and grassroots social action, encouraging students to think critically about 

the issues in their communities and to take charge as leaders to address those issues through 

creative activities, civic discussion, participation, and action.                                                                                                                                      

 High school students from public and private schools in Alabama’s Black Belt 

region document and define what their culture means to them through the use of photography, 

creative writing, interviews, discussions and performances. Participants capture, articulate, and 

share both the positive and negative aspects of their communities and learn about the history of 

the Black Belt region.  The mission of B100L is to give youth a voice and a forum to raise and 

address issues that affect them and their communities through analyzing and depicting the 

culture of the Black Belt region.  Figure 1 depicts the counties where BB100L is implemented 

and is the region defined as the Black Belt for the purposes of this study.    
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Figure 1- Map of Alabama Black Belt Counties 

 

 BB100L grew out of a need to provide a forum for the youth of the Alabama Black Belt 

region to voice the appreciation they have for their culture, and to address the concerns they have 

about their communities. Elliot Knight, a doctoral student at the University of Alabama, worked 

with Dr. Samory Pruitt, vice president for Community Affairs at the University of Alabama, to 
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come up with a plan to bring 100 Lenses to the Black Belt.  With Dr. Pruitt’s guidance, a 

partnership was born between the Black Belt Community Foundation; the University 

of Alabama’s Center for Community-Based Partnerships; and the Alabama State Council on the 

Arts.  Felecia Jones, Whitney Green, and Kristin Law have all worked on the program as 

employees of BBCF and myself, Heather Pleasants, and Meredith Randall have represented 

CCBP in the partnership.  After a successful pilot program in Sumter County in 2007, BB100L 

has gone on to work with high school students in all twelve counties of the Black Belt region and 

has held over twenty exhibitions across the state displaying the students’ photography 

and writing.4                                                                                         

 BB100L hosted its first summer camp program in 2010, which brought students from 

different counties together to allow for meaningful social interaction and in-depth discussions 

about community concerns. Students also interacted with BBCF community associates to 

develop action plans on how to improve the Black Belt.5  The 2012 camp recruitment brochure 

lets students know that by participating in the program they will explore the culture of their 

community through photography, writing, and discussion, interact with other students through 

fun and educational activities on the campus of the university of Alabama, develop a greater 

                                                
4	  The majority of exhibitions have been held in the Black Belt communities at highly 

public locations like courthouses, libraries, and museums such as the Tuskegee Airmen Museum.  
Exhibitions have also been located outside of the Black Belt at the Montgomery Museum of Fine 
Arts, the Jule Collins Smith Museum of Art in Auburn, the Alabama School of Fine Arts in 
Birmingham, and the Bama Theatre in Tuscaloosa. Alabama Congresswoman Terri Sewell has 
also displayed BB100L photographs in her District 7 Alabama offices as well as in her 
Washington D.C. office.	  	  	  	  	  

	  
5	  According to the BBCF website, “Community Associates are volunteers that share our 

vision for their communities in the region. They have the opportunity to serve on committees, 
organize grant-seeker’s workshops, host fundraising events, and provide a source for future 
Foundation board members.” 
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understanding and appreciation of the history and people of the Black Belt region, identify issues 

and areas of concern that face Black Belt residents and generate ideas for improvement, and 

expand leadership skills through community awareness and critical thinking.  Table 1 gives an 

overview of one year of activities related to the summer camp.  Table 2 provides an overview of 

the activities that occur during the week of the camp.  For a more detailed discussion of the 

activities that take place during the camp, please see the annotated camp schedule (Appendix A). 
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Table 1- Annual Camp Timeline Overview 
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Table 2- Week of Summer Camp Timeline Overview 
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Personal Narrative on the Development of BB100L 

 Black Belt 100 Lenses began as just 100 Lenses on the University of Alabama campus in 

2006.  In 2006, I was working at the university student newspaper, The Crimson White, as the 

Director of Photography.  I would routinely cover different events on campus and take portraits 

for profile stories.  In the fall of 2006, the Crossroads Community Center first opened its doors 

as a department in the Division of Community Affairs.  For an article about the opening of the 

center, I went over to take a portrait of the new director, Bettina Byrd-Giles, in her office.  

Bettina and I began to talk about photography and she mentioned a project she had done in the 

past at a workshop where everyone in the group was given a camera and asked to go out and 

document something from their own perspective.  I do not think that we talked very much about 

it at this point, but we did make a plan to meet again and brainstorm some ideas about doing a 

photography project on the UA campus as part of future Crossroads programming.  When we 

met again, we talked more about the photographic activity she had taken part in and she first 

introduced me to the Photovoice method.  Around this time, I read briefly about Photovoice and 

a few of the ways it had been used around the world.   

 I remember meeting in Bettina’s office and talking about where the cameras would come 

from, who all would participate, how the photos would be selected for presentation, and other 

such questions.  We decided to bring more people onto the team to implement the project and I 

recruited Bethany Collins to help out and Bettina worked with Michael Giles to coordinate 

recruitment.  Giles was a graduate assistant in Crossroads, and he managed all of the participant 

recruitment, getting cameras to participants and collecting cameras.  Bethany was an 

undergraduate in her senior year and was double-majoring in studio art and journalism.  I had 
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classes with Bethany before and knew that we had some similar interests with the overlap 

between photojournalism and art, and she agreed to help on the project.   

 Bethany and I were mainly interested in what to do with all of the photographs once they 

had been taken and how to create a display that showcases so many different perspectives.  We 

spent time brainstorming designs for the display, coming up with a budget for materials and 

putting everything together.   The design we went with was to build a large frame, around 5 feet 

tall and 9 feet wide, that would sit around a mosaic of 4”x6” images mounted on a large sheet of 

rigid foam insulation.   Between 200-300 photographs were displayed on the mosaic.  The foam 

board was painted black and the photos were spaced as evenly as possible with small gaps 

between them.   We thought that by having all of the photos be the same size, none would be 

privileged over others and that the viewer could spend a very long time looking at all of the 

images and reflecting on them.   

 One motivation behind the project was to help the new Crossroads staff gain a more 

complex understanding of the campus and culture of the University.  The project also provided 

an opportunity for each participant to think critically about their experiences at UA and what was 

most important and figure out how to communicate that visually through their 3 favorite images.  

I do not think I really grasped the power of the process at this early point and was not thinking 

consciously about the processes of defining people, places, and objects as important through the 

act of taking a photograph.  I must have known this intuitively as a photographer, but I cannot 

remember actually making the connections between all of these things until later.   

 After all of the students had taken their images, they came by Crossroads to pick out their 

top 3 images to be included in the mosaic.  I think about 75-80 students participated, although we 



 

10 
 

had originally planned for 100 to take part, hence the name of the program.  Once these images 

had been selected, Bethany and I proceeded to build the display.   

 A reception was scheduled once the mosaic was completed and installed outside of the 

Crossroads office in the Ferguson Center, which is where I first started to see the potential power 

in a project like this.  The mosaic is large enough for multiple people to stand in front of at one 

time, but the photos are so numerous and relatively small in size, that the viewers have to engage 

with the piece instead of passively glancing.  Each time I would walk through the Ferguson 

Center, more people would be crowding around and looking at the mosaic.  At the reception, I 

heard many people asking each other questions: Where is your photo? Where was that taken?  

Why was it important to you? I saw things that I had never noticed in the three and a half years I 

had lived in Tuscaloosa.  I think at that point what stood out to me most was the multiplicity of 

perspectives contained in the piece that all had a common theme of campus experience.   This 

experience was the beginning of a path of thinking about the possibilities for conversation and 

collective understanding possible through participatory photography.  These ideas were the 

foundation for the project and interested me greatly, although I was just beginning to grasp the 

power and possibilities underlying the processes.  

 Initially, the project was planned as a one-time thing and I was not really thinking much 

else about it as I was working to finish all of my classes in order to graduate.  It was a great 

experience and I really enjoyed the process, but I was pursuing photography and a degree in 

visual communication, and had yet to make the jump from doing photography myself to creating 

opportunities for others to engage with photography.  I did not want to be a teacher at that point, 

but I also did not know what else I wanted to do.   
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At some point in 2006, I had gotten an email from the Honors College saying they would like to 

begin having exhibitions of artwork in the student lounge.  I replied to the email and before I 

knew it, was talking with the Dean of the Honors College and planning an exhibition of my 

photographs.  I was taking photography classes in the art department at this time and spending an 

incredible amount of time in the dark room, so my show was all silver gelatin prints even 

through I was shooting digital already for several years at this point.  At the exhibit reception, a 

representative from something called Creative Campus showed up and gave me a certificate.  

Creative Campus was staring a program where student artwork would be displayed in buildings 

around campus, and I guess mine was the first to have been put up since they were working on 

the initiative.  Regardless, that is how I first learned about Creative Campus, but I would later be 

selected as an intern for the organization for the following year.  That year would be the first that 

Creative Campus had really tried out the internship program and there was a lot of excitement, 

but also a lot of frustration, as we tried to forge a path for ourselves and for the fledgling 

organization.  I worked with another “creative community” intern planning and thinking about 

events and others ways to connect the larger Tuscaloosa community (and beyond) to the campus 

community.  One of the great things that I gained from Creative Campus was the beginning of an 

understanding of how to move from and idea to an actual event or program.  During the spring 

semester of 2007, Creative Campus hired consultants from Callahan Consulting for the Arts to 

help us define the organization’s mission, vision, objectives, and goals.  As part of the consultant 

visit, we had an all-day series of workshops at a conference room in Rose Administration.  We 

talked about mission statements, strategic planning, and all kinds of stuff that was very new to 

me.  One thing that I do remember very vividly is a worksheet that they passed out that was 

supposed to be helpful as we begin brainstorming and planning new programs.  We were 
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supposed to break into pairs and come up with a hypothetical project and then fill out the 

worksheet based on that idea.  Bettina and I partnered together and as a hypothetical project, 

brainstormed what it would look like to do something like 100 Lenses in an external community.  

I believe that this meeting was in the early part of the spring semester and I was due to graduate 

later that year, so I was trying to figure out what would come next for me.  After the Callahan 

consulting meeting, I began to think more about the possibilities of implementing a project like 

100 Lenses in other communities and in the Black Belt, specifically.  Using the worksheet that 

Callahan gave me and other resources and skills I had learned through my year as a Creative 

Campus intern, I began to sketch out what a project like this might look like and contacted Dr. 

Pruitt to share my ideas with him and get feedback about the feasibility of the University 

supported such a project.   After learning that he was receptive to the idea, I began planning more 

and once again asked Bethany if she wanted to partner on the program.  Bethany was also about 

to graduate and was also unsure of her next steps, so we began developing the project and talking 

more with University leadership regarding what the program might look like.  Initially, Bethany 

and I just wanted a job, after four years of college, and tried to propose the creation of two staff 

positions for us to develop and administer the program.  I found out that things in higher 

education don’t exactly work that way, but we were offered graduate assistantships, which would 

pay tuition as well as a monthly stipend in return for developing and implementing BB100L.  I 

began figuring out how to apply for graduate school, taking tests, and writing letters.  I decided 

to apply to the American Studies program and was accepted.  Bethany also decided to apply for 

the America Studies program, but she never actually began classes that next fall.   

 My assistantship placed me in the Center for Community-Based Partnerships under the 

direction of the Director of Community-Development, Chris Spencer. Chris was from the Black 
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Belt and was involved in the initial planning process once we decided to partner with the Black 

Belt Community Foundation.  At this point in the project, all we knew was that we wanted to 

give cameras to somebody, but we were undecided on who we would work with. We talked 

about working with adults, community leaders, elders, but ultimately decided to work with the 

youth of the region.  I think this decision was made for many reasons, some of them beyond me, 

but I thought that students would be more likely to tell things the way they were instead of sugar 

coating things or just saying things that were politically correct.  We also thought that it would 

be easy to get access to students either during or after school and that they may have more time 

to meet than a group of community leaders.  I think that it was a good move to partner with 

schools in the region, and I wish we could have done more over the years to build on the 

relationships that were developing with the teachers, administrators, and students from these 

schools.  One possible reason for the lack of support and continuing involvement in some of the 

school districts could be because of the initial approach.   First contact regarding participation in 

BB100L was with the school superintendent, who then bought into the idea and sent word down 

the chain that their schools would be participating.  Looking back, this could, and probably did in 

some cases, result in principals and teachers participating just to please the superintendent 

without having any real buy-in to the idea or goals of the program.  

 Even after we had decided to work with students, we still didn’t know if it would be 

better to work with high school students or middle school, and we tried working with both in the 

Sumer county pilot, but ultimately chose to work with High School students.  One of the 

frustrations of the work has been that folks are always saying, “oh, you should do the program 

with this group, or this group,” and I think that it could certainly be done with very diverse 
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groups, but we never had the time or resources to implement the project beyond the scope of 

places we worked with.   

 We established an advisory committee in each county to oversee the implementation of 

the project there as well as select the students who would participate.  These advisory 

committees were made up of BBCF Community Associates, teachers, headmasters and other 

interested community members.  At one of the first meetings with a group in Sumter County, I 

encountered a realization about race.  At some point during the meeting, a woman told me that I 

needed to be careful and not talk about ‘those people.’ At the time and ever since, I cannot recall 

what I said that made her call attention to my speech, but I think I must have said something 

about either the students we were working with or the community in a way that brought up racial 

divides and made it seem as if I was disparaging a particular group.  Even though I did not feel 

as if I had intentionally said anything offensive or implying superiority, I learned a very 

important lesson that day about the assumptions I have and how they may manifest as well as 

that I was working in new territory, in territory that had unresolved issues that had bubbled and 

festered for centuries.   

 Before beginning to develop this program, I knew extremely little about the Black Belt.  I 

had grown up on the eastern side of Alabama, just one county above the Black Belt.  Despite the 

close proximity, I had never really learned or thought much about the area, and the only time I 

had really spent there was at my uncle’s hunting land or driving through en route to the beach.  I 

have recently learned that most of my ancestors have been in Alabama since before the Civil 

War and that one of my grandmothers had grown up in Macon county, her family having lived in 

that Black Belt county since at least 1850.  I feel much more of a connection to the region now 

that I have spent many hours driving its back roads, talking to its residents, photographing its 
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buildings and landscapes, and have learned about my ancestors.  Even with this knowledge and 

experience, I am still very much an outsider in the Black Belt.  My outsider status is outwardly 

conveyed through my long hair and from walking around with a camera.  I walk through the 

downtowns slowly looking about and thinking, often about the past, and taking photos of things 

that most other folks overlook.  I have been very aware of this outsider status as I have worked in 

the Black Belt and sometimes feel very awkward, although most all of the people I have worked 

with have been friendly, generous and have made me feel very welcomed.  I started wearing 

boots at some point and remember consciously wearing them to meetings in Wilcox County so 

the students would feel like I was more of an insider.  The boots were not solely related to my 

work in the Black Belt, but have a lot to do with a growing comfort with the past, my history, 

and history more generally.  In high school, I had a lot of friends who were pretty country and 

wore boots and I never wore them because I did not want to be considered just a country-boy 

from Alabama.  I was an artist and a hippie and sometimes an intellectual, drummer, president of 

the government club, and I was going to leave Alabama as soon as I finished university and go 

somewhere far, far away.   Developing the Black Belt 100 Lenses project has drastically changed 

my relationship with this place.  I began to appreciate the natural beauty I had taken for granted 

and began discovering a rich artistic heritage that flows deep in this state.  The desire to get away 

from Alabama subsided as I met people doing amazing things in little places like Greensboro, 

Gordo, and Camden.   

 As I grew more comfortable with my heritage, I also learned more about the challenges 

facing the residents and communities of the Black Belt.  As I gained a fuller understanding of the 

complex problems, I also knew that BB100L and myself were not an answer to all of these 

problems directly.  The whole project is designed to make the participants the experts on their 
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lives and their communities and I never pretended to have the answers.  The project was 

supposed to create a space for the students to define for themselves what the important 

challenges are and communicate about those to one another and larger publics.     

 Sometime during the first summer doing the pilot project in Sumter County, 

Bethany decided that going to Graduate school was not what she wanted to do next with her life 

and she took an arts education job in New Mexico and quit working with BB100L.  I remember 

being quite frustrated with the project at this time, as I was encountering a number of challenges.  

The logistical issues of working with people in such a broad geographic area and getting people 

to one location, even within the same town or county, has remained a central challenge 

throughout the program. 

After Bethany’s departure in August 2007, I began to work more closely with Whitney 

Green, who was the Arts Coordinator at the BBCF until February 2011.  Whitney helped do a lot 

of the coordination of community associates and advisory committees and I focused more on the 

photography and exhibit aspects of the program, although as time progressed, these aspects 

became increasingly collaborative.  I now realize that in the early days of the project, we focused 

much more on products than process.  The outcomes of the work in each county were more 

focused on an exhibit, a short film, and eventually a book, which is likely one reason there were 

so many frustrations in the beginning.  At that point, I had never taken any education classes or 

developed lesson plans and had really never taught photography formally beyond a small 

workshop.  As I took graduate classes and read more of the philosophical frameworks and 

examples of other projects, I began to realize that the products are important, but they are not in 

themselves the end goal. Rather, they are by-products of the process.  I feel as if the first few 

counties I was so focused on the products that much was lost from the process.   As my 
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understanding shifted to focus more on the process, the exhibits were still an integral part and 

gave us something to collectively work towards, but they became secondary to the space in the 

middle of actually taking the pictures, having conversations about them, writing about them, and 

encouraging the students to engage with one another, define and discuss the challenges as well as 

the positive aspects of their communities.   

 The Sumter County pilot exhibition in January 2008 was well attended and received a 

good bit of attention from the local media as well as the Tuscaloosa News, who sent a 

photographer and writer down to Livingston to cover the event.  The exhibition marked the 

conclusion of the project in Sumer County for the time being, although we did host an exhibition 

of Sumter County photographs at the Crossroads Community Center lounge on the University 

campus. A number of the students traveled to the University for an opening reception.  Even 

from this first pilot, we were trying to figure out ways to bring the students to the University, but 

I was equally excited about sharing the student work with others form outside of the Black Belt 

region where the photographs had been taken.   After seeing how excited students are when they 

come to campus, I now better understand the value of brining them here, but I have never felt 

compelled to bring students to the campus in order to convince them to attend here, or to attend 

any college, for that matter.  I think higher education is a viable path for many students, but I do 

acknowledge that college is not for everyone nor is college the guaranteed ticket to success and 

prosperity it once was.    

 Exhibiting the student’s work both within their communities as well as externally has 

been a central component of the program.  I believe it was important to show this insider-

defined-version of the Black Belt to people living outside of the region, because in many ways 

the photographs went against the stereotypical conceptions about the region.  Although we left 
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the assignments very open to the students, the majority of the photographs that students took 

were of positive aspects of their communities.  Looking back, I think the reasons for this 

majority representation of positive aspects in the pilot program were much more complex than I 

first thought.  Initially, I believed that the students did not see their own lives and the lives of 

their friends and neighbors the way that the statistics and popular representation depicted the 

region.  I still think this is part of the reason, but also feel the students may have been swayed by 

advisory committee members and others to represent the positive things in order to make their 

community look better.  Another reason could be that many of the challenges facing the 

communities are complex and can be abstract and harder to translate into a photograph than one 

celebrating the natural beauty of the landscape.  In later implementations, though, students 

illustrated complex issues like inadequate infrastructure through simple photographs of pothole-

plagued roads.   

 After the Sumter County pilot, the program was taken to Greene County, which presented 

fewer logistical challenges since the public and private schools in the county were within 

walking distance of one another.  Another central goal of the program, which has been seldom, if 

ever, articulated publicly, is to bring together diverse racial groups of students for meaningful 

social interaction.  Although the demographics in the region are beginning to diversify, African-

American and White are traditionally the groups referred to when talking about race in the Black 

Belt.  The private academy we worked with in Greene County is integrated, so the discussion 

sessions between the public and private schools was more organic than it has been in some other 

counties.  I really began to focus on the film portion of the project In Green County, which 

entailed filming the photo and issue discussion sessions, students reading their creative 

submissions and then craft a short film that would be shown at the exhibition and online.  The 
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film component was strongly tied to the ideas about showing the student’s perspectives both 

within and outside of their community.  Students read their creative submissions aloud in 

different location around the school and the discussion sessions where the students talked about 

their images were also recorded.   

 The large group discussions consisted of around fifteen to twenty students, who would 

each have a chance to talk about their photographs, where they were taken, and why they were 

meaningful.  It was sometimes hard to engage the students, which is understandable since they 

would sit there for an hour waiting to share their photographs and did not initially have much 

instruction about how to talk about their photos.  Ideally, we would have had much more time to 

work with the students in small groups and would have more instruction for them on how to talk 

about their work.  These components later became part of the camp structure.  

 The exhibition in Greene County was in the summer of 2008 and was in the county 

courthouse in downtown Eutaw, which was very different than the art gallery where the Sumter 

exhibition had been held.   As we had started in Sumter, there was a program where everyone 

spoke and all the students had an opportunity to get up and share about their images and their 

engagement with the project.  Other than telling the students they would have an opportunity to 

talk about their photos and their experience, there was really not that much guidance or time to 

directly work with students on developing what they would say as part of the program.  Also, the 

project leadership decided on the program structure with input from the advisory committee, and 

we lacked direct input from the students.  Ideally, we would have time to let the students think 

through what they want to talk about, even write it out and do a trial run and work more on the 

statements.  It would also have been much more engaging for the students if they were involved 

directly in the planning process for the exhibition and program.  
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 After implementing the project in Greene County, we began getting things set up in Hale, 

Macon, and Perry Counties, where the program was implemented in 2009.  The meetings in Hale 

County were held at the technology center and the Hale County Board of Education, which had a 

great technology set-up allowing us to easily share student photographs with the group.  At this 

point, we had evolved a better understanding of the advisory committee and how to work with 

them throughout the process.  All of the teachers we worked with in Hale County were 

supportive of the project and tried hard to make sure the students did everything they needed to 

do, although there were some logistical challenges as the county had only one art teacher who 

divided his time between five high schools.  Macon County was quite challenging logistically 

because it is a three-hour drive from Tuscaloosa.  The two public schools in Macon County are a 

good distance apart so there were some issues getting all of the students to one place for the 

group meetings.  We also began working on Perry County during this time, and I think that one 

of the big challenges that we faced was the overlap of timelines for each county.   As one 

exhibition was being prepared for, we were in the middle of the process with another county, and 

the beginning of the process for another, which resulted in confusion and made it more difficult 

to ensure everything was in place for a particular aspect of the project at any given time.   

 There were times when the advisory committees made decisions that were questions by 

the project leadership, specifically in the decision to host the Macon County exhibition at the 

Tuskegee Airmen Museum instead of a location where more local residents would go to view the 

work.  The Airmen Museum was a wonderful place for the exhibition, and one of the Tuskegee 

Airmen was in attendance, but it is true that many local residents are not frequent visitors of the 

museum.  This example illustrates the tensions resulting from the negotiation of how much 

control to give the advisory committees and how much to retain in partnerships, which is a much 
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larger issue.  This issue was constantly in play, although it was not consciously acknowledged 

much of the time.  Whitney and I tried to figure out how to get the program done and how to let 

the community take ownership of the project, but unfortunately, I think, time was not on our side 

and more-often-than-not, discussions about the role of the advisory committees came down to 

what was in the best interest of the program rather than what was in the long-term interest of the 

communities and individuals we worked with.   Writing the previous passage provokes a tension 

in me and makes me recoil at the arrogance of assuming we might know best how to do things.  I 

think I have hidden behind the idea that I do not know what is best for the communities. I have 

not directly engaged issues which I saw as the responsibility of the actual community members, 

but I did still go into communities with a project, did not take the time to deeply understand the 

needs and dynamics of the individual communities, but expected everyone to participate and 

support the project and be happy we were there.   Sure, I can blame it on the lack of time, the 

large numbers of communities where we were working, and on my own naivety and ignorance 

from being new to this type of community work, but it still feels wrong.  It feels really weird to 

sit with these aspects of failure and explore them, without immediately moving to justifications 

or blames. It is necessary to just reflect, trying to dismantle or short-circuit that defensive reflex, 

and seek generative openings for understanding and acceptance, new perspectives, and lessons 

learned to emerge.   

 Out of these lessons we learned, the program began to evolve into its’ most recent 

summer camp format.  After Whitney and I attended a week of Literacy Through Photography 

training at the Center for Documentary Studies at Duke University in the summer of 2009, plans 

for a summer camp in 2010 began to emerge.  Below are a few of the key aspects we hoped to 

address with the new camp format: 
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• Allow more contact hours with students in a focused, intensive environment.   

• Enable us to work with students from all twelve counties on a continual basis rather than 

a few counties at a time. 

• Streamline the annual timeline so that key events would happen at set times. 

• Connect students with more qualified instructors and writing coaches. 

• Enable the inclusion of speakers addressing the history and culture of the Black Belt. 

• Allow for a deeper engagement in photography and other creative outlets.   

Background of the Problem 

         Complex societal challenges require critical perspectives as well as concerted collaborative 

action.  Research has consistently shown the value of arts as part of the educational process, but 

an emphasis on standardized testing as a measure of learning and funding cuts have reduced or 

eliminated access to arts programs in schools across the nation.6 7 This problem is compounded 

for schools in Alabama’s Black Belt region, which have been persistently underfunded because 

of unjust tax structures established by the 1901 Alabama Constitution8, and a trend of 

outmigration from the region9 resulting in a shrinking tax base.  Alabama’s Black Belt is a rural 

area where the legacy of slavery still lingers through virtually segregated public and private 

schools in some counties.  As Andrew Zekeri has noted, the segregated nature of some Black 

                                                
6	  Sandra S. Ruppert, Critical Evidence: How the Arts Benefit Student Acheivement, 

(National Assembly of State Arts Agencies with the Arts Education Partnership, 2006), 1. 
  
7 President's Committee on the Arts and Humanities, "Reinvesting in Arts Education: 

Winning America's Future Through Creative Schools," (Washington D.C., 2011), vi. 
  

	   8	  	  Wayne Flynt, Modern South: Alabama in the Twentieth Century (Tuscaloosa: UA 
Press, 2004). 18.	  	  
	  
	   9	  	  Allen Tullos, Alabama Getaway: The Political Imaginary and the Heart of Dixie 
(Athens: Georgia UP, 2011). 186.	  	  
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Belt communities results in an inability for collective local action to address community 

challenges.10   Media coverage of the Black Belt region has largely focused on negative aspects 

associated with poverty, illness, and lack of educational attainment. A series of articles in The 

Birmingham News has become symbolic of the negative portrayals by its characterization of the 

Black Belt as “Alabama’s Third World.”11  Walker Evans’ iconic photographs of Hale County 

sharecroppers in 1936 published in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men12 are regarded as the most 

important images he ever made.  

       What effect does all the outside attention and negative portrayals have on the citizens of the 

Black Belt region?  According to Nowell, “it is reasonable to suspect that negative 

characterizations of people and places imposed by outsiders and incorporated into one’s self 

identity may have significant implications for the personal sense of worth, self-efficacy, and 

overall mental health of residents” and the effects may be particularly strong for youth.13   One of 

the goals of BB100L is to provide an environment for students from the Black Belt to define for 

themselves what the Black Belt means to them and provide a context where positive 

representations of the region can come into conversation with the prevailing negative stereotypes 

that have persisted for generations.   Chapter two will take a closer look at the cultural, 

economic, geographic, and political factors that have and continue to shape life in Alabama’s 

                                                
10 Andrew A. Zekeri, "Community Action in Alabama's Black Belt Timber-Dependent 

Communities," Social Indicators Reseach 39 (1997): 203-228. 
	  

	   11	  	  The Birmingham News, The Black Belt: Alabama's Third World, 2002, 
http://www.al.com/specialreport/birminghamnews/?blackbelt.html (accessed January 21, 2012). 	  
	  
	   12	  James Agee and Walker Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1941/2001).	  
	  

13	  Branda L. Nowell, et al., "Revealing the Cues Within Community Places: Stories of 
Identity, History, and Possibility," American Journal of Community Psychology 37 (2006): 41. 
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Black Belt region.    

Statement of the Problem 

As BB100L evolved into a summer camp model in 2009-2010, it became clear that the 

program was positively impacting many of the students who participated, but exactly what these 

impacts were and how they took place was unclear.  Everyone involved with the program had 

ideas about what the program did for students, but we were missing a crucial piece of 

knowledge—the perspectives of the students who actually participated.  According to Norm 

Denzin, “The perspectives and experiences of those persons who are served by social justice 

programs must be grasped, interpreted, and understood, if solid, effective, applied programs are 

to be created.”14  In order to help develop understandings about the ways participatory media 

projects affect youth, this study was shaped to explore the ways students themselves make 

meaning of their experiences and how they describe the impacts of their participation. 

Purpose of the Study 

    The purpose of this study is to gain perspective on the way youth who are engaged in a 

participatory media project make meaning of their experience and articulate the value and impact 

of the process.  As participatory photography projects become more prevalent and more research 

in the social sciences utilizes visual methods, it is essential to develop deeper understandings of 

the ways individual participants make meaning of their experiences and how these experiences 

inform their everyday practices.  Developing this perspective will enable future researchers and 

project developers to more effectively design their projects to meet the needs of their participants 

and maximize the potential for positive development.  Personally, a goal of this research is to 

help me better understand the students I work with and the creative learning environments where 

                                                
14 Norm Denzin, The Qualitative Manifesto: A Call to Arms (Walnut Creek, CA: Left 

Coast Press, 2010). 25.	  	  
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we interact.  It is also my hope that this research will foster greater understanding of issues and 

challenges that have prevented access to education, healthcare, and economic opportunities in 

Alabama’s Black Belt.   This study is significant to multiple audiences because of its potential to 

help researchers and program developers gain a deeper understanding of dynamic creative 

learning environments, the roles of structured and unstructured interaction, and the development 

of innovation and learning skills such as creativity, collaboration, critical thinking, 

communication, and confidence.  Additionally, the findings of this study can potentially help 

students to realize the importance of their interactions with others unlike themselves, seeing 

multiple perspectives, and cultivating an active engagement with the world. Researchers, 

practitioners, educators, as well as citizens and community leaders will benefit from the findings 

and the processes that will be detailed in this research study. 

Research Questions 

       The following research questions have evolved from a very simple goal:  gaining a more 

complex understanding of BB100L from the perspective of students who have participated in the 

program.  In order to gain that knowledge, the following questions have guided my inquiry:  

1) How do students understand and make meaning of their experiences participating in BB100L? 

 1a) How do the interactions students have during the camp form their experiences and     
            inform their understandings of these experiences? 
 
 1b) How do the structured and unstructured interactional contexts at the    
              camp inform student’s experiences? 
 

2) How do these experiences inform student’s practices and perceptions? 

Scope of the Study and Methodology 

 BB100L was developed from multiple bodies of knowledge, diverse theories, 

experiences, and models, and from the needs of partnering community organizations.  The 
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photovoice model15, used extensively in public health related fields and often employed in the 

context of Community-Based Participatory Research (CPBR)16, originally inspired BB100L. 

However, BB100L differs significantly from photovoice and CBPR projects in its focus and 

goals.  BB100L is a freestanding and ongoing program designed to meet the needs of Black Belt 

youth and was not designed solely as a research project.  The distinction between BB100L and 

photovoice will be discussed further in Chapter three.  The focus of this study is on the 

experience of high school students who participated in the 2011 BB100L Program and Camp, 

and is designed to gain a deeper understanding of how individual students engage with the 

BB100L process and the effects this engagement may have on them.  A multimethod bricolage 

design has been employed in order to produce new complex knowledge.  A bricolage approach 

draws from multiple bodies of knowledge and disciplines and uses what works best for the 

specific task at hand rather than following a prescribed sequence of steps.  Advocating for a 

bricolage approach, Klinchloe and Berry argue that:  

 the researcher-as-bricoleur abandons the quest for some naïve concept of realism, 
 focusing instead on the clarification of his or her position in the web of reality and 
 the social locations of other researchers and the ways they  shape the production and 
 interpretation of knowledge. In this context, researchers move into the domain of 
 complexity.  The bricolage exists out of respect for the complexity of the lived world.  
 Indeed, it is grounded on an epistemology of complexity.17   

                                                
	   15	  	  Caroline Wang and Mary Ann Burris, "Photovoice: Concept, Methodology, and Use 
for Participatory Needs Assessment," Health Education & Behavior, 1997: 369-387.	  
	  
	   16	  CBPR is an approach to research that seeks to work with participants to co-create 
locally relevant knowledge and moves away from conceptions of research that conceptualize 
participants as passive subjects of research.  For further discussion, see the following:  
R. Koster, et al., "Moving from research ON, to research WITH and FOR Indigenous 
communities: A critical reflection on community-based participatory research," Canadian 
Geographer 56 (2012): 195-210.   
	  

17	  Joe L. Kincheloe and Kathleen S. Berry, Rigour and Complexity in Educational 
Research: Conceptualizing the Bricolage (Berkshire: Open Univeristy Press, 2004), 2.  
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An embrace of complexity is central to this study, as I strive to provide fresh interpretations and 

perspectives rather than offer clear-cut answers.  This study draws mainly from grounded theory, 

case study, and phenomenological traditions and frameworks.  Grounded theory is a specific 

methodology utilized for the purpose of building theory from data.18  According to John 

Creswell, “the focus of a phenomenology [study] is a concept or phenomenon and the “essence” 

of the lived experiences of persons about that phenomenon.  In a case study, a specific case is 

examined, often with the intent of examining an issue with the case illustrating the complexity of 

the issue.”19  This study is a case study because it looks at the specific context of the 2011 

BB100L summer camp, but the issue within the case is phenomenological in that it seeks to gain 

a deeper understanding of the individual lived experience of participants.  This study draws from 

a grounded theory approach because the concepts, themes, and findings presented in chapter five 

emerged out of the analysis process and were not predetermined before data was collected, thus, 

the findings are grounded in the data.  

Delimitations 

One of the greatest challenges in this research endeavor has been narrowing the focus from 

all the possible entry points.  There are many facets of BB100L that are potentially fruitful paths 

of inquiry and I hope to pursue future research that examines areas beyond student experience.  

The present study is not: 

• About how BB100L affects the larger communities where it is implemented. 

                                                
18 Juliet Corbin and Anselm Strauss, Basics of Qualitative Research, 3 (Los Angeles: 

Sage, 2008), 1.  
	  
19	  John W. Creswell, Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five 

Approaches (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 2007), 93.	  	  
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• A how-to guide for community-based participatory photography projects 

• A detailed visual analysis of photographs produced for BB100L or other photographs 

from the Black Belt region.  

Key Terms 

Black Belt- The following twelve counties in central Alabama where BB100L has been  

implemented: Bullock, Choctaw, Dallas, Greene, Hale, Lowndes, Macon, Marengo, 

Perry, Pickens, Sumter, and Wilcox.  See Figure 1.    

Interactional Contexts- Contexts where participants interacted or could possibly interact with  

others.  For this study, I am considering both structured (formal meetings, discussions, 

and class time) and unstructured (social time, interactions during meals, etc.) interactional 

contexts.   

4Cs- Innovation and learning skills as defined by the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, which is 

 a national organization that advocates for 21st century readiness for every student.  The  

4Cs are creativity, collaboration, communication, and critical thinking.  In this study, I 

also discuss the addition of a 5th C—confidence.  

Summer Camp-  BB100L annual culmination that brings high school students from twelve Black  

Belt counties to the campus of The University of Alabama for one week in June.  See 

Appendix H for an annotated camp schedule with explanations of the different activities 

students engage in during their time at camp.   

Member Check- Methodological choice employed wherein study findings were presented  

to a focus group of participants in order to determine if the findings were plausible and 

resonated with students.  A member check is also an opportunity to determine previously 

unexplored aspects that can then be integrated into the final report. 
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Outline 

This dissertation consists of six chapters.  Chapter One will introduce the study, its 

importance, significance, delimitations, and guiding research questions.  A brief history of 

BB100L, which is the primary context of this study, will be included as well an overview of the 

assumptions guiding this inquiry.  Chapter Two provides a contextual backdrop for the study by 

exploring the culture of Black Belt region as well as the ways the region has been represented 

through photographs.  This chapter is included in order to firmly ground the study in a specific, 

local context and to reveal political, social, and economic forces operating in the region.  

Additionally, the photographers who will be discussed in chapter two have produced a body of 

work that BB100L builds upon, so it is crucial to establish this context before considering how 

students have chosen to photograph their communities.  Chapter Three will introduce the 

literature that has been relevant to the development of BB100L and the present study.  The 

literature review will examine multiple bodies of knowledge and situate the present study within 

a larger academic landscape.  Photography- based programs—within and beyond the research 

context—will be critically examined.  Additionally, an overview of the benefits of arts education, 

a discussion on 21st century learning and innovation skills, and the introduction of Paulo Freire’s 

theory of Education for Critical Consciousness, will be included in chapter three.  The literature 

review also contains personal narratives from my own past experiences as connection points to 

the topics discussed.   Chapter Four builds on the literature review by revealing the philosophical 

assumptions guiding the present study and also presents the methodology that evolved and 

guided the research process.  After establishing the philosophical and theoretical perspectives 

guiding the inquiry, the specific methods utilized in this study will be presented.  Chapter Five 
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presents the findings and analysis of this inquiry and is interwoven with multiple types of data 

from participants.  Although interviews are the primary data source for this study, chapter five 

will include discussions of student photographs and writing in order to portray a more nuanced 

representation of participant experience.  This chapter will also introduce two key overarching 

themes—getting out there and seeing differently—as metaphors framing the findings.  Chapter 

Six reflects back on the findings, makes connections between the findings and the literature, and 

presents implications for practice, policy, future research, and the limitations of this study.   
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CHAPTER 2: 

EXPLORING THE BLACK BELT 

Alabama’s Black Belt region has been aptly characterized as a land of contrasts.1 

Division between the white Selma chalk that lies underneath the dark rich soil that gave the 

Black Belt its name is one persistent contrast, but the metaphor extends well out of the soil into 

the social, economic and political systems of the region.  The contrasts between whites and 

blacks, wealthy and poor, and insiders and outsiders are the most dominant lines from which the 

history of the Black Belt has been derived.  What does the Black Belt mean to you?  That is the 

prompt that students respond to in order to be considered for participation in BB100L.  The 

simple question belies the complexities and ambiguities of the responses.  Many Alabamians, as 

well as residents of the Black Belt, are not exactly sure how to define the Black Belt and could 

not name the counties that lie within the region, but defining the region and articulating its 

meaning are not the same.  For students participating in BB100L, the meanings associated with 

their home can differ from common definitions describing the region.                                                    

 Everyone relates to the concept of the Black Belt differently through the lenses of their 

past experiences.  Each county, as well as each community within each county, is unique.  These 

distinctions are often overshadowed or ignored, but developing awareness and appreciation of 

the unique qualities, assets, and challenges of each community cannot be overvalued.   

Geographic and racial characteristics have bonded these counties together and there are a number 

                                                
1	  Discovering Alabama: Alabama's Black Belt , directed by Alabama Public Television, 

narrated by Doug Phillips, 2004.	  
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of similarities, often represented statistically, painting an image of poverty, illness, and ignorance 

that thread together these communities and bound them, but those notions do not tell the whole 

story of the Black Belt.  Developing a more complex understanding of the region is one of the 

central goals of the BB100L project, which was developed to allow both individuals who call the 

Black Belt home, as well as those outside of the region, to (re)consider their assumptions and 

reflect on the past, present, and future of a unique region.  John2, a former BB100L participant, 

articulates what the Black Belt means to him: 

Black soil pounded by slave hands. 
Their backs whipped by whipping bands. 
This land built by manpower. 
In the fields everyday, hour by hour. 
If you look around, 
You won’t see that anymore. 
All you will see is ram-shackled houses, 
In those, the poor. 
People say our land is beautiful, 
But they just don’t know 
What happened to the people who built this land 
All those years ago. 
White cotton replaced with yellow corn. 
In the sea of fields, catfish were born. 
Day by day, we work our fingers to the bone. 
Just to go back to that small trailer we own. 
Hundreds from the Black Belt working for the automakers. 
While knocking at our door, are the tax takers. 
Working and playing, always together. 
People from the Black Belt are birds of a feather. 
 

John’s poem touches on economic aspects of the Black Belt spanning from the days of 

plantations and slavery to the present catfish farms and auto manufacturing plants, highlighting 

the connections between the past and present.                          

The ambiguity associated with defining the Black Belt is not surprising, as the term has 

                                                
	   2	  In order to protect the identity of project participants, pseudonyms are used for all 
participants throughout the study.	  	  
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changed over time and collected layers of meaning in the political and social imaginary, evoking 

histories and boundaries of places and of peoples.  Originally referring to the rich, dark soil 

characteristic of the region, the term gained racial and political connotations after the Civil War 

when it began to be used to describe counties with majority African American population.  The 

region extends beyond Alabama’s borders into Mississippi and Georgia, but the present study 

only considers the region that lies within Alabama.    

 The power accumulated through the forced labor of the plantation system made the Black 

Belt region one of the wealthiest areas of the country before the Civil War.  The same region is 

now home to some of the poorest counties in the nation.3   An extensive examination of the 

forces behind this radical shift that occurred gradually over 150 years are complex and beyond 

the scope of this work, but a brief look at some of the major factors is necessary to gain a deeper 

understanding of the contemporary landscapes of the region and clearly situate the present study.   

 The first major shift to disrupt the plantation system of the south was defeat of the 

Confederacy, the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, and the passage of the thirteenth 

amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which outlawed slavery everywhere in the United States 

after December 1865.  In the Black Belt region, wealthy white landowners controlled vast 

acreages and had large numbers of slaves to work the plantations. In these counties, the 

population of slaves outnumbered the white population.  For a brief period of time after the Civil 

War, freed Blacks were elected to public office in counties where they were the majority, 

although it was not long before powerful whites, particularly Black Belt planters, disenfranchised 

                                                
3	  MSN Money, The poorest counties in America, http://money.msn.com/family-

money/the-poorest-counties-in-america (accessed July 12, 2012).  Based on analysis of 2010 
Census data, MSN Money has reported that Wilcox County is the 15th poorest county in the 
nation and has a poverty rate of 39.6% and a 52.5% poverty rate for children under 18.	  	  
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African-Americans through a combination of voter fraud, “political chicanery, economic 

intimidation, and physical violence.”4  The laws that restored white rule in Alabama came to be 

known as Jim Crow Laws and they became firmly embedded into the legal structure in the 1901 

Alabama Constitution, which not only “stripped the ballot from black men but also prohibited 

interracial marriages and required separate schools for blacks and whites.”5  This combination of 

legal, social and economic forces converged to separate blacks and whites in all aspects of life 

and was the prevailing paradigm in the Black Belt region well into the second half of the 

twentieth century.  Although the laws that legally segregated the races were dismantled in the 

1960s through federal court rulings and congressional legislation, the social structures that had 

kept whites and blacks apart for so long have been much slower to change.  These social 

structures and attitudes still linger into the twenty-first century.    

The agricultural system that ruled the Black Belt changed after the Civil War and shifted 

to a reliance on tenant farmers and sharecroppers rather than slave labor.  By 1910, Alabama 

contained the second most tenant plantations of any southern state.6  Many of the freed slaves 

who remained in the South became tenant farmers or sharecroppers and continued on with life 

only slightly differently than when they were slaves, the primary difference being a decrease in 

direct supervision.   “That their condition resembled that of slaves was no accident,” writes Dale 

Maharidge. “The cotton tenant system was devised by plantation owners after emancipation at 

the end of the Civil War.  Unlike most food crops, cotton required a large pool of cheap, 

                                                
4	  Wayne Flynt, Modern South: Alabama in the Twentieth Century (Tuscaloosa: UA 

Press, 2004), 318.  
 
5 Ibid. 319. 
 
6 Ibid. 319.	  	  
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exploitable labor.  Though certainly not nearly as brutal as slavery, tenantry became almost a 

form of indentured servitude.”7  In the last decades of the nineteenth century into the first few 

decades of the twentieth, the number of white tenant farmers increased until white tenants 

outnumbered black tenants 5 to 3 in 1936.8  An often-discussed reason for the dwindling number 

of African-American tenant farmers is the mass outmigration of African Americans from the 

South to urban industrial centers like Chicago and Detroit.  Areas of these northern cities where 

the majority of southern African-Americans moved, like Chicago’s north side, became known as 

“Black Belt” areas.  Another movement causing the African-American decline in tenant farming 

was the relocation to larger urban areas within Alabama and the South to work jobs at steel and 

iron foundries, coal and coke operations, and coal and iron ore mines.9  Rural industries also 

attracted African-Americans away from the farms and into railroad construction, turpentine 

camps, and various lumber-related jobs. 

 In the years between 1920 and 1940, almost 1.5 million African Americans left the 

South.10  Poor whites continued to take the fleeing African American’s places in the cotton 

fields, perpetuating a system of exploitation firmly rooted in the history and culture of the region.  

In 1935, 55 percent of white Alabama farmers did not own the land they farmed.11  John Rust, 

who worked for decades to invent a mechanical cotton picker, said in 1935, “The sharecropper 

                                                
7	  Dale Maharidge and Michael Williamson, And Their Children After Them (New York: 

Seven Stories Press, 1989, 2004), Xvi.   
 
8 Ibid. 15.  
 
9 Flynt, Alabama in the Twentieth Century, 319.  
 
10 Donald Holley, "Mechanical Cotton Picker," EH.net, Economic History Association, 

February 1, 2010, http://eh.net/encyclopedia/article/holley.cottonpicker (accessed December 10, 
2011). 

 
11 Flynt, Alabama in the Twentieth Century, 117.	  	  
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system of the Old South will have to be abandoned.”12  The cotton tenant system, under which 

up to nine million Americans had worked, gradually began to lose its dominance. Indeed, the 

number of Alabama plantations dropped 75 percent from 7,287 in 1910 to only 1,801 in 1940 as 

a result of an increase in absentee land ownership, increasing mechanization and consolidation, 

decreased crop yields from the boll weevil invasion, market shifts, the steady outmigration of 

rural black laborers, and the civil rights movement.13 

As cotton farming died out in the South, timber increasingly replaced the white fields to 

become a major agricultural crop in the region.  By 1947, Alabama ranked first among all 

Southern states in lumber production, and in 2002, timber manufacturing remained one of 

Alabama’s leading industries, employing 64,500 workers.14  A billboard along a stretch of rural 

road in Choctaw county urges investors to buy timberland with the slogan, “Money does grow on 

trees.”    Although the timber industry remains strong in Alabama, international competition, 

depressed demand, and other market shifts have impacted the industry in recent years.   As 

indicated by John’s poem quoted earlier in this chapter, another important agricultural shift has 

impacted the Black Belt in the last several decades.  Greensboro, the county seat of Hale County, 

is known as the “Catfish Capital of Alabama.” As early as the 1960s, farmers there began 

experimenting with catfish farming.15   The impacts of the Alabama catfish industry extend 

                                                
12 Donald Holley, "Mechanical Cotton Picker." 

 
13 Flynt, Alabama in the Twentieth Century, 115; Maharidge and Williamson, And Their 

Children After Them, Xvii.  
 
14 James E. Fickle, Encyclopedia of Alabama, February 21, 2011, 

http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/face/Article.jsp?id=h-3021 (accessed December 15, 
2011).	  

15	  Janet Gresham, The Secret History of Alabama Catfish, January 27, 2010, 
http://stliving.com/?p=449 (accessed December 15, 2011). 
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beyond the Black Belt; in her 2006 book on Alabama’s catfish industry, Karni Perez argued that 

“the success of the entire industry is based in significant measure to the groundwork laid in 

Alabama, and credit is due.”16  Hale County has the highest number of catfish farms in Alabama 

and the county roads are dotted with rectangular ponds for raising the fish.  Processing plants for 

the fish are large employers in Hale and surrounding counties, and although these plants are 

major employers, they have also been criticized for their labor practices and were referred to as 

“Alabama’s new plantations” in a 2002 Birmingham News article.17  In the past decade, catfish 

imports from Asia have risen dramatically and have undercut the domestic market, which has 

affected both farmers and the employees of processing plants.  The industry that for decades has 

been the backbone of Hale County agriculture is no longer as stable or profitable as it once was 

and its future remains uncertain. A number of BB100L participants have taken photographs 

related to catfish farming and have discussed the impacts the industry has on their local 

economies.                                                                                                                                

The Unfortunate Legacy of the 1901 Alabama Constitution 

A complex web of laws and tax structures have created structural inequalities throughout 

the state. This intricate web of structural inequality is largely bound up in the 1901 Alabama 

Constitution, the effects of which have reverberated throughout the state ever since its 

ratification. According to Flynt,  

most, if not all of the state’s formidable problems had their origins in the 1901 document.  
The virulent racism of that original charter reminded one and all that at the beginning of 
the century chief among the issues of governance in the minds of white citizens was the 

                                                
16 Karni R. Perez, Fishing for Gold: The Story of Alabama's Catfish Industry 

(Tuscaloosa: U of Alabama Press, 2006). Xiii.  
 
17 Patricia Dedrick, "The Birmingham News," al.com, Oct. 13, 2002, 

http://www.al.com/specialreport/birminghamnews/index.ssf?blackbelt/blackbelt13.html 
(accessed Jan. 6, 2012).	  
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subordination and exclusion of black citizens.  That such a document could still govern 
Alabama at the end of the century is testimony to the continuing power of the economic 
and political elites that put it in place, the racial insensitivity of many whites, and lack of 
concern about the state’s negative national and international reputation.18   
 

The primary goal of the 1901 Constitution was made clear by the convention president, John B. 

Knox, a corporate lawyer from Anniston, who said, “if we would have white supremacy, we must 

establish it by law—not by force or fraud.  These provisions are justified in law and in morals, 

because the negro is not discriminated against on account of his race, but on account of his 

intellectual and moral condition.”19  For all of the progress that has been made in Alabama since 

1901, particularly in relation to the Civil Rights movement, the intentions that guided the 

production of the 1901 Constitution are still manifested in our contemporary political, economic 

and social structures.   Although it is certainly clear that the document sought to disenfranchise 

African Americans, Flynt points out that the coalition of elite planters and wealthy industrialists 

known as “Big Mules” also sought to disenfranchise poor whites.  “Poor white populists—the 

great unwashed, uneducated masses of white tenant farmers; textile, steel, and sawmill workers; 

coal and iron ore miners—were as much a threat to their [planters and industrialists] class 

hegemony as were black voters.”20  

There is no denying the racial inequalities enacted by the Constitution.   These 

inequalities, written into and between the laws of the state, usurp power from non-elite 

Alabamians, regardless of race, and affect the lives of all Alabama citizens.  In a 2007 

Birmingham News editorial, Hill Carmichael, great-grandson of one of the 1901 Constitutional 

                                                
18	  Flynt, Alabama in the Twentieth Century, 3. 
  
19 Ibid. 7.	  	  
	  
20	  Ibid. 8.  
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delegates, called for a new Constitution and implicated all Alabamians, saying, “by our 

complacency, we reratify the 1901 Constitution every year.”21  Carmichael’s challenge has been 

taken up by a growing number of Alabamians, although there is still much work to be done.  The 

late Bailey Thompson, a journalism professor at the University of Alabama, founded Alabama 

Citizens for Constitutional Reform (ACCR) in 2000.  Although Thompson passed away in 2003, 

the movement he started has grown and is working tirelessly to educate the citizens of Alabama 

about the detrimental effects of the 1901 Constitution and to work for reform. 22  

 The immediate effect of the 1901 Constitution, which was a primary goal of its authors, 

was a dramatic decline in the number of voters, both African American and poor whites.  “In 

1900 approximately 181,000 Negro voters had been eligible under the old 1875 Constitution.  By 

January 1, 1903, only 2,980 had been permitted to register under the new.  Particularly dramatic 

was the decline in the Black Belt, where Negro registration in 14 counties declined from 79,311 

to 1,081.”23  The astronomical drop in voter registration in counties that were majority African 

American and where African Americans had held public office during Reconstruction is the most 

obvious illustration of the intentions of the Constitution, but not only African Americans were 

affected.  Flynt points out that, “When the Alabama Policy Institute carefully studied voter 

participation in 1941-’42, it estimated that some 600,000 whites and 520,000 Negroes were 

disenfranchised by various provisions of the 1901 constitution.  In most counties more whites 

                                                
21 Hill Carmichael, al.com/ Birmingham News, November 25, 2007, 

http://blog.al.com/bn/2007/11/greatgrandson_of_1901_alabama.html (accessed December 12, 
2011). 

 
22 Alabama Citizens for Constitutional Reform, Alabama Citizens for Constitutional 

Reform, http://www.constitutionalreform.org/index.shtml (accessed December 13, 2011). 
	  
23 Flynt, Alabama in the Twentieth Century, 14.  
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were disenfranchised than registered, limiting the vote to a select elite.”24  This statistic 

illustrates that although racial dimensions are often invoked, discrimination predicated on class 

distinctions has and continues to be an important factor.   Disenfranchisement would continue 

until the passage of the federal 1965 Voting Rights Act, which was precipitated by brave civil 

rights activists in Alabama and by the national media coverage of events like the Montgomery to 

Selma march and other incidents that revealed the violence and injustice within Alabama’s 

borders.    

A lengthy discussion of the legacy of the 1901 Constitution is beyond the scope of this 

study, but a brief look at several aspects of the tax structure will help illustrate the connections 

between the 1901 Constitution and the ongoing challenges that face the state and the Black Belt 

region, in particular.  “Striking down overtly racist sections of Alabama’s constitution became 

the easy task of the civil rights movement,” writes Flynt.  “The less obvious and more profound 

discrimination was deeply embedded in provisions dealing with tax policy, education, and home 

rule.”25  The tax code that was enacted in the Constitution has received a great deal of criticism 

over the years for its regressive nature, although little has been accomplished to achieve a more 

equitable system. As early as 1932, the Brookings Institute characterized the tax structure as 

“warped and distorted” and “gravely defective.”26  Susan Pace Hamill, a University of Alabama 

law professor, along with a group of students, have crafted a comprehensive analysis of the 

Alabama tax code in their 2002 Alabama Law Review article, “An Argument for Tax Reform 

Based on Judeo-Christian Ethics.”  At the heart of the ethical argument for tax and constitutional 

                                                
24 Flynt, Alabama in the Twentieth Century, 14.   
 
25 Ibid. 17.	  	  
	  
26	  Ibid. 17. 
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reform is the fact that poor families in Alabama pay a much higher percentage of their income on 

taxes than do the wealthy, which has created an entrenched system of poverty across the state.   

Alabama has the lowest property taxes of any state in the nation, which obviously 

benefits those who own large amounts of land.  The owners of tens of thousands of acres of 

timberland in the Black Belt profit from the low property taxes while the residents who actually 

live in the midst of the timber tracts continually see underfunded services and crumbling 

infrastructures.  According to Allen Tullos, although trees occupy “over 70 percent of Alabama’s 

land area, taxes on timberland comprised less than 2 percent of all property tax income.”27 The 

low property tax collected in Alabama creates a reliance on sales and income taxes, shifting the 

burden to those least able to pay.  The reliance on sales and income taxes also creates a volatile 

budgetary system for funding education and other public services.  “The result of overreliance on 

sales and income taxes was painfully obvious,” writes Flynt, “On average about every three or 

four years the state education budget had to be prorated in midyear because of unanticipated 

declines in state tax revenue.  Most other states escaped such severe disruptions by obtaining a 

much larger share of education funding from property taxes.”28                                                                                                                         

School Segregation in the Twenty-First Century 

Lingering segregation in Alabama is apparent, if vaguely concealed, in the educational 

system of some communities, particularly in the Black Belt.  In 2007, New York Times columnist 

Dan Berry published an article titled “Legacy of School Segregation Endures, Separate but 

Legal” examining the virtually segregated school system of Wilcox County.  Berry reports that 

                                                
27 Allen Tullos, Alabama Getaway: The Political Imaginary and the Heart of Dixie 

(Athens: Georgia UP, 2011). 169.	  	  	  
	  
28	  Flynt, Alabama in the Twentieth Century, 20-21.   
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out of 2,200 students in Wilcox County public schools, maybe 10 are white and says, “black 

students go to a public school and white students go to a private school just .91 miles away, all 

because a culture dictates their separation.”29  Wilcox County is not the only Black Belt county 

where private academies house classrooms of entirely white students and nearby public schools 

educate a vast African-American majority of students.  According to Flynt, “Alabama had only 

13 private, segregationist schools in the Black Belt in 1966.  By the 1970s most whites had 

withdrawn from public schools to enter private academies.  By 1990 52 percent of school-age 

whites in the Black Belt (exclusive of Montgomery) did not attend public schools, compared to 

less than 3 percent of school-age black children.”30   

In rural counties that lack shopping malls, roller skating rinks, movie theatres, 

community centers, and other places for youth to gather, schools and churches offer some of the 

only opportunities for students to socialize and meet other youth.  When these educational and 

religious institutions remain divided along racial lines, there are very few opportunities for 

meaningful interaction with students of a different race, which affects both individuals and 

communities.  In a 1996 study on community action in the Black Belt, Andrew Zekeri concludes, 

“physical separation based on race—the norm in most communities in the south—is a powerful 

barrier to democratic practice.  It also compounds misperceptions, fear, mistrust, and the belief 

the community concerns are ‘their issues’ rather than ‘our issues.’”31  BB100L creates an 

environment for students who have been segregated by the institutions in their communities to 

work together to explore identities, roles, and the issues that affect the entire community.   

                                                
29 Dan Berry, "This Land: Legacy of School Segregation Endures, Separate but Legal," 

New York Times, September 30, 2007. 
 
30 Flynt, Modern South, 236.	  	  
	  
31	  Zekeri, "Community Action in Alabama's Black Belt,” 223.	  	  
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Contemporary Organization and Challenges of the Black Belt 

The counties that have been defined as belonging to the Black Belt have changed over 

time and according to whom you ask.  From a political viewpoint, there has been some 

agreement as to which counties lie within the Black Belt since Governor Bob Riley created the 

Black Belt Action Commission (BBAC) in August 2004.  The BBAC was responsible for 

working in twelve counties including Bullock, Choctaw, Dallas, Greene, Lowndes, Hale, Macon, 

Marengo, Sumter, Perry, Pickens and Wilcox.  These twelve counties form the region I typically 

refer to when using the term “Black Belt” in this writing, although the term sometimes is used to 

describe a broader region including counties surrounding these core twelve.  The establishment 

of the BBAC brought attention and some funding to the region. In January 2011, the BBAC was 

absorbed into the Alabama Rural Development Office, created by executive order of Governor 

Robert Bentley, to “improve and advance education, healthcare, and economic development in 

the rural areas of Alabama.”32 As of August 20, 2012, there is still no information available 

online about the Alabama Rural Development Office and how the office plans to improve rural 

Alabama communities.   

The Black Belt Community Foundation (BBCF) was founded in 2005 and chose the 

twelve-counties defined by the Black Belt Action Commission as their service area.  BBCF’s 

focus is to “consolidate many region-wide improvement efforts into a common effort with a 

simple mission: taking what we have to make what we need.”33  In 2007, a partnership was 

formed between BBCF and the University of Alabama Center for Community-Based 

                                                
32	  Alabama Rural Development Office, http://blackbeltaction.alabama.gov/ (accessed 

December 4, 2011).   
 
33 Black Belt Community Foundation, http://www.blackbeltfound.org (accessed 

December 16, 2011).	  
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Partnerships (CCBP) to develop and implement BB100L in all twelve counties of Alabama’s 

Black Belt region. 

After spending several years working with high school students in the Black Belt and 

talking with them about the strengths and challenges of their communities, I have realized that 

many students have a good sense of what the challenges are in their communities.  Their ideas 

usually align with what scholars, journalists, health practitioners, and politicians have articulated.  

Making a list of challenges, though, is just a very preliminary part of understanding the 

interrelations between the issues and the ways that they affect our lives.  Dr. Jack Shelton, who 

organized the Program for Rural Services and Research at the University of Alabama in 1979, 

says he sensed a growing disconnection in the past two decades between students’ understanding 

of the complexity and connections between the issues that affect their lives.34  This disconnection 

fragments issues into isolation and abstracts the root causes of challenges from the ways they 

manifest in communities.  It is important to work toward developing an awareness of the 

connections between issues and their historical dimensions because those kinds of 

understandings work against simplistic pointing the finger and blaming reactions or apathetic 

inaction due to the obfuscation of the ways abstract issues affect individuals, families and 

communities.  These types of connections must be realized in order for structural and endemic 

inequalities to be addressed.   

Although the interconnections between the challenges facing Alabama’s Black Belt and 

their causes may not be widely understood, students I have worked with in the Black Belt display 

a keen awareness of  the challenges they face.  Most students haven’t read the academic articles 

and reports detailing the economic and health statistics, but they know what the problems are in 

                                                
34	  Dr. Jack Shelton, interview by Elliot Knight, (November 1, 2011).	  
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their communities because they feel them and live with them every day and because they’ve 

developed an awareness of how outsiders perceive the region.  There actually is a broad 

agreement among these students, the media and scholarly accounts about what the problems are. 

However, these problems largely remain because many communities remain effectively 

segregated and divided and there is no agreement about how to move forward.  The lack of 

progress in this region is linked to the 1901 Constitution, but more importantly than its 

connections to the document, it is linked to the intentions that drove the production of that 

document.  Intentions of division, superiority, and the retention of power and wealth have 

crippled communities across the Black Belt.  The continuing existence and strength of these 

intentions are evidenced by the harsh new Alabama Immigration Bill, HB56.  

Photographic Representations of the Black Belt 

Although conceptions about the Black Belt, the state of Alabama, and the south in 

general have been formed in diverse ways over long periods of time, I assert that the visual 

representations of these places have played a large part in forming these conceptions, especially 

in the consciousness of those who have never physically walked on the rich, dark soil.  Lynching 

photographs sent as postcards, images of poor sharecroppers in the depression, African American 

children being assaulted with fire hoses and dogs, and Governor Wallace standing in the 

schoolhouse door are all images that have been emblazoned into the minds of those who have 

seen them.  Photographs by P.H. Polk and William Christenberry offer more nuanced or positive 

portrayals of the state.  These images collectively represent Alabama and although photographs, 

technically, are just fractions of a second captured on film, these images are symbolic of life in 

Alabama.   
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 The Black Belt region of Alabama has a long and rich photographic history.  A 

discussion of several key photographers and photographic projects in that history will provide a 

backdrop upon which to consider contemporary photographs being produced for BB100L.  

Inherent to the medium, every photograph is documentary in nature to the extent that it 

documents, on film or digitally, whatever lay beyond the lens at the moment the shutter was 

triggered.  Contemporary usage of the term “documentary,” however, has generally come to be 

associated with journalism and for some connotes notions of objectivity and truth.  Every 

photograph taken by a human, even those considered “documentary” or “journalistic,” contains 

the subjectivities of the photographer who made the image and cannot be “objective” depictions 

of reality.  BB100L embraces the subjective nature of photography and the program is predicated 

upon the belief that each frame is an opportunity for participants to explore, formulate, and 

express their subjectivities and define what is important and what is not.  A discussion of 

photographers connected to the Black Belt will more deeply explore issues related to 

photography, truth and subjectivity, but will also engage themes of insider/outsider 

representations, the role of photography in depicting and facilitating social change, and the ways 

photographs become symbolic essences of specific regions and periods of time.   

Four photographers whose work is well known outside of Alabama will be the focus of 

the discussion to explore the ways photography has been used to document the region and how 

these images have formed conceptions about the Black Belt in the collective American 

imagination.   The conditions surrounding the production and dissemination of photographs as 

well as the photographers’ views on the roles and limitations of photography will be discussed.    

P.H. Polk, Walker Evans, Charles Moore, and William Christenberry have all turned their lenses 

on the people and places of Alabama at different times and have created a visual legacy by which 
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to remember the past and reflect on the present.  Each of these photographers had different 

motivations and styles and their images each tell us something different, but they all have helped 

shape how Alabama is viewed.  

P.H. Polk’s Images of Progress 

Prentice Herman Polk was born in Bessemer in 1898, where he lived until attending 

Tuskegee Institute from 1916 to 1920.35  Polk returned to Tuskegee to work as an assistant to the 

Chief Photographer Leon Hyman in 1927 and became the Chief Photographer in 1932.  Polk was 

the chief photographer at Tuskegee University for many years and took photographs of “those 

elevated by the benefit of education as well as those downtrodden by acute conditions of 

poverty.”36 As an African-American photographer, P.H. Polk articulated a view of black 

experience different than that portrayed by white photographers’ representations at the time.   

Among Polk’s subjects were Tuskegee students, faculty, and administrators as well as visiting 

dignitaries including: W.C. Handy, Eubie Blake, Paul Robeson, Ralph Ellison, Roland Hayes, 

Martin Luther King Jr., Will Rogers, Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt, and President Gerald Ford.  Of all 

the people Polk photographed, Dr. George Washington Carver was the most frequent subject; 

Polk took over 350 photographs of him.37  Belena S. Chapp says that Polk’s work shows 

“enduring images of pride, accomplishment, perseverance and humility.38  By looking through 

Polk’s eyes we see ourselves reflected as a people and a country.”  Polk’s images are now easily 

                                                
35 Birmingham Museum of Art, P.H. Polk (Birmingham, AL: Birmingham Museum of 

Art, 1983). i.  
 
36 University of Delaware Art Gallery, Through These Eyes: The Photographs of P.H. 

Polk, (Newark, Delaware: University Gallery, 2001). ii. 
 
37 Birmingham Museum of Art, P.H. Polk, i. 
 

 38 U of Delaware Art Gallery, Through These Eyes: The Photographs of P.H. Polk, iv. 	  
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available to white America, but at the time of their production, his audience, as well as his 

subjects, were mostly African-American.    

By creating images that celebrated advances in education, Polk created documents that 

provided a sense of pride, achievement and hope to African-Americans. Amalia Amaki writes 

that: 

Polk expanded the popular belief held by African-American photographers at the time 
that portraitists should showcase the black individual and black culture at its very best.   
P.H. Polk, too, chronicled Tuskegee, Alabama when it was a cultural hub and a beacon of 
African-American pride in the South.  However, unlike his peers, Polk distinguished 
himself by interpreting the need to portray black accomplishment as a calling to 
emphasize the diversity of lifestyles and personalities in the South.39   

 

Polk’s photographs intentionally captured elements of American experience that were not 

otherwise being shown and celebrated the uniqueness and worth of each individual, whether they 

were visiting dignitaries or poor citizens of Macon County.  According to Polk, “Every picture 

should tell the story of the individual subject. No two people are alike.  These differences must 

be brought out in your photographs.”40  Polk’s ability to highlight the unique nature of each of 

his subjects is a testament to the value of his photographs as cultural documents depicting the 

lives of individuals living, working, or visiting Tuskegee in the twentieth century.    

BB100L also intentionally seeks to collect images that add complexity to our 

understandings of individual and collective experience.   The archive of images taken for 

BB100L contain photographs of diverse subjects in a range of school and learning settings from 

classrooms, computer labs, hallways to stacks of books and children boarding school buses.  

These images provide tangible visual depictions of the educational settings and processes 

                                                
39	  University of Delaware Art Gallery, Through These Eyes: The Photographs of P.H. 

Polk, 21.  
 
40 Birmingham Museum of Art, P.H. Polk,	  ii.	  	  
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occurring in the Black Belt, which are often discussed abstractly and represented statistically.  

The photographs taken for BB100L provide space for reflection and often celebrate, but 

sometimes critique, the current educational institutions, structures, and opportunities of the Black 

Belt.   

Walker Evans in Hale County 

 Walker Evans is another photographer whose images of Alabama’s Black Belt became 

widely viewed and helped shape America’s perceptions of the region.  Evans is best known for 

the photographs of three tenant families he took in Hale County, Alabama in 1936 while working 

with James Agee on an assignment for Fortune magazine.  These were later published in 1941 in 

the book Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. Thomas Southall, agreeing with Alan Trachtenberg, 

asserts that, in many ways, these images taken by Evans “have defined how we view 1930s 

America.”41 Indeed, for generations of viewers, Evans’s photographs have helped construct 

conceptions of rural southern poverty that persist far beyond the static moments of time that the 

photographs literally portray.  Southall adds that, “the scene Evans photographed was to become 

important, recorded on film not only as a particular place at a particular time but as an economic 

and social structure that endured in the south for generations.”42  These photographs became 

symbolic not only of poverty or sharecropping in Hale County, but the faces of those three tenant 

families came to represent the structures of economic, political, and social injustice that ruled the 

region in 1936 and still linger in 2012.   

                                                
41	  Thomas W. Southall, Of Time and Place: Walker Evans and William Christenberry 

(San Francisco : The Friends of Photography, 1990). 12.   
 
42 Ibid, 1.  
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   James Curtis writes that Evans, in his Hale County photographs, “wanted to show that, 

although the sharecroppers needed help, they were not helpless.  He sensed that his fellow 

Americans would respond more sympathetically to a positive portrayal of tenant life than to 

morbid curiosity with dirt, disease or suffering.”43  Evans’s method of seeking to convey a 

common humanity between his subjects and the viewers of the photographs is one reason his 

images are so enduring.  His awareness and style sought to explicate the mysteries of the human 

condition.  He portrayed his subjects in a manner that decreased the perceived differences 

between the poor and the wealthy and opened a space to consider the universal meanings of work 

and family.  The images Evans made throughout the South were not intended to distance the 

viewer from the subject of the photograph, but to highlight commonalities that provoked 

questions about the relationships between humans.  The Black Belt’s embedded systems of 

oppression provided the backdrop for Evans’ exploration of common humanity in his 

photographs.  

Agee, Williamson, Maharidge and the Documentary Quandary 

James Agee struggled with ethical quandaries regarding the representation of his subjects 

as he wrote the text accompanying Evans photographs that became Let Us Now Praise Famous 

Men.  I believe he had an extraordinary sensitivity to those issues for his time.  Agee thought of 

himself and Evans as spies as they spent time with the three tenant families, but he masterfully 

articulates a reflexivity and awareness of the seriousness of the ethical dimensions of the work 

they were engaged in.  Agee certainly had shortcomings, but it is quite obvious through his 

devotion of a full eighteen pages at the beginning of the book to explaining the origins, methods, 

                                                
43 James Curtis, Mind's Eye, Mind's Truth (Philadelphia: Temple UP, 1989). 44. 
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importance and implications of that work, that he thought very seriously and deeply about the 

challenges he, and others, faced as they documented the lives of their sharecropping subjects.   

Decades after Agee and Evans had spent part of a summer living among sharecroppers in 

Hale County, journalist Dale Maharidge and photographer Michael Williamson set out, over 

several summers, to track down the descendents of the families Agee wrote about. This work 

became the book And Their Children After Them.  Maharidge was drawn to the mysterious 

realness of fragments of lived experience and, in talking about their process, says, “we were 

almost archeologists.  We seldom passed shacks, abandoned schools, or empty plantation 

mansions without stopping to dig through the rubble.  We searched for every trace…I brought 

back from Alabama several large boxes of torn wallpaper, scraps of leather, rat-chewed letters, 

books, documents, waste from dumps.”44  Every trace of what is not explicitly stated—of 

hardship, of agony, of poverty?  Indeed, journalists and spies do seem similar.  And Their 

Children presents an important and factual account of the decline of cotton production in the 

South, but it also contains accounts of what the descendents of the three tenant families Agee and 

Evans had documented.  And Their Children went on to receive a Pulitzer Prize. 

William Christenberry 

In November 1936, just a few months after Walker Evans and James Agee were in Hale 

County, William Christenberry was born in Tuscaloosa to parents whose families had farms in 

rural Hale County close to the tenant families Evans had photographed.45  It would be over 

twenty years until Christenberry learned of the project Evans and Agee undertook in Hale 

County, but that work would inspire him and his subsequent work.  Christenberry attended the 

                                                
44	  Maharidge and Williamson, And Their Children After Them, xxi. 
	  	  
45	  Southall, Of Time and Place, 8.  
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University of Alabama and studied painting. He began taking photographs with a Kodak 

Brownie camera in 1958 to use as models for his paintings.  It was not until several years later 

that Christenberry began to seriously consider photography as an artistic medium in itself.46  

 Two motivations, both involving Walker Evans, encouraged Christenberry to begin 

seriously engaging photography.  The first would be his discovery in 1960 of Let Us Now Praise 

Famous Men  and the second would be his meeting and receiving encouragement from Walker 

Evans while Christenberry was living in New York in 1961.47  Although the photographs in Let 

Us Now Praise Famous Men certainly influenced Christenberry and evoked a new way of 

looking at a familiar place, James Agee’s text also captivated Christenberry.  Andy Grundberg 

writes that, “Agee’s subjective reporting and Evans’s restrained photographs inspired 

Christenberry to revisit territory he knew intimately but had not previously considered as a 

subject for his art.”48  One of Agee’s passages that expressed his frustration with the limitations 

of writing to convey experience became what Southall describes as a “credo for the subsequent 

development for Christenberry’s art.”49 Agee wrote: 

If I could do it, I’d do no writing at all here.  It would be photographs; the rest would be 
fragments of cloth, bits of cotton, lumps of earth, records of speech, pieces of wood and 
iron, phials of odors, plates of food and of excrement…a piece of the body torn out by the 
roots might be more to the point.  As it is, though, I’ll do what little I can in writing.  
Only it will be very little.  I’m not capable of it; and if I were, you would not go near it at 
all.  For if you did, you would hardly bear to live.50 
 

                                                
46 	  Southall, Of Time and Place, 8.  
 
47 Museum of Modern Art, Walker Evans (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1971).  
 
48 Andy Grundberg et al, William Christenberry (New York: Aperture Foundation, 2006).  
 
49 Southall, Of Time and Place, 8.  
 
50 James Agee and Walker Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin, 1941/2001). 13.	  
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Christenberry took Agee’s words to heart and began a career experimenting with different media 

to explore the limitations of representation and meaning and work toward formulating a response 

to Agee’s resonant articulations.  This passage, as well as Christenberry’s engagement with it 

over the years, is very important because it directly speaks to the complexity and difficulty of 

capturing the experience of another person through writing, art, or any other means.       

Christenberry’s photographs, from their early use as models for his paintings, throughout 

his career, have always had close associations with art instead of being aligned with the 

documentary tradition.  Southall says, “Unlike Evans and Agee, who concentrated on specific 

families, Christenberry hardly ever shows the people of Hale County.  They are evident mostly 

in the results of their work and activities, rather than their physical presence.  This imbues his 

work with both mystery and universality and blurs distinctions of class and race. … His art is an 

exploration of commonly shared experiences and concerns rather than a documentary study of 

different races and economic classes.”51 Although his images are not documentary studies, they 

do depict actual buildings and scenes dotting the rural landscapes. Christenberry has 

rephotographed many of these buildings when he returns to Hale County each summer from his 

home in Washington D.C.  When viewed in succession, these series highlight the (sometimes) 

subtle changes that occur over long periods of time.  While some of these photographs, 

particularly of abandoned buildings, explore the relationships between the constructed and 

natural environment, others more clearly illustrate how humans have altered the landscapes over 

the decades.  Howard N. Fox suggests that: 

Christenberry’s primary practical activity as an artist is to collect and preserve: whether 
 he is collecting images, artifacts, history, or memory, all the substantive content of his art 
 is rescued from real oblivion in the real world.  His primary creative activity as an artist is 

                                                
51	  Southall, Of Time and Place, 21.	  	  
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 to take that content out of real time and fix it in a state of near-Platonic timelessness; he 
 isolates and particularizes and focuses the viewers’ perceptions upon the minute details of 
 an extraordinarily rich visual and societal culture that go all but unnoticed in daily life.”52   

 
 

In bringing the details of Black Belt culture that usually go unnoticed to the forefront, 

Christenberry offers an opportunity for the viewer to reflect on the ways our social and cultural 

values express themselves through the buildings and structures that populate the landscape.  

Some of these buildings have been photographed for close to forty years.  Viewing photographs 

of these buildings taken over the expanse of time, we are also invited to reflect on the ways 

cultural values have changed or remained unchanged over the years.   

As a series of work documenting the changes over time or as a single image, 

Christenberry’s photographs highlight the importance of examining the overlooked aspects of 

our surroundings and exploring the ways that cultural dynamics manifest in commonplace 

spaces.  The recognition of the importance of everyday subjects as well as Christenberry’s 

embrace of the subjective nature of photography and its artistic possibilities are inspirations for 

BB100L.  The program is based on the premise that the individual photographer subjectively 

depicts what is important in their lives and communities through images of everyday experience.  

The photographs that students take for BB100L document actual people, places, buildings and 

spaces, but they also allow students to look at their surroundings differently and find meaning, or 

beauty, in the places they would otherwise overlook.   

Charles Moore and the Civil Rights Movement 

Charles Moore is another photographer whose images have greatly shaped the way 

Alabama, the Black Belt, and the South are viewed.  Moore was born on March 9, 1931 in 

Hackleburg, a small town in northwest Alabama.  In his youth, Moore got his first camera, a 

                                                
52	  Grundberg, et al, William Christenberry, 193.	  
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Kodak Brownie.53  Moore would go on to become a staff photographer at the Montgomery 

Advertiser in 1957 and a year later would take photographs of Dr. Martin Luther King being 

arrested with arms twisted behind his back.54  In following years, Moore documented the people 

and events of the civil rights struggle in Montgomery, Selma, Birmingham and beyond, and 

many of these photographs were published nationally and internationally and often appeared in 

Life magazine.  Many were republished in the book Powerful Days: the Civil Rights 

Photography of Charles Moore.  In the foreword to Moore’s book, Kenneth Irby writes, “the 

documentary work of Charles Moore is indeed a study in contrast—stunning and haunting in the 

same moment.  It captured the worst of human ignorance, but compelled America to face its 

ugliest reflection and change for the better.”  Moore’s photographs showed the nation and the 

world the injustices occurring in Alabama, helped publicize the position of the activists, and 

increased pressure for a federal response.  President Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act 

on July 2, 1964 and according to Michael Durham, Moore’s photographs “had become so much 

a part of the public memory of those events that they even received some measure of credit for 

the passage of the legislation.”55  In a 2010 NPR report following Moore’s death, photographer 

John Kaplan reflected, “everybody in America had seen those pictures…he [Moore] was really, 

one of the unsung heroes of the Civil Rights Movement.”56  The civil rights leaders and 

protesters who were arrested, beaten and sometimes killed deserve the vast majority of credit for 

                                                
53	  Michael S. Durham, Andrew Young and Charles Moore, Powerful Days: The Civil 

Rights Photography of Charles Moore (Tuscaloosa: U of Alabama Press, 1991). 22. 
  
54 Ibid. 23.   

 
55 Ibid. 32.  

 
56 “Civil Rights Photographer Charles Moore Remembered.” Narrated by Claire O’Neill.  

All Things Considered. NPR, March 16, 2010.  
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=124742370	  	  
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the passage of the Civil Rights Act, but the recognition Moore received for capturing the struggle 

is a testament to the power photography has to assist in effecting social change as well as the 

impact photographs can have on public perception.   Another example of the resonance of 

Moore’s images is the 1964 screen print by Andy Warhol titled Birmingham Race Riot, which 

utilized one of Moore’s photographs.    

Through his experience, Moore knew that “pictures can and do make a difference.  

Strong images of historical events do have an impact on society.”57   Moore’s photographs 

provide an example that complicates discussions of documentary ethics and illustrate another 

possible relationship between subjects, viewers and photographs.  The relationship embodied in 

Moore’s photographs highlights the potentialities of change, action, and progress through 

photography rather than notions of voyeurism and class division.  Although the ethical questions 

revolving the production and consumption of documentary images must certainly be considered, 

it is also important to highlight the positive effects photographs can have on raising awareness of 

social issues.  Acknowledging these possibilities of the medium, BB100L strives to use 

photography as a means of raising consciousness of issues and catalyzing individual and 

collective action.   

Conclusion 

BB100L participants have taken over 7,000 photographs of Alabama’s Black Belt since 

the program began.  All of these images reveal fragments of lives and experience that are bound 

within the geography and history of the region.  Some of the photographs illustrate the 

contemporary manifestations of centuries of racial and class inequality, but many of the photos 

show another side of the Black Belt that celebrates family, community, religion and the land 

                                                
57	  Durham, Young, and Moore, Powerful Days, 6.	  	  
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itself.  These images offer a view of the region that is less familiar, but that is central to BB100L.  

This chapter has highlighted many of the challenges faced by Alabamians and Black Belt 

residents historically and at present.  The histories of slavery and race and class-based inequality 

are intertwined in economic, legal, institutional, and social structures that still exist in 2012.  

While an intention of BB100L is to work toward raising critical consciousness about these 

histories and legacies and inspire youth to work together to address the issues that affect them, 

BB100L equally is a celebration of the culture of Alabama.    

This chapter has discussed major photographers and projects that have created a view of 

the Black Belt for the world to see.   The images created by the Black Belt youth are the latest in 

a long lineage of photographs depicting the region. BB100L engages both the sociohistorical and 

photographic histories of the region that have been sketched in this chapter.  Chapter three will 

move away from the contexts that BB100L operates within to a discussion of the scholarly 

literature, creative influences, and personal experiences as contexts for BB100L and this study.   
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This chapter presents an overview of the literature as a means of establishing and 

examining the bodies of knowledge that contributed to the development of the BB100L program 

as well as situating the present study within a larger scholarly context.  Diverse disciplines and 

areas of knowledge are connected to the issues discussed in this research study.  Participatory 

photography projects that are conducted within and beyond the research context, such as 

photovoice and Literacy Through Photography, will be discussed.  This first section of this 

chapter will explore relevant issues pertaining to participatory photography projects that are 

embedded within a research context.  The next section will explore perspectives on the roles of 

the arts in American democratic education. Multiple programs, studies, and reports will be 

discussed to illustrate the range of approaches to providing arts and creative opportunities for 

youth, as well as the outcomes of these approaches.  A discussion and critique of the 

contemporary educational culture and its failure to adequately provide dynamic educational 

experiences will lead to the final section of this chapter.  In the final section, Critical Pedagogy 

will be discussed as an influence for the development of BB100L, the present study, and as a 

path forward.  This chapter will examine each of these areas and frame the present study in the 

context of the ways other scholars have investigated and discussed the above issues in their 

research. 
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 My practice has developed organically along with my knowledge of the following 

theoretical perspectives.  These relationships have evolved in several ways.  During my graduate 

studies, I would often read an article or text and feel a relief, or familiarity, as if I had been trying 

to figure out how to articulate my thoughts and had found that someone else already had.  At 

other times, the theory I was exposed to challenged me to rethink my thoughts and practices.  

Some of these melded into the way I thought about the work I was doing, and some of them were 

incongruent with my evolving theoretical perspectives.  At the heart of my theoretical 

perspective is a belief in the power of individual expression, the importance of spaces that 

cultivate those expressions as well as spaces to share those perspectives.  I believe that our 

stories are the ways we construct our identities and the pathways that allow us to build 

relationships with others.  Our stories allow us to develop empathy, compassion, and common 

ground.  Stories enable us to reflect on the past, communicate and connect in the present, and 

imagine the future.  Although our society and history have valued specific voices more than 

others and have constructed narratives based on these privileged voices, I believe that every 

voice and every story is valuable and must be given respect and consideration in order to build 

the relationships with our fellow humans that are required to confront the vast challenges that 

face our society.   

 The following section explores several of the theoretical perspectives, which have shaped 

this view and have influenced my thinking and doing.  None of the following perspectives have 

been applied in a “pure” form, but as a synthesis that is constantly evolving and shifting.  The 

vision in my head of the ways these perspectives manifest in a participatory program and 

research project is different from the actualities of how these play out.  I have felt great tensions 

in my work between the ideal scenarios and the reality of how things have happened.  This is not 
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excuse to abandon the project altogether, but can be a lesson in expectations, a lesson on 

relationships, a lesson on life.  I sometimes expect so much and hope that things will be perfect 

and play out exactly how I want them to, but they seldom do.  The theoretical perspectives 

offered here are my anchors, my grounding, and the home bases that I return to.   They swirl 

around in my head, sometimes more clearly in focus, sometimes receding into the depths of 

consciousness, but they are always there and they have impacted my life and my work in ways 

that cannot be fully explained.   

Participatory Photography Projects and Research 
 
 Technological advances in the past decade have transformed the ways we produce, 

consume, manipulate and disseminate photographs.  The digital revolution has further 

democratized the medium of photography and created new possibilities for its use.  The practice 

of participatory photography has paralleled these broader developments.  There are two broad 

types of participatory photography projects:  those embedded in a research context and those that 

are not.  These types sometimes overlap and there is a great deal of diversity within each type, 

but for the sake of this discussion, the differentiation will be made.   

 Many participatory photography projects conducted as part of research agendas have 

been based on the photovoice method developed by Caroline Wang and Mary Ann Burris in the 

mid-1990s.  Wang and Burris developed the method out of their work conducting public health 

needs assessment with women in rural China.1   Ideas related to the photovoice method played a 

large part in the initial development of BB100L.   In this study, the term ‘photovoice’ will refer 

to the process developed by Wang and Burris, although a number of other projects now operate 

                                                
1	  Caroline Wang and Mary Ann Burris, "Empowerment Through Photo Novella: Portraits 

of Participation," Health Education and Behavior, 1994: 171-186.	  
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under the name photovoice.2  In 1997, Wang and Burris published an article outlining the 

concept of photovoice, which they say is a process by which people can identify, represent and 

enhance their community through a specific technique.  As a practice based in the production of 

knowledge, photovoice has three main goals: (1) to enable people to record and reflect their 

community’s strengths and concerns, (2) to promote critical dialogue and knowledge about 

important issues through large and small group discussion of photographs, and (3) to reach 

policymakers.3 

 It is important to note the potential for the process to generate new knowledge.   The 

potential knowledge produced by photovoice projects is broad and can extend beyond those who 

actually participate in the projects.  Beyond the knowledge generated by the photovoice 

participant or that utilized by researchers, Wang and Burris’ second and third goal speak to the 

potential for the process to generate knowledge in a larger community context as well as on the 

level that policy decisions are made.  Photovoice-type projects have the potential to create 

knowledge in four distinct contexts:  First, the participant who goes through the photovoice 

process generates knowledge about their surroundings, which is made visible through their 

photographs and writing.  Although the products of the process are the most tangible forms of 

knowledge created, the process can also result in the development of new knowledge relating to 

self, identity, visual and technological literacy, public speaking, writing, and critical thinking.  

Second, photovoice-type projects can result in the creation of knowledge for the researcher, 

project facilitator and/or affiliated institutions.  Third, community members and other individuals 
                                                

2 A UK-based organization named PhotoVoice is frequently confused with Wang and 
Burris’ concept.  According to the organizations website, www.photovoice.org,  PhotoVoice’s 
vision is for a world in which no one is denied the opportunity to speak out and be heard.  
PhotoVoice’s mission is to build skills within disadvantaged and marginalized communities 
using innovative participatory photography and digital storytelling methods. 

3	  Wang and Burris, "Photovoice: Concept, Methodology,” 369.	  
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not directly involved in the project may generate new knowledge through viewing photographs 

and writing or by talking with someone who has participated in a photovoice project.  Fourth, 

individuals, elected or otherwise, responsible for making decisions affecting policy can arrive at 

new knowledge through contact with a photovoice project.  A photovoice project can contribute 

knowledge to all of these fields, but because of the flexibility and adaptability of the process, 

many projects have focused more on particular goals than others.  Throughout the planning and 

implementation of a photovoice-type project, it is crucial to consider relationships between these 

fields of knowledge and the power dynamics at play.   

 As Wang and Burris demonstrate, the process can be used to gather information in public 

health research projects and facilitate a needs assessment.  In many of these projects, photovoice 

functions as a methodological tool enabling the researcher to access information that may 

otherwise be difficult to obtain.   The photovoice methodology has gained acceptance as a 

research tool and has been used widely in health-related contexts that have included: pain 

experiences of senior citizens in Michigan,4 health needs of New Jersey college students,5 

indigent persons living with HIV in the Southern United States.6 Photovoice has also been used 

                                                
4	  T. A. Baker and Caroline C. Wang, "Photovoice: Use of participatory action research 

method to explore the chronic pain experience in older adults," Qualitative Health Research 16 
(2006). 

 
5Fern Walter Goodhart, et al., "A View Through a Different Lens: Photovoice as a Tool 

for Student Advocacy," Journal of American College Health 55 (2006). 
 
6 SD Rhodes, et al, "Visions and Voices: indigent persons living with HIV in the 

Southern United States use photovoice to create knowledge, develop partnerships, and take 
action," Health Promotion Practice 9 (2008). 
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outside of health-related fields in studies dealing with Baltimore youth in an after-school 

program,7 Canadian First Nation communities,8 and homeless youth in Australia.9  

Wang and Burris report ten distinctive contributions the photovoice method adds to the needs 

assessment process.   The following are the most relevant aspects of photovoice that have been 

engaged through the work of BB100L: 

• Knowledge put forth by participants is valued as a vital source of expertise.   
 

• The process can affirm the ingenuity and perspective of society’s most vulnerable 
populations.   

 
• The method facilitates a sampling of different social and behavioral settings.   

 
• The process and photographs can be a source of community pride and ownership. 

 
• The process enables people to depict not only the community’s needs but also its assets.   

 
• Participants are invited to become advocates for their own and their community’s well-

being.10   
 
 In the past decade, Photovoice has appeared in so many health studies that researchers 

have begun to analyze its use in this context in articles were published in 200911 and 2010.12    

                                                
7Robert W. Strack, et al, "Engaging Youth Through Photovoice," Health Promotion 

Practice 5 (2004). 
 
8 Heather Castleden, Theresa Garvin and Huu-ay-aht First Nation, "Modifying 

Photovoice for community-based participatory Indigenous research," Social Science and 
Medicine 66 (March 2008). 

 
9 Matt Dixon and Morgan Hadjialexiou, "Photovoice: Promising practice in engaging 

young people who are homeless," Youth Studies Australia 24 (2005). 
	  

	   10	  	  Wang and Burris, "Photovoice: Concept, Methodology.”  
	  

11	  Kenneth C. Hergenrather, et al, "Photovoice as Community-Based Participatory 
Research:  A Qualitative Review," American Journal of Health Behavior 33 (2009). 

 
12 Catalani and Minkler, "Photovoice: A Review of the Literature,“ 424-451. 
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Both of these studies found that photovoice has the capacity to reach an enhanced understanding 

of community assets and needs and to facilitate community change, although both studies 

recognize that more work must be done to better understand how the photovoice process most 

effectively engages participants.  Out of 31 studies analyzed in the 2009 article, 55% of the 

studies had predetermined the community concerns and priorities that would be the focus of the 

research, but 45% collaboratively identified the priorities with community partners.13  This 

finding highlights the concern of photovoice techniques being used solely as tools to gather data 

rather than their utilization as collaborative and participatory processes based on reciprocity 

between researchers and participants.   

 A 2010 review of photovoice studies develops a deeper analysis by analyzing 37 existing 

studies along categories such as research question, recruitment, study design and sampling, 

participant characteristics, data collection, etc. as well as through a quality of participation 

measurement tool to examine community participation.14    The authors found that the outcomes 

of photovoice projects they analyzed tended to fall into three categories: “a) enhanced 

community engagement in action and advocacy, (b) improved understanding of community 

needs and assets, which in turn could have community or public health benefits, and (c) 

increased individual empowerment.”15  Although the three categories are interrelated, they do 

offer a useful frame to consider the outcomes of photovoice projects in the public health 

literature.  The present study is most concerned with the outcome of increased individual 

empowerment in students who participated in the 2011 BB100L summer camp, although all 

                                                
13 Hergenrather et al, "Photovoice as CBPR," 689. 
 
14 Catalani and Minkler, "Photovoice: A Review of the Literature,” 437. 
	  
15	  Catalani and Minkler, "Photovoice: A Review of the Literature,” 443.	  
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three categories will be discussed in later chapters.  The most relevant contribution of the 

Minkler and Catalani review is their articulation of the factors associated with the highest level 

participatory projects, which are “(a) long-standing relationships between researchers and 

community, (b) intensive training to build community capacity, (c) an iterative cycle of 

community documentation and critical dialogue, and (d) multilevel outcomes including engaging 

community members in action and advocacy, enhancing understanding of community needs and 

assets, and facilitating individual empowerment.”  Through identifying factors associated with 

photovoice projects that achieved the highest levels of community engagement, Minkler and 

Catalani have deepened our understanding of photovoice projects and articulated factors to strive 

for when conceptualizing or evaluating future photovoice studies. Particularly relevant are the 

findings associated with high-level programs which reveal how integral sustained engagement, 

trust, and reciprocity are to the process.   

 Although photovoice and evolutions of the method have been deployed widely in recent 

years and have been shown to have positive effects on participants, these programs are not 

without their critics.  Rod Purcell points out that while it is reasonable to assume these programs 

have significant positive effects for individuals, it is harder to determine if they have any tangible 

and sustainable outcomes for the larger communities.16  The relative infancy of the method may 

partially explain the gap in literature addressing the broader community effects of these 

programs, although in order for programs to continue making claims regarding community 

effects, more research must be done.  Another critique is that as photovoice becomes more 

widely accepted and utilized, it will become simply a data collection technique that is divorced 

from its diverse origins and philosophical implications.  Joe Kincheloe defines technicalization 

                                                
16	  Rod Purcell, "Images for change: community development, community arts and 

photography," Community Development Journal 44 (January 2009): 114. 
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as “the focus on how to do things rather than why to do things.”17  As photovoice becomes more 

accepted, the danger is that it will be used in increasingly narrow ways that obscure its broad 

potential for engagement and critical reflection.   Guillemin and Drew suggest that, “as these 

methodologies become more common, it is inevitable that the field will become more riddled 

with ethical issues.  Rather than seeing these as overburdening or a reason not to employ these 

methodologies, we suggest that ethical tensions provide the opportunity to delve deeper into the 

possibilities.”18  Indeed, ignoring the complex ethical issues that surround visual methodologies 

like photovoice is another pitfall.  As these methodologies advance, scholars must work towards 

having more open discussions about their positive aspects as well as the challenges that they 

present.   

  In their seminal article, Wang and Burris discuss the sources that influenced the 

development of the photovoice concept, which are: 

(1) the theoretical literature on education for critical consciousness,  
feminist theory, and documentary photography;  
 
(2) the efforts of community photographers and participatory educators to 
challenge assumptions about representation  and documentary authorship;  
 
(3) our experience articulating and applying the process in the Ford Foundation-
supported Yunnan Women’s Reproductive Health and Development Program.19  

 
Many articles discussing photovoice projects have only superficially nodded to (some of) these 

origins and do not seem to appreciate the diverse and complex bodies of knowledge that led to 

                                                
 

17 Joe L. Kincheloe, Critical Pedagogy (New York: Peter Lang, 2008). 34.   
 
18 Marilys Guillemin and Sarah Drew, "Questions of process in participant-generated 

visual methodologies," Visual Studies 25 (2010): 186. 
	  
19	  Wang and Burris, “Photovoice: Concept,” 370.   
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the development of photovoice.  It is not necessary for every public health researcher using 

photovoice have a background in these areas, but as these origins become increasingly obscured, 

the danger of photovoice becoming merely a technique increases.  Specifically, the influences of 

the documentary genre, in both theory and practice, remain underrepresented and underexplored 

in the literature on photovoice-type projects.  A more thorough look at the relationship between 

photovoice projects and their documentary influences can delve into complex ethical issues of 

representation, authorship, and ownership and further inform and enlarge our sense of the role of 

visual literacies in the twenty-first century.  A deeper look at the ways documentary has 

influenced community-based participatory photographic projects can also reveal multiple 

pathways for engaging this type of work.   

 Wang and Burris cite Martha Rosler and Susan Sontag as documentary theorists whose 

work contributed to the photovoice model.  Wang and Burris’ 1994 Photo Novella study, the 

precursor to their 1996 article that formalized the photovoice concept, discusses Rosler and 

Sontag’s criticsm of the disparities between documentarians and their subjects.20  Wang and 

Burris echo the criticism and extend its application to traditional social science research and the 

power differential between researchers and subjects.21   

The power dynamics between researchers and subjects will be discussed in more detail in 

Chapter Four, but a brief look at Sontag and Rosler’s critiques will be offered here.  Sontag 

began writing her now classic series of essays On Photography in the mid 1970s, where she 

critically examined many aspects of the documentary genre.  As society has become increasingly 

visually-saturated, many of her arguments are not only relevant today, but have become 

                                                
20 Wang and Burris, "Empowerment Through Photo Novella," 171-186. 
	  
21	  Wang and Burris, "Empowerment Through Photo Novella," 175. 
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increasingly more important to consider.  Sontag argues that, “For more than a century, 

photographers have been hovering about the oppressed, in attendance at scenes of violence—

with a spectacularly good conscience.  Social misery has inspired the comfortably-off with the 

urge to take pictures, the gentlest of predations, in order to document a hidden reality, that is, a 

reality hidden from them.”22   

Martha Rosler is one of many who have evolved the critiques offered by Sontag.  Rosler 

argues that, “Documentary is a little like horror movies, putting a face on fear and transforming 

threat into fantasy, into imagery.  One can handle imagery by leaving it behind. (It is them, not 

us.)”23  Both Sontag and Rosler question the guiding assumption of pioneer social 

documentarians such as Lewis Hine and Jacob Riis, who believed that showing the conditions 

and faces of poverty to those with the ability to intervene would help alleviate the situation.  In 

some situations, powerful images of hardship have encouraged positive changes, but the point is 

that we cannot assume photographs will necessarily serve that function.  As Sontag points out, 

they may actually serve to deaden consciousness rather than evoke empathy.  This point may be 

especially valid now.  Whereas photographs of the Vietnam War helped humanize the situation 

for many Americans and assisted building public support for ending the war, photographs of war 

are now commonplace and may not hold the same power to evoke collective action.   

 A thorough examination of the theoretical literature on documentary practice and its 

relationships to photovoice-type projects is an area ripe for exploration, but is beyond the scope 

                                                
22 Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1973). 50.   

 
23 Martha Rosler, "in, around, and afterthoughts (on documentary photography)," in The 

Contest of Meaning: Critical Histories of Photography, ed. Richard Bolton, 303-342  
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989,1992). 306.	  	  	  
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of the current study.  A brief example of my own experience struggling with documentary ethics 

is offered below.  

Years before reading Sontag and Rosler’s powerful critiques of documentary, I 

made the decision to leave behind five years of photojournalism and move on to 

other work.  I did not have the theory or language to adequately articulate the 

discomfort I felt, and while I knew it was important to document the harsh and 

unpleasant side of reality, I also knew that it was not the job for me.  I was 

tangled in a serious ethical conundrum as the most successful—financially and in 

terms of circulation numbers—photographs that I had taken were direct 

representations of other’s misfortune.  The sixth largest paper in the United States 

hired me to take the portrait of a woman whose sister had been brutally murdered 

days before.  My photograph of a football player breaking his leg was published 

on three continents, but it all made me sick to know that I was benefitting from 

their loss.  I felt like a predator, like a spy, and I quit.   

 
Although the literature related to photovoice played a key role in the development of BB100L, 

the present study does not explicitly employ photovoice as a research methodology nor is it 

situated in the tradition of Community-Based Participatory Research as many photovoice 

projects are.  This section has explored the ways photovoice has been utilized in the context of 

public health research.  Although the projects discussed here have illustrated the diverse contexts 

where participatory photography projects operate, they are only one type of such project.  Within 

the research realm, photographs are also being used as prompts during interviews, which is 
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known as photo elicitation.24  Some researchers are also analyzing photographs as documents 

detached from their creators in an attempt to “challenge the habitual anthropocentric gaze we use 

when analyzing educational data.”25  Further discussion about the emerging uses of photography 

and photographic production in a research context is extremely relevant, but beyond the scope of 

this research study.  Participatory photography has become increasingly prevalent in the research 

landscape over the past decade.  Community-based photographic programs that are not explicitly 

linked with the research act have also become much more prevalent.   The following section will 

discuss several of these programs and examine the ways photography is being used in 

community, education, and youth development contexts.   

Literacy Through Photography 

 Although the general public likely knows little about research that is utilizing 

participatory photography practices, programs situated outside of the research context have 

received more widespread attention.  The 2004 film Born Into Brothels explores one such project 

that gave cameras to children of prostitutes in Calcutta’s red light district.   The film went on to 

win an Oscar for best documentary feature in 2005, further widening its audience and the 

concept of giving cameras to kids.  The success of Born Into Brothels and programs like UK 

PhotoVoice (which is not connected to the photovoice research methodology) illustrate how the 

idea of giving cameras to those lacking access in hopes of “giving” voice has gained traction as 

digital technologies make these programs easier to implement.  It is important to note, though, 

that these ideas and programs are really not as new as they may seem.   

                                                
24	  Guillemin and Drew, "Questions of process.”  
 
25 Karin Hultman and Hillevi Lenz Taguchi, "Challenging antropocentric analysis of 

visual data: a relational materialist methodological approach to educational research," 
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 23 (2010): 525-542.	  
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Wendy Ewald began working with Appalachian children in West Virginia and eastern 

Kentucky in 1975 and has been developing photography-based programs for youth ever since.  

Over the years, some of Ewald’s projects revolved around her taking portraits of youth, but the 

majority of her work puts cameras in the hands of her participants.  A decade after she began 

teaching photography to children in Appalachia, Ewald published Portraits and Dreams, which 

contains her student’s photographs and stories.  Out of years of experience, Ewald formalized the 

knowledge and processes she and her students had developed into the Literacy Through 

Photography (LTP) model.  LTP has been adopted into the Durham, North Carolina school 

systems and that project is supported by the Center for Documentary Studies (CDS) at Duke 

University.  The CDS has been offering weeklong summer training courses in the LTP method in 

addition to coordinating LTP programs at local Durham schools.  Photographers and educators 

from around the world have attended these LTP training sessions and taken the knowledge they 

gained back to their own schools and communities to start their own LTP inspired projects.  In 

additional to the LTP workshops, Ewald has published two books that focus on teaching 

photography and writing to children, all of which are great resources aimed at giving other 

educators and photographers the tools they need to engage their students with photography.26 27  

In the summer of 2009, former BB100L Co-Director Whitney Green and I had the opportunity to 

attend one of the training sessions at the CDS, which greatly influenced the development of 

BB100L in several ways.  Specifically, the LTP training solidified the realization that we must 

find ways to increase the number of contact hours with students, which ultimately led to the 

                                                
26	  Wendy Ewald and Alexandra Lightfoot, I Wanna Take Me a Picture: Teaching 

Photography and Writing to Children (Boston: Beacon Press, 2001). 
 
27 Wendy Ewald, et al, Literacy and Justice Through Photography: A Classroom Guide 

(New York: Teachers College Press, 2011).	  
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summer camp format.  Additionally, the intensive focus on the interplay between writing and 

photography helped me think differently about the relationships between the writing and 

photography and encouraged me to explore these connections in my personal work as well as 

through BB100L.   

Another pioneer in the youth participatory photography movement is Jim Hubbard, who 

created the “Shooting Back” program in 1989 while working as a photojournalist.  As Hubbard 

photographed homeless people in Washington, D.C., he realized that youth always asked if they 

could look through his camera, which led him to the creation of Shooting Back to teach homeless 

youth photography in order to document their world.28  Like Hubbard and Ewald, many of the 

people who initiate these types of youth participatory photographic projects are themselves 

photographers.  Documentary photography is the pathway that brought me to this work as well.  

Diverse individuals beyond photographers, including visual artists, media literacy educators, 

social workers, community development workers, and others have directed these types of 

participatory projects.29 

A certain level of tension exists regarding the aesthetic quality that can be achieved in 

participatory photography programs.  Some programs resemble community-based art classes 

where photographic technique and aesthetic quality are greatly emphasized, whereas other 

programs focus more on the process and the content of an image rather than its aesthetic and 

formal dimensions.  Both approaches have and continue to result in positive outcomes, but I find 

myself leaning more toward the latter conception.  As a trained photographer, I certainly 

appreciate the history of photography, composition and technique, but I believe in photographs 

                                                
28	  Jim Hubbard, Shooting Back, http://shootingback.net (accessed April 26, 2012). 
 
29 Luttrell and Chalfan, "Lifting up voices of participatory visual research," 197-200.	  
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as a form of communication.  As such, every photograph can convey meaning and is of value, 

regardless of its aesthetic quality.  Following this conception of photography, I have always 

sought to provide enough photographic training for students to feel comfortable with the camera, 

but have never had the creation of beautiful, technically and compositionally correct photographs 

as a primary goal of the program.  The photographs are an access and jumping off point that can 

lead to increased knowledge of self, place, and others.   

Alina Campana has written about what she sees as an emerging group of 

“Artist/educator/activists” and says that many of these hybrid practitioners do not consider “the 

production of “fine art” an important goal for their collaborative work.  Instead, their description 

of their work echos contemporary sociological notions of activism…where the arts and creative 

process are tools, or vehicles, to achieving other goals, such as dialogue, sharing individual 

experiences, gaining and developing voice, envisioning alternatives to the status quo, and 

revealing hidden assumptions and prejudices.”30  In her research, Campana has found that many 

of the “artist/educator/activists” she has studied share “significant interdisciplinary 

backgrounds.”31  I agree with Campana that many contemporary youth and community–based 

projects require complex skill sets and are blurring the traditional boundaries between artists, 

educators, and activists.  I identify with her notions about this emerging form of practitioner and 

feel that my own interdisciplinary background has been a great asset in the development and 

implementation of arts-based youth programs.   

                                                
30 Alina Campana, "Agents of Possibility: Examining the Intersections of Art, Education, 

and Activism in Communities," Studies in Art Education 52 (2011): 288. 
 
31 Ibid. 288.  
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The following section will discuss some of my early encounters with photography and 

the ways I have developed such a strong belief in the power of the medium, which will be 

followed by a discussion about the roles and value of the arts education more broadly.  

Early Photographic Education and Practice 
 
I believe there is an incredible power and potential for communication and connection inherent 

in the medium of photography and the process of photographing things that are important to me 

has shaped my life tremendously.  I really started getting deeply interested in photography in 

high school.  I was able to get a scholarship from our local art council to attend a weeklong 

photojournalism workshop at Corcoran College of Art and Design in Washington D.C., which 

helped me to start thinking about the  relationships between photographs, stories and words.  I 

became the first person to be  the sole yearbook photographer at Opelika High and was able to 

learn a great deal about our school and my fellow classmates through that experience.  One thing 

that I remember most is that I recognized early on a large part of photography is developing your 

eye and the way you see things around you.  This transcends any amount of technical expertise 

you can have and is integral.  In order to develop my eye, I came up with different exercises or 

games that I would do over my high school years.  One that I remember most took place in my 

own backyard.  Basically, the backyard was a finite  space enclosed within a wooden fence.  I 

had seen it for years and nothing much was ever drastically different.  In order to develop my 

eye, my way of seeing, I decided that I would keep photographing in my back year every so 

often.  The backyard look pretty much the same as it did ten years ago and there were never 

really that many dramatic changes, but I kept photographing anyway---and this was before the 

digital revolution.  I actually still have boxes of prints and negatives of my parent’s back year 

from my high school years.  I have often suggested this activity to young photographs and 
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sometimes get confused looks, but I believe that it was an incredible valuable exercise for me in 

developing the way I saw the world around me.  The location does not particularly mater, just 

that it is the same place, but the more seemingly static a location is, the more challenging the 

exercise becomes.   

The State of Arts Education 
 

Too much of the curriculum in high schools today is about doing well on the test. What if 
 arts education, with its emphasis on process, could help us think about not being finished 
 instead of failing?32  -Linda Nathan 
 
 

The 2001 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act designated the arts as a core academic 

subject.  Title IX, Part A, Section 9101 (1)(D)(11) of the Act defines core academic subjects as 

English, reading or language arts, mathematics, science, foreign languages, civics and 

government, economics, arts, history, and geography.   The inclusion of arts as a core academic 

subject gave many arts educators and advocates hope when the bill was passed, but for many, 

that hope has faded in the decade since the Act took effect.  Arts education is often the first area 

to be cut or eliminated when budgets are cut or policies shift to focus on standardized testing.33 34 

35  I have met an art teacher who is the only art teacher in a county that has five high schools.  I 

have talked with students who simply don’t have the arts in their schools.  According to a 2006 

report on how the arts benefit student achievement, rural schools often bear a disproportionate 

                                                
32	  Linda Nathan, "All Students Are Artists," Educational Leadership 69 (2012): 51. 
 
33 Vanessa St. Gerard, “Art Smart,” Principal 91 (2011): 3. 
 
34 Ruppert, Critical Evidence. 
 
35 President's Committee on the Arts and Humanities, "Reinvesting in Arts Education: 

Winning America's Future Through Creative Schools” (Washington D.C., May 2011).  
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share of the losses of arts instruction and activities.36  The report also concluded that, “children 

from low-income families are less likely to be consistently involved in arts activities or 

instruction than children from high-income families.”37  A 2011 report from the President’s 

Council on the Arts and Humanities echo these findings, saying that, “due to budget constraints 

and emphasis on the subjects of high stakes testing, arts instruction in schools is on a downward 

trend.  Just when they need it most…art, music, movement and performing…are less available to 

them.  Sadly, this is especially true for students from lower-income schools.”38 

 Scholars, practitioners, and public officials bring differing senses of urgency to their 

discussions of the importance of developing these skills and the roles of arts engagement.  The 

following statements give a sense of this range: 

• Providing tools to our students to help them think and act creatively is essential for the 
advancement of a civil society.39 

 
• Because so much of the U.S. economy, and economies of all advanced capitalist 

countries, are based on the creative sector, social and financial growth is now dependent 
on a solid foundation of art education.40 

 
• Young people can be better prepared for the 21st century though quality learning 

experiences in and through the arts.41 

                                                
36 Ruppert, Critical Evidence, 1.  

	  
37	  Ruppert, Critical Evidence, 1. 
 
38 President's Committee on the Arts and Humanities, "Reinvesting in Arts Education.” 

  
39 Tayloe Harding, "Fostering Creativity for Leadership and Leading Change," Arts 

Education Policy Review 111 (2010): 52. 
 

40 Kerry Freedman, “Rethinking Creativity: A Definition to Support Contemporary 
Practice,” Art Education 63 (2010): 9. 

 
41 Edward B. Fiske, Ed. Champions of Change: The Impact of the Arts on Learning, (Arts 

Education Partnership & The President's Commitee on the Arts and the Humanities, 1999). 
Introduction by Department of Education Secretary Richard Riley. 
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• The time is right to promote a new artistic literacy in the population at large—for 

personal fulfillment, growth, and deeper meaning, for the fullest education in all domains 
of knowledge, for effectiveness in our communities, and perhaps even our ultimate 
survival in a complex and increasingly threatened world.42 

 
These quotes illustrate the range of perspectives and motivations for strengthening arts 

opportunities for youth and society.  Former Education Secretary Richard Riley connects arts 

education and the Federal Reserve by saying, “If young Americans are to succeed and contribute 

to what…Alan Greenspan describes as our ‘economy of ideas,’ they will need an education that 

develops imaginative, flexible and tough-minded thinking.  The arts powerfully nurture the 

ability to think in this manner.”43  Riley explicitly links arts education and the skills that can be 

developed in and through the arts with their potential benefits in terms of capitalism and 

neoliberal conceptions of society.  I don’t disagree that the arts can powerfully nurture skills that 

can and do have substantial economic implications, but advocating for the arts solely on this 

basis without acknowledgement of broader considerations is shortsighted and will not result in 

more quality arts learning experiences.  In fact, this approach is counterproductive and subverts 

the far-reaching potentials artistic literacy offers for individuals, communities and society at 

large.   

 Current U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan says, “Experiences in the arts are 

valuable on their own, but they also enliven learning of other subjects, making them 

indispensible for a complete education in the 21st Century.”44  By including a statement of the 

inherent benefits of arts experiences, Duncan seems to be promoting a more holistic conception 

                                                
42	  Ruth Richards, “Everyday Creativity and the Arts,” World Futures 63 (2007): 501. 
	  
43	  Fiske, Champions of Change: The Impact of the Arts on Learning, vi.  
 
44 President's Committee on the Arts and Humanities, "Reinvesting in Arts Education.”	  
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of arts education than Riley previously had.  Although there is an incredible uphill battle ahead 

to closing the achievement gap and ensuring all students have access to quality arts instruction, 

the tone and importance conveyed from leadership at the top is encouraging.   

 Increasing numbers of jobs require complex and diverse skill sets that can be developed 

through creative arts activities and developing these skills will likely contribute to future 

employment, but artistic and creative practice offer much more.   Following Ruth Richards’ 

conception of “everyday creativity,” the time is indeed right to promote a new artistic literacy 

which has implications on personal, community, and global levels.   Animating Democracy 

advances this perspective and draws connections between the many benefits of the arts and their 

ability to promote a democratic society in the following: 

Artists and cultural organizations are applying the power of the artistic imagination to 
inform, inspire, engage, animate, and motivate social action. The arts and artists empower 
by validating people’s stories and perspectives and by bringing people together to 
discover shared goals and strength. They can broaden citizens’ voices and 
participation….They can enhance the quality and capacity for dialogue—prompting 
deeper exploration and shifting contentious public debate to a more open and receptive 
space for listening, expressing, and truly hearing alternative views. The arts can promote 
greater awareness and understanding of issues, contributing to shifts in thinking and 
attitude.  Evident in all of these possibilities is the power of the arts and humanities to 
animate democracy.45  

 
Animating Democracy’s broad conception of the role of artists and cultural organizations in 

advancing social action goes beyond the economic and individual benefits often touted as 

outcomes of artistic and creative activity.  This vision sees these practices and opportunities as 

integral to the greater health and well being not only of individuals, but families, neighborhoods, 

communities, states, and nations.  I identify with this broader notion of the arts and creativity and 

their roles in society and embrace this perspective.  While the broader benefits are integral, the 

                                                
45	  Pam Korza and Barbara Schaffer Bacon, Artists Engaging in Social Change, 

Background Paper (Animating Democracy, American for the Arts, 2010).	  
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focus of this research is individual meaning making and experience.  Because of this focus, I will 

now move to a discussion of some individual skills and competencies that can be gained from the 

arts.  Although these traits will be primarily discussed in relation to the individual, the 

development and assertion of these traits certainly have broader implications.   

 The Partnership for 21st Century Skills (P21), a national organization that advocates for 

21st century readiness for every student, has developed a holistic framework of learning.  Instead 

of narrowly focusing on traditional core subject areas, the framework expands to include “life 

and career skills,” “learning and innovation skills,” and “information, media and technology 

skills” in addition to the core subjects.46  4Cs—critical thinking, communication, collaboration, 

and creativity—are classified as “learning and innovation skills” in the framework and are 

particularly relevant to this study.  In the following sections, each of these 4Cs will be discussed.   

Creativity 
 

 The concept of creativity has been defined in many ways and has increasingly become a 

focus of global research, education, and business.  Creativity is often thought of as some special 

trait that only specific people “have,” which is evident in speech like “I’m not creative,” but new 

conceptions of creativity are emerging and influencing the way we think about the concept.   

Kerry Freedman suggests that “creativity is an open concept, like art, and must be applied in a 

cultural context…creativity is an aim of democratic curriculum.” While stressing that creativity 

must be considered in relation to specific contexts, purposes, processes and outcomes, she argues 

that creativity generally:  “(1) involves critical reflection,  (2) is based on interest, (3) is a 

learning process, (4) is functional, (5) is a social activity, (6) depends on reproduction, and (7) is 

                                                
46 Partnership for 21st Century Skills, "Tools and Resources," Partnership for 21st 

Century Skills, December 2009, http://www.p21.org (accessed April 5, 2012). 
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a form of leadership.”47  Freedman views creativity as an essential skill set that extends far 

beyond simply making art, but that is essential to the development of 21st century citizens.   

 Likewise, Ruth Richards has developed the concept of “everyday creativity” that extends 

beyond areas traditionally associated with creativity.  “We define everyday creativity only in 

terms of making an original contribution of some sort, and one that communicates to others and 

is thus meaningful, rather than being random or idiosyncratic.” 48  Everyday creativity can occur 

in any activity or situation and is more an approach to living than a skill to utilize sporadically or 

in specific contexts.  Richards is a psychologist and offers many fascinating ideas about 

creativity that are beyond the scope of this study, but her concept of “everyday creativity” is 

particularly relevant to the topic at hand. 

 Stojanova argues that, “creativity is a characteristic of each person…In greater or lesser 

extent it is present in all forms of human activity.  Like every other human potential, it can be 

developed or destroyed depending on environmental conditions in which the person lives.”49  

The connection between creativity and environmental conditions is important as there is much 

debate over the ways (or lack thereof) schools are preparing youth with the skills needed to be 

successful global citizens in the 21st century.  To this point, Stojanova argues that “the ultimate 

goal of the modern educational system should be the development of independent, free, tolerant, 

                                                
47 Freedman, "Rethinking Creativity,” 10. 
	  
48Richards, "Everyday Creativity and the Arts," 503. (italics in original) 
 
49  Biljana Stojanova, "Development of creativity as a basic task of the modern 

educational system," Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences, 2010: 3395. 
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and creative young people that would satisfy their needs, but also the needs of modern society in 

which creativity is the basis for development.”50 

 The recognition that creativity can either be developed or stifled based on the learning 

environment is central to ongoing education debates.  Sir Ken Robinson has discussed this waste 

of creativity at length and says: 

  [W]e're all born with immense natural talents but our institutions, especially 
 education, tend to stifle many of them and as a result we are fomenting a human and an 
 economic disaster.  In education, this vast waste of talent involves a combination of 
 factors. They include a narrow emphasis on certain  sorts of academic work; the exile of 
 arts, humanities and physical education programs from schools; arid approaches to 
 teaching math and sciences; an obsessive culture of standardized testing and tight 
 financial pressures to teach to the tests.51 
 
As Robinson points out, the “exile” of the arts from the educational environment is one of a 

number of complex factors contributing to the “vast waste” of talent in contemporary America.  

Programs like BB100L can help fill the gap for students who do not have opportunities in their 

schools to engage in arts and creative activities, although maximizing the potential benefits to 

students requires long-term and sustained arts engagement in their schools and communities.  

The Champions for Change report finds that “learning in and through the arts can help “level the 

playing field” for youngsters from disadvantaged communities… Students with high levels of 

arts participation outperform ‘arts-poor’ students by virtually every measure.”52   

 In order to teach creativity and the skills students need to succeed, Hanson and Herz 

develop the idea of a “Toolbox Approach,” which “is a set of concepts and techniques that a 

                                                
50 Stojanova, "Development of creativity,” 3395. 
	  
51	  Ken Robinson, CNN Opinion, 2011, (accessed April 12, 2012). 

http://www.cnn.com/2009/OPINION/11/03/robinson.schools.stifle.creativity/index.html 
 

52 Fiske, Champions of Change, viii. 
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teacher develops over time to help students think and act creatively.  In collaboration with 

students, teachers may also develop a class toolbox, which includes relevant concepts and 

techniques that are part of a classroom culture.”53  Hanson and Herz stress the development of a 

toolbox over time in relation to the specific contexts of the classroom, students, and 

environment: there is no one-size-fits-all approach.   Teaching creative writing in the summer 

camp follows this conception of a toolbox by showing students many possible ways to approach 

their writing and letting them decide which tools to utilize from their writing toolbox.   

 Although they do not advocate standardized approaches to encouraging creativity, 

Hansen and Herz offer a synthesis of some of the more prominent techniques and approaches 

they have found, including: 

• Modeling creative behaviors and attitudes (including studying the lives of creative 
people) 

• Talking about creativity as an educational goal 
• Using open-ended tasks (with many valid solutions) 
• Encouraging people to define/redefine problems 
• Providing choices so that people can follow their intrinsic motivations—and encouraging 

people to follow their inclinations (find what they love to do) 
• Linking ideas and perspectives (including analogic thinking/metaphor and collaboration) 
• Questioning assumptions 
• Encouraging sensible risks and tolerating mistakes54 

 
Many of the techniques offered above not only encourage creativity, but also intersect and 

overlap with the remaining 3C’s.   

 The last point in Hansen and Herz’s list, “encouraging sensible risks and tolerating 

mistakes,” deserves special consideration. Essential to the development of creativity is the 

freedom to experiment with different ideas and approaches in pursuit of the best solution.  

                                                
53 Michael Hanchett Hanson and Rebecca Shulman Herz, "A "Toolbox Approach" for 

Developing Thoughtfully Structured, Creative Art Experiences," Art Education 64 (2011): 33. 
	  
54	  Hanson and Herz, “A Toolbox Approach,” 34.  
  



 

83 
 

Failure is inevitably a part of this process, as the first solution often is not the most effective, but 

failure is often viewed in a negatively in American society.   Tayloe Harding addresses this 

point, saying that, “preparing good creative thinkers requires school teachers and professors to 

provide students with some room and time for experimenting with transforming creative 

thoughts into ideas.”55  Tolerance and acceptance of failure is necessary in the development of 

creativity.   The following is a brief personal account of the importance of creativity and a 

flexible learning environment where failure is seen as part of the process. 

  I remember my art teacher from first grade: Mrs. Plasketies.  I remember making 

 a collage out of found materials and in the process winding up with oil paint all over my 

 clothes, although I don’t think that is why I remember this particular art activity.  I 

 remember the found materials collage because the activity made me think about the 

 everyday materials that surround me in a different way, or it began a long process of this 

 at least.  Candy wrappers, pencil shavings, dried up paint were once, and sometimes 

 still are, ephemeral objects that are overlooked, that contain no meaning or value, they 

 are the leftovers, consequences of consumption.  This assignment that Mrs. Plasketies 

 had me do in the early 1990s made me look around at these objects and consider their 

 value differently, although I wouldn’t realize it until years later, maybe right now.  These 

 things that littered the landscape of our classroom floor and meant nothing could be 

 given meaning anew.  An eye for these little bits of paper began to emerge and develop 

 through a simple assignment.  Not only do I remember this assignment and the way it 

 made me reconsider the uses and value of discarded or meaningless objects, but I 

 remember freedom from that activity.  Mrs. Plasketies didn’t give instructions on how to 

                                                
55 Harding, “Fostering Creativity for Leadership and Leading Change,” 53.	  
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 piece together the items we found or say that we should try to fashion the objects into a 

 warrior (the school mascot).  I remember making whatever I wanted to make and being 

 encouraged to do so.  We may have had an assignment, I don’t know, but what I 

 remember is the feeling of freedom of wind blowing through my hair, freefalling from a 

 sheer cliff into a blissful space where it was okay to be myself, okay to express the things 

 I thought and felt, okay to be creative.   

  That space of freedom is what I am interested in; the environments that facilitate 

 confidence in self-expression, environments where it is okay to fail, where you are 

 accepted for who and what you are but also encouraged to dig deeper and kindle that 

 little flame, sometimes barely a flicker in a cavernous darkness of judgment, limits and 

 homogenization.  These environments are exponential oxygenators to that little spark, 

 gradually brightening the light into a flame that shows the path just a little more clearly, 

 and then more fuel is poured on and momentum gains and confidence builds and 

 creativity buds and then the flame is strong enough to share a little of the flame with 

 those other sparks that are so fragilely dancing in the winds and then that path lights up 

 even more and we can see more than a few feet ahead and the momentum continues to 

 build, imagining what is just ahead, but not passively accepting what is just beyond our 

 sight, but actively fashioning that future to be better than the place from whence we 

 came, a place where sparks aren’t extinguished and systematically killed, but 

 creatively kindled.  

Critical Thinking 
 
 Thinking critically is a habit of mind essential for personal and professional success.  In 

Critical Thinking Strategies for Success, Richard Paul and colleagues argue that “there is a new 
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world facing us, one in which the power of the mind to command itself, to regularly engage in 

self-analysis, will increasingly determine the quality of our work, the quality of our lives, and 

perhaps even, our very survival.”56  Critical thinking can be cultivated and applied to all aspects 

of life.  Linda Elder defines critical thinking as “self-guided, self-disciplined thinking which 

attempts to reason at the highest level of quality in a fair-minded way.”57  P21 defines the 

following as aspects of critical thinking:  reasoning effectively, using systems thinking, making 

judgments and decisions, and solving problems.58  Synthesizing and making connections 

between information and reflecting critically on learning experiences and processes are aspects 

of making judgments according to the Partnership’s 21st Century framework.  As an alternative 

to passive and adaptive thought, critical thinking is an active and engaged process.  “Thinking is 

an action,” argues bell hooks.  “The heartbeat of critical thinking is the longing to know—to 

understand how life works.”59 hooks elaborates, saying: 

 Students do not become critical thinkers overnight.  First, they must learn to 
 embrace the joy and power of thinking itself.  Engaged pedagogy is a teaching 
 strategy that aims to restore students’ will to think, and their will to be fully self-
 actualized.   The central focus of engaged pedagogy is to enable students to think 
 critically.60   
 
Critical thinking is central to engaged pedagogy, which will be discussed in more detail later in 

this chapter.  Thinking critically not only requires us to analyze our own thought processes, but 
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86 
 

also requires we envision things from multiple perspectives beyond our own limited view.  

Sylvan Barnet and Hugo Bedau emphasize this point in From Critical Thinking to Argument, 

saying that, “Critical thinking requires us to use our imagination, seeing things from perspectives 

other than our own and envisioning the likely consequences of our position.”61  The utilization of 

imagination suggested by Barnet and Bedau links critical thinking with creativity, which is just 

one of many linkages and mutual reinforcements among the 4Cs.  Although critical thinking may 

seem like an individual process, our ability to think critically deeply impacts the ways we 

communicate with others.   

Communication 
 
 Communicating effectively with others, as well as with ourselves, is another essential life 

skill.  We communicate in many ways: orally, visually, nonverbally, and through writing.  P21 

advocates that students communicate their ideas effectively through all of these forms and in a 

variety of contexts. Shirley Brice Heath’s research reinforces this position. She argues that, 

“Effective arts-based youth organizations place strong emphasis on communication skills of 

many types and across an array of contexts and situations.”62 Although printed forms of 

communication have traditionally enjoyed supremacy in our society, dominant forms of 

communication are shifting rapidly in the digital age.  Because of these rapid shifts in the ways 

we communicate, Henry Giroux argues for: 

 At the very least pluralizing the notion of literacy so that we can expand its 
 meaning to mastering the languages, knowledge, skills, tools, new technologies, and 
 methods of a range of modes of communication, including, but going beyond, print 
 culture.  Most of the pedagogical influences that students experience do not come  from 
 the schools but from popular culture, rooted in a largely electronically driven visual 
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 culture.  The technologies and content of this culture must be available to students in 
 schools not only so they can read these cultures critically, but also so they can become 
 cultural producers within these new communicative domains.63   
 
Giroux offers an enlarged conception of literacy to encompass the many forms of 

communication operating in our increasingly interconnected and complex society.   Following 

this conception, it is important for students to learn about, discuss and critique these various 

forms, but students must also have opportunities to learn to engage and communicate through 

these emerging forms.  In addition to teaching students how to look at photographs and film 

critically, Giroux argues that we must also teach students the skills required to communicate 

through photography and film.  Carolyne Ali-Kahn advocates for modes of visual 

communication to become more central parts of education and asks “Are we engaging ourselves 

and our students in the quest to embrace this new multilogicality and to understand and 

communicate in an electronically based and increasingly ocular-centric world?”64  In most cases, 

we are not adequately engaging ourselves and our students in light of the exponential advances 

in modes of visual communication. 

 Visual modes of communication are critical to this study and the students who participate 

in BB100L, but written and oral communication are also important.  Instead of seeing these 

various forms as discrete and isolated, BB100L takes an interconnected approach that seeks to 

understand the relations between different modes of communication and the ways they reinforce 

one another.  In a move to give visual modes of communication the attention they deserve, it is 

imperative not to overlook the importance of traditional forms of oral and written 
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communication.  All of these forms are crucial and developing skills to navigate and utilize all 

forms of communication should be a key educational goal in the twenty-first century.  According 

to bell hooks, “Much knowledge acquisition comes to us in daily life through conversations.” 

hooks continues, “The future of learning lies with the cultivation of conversations, of 

dialogue.”65  Similarly, Paulo Freire argued that, “Democracy and democratic education are 

founded on faith in men, on the belief that they not only can but should discuss the problems of 

their country, of their continent, their world, their work, the problems of democracy itself.”66  

Communication, in its many and evolving forms, is a cornerstone of democratic education and is 

required for successful collaboration.  

Collaboration 

 A Google image search for the term ‘collaboration’ pulls up lots of silly images of 

animated figures holding hands, huddling together, placing puzzle pieces together, and putting 

their hands in to form a circle.  From this superficial search, it is apparent that collaboration 

involves people working together.  To collaborate, according to Merriam Webster, is “to work 

jointly with others or together especially in an intellectual endeavor.”  Perhaps the vagueness of 

the definition partially accounts for how often the term ‘collaborate’ is used in contemporary 

society?  Nevertheless, collaboration is an essential skill that is applicable to both personal and 

professional life.  P21 offers the following as aspects of successful collaboration: 

• Ability to work effectively and respectfully with diverse teams. 
• Flexibility and willingness to be helpful in making necessary compromises to accomplish 

a common goal. 
• Assume shared responsibility for collaborative work, and value the individual 
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contributions made by each team member.67   
  
Successful collaboration requires open lines of communication between everyone involved and 

the cultivation of an atmosphere marked by mutual respect and encouragement.  Vanessa St. 

Gerard argues that collaboration is a value “companies seek in their future employees” as well as 

a benefit “resulting from arts involvement.”68  Collaboration certainly is a value that can be 

instilled through arts involvement, and is also a value touted as essential for success in business 

and professional life.  Collaboration can also be applied beyond the domains of personal 

satisfaction and professional success.  “ Envisioning a future of global peace and justice,” writes 

bell hooks, “we must all realize that collaboration is the practice that will most effectively enable 

everyone to dialogue together, to create a new language of community and mutual 

partnership.”69  Alina Campana suggests that, “empathy and an awareness of others help form 

the foundation of collaboration.”70  Collaboration is an expansive term, but the core idea is 

working together to reach a common goal.  Whether in the context of home, neighborhood, 

church, school, or work, collaboration is an essential part of life and we will do well to work 

towards developing the skills required for successful collaborations in order to enjoy full and 

prosperous lives.    

 Creativity, critical thinking, communication and collaboration are essential, 

interconnected skills that figure importantly in educational debate and are valued by business 

leaders.  I assert that a 5th C should be added to the list: confidence. Confidence threads through 
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all of the Cs and is a crucial element in the development and enactment of creativity, critical 

thinking, communication, and collaboration.  A more detailed exploration of confidence and the 

connections between it and the other 4Cs will reemerge in chapters five and six.  The final 

section of this chapter will explore how varying notions of engaged and critical pedagogy 

connect with the 5Cs and the ways critical pedagogy has influenced the philosophical 

assumptions undergirding this inquiry.   

Education for Critical Consciousness 
 
Paulo Freire is widely regarded as the father of critical pedagogy and his theories have 

impacted a number of disciplines ranging from philosophy to political science.71  This section 

will discuss some of the central tenets of Freire’s theories before moving to a discussion of how 

his work has led to current conceptions of critical pedagogy.  An assumption that I bring to my 

research is that creative activity and dialogue can facilitate increased understanding and this 

assumption is also a foundation of the BB100L project.  This idea is partially based on Paulo 

Freire’s theory of “a form of education enabling the people to reflect on themselves, their 

responsibilities, and their role in the new cultural climate-- indeed to reflect on their very power 

of reflection.  The resulting development of this power would mean an increased capacity for 

choice.”72  Through my own experiences and through past implementations of BB100L, I 

strongly agree there is tremendous power in self-reflection.  Photographs students take for 

BB100L become entry points for reflections on students’ relationships with their communities.    
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In Pedagogy of the Oppressed and Education for Critical Consciousness, Freire 

recognized three levels of consciousness that influence how reality is interpreted and the 

behavioral responses caused by these interpretations, which Carlson summarizes: 

At the lowest level of consciousness, the magical level, people were trapped by 
assumptions of inherent inferiority and lived within a culture of silent acceptance 
of the status quo.  At this level, attitudes of helplessness and behaviors of passive 
adaptation actively contributed to their own oppression.  Moving up to the naïve 
level of consciousness, individuals perceived and interpreted the social situation 
as basically sound but corrupt.  However, instead of analyzing and addressing 
more fundamental issues of injustice, they exhibit behaviors of horizontal 
violence—blaming peers for the social reality of their lives.  Finally, at the 
highest level of critical consciousness, individuals become aware that their own 
assumptions shape the interpretations of reality.  Individuals with critical 
consciousness become aware of their own responsibility for choices that either 
maintain or change that reality.73 
 

Following Freire, BB100L process and research strives to create an environment that encourages 

students to move towards development of a critical consciousness.     

In his introduction to Education for Critical Consciousness, Denis Goulet interprets 

Freire’s stance, saying, “One can know only to the extent that one “problematizes” the natural, 

cultural and historical reality in which s/he is immersed.  Problematizing is the antithesis of the 

technocrat’s ‘problem-solving’ stance.”74  Similarly, Wong says that, “To wake themselves from 

dogmatic slumbers, individuals, both singularly and collectively, must make use of their reason 

to challenge taken-for-granted assumptions guiding their beliefs.”75  Goulet continues, “theory or 
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introspection in the absence of collective social action is escapist idealism or wishful thinking.”76 

Following Freire, I know that creating environments that facilitate reflection is only part of the 

equation and that an action step is integral to actualized knowledge.  I believe that arriving at 

collective social action is the most challenging aspect of developing a project like BB100L or 

conducting participatory action research, but know that it must be included for any change to 

occur.  Without the action step, a participant has identified concerns but is left powerless to 

address the concerns, which can undermine the entire process.   

While I believe that BB100L can empower participants, it is important to conceptualize 

any empowerment that may occur as situated within a very specific historical and social context 

that does not make claims to any universal liberation.   According to Wong, “Rather than 

schemes of transformation that seek to establish ‘freedom’ once and for all… we should focus on 

specific kinds of transformations concerning our ways of being and thinking instead.”77  The 

goals of my research are not to ‘free’ or ‘liberate’ any participants in a grand, universal sense, 

but rather to provide environments where students can examine their ways of thinking and being 

in the world and develop a more critical perspective.  Any changes that may occur in a 

participant by developing a more critical ontology must be recognized as provisional.  “They 

[changes arising from the development of a critical ontology] may or may not continue to 

contribute to the autonomy of individuals at some other juncture.  Nonetheless, that they now 

remove some of the arbitrary constraints on a person’s ability, or potential ability, to act would 

seem to suggest that increasing the capacity for autonomy in individuals is possible.”78   
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Conceptualizing any emancipation that may occur in the process as provisional creates a space 

for change that is not bound within static conceptions of self or objectivity. In this space, I can 

negotiate a balance between my belief that creative activities and dialogue can result in the 

development of a critical consciousness and an awareness that my conceptions of what a critical 

consciousness may look like is only one of an infinite number of possibilities of how to think and 

be in the world.   

 The groundwork Freire laid has influenced and inspired many scholars and educators 

who have evolved and integrated Freire’s philosohies.  Most notable, the idea of critical 

pedagogy can be clearly traced to Freire, although there are now many diverse voices promoting 

similar positions.  The following section will examine the various strands of critical pedagogy 

more closely.    

Critical Pedagogy 

 Joe Kincheloe argues that critical pedagogy wants to “embolden teachers and students to 

act in ways that make a difference, and to push humans to new levels of social and cognitive 

achievement previously deemed impossible.”79  In Freire’s words, critical pedagogy promotes 

and education of “I wonder” instead of “I do.”80  Henry Giroux argues that at its best, critical 

pedagogy “teaches students to think critically about the knowledge they gain and what it means 

to recognize antidemocratic forms of power and to fight substantive injustices in a world marked 

by deep inequalities.”81  The promotion and development of critical thinking is at the core of 
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critical pedagogy.  Authentic interaction, an emphasis on context, the importance of gaining 

multiple perspectives, and the recognition that both students and teachers are mutual learners and 

have the ability to co-create knowledge are important aspects of critical pedagogy.  Kincheloe 

argues that “Instead of promoting mind as memory chips, advocates of a critical pedagogy 

embrace a psychology of complexity that views learning as an untidy process of constructing 

new relationships in the interaction of cultural understandings, the influences of the information 

environment, familiar stories, idiosyncratic ways of making meaning, and schooling.”82 Critical 

pedagogy works against standardized, non-contextualized, one-approach-fits-all, and singular 

universal truth conceptions of education and learning.   

 Similarly, bell hooks advocates an approach she calls engaged pedagogy.  She argues that 

engaged pedagogy “begins with the assumption that we learn best when there is an interactive 

relationship between student and teacher,” and that “every student has a valuable contribution to 

make to the learning process.”83  Instead of applying a standardized approach that fails to  

account for the diverse backgrounds, experiences, knowledges, and abilities of each student, 

critical or engaged pedagogy seeks to make these differences apparent and key points of the 

learning process.    

 Peter McLaren and Colin Lankshear have summarized several learning principles 

operating in Freire’s work for the development of a unique and contextually dependent 

pedagogical practice: 

• The world must be approached as an object to be understood and known by the 
efforts of learners themselves. Moreover, their acts of knowing are to be 
stimulated and grounded in their own being, experiences, needs, circumstances, 
and destinies. 

                                                
82 Kincheloe, Critical Pedagogy, 115.   
 
83 hooks, Teaching Critical Thinking: Practical Wisdom, 19-21.	  	  



 

95 
 

• The historical and cultural world must be approached as a created, transformable 
reality which, like humans themselves, is constantly in the process of being 
shaped and made by human deeds in accordance with ideological representations 
of reality. 

• Learners must learn how to actively make connections between their own lived 
conditions and being and the making of reality that has occurred to date.   

• They must consider the possibility for “new makings” of reality, the new 
possibilities for being that emerge from new makings, and become committed to 
shaping a new enabling and regenerative history.  New makings are a collective, 
shared social enterprise in which the voices of all participants must be heard.84   

 
These principles highlight many different aspects of critical pedagogy, but it is important to note 

that there is no unified or standardized version of critical pedagogy.  Giroux argues that, “part of 

the legacy of critical pedagogy is to make clear that pedagogy is a moral and political practice 

rather than merely a technique or method.”85  As I have argued against the reduction of 

photovoice to a mere technique, it is also essential not to reduce critical pedagogy to a 

standardized method.  Critical pedagogical practices, like participatory photography projects, 

must emerge and develop out of the specific contexts where they are employed.   

 Critical pedagogy is also closely associated with democracy and democratic education.  

Giroux argues that “critical pedagogy also works out of a project of democratization; that is, it is 

normatively driven in its efforts to create the ideological and material conditions that enable 

students and others to link education to what it means to be responsible to oneself, work with 

others, and deepen and extend the possibilities of an inclusive and substantive democracy.”86  

Just as hooks emphasized the valuable contribution each student brings to the learning process, 
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the democracy advocated for through critical pedagogy seeks to enlarge democratic practices by 

valuing the voice and contributions each citizen offers.    

Beverly Naidus articulates a critical arts education that encapsulates many of the goals I 

strive for in my educational practice: 

Given the range and subtlety of our cultural conditioning, art education must of necessity 
become critical.  It must place critical cultural literacy in the heart of its theory and 
practice.  Cultural literacy does indeed open the way to personal and social emancipation.  
It brings in its enlightening wake the preconditions of emancipation, knowledge and 
freedom; knowledge and freedom to think, feel and perceive as human individuals and 
not manipulated social products; knowledge and freedom to experience and create forms 
of visual culture which are liberating rather than enslaving; knowledge and freedom to 
conceptualize and build toward a more aesthetic, humane, and democratic culture and 
society, knowledge and freedom to develop an art education which would be an agent of 
critical understanding and progressive social change.87  

 
While teaching, I strive to create environments where dialogue and co-creation of knowledge are 

central pedagogical practices.  Agreeing with Freire, I do not conceive of myself as a repository 

of knowledge, which must then be deposited into the minds of my students, but rather, I conceive 

of education as a reciprocal process where students and I learn from each other.  In these 

educational environments, I believe that I must provide opportunities for students to critically 

reflect on themselves and their relationships with others and their environment.   Through critical 

reflection and examination of the assumptions that guide our ideas and behaviors, it is possible to 

develop critical consciousness, which is a precondition of freedom.  O’Leary summarizes 

Foucault, saying that “Freedom..is not a state for which we strive, it is a condition of our 

striving.”88  Thus, freedom is not a goal to attain, but arises out of the process of co-creation and 
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reflection.  These articulations are central to my identity as an educator and I hope to co-create 

educational opportunities that embody these philosophies and perspectives. 

 Many of the aspects of critical pedagogy that have been discussed here have influenced 

the development of BB100L as well as the assumptions I bring to this research.  The confluence 

and integration of the above perspectives form the basis of my professional practice as a visual 

artist and program developer.  I consider this practice participatory place-based visual 

storytelling.  As the program has evolved, storytelling has expanded beyond the visual realm, but 

the process remains grounded in photography and ways of seeing.  These areas have also 

influenced how this research project has been conceived and developed and I view this scholarly 

work as critical qualitative narration integrally linked with place-based storytelling.       

 This chapter has explored diverse bodies of knowledge that influence this study and the 

BB100L program including photovoice, Literacy Through Photography, visual research 

methodologies, contemporary American educational culture, arts education practices, the 5Cs, 

Freire’s theory of Education for Critical Consciousness, and notions of critical pedagogical 

practices.  All of these areas shape my assumptions as an educator, program developer, and 

researcher and provide a larger scholarly context in which to consider the present study.  The 

next chapter will make explicit more of the assumptions guiding my research and establish both 

the methodological stance I bring to the research as well as the specific methods employed in this 

study.   
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CHAPTER 4 

PHILOSOPHICAL FRAMEWORK, METHODOLOGY, AND METHODS 
 
 
Understanding people who are different from us and learning how to converse with them are 
among the most important contributions that qualitative research can make to human 
understanding.1  –Joseph A. Maxwell 
 
 
 In the previous chapter, critical pedagogy was introduced as an approach guiding the 

development of BB100L.  Many of the assumptions at work in critical pedagogy have also 

shaped my conceptions of research and influenced this study.  This chapter will build on Chapter 

3 and reveal more of the theoretical frameworks and assumptions guiding this research study.  

The chapter will begin with a discussion of the Qualitative paradigm before shifting to a 

discussion of the specific methods and research design employed in this study.   

 Qualitative research approaches are diverse, rapidly evolving, and are used in fields from 

education and psychology to marketing and economics.  Numerous books, journals, and 

conferences are sites where qualitative research is reported and where the nature of qualitative 

research itself is discussed.  Qualitative data management and analysis software packages are 

now available to assist researchers pursuing qualitative research designs.  QSR International, 

makers of the qualitative data analysis software NVivo, which I used in this research study to 

organize and analyze data, say that “qualitative research is all about exploring issues, 
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understanding phenomena, and answering questions.”2 The broad scope of QSR’s statement is 

telling of the diversity of approaches and practitioners employing qualitative research methods.  

Norm Denzin argues that ”while constant breaks and ruptures define the field of qualitative 

research, there is a shifting center to the project:  the avowed humanistic and social justice 

commitment to study the social world from the perspective of the interacting individual.”3   

While the historical and social contexts out of which qualitative inquiry has emerged are 

fascinating, a discussion of these factors is beyond the scope of the present study.  I also will not 

discuss the range of differing conceptions of qualitative research.  Taking Denzin’s shifting 

center as a starting point, the following discussion will reveal my own notions of qualitative 

research and the assumptions guiding the present study.    

 My conceptions of qualitative research have much in common with critical pedagogy.  

Just as critical pedagogy stresses the importance of contextualized local knowledge, qualitative 

inquiry is interested in the particulars of lived experience.  According to Brinkman, a qualitative 

stance “involves focusing on the cultural, everyday, and situated aspects of human thinking, 

learning, knowing, acting, and ways of understanding ourselves as persons.”4  I agree with 

Denzin when he argues that: 

 The qualitative researcher is not an objective, politically neutral observer who stands 
 outside and above the study of the social world.  Rather, the researcher is historically and 
 locally situated within the very processes being studied.  A gendered, historical self is 
 brought to this process.  This self, as a set of shifting identities, has its own history with 

                                                
2	  QSR International, What is Qualitative Research?, 
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 the situated practices that define and shape public issues and private troubles being 
 studied.5 
 
The present study is concerned with how students participating in BB100L make meaning of 

their experiences. I am committed to conveying those experiences as honestly as possible, but 

my own experiences and assumptions have also greatly shaped the report you read now.  For this 

reason, I have included bits of my own personal experience and perspective scattered throughout 

the text.  I hope that these personal narratives will deepen understandings and highlight 

connections, but also serve a disruptive purpose.  I want to make clear that although my 

experiences and the experiences of the participants in this research study are tangled, I am not 

the authoritative voice of the students.  Each participant is a dynamic, growing human being with 

their own past experiences and assumptions guiding their actions.   I agree with Corbin and 

Strauss that each participant “experiences and gives meaning to events in light of his or her own 

biography or experiences, according to gender, time and place, cultural, political, religious, and 

professional background.”6  I have strived to represent and interpret these many unique voices as 

honestly as possible, but cannot possibly take into account all of the nuanced aspects of each 

participants’ lived experience.   

 As a qualitative researcher, I am engaged in the art of interpretation, which Denzin 

argues, “is not formulaic or mechanical.  It can be learned, like any form of storytelling, only 

through doing.”7  I walk a fine line between knowing and not knowing. I’m pressured to be an 

expert in order to be considered credible, but I must do the work to learn to be an expert.  Paulo 
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Freire once said that, “responsibility cannot be acquired intellectually, but only through 

experience.”8  I have a responsibility to all of the students whose words and experiences are 

represented in this study and I am responsible to my readers, to myself, and to the Institutional 

Review Board.9  Although I seriously thought about these responsibilities at the outset of this 

research endeavor, I did not feel them at the beginning like I do now.   

 In the interconnected personal and intellectual spheres of my life, I am a bricoleur.  

Merriam Webster defines bricolage as “construction (as of a sculpture or a structure of ideas) 

achieved by using whatever comes to hand.”  Denzin posits that, “the researcher as a writer is a 

bricoleur.  He or she fashions meaning and interpretation out of ongoing experience.”10  

Qualitative research doesn’t follow a clear linear pathway.  Data collection, analysis, reviewing 

the literature, and writing are not neat sequential steps that end in a polished final report.  

Writing leads to new ideas for data collection.  Reading more literature leads to fresh ideas for 

the written report.  A conversation with a colleague leads back to data collection.  All of these 

stages of qualitative research feedback and influence one another.  A bricoleur must be flexible 

and open to these ongoing experiences and adjust accordingly.  There is no good roadmap 

plotting the messiness of lived experience and qualitative inquiry.11 The pathways are found 

                                                
8	  Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness, 12.   
 
9 For a discussion on the debate regarding Institutional Review Boards and qualitative 

research, see Norman Denzin’s chapter “Ethics, Ethicism and Critical Indigenous Inquiry” in A 
Qualitative Stance (Copenhagen: Aarhus University Press, 2008). 

 
10 Denzin, Qualitative Inquiry Under Fire, 87.   

 
11 While there are no roadmaps guiding through the specifics of a particular, context-

dependent qualitative research project, there are a number of great introductions, handbooks, and 
guides for developing, implementing, and writing about qualitative research studies.  I have 
consulted many of these and am deeply grateful for their existence and expertise.	  	  	  
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through necessary misfires and cannot be acquired intellectually, but only through     

experience.12 13   

 Bricolage relates to my methodological choices because although I began with an idea of 

the methodology that would be employed in this study, I also remained open and flexible so that 

the process and emerging data influenced my later methodological choices.  According to Joe 

Kincheloe and Kathleen Berry: 

 the researcher-as-bricoleur abandons the quest for some naïve concept of realism, 
 focusing instead on the clarification of his or her position in the web of reality and the 
 social locations of other researchers and the ways they shape the production and 
 interpretation of knowledge.   In this context, researchers move into the domain of 
 complexity.  The bricolage exists out of respect for the complexity of the lived world.  
 Indeed, it is grounded on an epistemology of complexity.14   
 
The findings of this research do not attempt to assert a monological realist understanding of a 

phenomena, but have emerged out of an epistemology of complexity, which celebrates and 

embraces multiplicity of perspectives, interpretations, understandings, and methods.      

 While embracing the qualitative stance, I cannot point to a single philosophical tradition 

or orientation as the approach guiding the present study.   Critical pedagogy has been discussed 

as an influence, but constructivism, feminisms, ethnography, poststructuralism, symbolic 

interactionism, and grounded theory approaches all have shaped my thinking and doing.  In the 

following section, I will briefly delineate the most salient features I have adopted from each of 

these traditions.  Many books, articles, conferences, and careers have been devoted to each of the 

                                                
12	  “Necessary misfirings” is a phrase that got stuck in my head by way of St. Pierre and 

can be attributed to Patti Lather (Troubling the Angels: Women living with HIV/AIDS, 1997).   
Lather’s methodological stance of “getting lost” is another concept at play in my work.  

   
13 Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre, "Circling the text: nomadic writing practices. (exploratory 

writing as research technique)," Qualitative Inquiry 3 (1997): 411 
 
14 Kincheloe and Berry, Rigour and Complexity in Educational Research, 2.	  	  
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topics of the following brief sections.  I am not an expert on every topic that will be discussed 

and will, by necessity, omit many arguments and positions occurring within the domains of each 

field.  I offer these sections primarily as a way of revealing the philosophical assumptions and 

influences at work in this study.  In addition to the areas discussed in this chapter, books, travels 

near and far, articles, spirituality, magazines, formal classroom settings, gardening, family, 

conversations, television programs, exercising, films, meals, relationships, trials, tribulations, 

successes and failures are all lived experiences that have influenced my assumptions and 

positions relating to the present study.    

Constructivism 
 
 John Dewey argued that, “life goes on in an environment; not merely in it but because of 

it, through interaction with it.”15  One of the central aspects of constructivism is based on the 

idea that each individual creates his or her reality through ongoing interpretations and meaning 

making instead of uncovering an objective or external reality.  Catherine Fosnot argues that 

constructivism theory “describes knowledge not as truths to be transmitted or discovered, but as 

emergent, developmental, nonobjective, viable constructed explanations by humans engaged in 

meaning-making in cultural and social communities of discourse.”16  Constructivism is employed 

in diverse fields and has been extended in a number of directions by scholars, although there 

seems to be agreement that constructivism emerged largely out of the work of Jean Piaget and 

                                                
15	  John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York: Berkley Publishing, 1934/2005). 12.  
  
16 Catherine Twomey Fosnot, Constuctivism: Theory, Perspectives, and Practice (New 

York: Teacher's College Press, 2005). ix.	  	  
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Lev Vygotsky.17  Ernst von Glaserfield’s conception of radical constructivism is based partially 

on the following fundamental principles:   

• Knowledge is not passively received either through the senses or by way of 
communication; knowledge is actively built up by the cognizing subject. 

 
• Cognition serves the subject’s organization of the experiential world, not the discovery of 

an objective ontological reality.18    
 
Critical constructivism is another branch that also acknowledges the socially constructed nature 

of the world.  Connecting a critical constructivism perspective with education, Joe Kincheloe 

argues that, “students, like all human beings, see the world from the perspective of previous 

experiences and knowledges.  Critical constructivists study these knowledges, these interactions, 

and their effects.”19  Following Kincheloe, this study seeks to gain a deeper understanding of the 

individual perspectives of students, the interactions students engage in and the effects of the 

interplay between interactions and experiences.  Kincheloe offers several more ideas central to 

critical constructivism that influence this study: 

• The teaching and learning process is intimately connected to the research act.  A key 
dimension of critical constructivism involves the complex interrelationship between 
teaching and learning and knowledge production and research.   

 
• The purpose of education…is not to transmit a body of validated truths to students for 

memorization.  A central dimension of teaching in this context involved engaging 
students in analyzing, interpreting and constructing a wide variety of knowledge 
emerging from diverse locations.   

 
• In their search for ways to produce democratic and evocative knowledges, critical 

constructivists become detectives of new ways of seeing and constructing the world.20   

                                                
17	  Fosnot, Constuctivism: Theory, Perspectives, and Practice, 8.  

 
18 Ernst von Glaserfield, Radical Constructivism: A Way of Knowing and Learning 

(London: The Falmer Press, 1995). 51.   
 
19 Joe L. Kincheloe, Critical Constructivism (New York: Peter Lang, 2005). 6. 
  
20 Ibid. 3-4.	  	  
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One assumption guiding this research that is based in a constructivism perspective is that each 

student makes meaning of his or her experience differently; there is no universal experience of 

participating in BB100L.  Thus, in order to better understand the effects of programs and 

interactional contexts like BB100L, it is imperative to gain multiple perspectives on how 

students make meaning of their experiences.  The complex interconnections between research, 

teaching, and learning are also at play in this study.  As I learn through the research process, the 

knowledge I gain will be utilized in the future development of learning environments.  The 

research process also allows students opportunities to critically reflect on their experiences and 

arrive at new meanings.  It is my hope that both myself and the students participating in this 

study will arrive at new ways of seeing and constructing the world.  Constructivism is but one of 

many areas influencing this study and I will now move to a discussion of feminist scholarship 

that has shaped my perspectives and this study. 

Feminism 
 
 Many feminist ideas and perspectives have shaped my assumptions both consciously and 

unconsciously.  An undergraduate course, Gender, Sexuality and Society, opened my eyes to 

feminist studies and conceptions of patriarchy.  That course pushed me to see that my own 

positions of privilege and power (i.e. white male) often obscure my perspective of forces of 

oppression in society.  That awareness has carried over to the research context for me and has 

pushed me to think and act in ways that seek to make oppressive forces apparent.  One way to do 

that is by examining my own assumptions guiding my research and making apparent that the 

knowledges discussed in this study are not universal and ahistorical, but are rooted in specific 
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socially constructed individual experiences.21  A rejection of objectivity, absolute truth claims, 

and an acknowledgement of research as construct are positions I hold that have been influenced 

by feminist scholars.  Wang and Burris also point to feminist scholarship that critiques positivist 

claims of objective research as an inspiration for photovoice.22  While this study does not focus 

solely on the experience of female participants as some of Wang and Burris early photovoice 

projects did, a majority of the interview respondents are female, which parallels the make-up of 

the larger group of BB100L participants.  

 Many aspects of feminism influence my thinking, but the poststructural work of Patti 

Lather is particularly relevant to this study.  In Lather’s methodology of “getting lost”, “one 

epistemologically situates oneself as curious and unknowing.”23  As discussed earlier, there is a 

tension between knowing and unknowing at play in this study.  Lather’s methodological stance 

of “getting lost” has been a great source of inspiration as I have struggled to remain open, 

“endorse complexity, partial truths, and multiple subjectivities,” and interrupt my desire to 

“possess, know, and grasp.”24  Lather has also helped me to think and act against binaries and 

“win-lose” scenarios and her simple phrase “Both-and instead of either-or” has powerfully 

impacted my thoughts and practices.25  Lather’s conceptions of rhizomatics, evolved out of the 

work of Deleuze, are also at play in this study.  Lather suggests that: 

                                                
21	  Wendy R. Kohli and Nicholas C. Burbules, Feminisms and Educational Research 

(Lantham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012). 7.   
 
22 Wang and Burris, “Empowerment Through Photo Novella,” 173-175.  
 
23 Patti Lather, Getting Lost: Feminist Efforts toward a Double(d) Science (Albany: State 

University of New York Press, 2007). 9.   
 
24 Ibid. 136, 143.   
 
25 Ibid. 28, 115.	  	  	  



 

107 
 

 Rhizomatics are about the move from hierarchies to networks…Rather than a linear 
 progress, rhizomatics is a journey among intersections, nodes, and  regionalizations 
 through a multicentered complexity.  As a metaphor, rhizomes work against the 
 constraints of authority, regularity, and commonsense and open thought up to the creative 
 constructions that arise out of social practices, creativity which marks the ability to 
 transform, to break down present practices in favor of future ones.26 27   
 
The metaphor of the rhizome has helped me to think through the interactions and processes 

represented in this study in a non-linear way and resist the oversimplification of experience.   

Lather’s poststructural views, as well as those of other scholars, influence my assumptions and 

will be discussed in the following section.   

Poststructuralism 

 The terms postmodern and poststructural often resist clear definition, as they should, 

although there is some general sense of their meaning.  According to Lather, postmodern 

“generally refers to the material and historical shifts of the global uprising of the marginalized, 

the revolution in communication technology, and the fissures of global multinational hyper-

capitalism.”28  Laurel Richardson and Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre suggest that at the core of 

postmodernism “is the doubt that any method or theory, any discourse or genre, or any tradition 

or novelty has a universal and general claim as the “right” or privileged form of authoritative 

knowledge. Postmodernism suspects all truth claims of masking and serving particular interests 

in local, cultural, and political struggles.”29   Poststructuralism is more narrowly defined, but no 

                                                
26	  Lather, Getting Lost, 124. 
 
27 Lather cites Giles Deleuze, "What is a Dispositif?," in Michel Foucault Philosopher, 

trans. Timothy Armstrong, 159-68 (New York: Routeledge, 1992). 
 
28 Lather, Getting Lost: Feminist Efforts toward a Double(d) Science, 5.   
 
29 Laurel Richardson and Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre, "Writing a Method of Inquiry," in 

Handbook of Qualitative Research, ed. Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (Thousand 
Oaks: Sage, 2005). 961.	  	  	  
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less contested, than postmodernism.  Later suggests that poststructuralism refers more narrowly 

to “a sense of the limits of Enlightenment rationality.”30  Poststructuralism deconstructs notions 

of Cartesian duality that have permeated throughout society.  According to Richardson and 

Adams St. Pierre: 

 Poststructuralism links language, subjectivity, social organization, and power.  The 
 centerpiece is language.  Language does not “reflect” social reality but rather produces 
 meaning and creates social reality…  Poststructuralism, thus, points to the continual 
 cocreation of the self and social science; they are known though each other.  Knowing the 
 self and knowing about the subject are intertwined, partial, historical local  knowledges.  
 Poststructuralism, then, permits—even invites or incites—us to reflect on our method 
 and to explore new ways of knowing.31    
 
An assumption I bring to this study is that the language students used to describe their 

experiences does not reflect an absolute social reality that existed at the camp, but rather, reflects 

the ways students have made meaning of that experience in light of their previous experiences.  

The continual cocreation of self and social science is a particularly salient aspect of 

poststructuralism at play in this study.  In many ways, I feel as if I have learned more about 

myself as I’ve learned about the research participants.  The invitation to explore new ways of 

knowing offered by poststructuralism is exciting and has enabled me to think differently about 

the complex intertwined meanings, knowledges, and interactions represented in this study.    

Symbolic Interactionism 
 
 Herbert Blumer’s work is the main basis of influence on this study in terms of symbolic 

interactionism.  The roots of symbolic interactionism are largely connected with the work of 

George Herbert Mead, although it has been extended and evolved by many others since Mead 

and Blumer’s time.   A symbolic interactionist perspective places great importance on social 

                                                
30	  Lather, Getting Lost, 5. 
   
31 Richardson and St. Pierre, "Writing a Method of Inquiry," 961-62.	  	  	  
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interaction because social interaction is a process that forms human conduct rather than simply a 

setting for the expression of human conduct.32  The present study is interested in student 

interactions and the meanings students form out of the processes of interaction.  Blumer outlines 

four central premises upon which symbolic interactionism rests: 

1) Human beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that the things have for 
them. 

 
2) The meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social interaction that 

one has with one’s fellows.  
 

3) These meanings are handled in, and modified through, an interpretive process used by the 
person in dealing with the things he encounters. 

 
4) The complex interlinkages of acts that comprise organization, institutions, division of 

labor, and networks of interdependency are moving and not static affairs.33    
     
The centrality of social interaction to the processes of making meaning is a key assumption 

guiding both symbolic interactionsim and the present study.  In the following chapter, I will 

introduce structured and unstructured interactional contexts as spaces where students engaged 

with one another and created new meanings.  I do not see these contexts as passive 

environments, but rather as crucial sites where students learned from each other and collectively 

formed new meanings.  Although this study strives to gain a better understanding of how 

individual students made meaning of their experiences, the processes and contexts of students 

interaction are acknowledged to be highly social and continually in motion.    

 Another important assumptions guiding my research emerges from the symbolic 

interactionism conception of “self.”  Joel Charon argues that, “interaction is not simply what is 

                                                
32	  Herbert Blumer, Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method (Berkeley: U. of 

 California Press, 1969/1986). 8.   
 
33 Ibid. 2, 50.	  	  	  
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happening between people, but also what is happening within the individual.”34  Blumer, 

following Mead, asserts that nothing esoteric is meant by his conception of “self”, but that it 

means merely “that a human being can be an object of his own action.”35  Andrew Weigert and 

Viktor Gecas assert that: 

 Self-activity opens up a range of interactional modes that make human social life 
 possible:  situated meanings for self and other, role taking the other to generate shared 
 meanings, and concerted joint actions that generate  institutional and cultural realities.  In 
 general, interaction is at once  communication and action that provide an open world in 
 which persons can virtually create their own meanings in joint action with others.36 
 
Whenever I refer to the concept of “self,” I mean simply the processes of reflexive interaction 

that allow humans to think about their own thoughts, actions, and emotions and join with other 

situated, interacting humans to form collective societal actions.  I contend that in all 

communication and interaction between individuals there is also a necessary preceding element 

of interaction with the “self.”  Whenever discussing interaction between people, there is also an 

implied acknowledgement of self-interaction.  Kincheloe and Berry also point out that, “an 

important aspect of the work of the bricoleur involves coming to understand the social 

construction of self, the influence of selfhood on perception, and the influence of perception on 

the nature of inquiry.”37    

 Based on the human ability to reflect on our own actions, I view each participant in this 

study as an active agent capable of consciously responding to and shaping the world around 

                                                
34	  Joel M. Charon, Symbolic Interactionism: an introduction, an interpretation, an 

integration, 2nd Edition (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1985). 23.  
  
35 Blumer, Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method, 12.   

 
36 Andrew J. Weigert and Viktor Gecas, "Self," in Handbook of Symbolic Interactionism, 

(Latham, MA: AltaMira Press, 2003). 270.  
 
37Kincheloe and Berry, Rigour and Complexity in Educational Research, 6.	  	  
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them.  Blumer adds that, “With the mechanism of self-interaction the human being ceases to be a 

responding organism whose behavior is a product of what plays upon him from the outside, the 

inside, or both.  Instead, he acts toward his world, interpreting what confronts him and 

organizing his action on the basis of the interpretation.”38  In the following chapters, I will offer 

interpretations about how students formed meanings socially through their experiences and how 

those meanings informed students’ perspectives and practices through both self and group 

interactions.   The emphasis on the social nature of interaction and conception of the “self” 

offered through the symbolic interactionism perspective influence my assumptions and 

methodology guiding this research.   

Grounded Theory 

 The four areas of influence that I’ve discussed can be referred to as perspectives, some 

even paradigms, and although there are various methods connected with each perspective, the 

scope of each encompasses much more than notions of research methods.  Grounded Theory can 

be viewed more narrowly as a specific research method within the qualitative paradigm, although 

it too has been developed out of specific philosophical frameworks and assumptions.  The 

present study is based largely on the grounded theory approach extended by Corbin and Strauss, 

although each of the above perspectives has influenced both my philosophical assumptions and 

methodological choices, which will be discussed in more detail in the second part of this chapter.  

Before moving to a discussion of the methods employed in this study, it is important to point to 

several assumptions Corbin and Strauss bring to their conception of grounded theory.   

 Corbin agrees “with the constructivist viewpoint that concepts and theories are 

constructed by researchers out of stories that are constructed by research participants who are 

                                                
38	  Blumer, Symbolic Interactionism, 63.	  	  	  
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trying to explain and make sense out of their experiences and/or lives, both to the researcher and 

themselves.  Out of these multiple constructions, analysts construct something that they call 

knowledge.”39  The findings of this study are partial, intertwined knowledges reflecting both the 

perspectives of the research participants and my own perspectives.  Through the process of 

analysis and the interplay of these perspectives, new knowledge is created that will inform 

practice.  This knowledge is not presented as a factual representation of reality, but is intended to 

deepen understandings.  Corbin continues, saying that “Knowledge may not mirror the world but 

it does help us to understand it.”40  Following Corbin, creating knowledge that doesn’t 

oversimplify, captures some of the complexity of life, and promotes understanding are key goals 

of this research.  

 My rejection of linear conceptions of processes is partially based in Corbin and Strauss’ 

position that: 

 Conditions/consequences do not exist in a vacuum.  The relationships between conditions 
 and subsequent inter/action and consequences rarely follow a linear path.  Conditions and 
 subsequent action are more likely to bounce off one another like billiard balls, leading to 
 consequences that one cannot always predict in advance.41   
 
Chapter five will reveal many overlapping relationships between concepts, interactions, 

meanings, and interpretations.  Following Corbin and Strauss, I will not attempt to delineate a 

sequential order to explain these phenomena, but rather will work toward an exploration of 

possible configurations.  I have employed a grounded theory approach primarily as an approach 

to data analysis, but was also influenced by other approaches during the research process, so I 

would not classify this study as following a “pure” grounded theory approach.  In the next 

                                                
39Corbin and Strauss, Basics of Qualitative Research, 10. 
    
40 Ibid. 11.   
 
41 Ibid. 91.	  	  
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section, I will discuss concrete examples of how the assumptions that have been discussed above 

shaped my methodological choices and the methods employed in this study. 

Setting 

 The present study is situated geographically in Alabama, specifically in Tuscaloosa and 

in communities across twelve counties of Alabama’s Black Belt region.  The first phase of data 

collection was conducted during the 2011 BB100L Summer Camp, which was held June 5-9, 

2011 primarily on the campus of the University of Alabama.  The second phase of data 

collection consisted of interviews and web-based communications with students who had 

returned to their various communities around the Black Belt region.  Photographs that 

participants had taken throughout the Black Belt region before the camp were also used in the 

analysis in addition to participant writings produced to accompany the photographs.    

Participants 

 Student participants in this study came from a mix of public and private schools and 

ranged from 9th to 12th graders at the time of the study initiation.  All participants attended the 

2011 BB100L summer camp June 5-9, 2011 on the campus of the University of Alabama.  

Participants were both male and female with 62.5% of the 32 students attending the camp being 

female and 37.5% being male.  The sample of students who participated in follow-up interviews 

roughly parallels the gender breakdown of camp participants with 66.6% of respondents being 

female and 33.3% being male.  Participants were recruited for the research study after they had 

already been accepted for participation in the summer camp.  Students are nominated for 

participation in the camp by their teachers and community members and are asked to submit a 

creative submission responding to the prompt “To me, the Black Belt is…” A committee of 

teachers and BBCF Community Associates from each county go through all of the creative 
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submissions and select students to represent their county at the camp.  After students have been 

selected, an orientation and informational meeting is scheduled for all selected students and their 

parents.  The orientation meeting is the first time I met the students.  During the orientation, I 

explained the research study, what would be involved if students participated in the optional 

research component of the program, and answered questions.   Students were given Assent forms 

(Appendix B) and parents were given Informed Consent forms (Appendix C) at the orientation 

meeting.  Some parents and students went ahead and signed the forms and returned them before 

leaving the meeting. Others were given a pre-paid envelope to return the forms later if they chose 

to participate in the research study after having ample time to reflect on what their participation 

would entail.      

Data Collection 

 Multiple types of data were collected in several phases for this study.  I agree with Harry 

Wolcott, who argues that, “good qualitative research ought to confound issues, revealing them in 

their complexity rather than reducing them to simple explanation.”42  Since acknowledging the 

complexity of lived experience was a goal of the research, my data collection strategy was 

designed to collect multiple forms of data at multiple points throughout the research process.  

Patrice Keats argues for the inclusion of multiple forms of participant-constructed narratives, 

saying that: 

 Offering participants multiple means of expressing the stories of their observations, ideas, 
 emotions, and activities expands both the participants’ and researcher’s opportunity to 
 understand the complex narratives of living through specific life experiences… Using 

                                                
42	  Harry F. Wolcott, Writing Up Qualitative Research, ed. 3rd (Los Angeles: Sage, 

2009). 32.   
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 multiple texts constructed through writing, speaking, and visual means opens the 
 possibility for creating new realities of meaning and knowledge.43 
 
All of the texts mentioned by Keats were used in this study.  Data was collected from students in 

the form of interviews, audio recordings, written statements, and photographs as well as through 

a quantitative survey.   The following section will describe each of these data collection methods 

in more detail before moving to a discussion of the analysis employed in this study.   

 Brief surveys were given to students upon their arrival at camp and again before their 

departure (Appendix D and E).  These surveys were designed to gain information about student’s 

perceptions of their communities, leadership, creativity and artistry, and their comfort expressing 

their opinions in small and large group settings.  By giving students the same survey at both the 

beginning and end of the week, it is possible to see whether changes in perception have occurred 

over the week of the camp.  The surveys are only a minor part of the data collection strategy and 

were intended to provide jumping off points for the follow-up interviews.  The survey results 

were useful in the process of designing interview questions.  Although the surveys indicate some 

significant changes over the week of the camp, they are unable to provide any information about 

the processes and conditions that may have contributed to those changes.  Because of the limits 

of quantitative measures like the survey, the results of the pre and post survey will be discussed 

as complementary to the interviews rather than being a central data source for this study.    

 During the week of the camp, I was present at all activities each day and evening and 

stayed on site in the dorms with all of the students.  During this time, I observed interactions 

between students and with facilitators and wrote reflection memos each evening.  Audio and 

video recordings were made during the week of the camp for most activities and discussions.  

                                                
43	  Patrice A. Keats, "Multiple text analysis in narrative research: visual, written and 

spoken stories of experience," Qualitative Research 9 (2009): 193.	  
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Interaction is a core element of this research and since I could not observe all of the interactions 

occurring in each group, these recordings have made it possible for me to review them after the 

camp.  Over 50 audio and video files were collected totaling over 29 hours of recordings.  I 

reviewed each recording at least once after the camp.  While reviewing each recording, I took 

notes about what was occurring and wrote memos about my initial reactions and emerging 

interpretations.  I reviewed recordings that seemed particularly significant multiple times and 

transcribed them for more detailed analysis. 

Interviews 

 I conducted follow-up interviews conducted with students after they had participated in 

the camp are the primary data source for this study.   I conceptualize interviews as dynamic sites 

of meaning-making rather than merely an event where existing knowledge is articulated.  Sarah 

Pink argues that, “one might understand the interview as a representation of an experienced 

reality rather than a realist or authentic account of an objective reality.”44   Following Pink, I see 

the interviews as places where students can reflect on the meanings they attribute to their past 

experiences.  Pink continues, saying that, “interviews are not only places where researchers come 

to understand other people’s experiences.  They are also contexts where interviewees might 

arrive at new levels of awareness about their own lives and experiences.  The interview creates a 

place in which to reflect, define and communicate about experiences.”45   The interviews were 

opportunities for me to learn more about how students made meaning of their experiences at the 

camp, and how those meanings had informed their lives since the camp.  During the interviews, 

                                                
44	  Sarah Pink, Doing Sensory Ethnography (Los Angeles: Sage, 2009). 81. 
   
45 Ibid. 86-87.  	  
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students, as well as myself, had opportunities to arrive at new meanings and understandings 

rather than just articulate previous experiences.     

 Follow-up interviews were conducted after the camp and are the central data source in 

this study.  A group of fifteen students were interviewed between one and three months after 

they had participated in the summer camp.  All students who decided to take part in the study 

were contacted after the camp and asked to participate in a follow-up interview.  Interviews were 

then scheduled with fifteen students who responded.  Interviews were conducted using Skype 

because students live in various communities around the state and many of the students lack 

reliable transportation.  Ideally, interviews would have been conducted face-to-face, but that was 

not feasible in this study because of logistics and scheduling.   

 Interviews were partially structured, but also open-ended because the focus of this study 

is how individual students made meaning of their experiences.  A completely structured 

interview protocol would not have taken into account the different experiences and backgrounds 

of the students and would not have provided as rich an account.  Appendix F is a list of interview 

questions used to guide the interviews, although I also asked follow-up questions based on 

information students discussed in their interviews.  Each interview lasted between 25-45 

minutes.  Interviews were audio recorded using a Zoom H1 digital audio recorder.  I transcribed 

each interview using the Transcriva transcription management platform.  I did not wait until all 

interviews had been completed to begin transcription and analysis.  After transcribing the first 

few interviews, I realized that some of the interviews were not eliciting the depth of information 

I hoped for.  Before conducting any more interviews, I adjusted some of the interview prompts 

so they would be more narrative in nature and allow students to tell more stories about their 

experiences.      
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 Before arriving at the camp, all students had taken two rolls of film—one color and one 

black and white— in their home communities.  According to Guillemin and Drew, image-based 

methodologies can help foster a sense of participation in the research process, especially with 

young people. Visual methodologies provide participants with the opportunity to produce an 

image that allows them to portray what is often difficult to express in words.  This can have the 

effect of being enabling, and for some, to be therapeutic.”46  Photographs that students had taken 

in their homes and communities did provide an access point that made it easier for some students 

to talk about their lives, communities, and issues that affected both.    

 During the week of the camp, students narrowed down their photographs to just one, 

which they wrote about over several days.  Each student’s photograph and writing was exhibited 

at the closing camp program and later at other venues.  Students also wrote creative 

autobiographies during the week.  Although student photographs and writing are not main data 

sources for this study, I did consult them throughout the analysis process and have included some 

examples in the findings section.    

Coding and Analysis 

 Analysis occurred throughout the study and not just at one point in the research process, 

which is reflective of my qualitative stance.  Writing is central to my analysis and inquiry.  

Laurel Richardson writes, "I write because I want to find out something. I write in order to learn 

something that I didn't know before I wrote it."47  Through writing, I have come to 

understandings that would not have been possible otherwise.  Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre 

                                                
46 Guillemin and Drew, "Questions of process in participant-generated visual  

methodologies,"178.   
 

47Richardson, “Writing: A Method of Inquiry,” 517.   
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explains that, “As I write, I think, I learn, and I change my mind about what I think.”48  Similar 

to St. Pierre’s process of writing, thinking, learning, and using what was learned to inform future 

writing and thinking, my analysis did not follow a linear pathway.  As I wrote, I came upon new 

insights that caused me to go back and take a fresh look at the data, which then informed what I 

would write next.   A conceptual conversation emerged between the data, my thoughts and 

interpretations, and my writing.   Sometimes the conversation happened so rapidly I could hardly 

keep up.  At other times, lulls in the conversation were almost unbearable.       

  My analysis process is partially based on Corbin and Strauss’ grounded theory approach 

discussed in Basics of Qualitative Research.  Specifically, the analytic tools and importance of 

memo writing advocated by Corbin and Strauss were useful.  I also consulted The Coding 

Manual for Qualitative Researchers by Johnny Saldana.  In addition to overviews of diverse 

coding strategies, Saldana includes a helpful listing of memo topics to keep in mind, which is 

worth sharing.  According to Saldana, qualitative researchers should reflect on and write about:  

• How you personally relate to the participants and/or the phenomenon 
• Your study’s research questions 
• Your code choices and their operational definitions 
• Emergent patterns, categories, themes, and concepts 
• The possible networks (links, connections, overlaps, flows) among the codes, patterns, 

categories, themes, and concepts.   
• An emergent or related existing theory 
• Any problems with the study 
• Any personal or ethical dilemmas with the study 
• Future directions for the study 
• The analytic memos generated thus far 
• The final report for the study49 

 
The combination of Corbin and Strauss’ detailed examples of memo writing and Saldana’s 

                                                
48	  St. Pierre, “Circling the text: nomadic writing practices,” 406. 
 
49 Johnny Saldana, The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers (Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage, 2009). 34-39. 
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concise list of topics for analytic memos guided my writing and helped me to consider many 

aspects of the study.  I divided my memos into two main organizational categories: process and 

analysis.  Process memos enabled me to record and reflect on the steps and approaches I took 

each day I worked with the data.   Analysis memos were more directly linked to the data and my 

emergent interpretations and understandings.  Analysis has been an ongoing part of the research 

process, but there was a period of time when more intensive analysis was conducted.  After all 

interviews had been conducted and transcribed, I began an intensive period of analysis that 

involved several rounds of coding and continual memo writing.  During this time, I used Nvivo 9 

to organize all of my data, coding, and memos.  The following section will detail my processes 

of coding and analysis. 

 Transcribing the interview transcripts helped me to get familiar with the data, but in order 

to get more fully immersed in the data, I first began by performing a round of InVivo coding50 on 

each transcript.  Saldana says that, “In Vivo coding is particularly useful in educational 

ethnographies with youth.  The child and adolescent voices are often marginalized, and coding 

with their actual words enhances and deepens an adult’s understanding of their cultures and 

worldviews.”51  My InVivo coding process was very loose and I included text ranging from 

single words to short phrases or sentences.  The first round of InVivo coding on the interview 

transcripts resulted in 600 individual codes.   After reading through these several times, I ran a 

cluster analysis on the codes in Nvivo to group all of the codes by word similarity.  I analyzed 

the resulting diagram and wrote memos as insights emerged.  By grouping all of the little chunks 

of student’s actual words this way, I was able to start noticing recurring themes.  Acceptance, for 

                                                
	   50	  Corbin and Strauss (pg. 65) define In-Vivo codes as “concepts using the actual words 
of research participants rather than being named by the analyst.”   
 

51 Ibid, 74.	  	  	  
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example, was a concept I had not previously noticed across the transcripts.  After analyzing the 

InVivio codes and writing memos on emerging themes for several days, I moved on to the next 

round of coding.   

 A holistic coding approach was used in the second round of coding, which resulted in 33 

codes (Appendix G).  Holistic coding is a way to chunk information into groups and organize it 

by similar aspects.  Some of the holistic codes related to specific points in time before, during, 

and after the camp.  For example, any time a student mentioned anything related to arriving at 

camp, that statement was coded as  “first arrived”.  Other holistic codes organized data along 

more experiential or emotional lines.  For example, whenever a student talked about anything 

that had challenged or excited them about the camp, that statement would be coded as either 

challenges or memorable moment, respectively.  The holistic codes were developed based on 

thematic areas that were discussed in the interviews.  By grouping all responses relating to 

specific topics or contexts together, I was able to start seeing overlaps and divergences in student 

experiences.  In the process of writing memos about the individual holistic codes, I began to also 

write about the relationships between the holistic codes, which led to the creation of new axial 

codes.  I eventually came up with 13 axial codes (Appendix H), which led to the concepts that 

will be discussed in the next chapter.   

Validity, Reliability, and Rigour 
 
 I do not believe that a study is valid just because a standardized list of steps and 

procedures has been employed, and I am uncomfortable using the term ‘validity’ when 

discussing my own research.   Like Corbin, I feel the term carries too many implications from its 

historical connections with quantitative and postpositivistic inquiry.52  Additionally, I feel the 

                                                
52	  Corbin and Strauss, Basics of Qualitative Research, 301.	  
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term ‘validity’ is closely associated with totalizing power structures and regulatory technologies.  

A driver’s license—like other legal documents issued by the state—may be considered valid one 

day and invalid the next because of an expiration date.  The validity of these types of documents 

arbitrarily rests in a date, which illustrates how ‘validity’ is tied to regulatory systems instead of 

resting in meaning and content.  To apply the term ‘validity’ to my research implies that the 

worth of the work is determined by regulatory functions within a hierarchical power structure, 

which can operate on arbitrary criteria incongruent with the goals of the research.  I prefer to 

strive for quality and rigor in my qualitative inquiry rather than validity.  

 Cannella and Lincoln, calling for a reconceptualized critical public social science that 

acknowledges research as construct, imagine a qualitative research landscape where we would 

“no longer…speak of issues of validity or reliability.  Rather, reflexive ethics, public 

communication, contextual (sometimes even historical) knowledge, and critical actions would 

represent quality.”53  Elliot Mishler calls for a reframing of validity as “problematic in a deep 

theoretical sense, rather than a technical problem.”54  Validity is no longer a technical problem to 

work through in order to validate research, but has taken on an ethical dimension, which requires 

a deep consideration and integration into all aspects of research endeavors. According to Corbin, 

a study may be considered credible if “the findings are trustworthy and believable in that they 

reflect participants’, researchers’, and readers’ experiences with a phenomenon but at the same 

time the explanation is only one of many possible “plausible” interpretations possible from the 

                                                                                                                                                       
	  	  
53	  Gaile S. Cannella and Yvonna S. Lincoln, "Epilogue: Claiming a Critical Public Social 

Science--Reconceptualizing and Redeploying Research," Qualitative Inquiry 10 (2004): 306. 
  
54 Elliot Mishler, "Validation in Inquiry-Guided Research: The Role of Exemplars in 

Narrative Studies," Harvard Educational Review 60 (1990): 417. 
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data.”55  By using credibility as an evaluative criterion, emphasis is shifted from strict procedural 

and final-product criteria to an emphasis on the ways the research affects participants, readers 

and myself.    

 The quality I strive for in this research study is based partially on Canella and Lincoln’s 

criteria—reflexive ethics, public communication, contextual (sometimes even historical) 

knowledge, and critical actions—but is also influenced by other conceptions.  According to 

Kincheloe and Berry, “the bricolage is grounded on the multidimensionality of the research act 

directed at better understanding and acting upon the complexity of the social, psychological, and 

educational world.  The better research accomplishes this complicated task, we argue, the more it 

deserves to be described as rigorous.”56   In order to achieve a rigorous and high quality study, I 

strive to recognize and represent the incredible complexity at play in the research process and in 

the lives and words of the participants in this study.  I have tried to be reflexive about my process 

and the ethical dilemmas I have encountered.  I have included contextual and historical 

knowledge that is relevant to arriving at a more complex understanding of the participants and 

their environments.  I hope to be able to share the knowledge I have gained through the research 

process publicly and use those contexts to generate new knowledge and understandings.  On 

June 10, 2012, I held a focus group with approximately a dozen BB100L students who were 

attending the 2012 summer camp, and had previously attended the 2011 camp.  Before this focus 

group, I distributed a summary of findings from the present study to all returning students.  

When we began our focus group, I briefly gave an overview of the research study, process, and 

findings, and then opened up the discussion to see if students found my interpretations plausible 

                                                
55	  Corbin and Strauss, Basics of Qualitative Research, 301. 
 
56 Kincheloe and Berry, Rigour and Complexity in Educational Research, 44.	  	  	  
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and if gaps could be identified.  I conceptualize the focus group as a trial run of my public 

communication of my findings as well as a step towards a critical action step of the findings—

which is one aspect of a quality study.  Additionally, the focus group served as a member check, 

and I am now more confident in the findings.  The focus group discussion generated new ideas 

and directions for future research and was an opportunity the students and myself to form new 

meanings and understandings.   

My research on BB100L is influenced by the poststructural perspectives outlined above.  

Specifically, I view this research endeavor as a site of co-creation of meaning and knowledges 

arising from interactions between participants and myself and from interactions between 

participants.  Although I am conceptualizing the research in way that seeks to dismantle 

hierarchical conceptions of education, I acknowledge that power is still very much at play in the 

work.  As the project director leading the program, I must acknowledge that I am in a position of 

power and actively work to acknowledge the ways that power influences my research and my 

interactions with participants, and find ways to level the power differential whenever possible.  

According to Lather, “Power is inherent in relationships and intrinsic to inquiry.  Viewing power 

as capillary, nomadic, and circulating rather than as unidirectional creates the possibility of 

spaces in which no one is as yet the master versus the ‘giving’ people power more typical of 

‘emancipatory’ projects.”57  Recognizing that “although power is an omnipresent dimension in 

human relations, power in a society is never a fixed and closed regime, but rather an endless and 

open strategic game” allows for new ways of thinking about relationships within an inquiry 

                                                
57	  Lather, Getting Lost: Feminist Efforts toward a Double(d) Science, 46.	  	  
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project58 By acknowledging the open-endedness of power relations, I am able to reconceptualize 

the role of the researcher as dynamic and flowing, opening up new possibilities for the 

trustworthiness of the study.   

Timeline 
 
 Initial Institutional Review Board approval for this study was gained on February 25, 

2011.  Participant recruitment began shortly after approval was granted and the majority of data 

collection began during the summer camp, June 5-9, 2011.  During the summer of 2011, all 

recordings and data from the camp were organized and an initial round of open analysis was 

completed.  Follow-up interviews were also scheduled and completed during the summer.  In the 

fall of 2011, all of the follow-up interviews were transcribed and analysis was conducted.  I 

began writing up the results in the spring of 2012 and continued a cycle of writing and analysis 

until August 2012.  A focus group member-check was conducted on June 10, 2012.    

 This study examines complex and dynamic social relations and meaning formation and 

articulation.  The preceding chapter has outlined the philosophical assumptions guiding my 

inquiry and the methodological choices I have made in order to examine these complex relations 

with a high level of quality and rigor.  The following chapter will present an analysis of the data 

generated through the above methodology.    

 

 

 

                                                
58 Colin Gordon, “Governmental rationality: an introduction.” In G. Burchell, C. Gordon 

& P. Miller, Eds. The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality, Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press (1991): 5.  
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CHAPTER 5 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 This chapter will reintroduce the key questions that are at the heart of this research study 

and present findings that have emerged out of the data and analysis.   The purpose of this study is 

to gain understanding of the ways students who participated in BB100L make meaning of their 

experience and articulate the impacts the program had on them.   The research questions guiding 

this study are: 

1) How do students understand and make meaning of their experiences participating in BB100L? 

 1a) How do the interactions students have during the camp form their experiences and     
            inform their understandings of these experiences? 
 
 1b) How do the structured and unstructured interactional contexts at the    
              camp inform student’s experiences? 
 

2) How do these experiences inform student’s practices and perceptions? 

 
 The findings in this section emerged from the transcripts of 15 student interviews 

conducted in the three months after the 2011 summer camp.  Student writings and photographs, 

pre and post survey responses, audio and video recordings from the week of the camp, and my 

own observations and experiences also guided the analysis.  Two distinct types of concepts will 

be discussed in this chapter.  The first type are visual and spatial metaphors that students used to 

discuss how the camp experience has informed their daily practices, and led to the concepts of 

seeing differently and getting out there.  These metaphors operate as overarching concepts that 

frame the discussion of the second type of concepts.  The second type of distinct concept to 
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emerge from the data connects with the processes, interactions, and emotions occurring during 

the camp and the interactional contexts where these processes took place.  These concepts are: 

Anxiety, Common Ground, Confidence, Creative Expression, Investigating Subjectivities, 

Leadership, Place, and Practice Field.  Figure 2 is a conceptual model of the concepts that will be 

discussed in this chapter and although a visual representation cannot adequately express the 

complexity involved with the concepts depicted, the figure will help frame the discussion.   

 

 
Figure 2: Conceptual Framework 

 
 Shifting interconnections between the concepts have been apparent throughout the 

analysis and made the process of plotting the concepts on the model challenging.  There is no 
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linear order to the concepts.  The concepts that will be discussed in this chapter are represented 

as circles within the field of interaction in Figure 2.   These concepts are not fixed in size or 

relationship to one another and the figure is like a split second of motion frozen in time.     

Although the concepts are isolated for purposes of modeling them, there is actually a great deal 

of overlap between the concepts as they are actually occurring. The lived experiences under 

consideration are far too complex to fit neatly into a graphic representation, so Figure 2 should 

be viewed as a point of departure.  It is also important to note that all of the concepts refer not 

only to the phenomenon indicated by the concept name, but also to the processes, interactions, 

environments, and emotions coalescing in the formation of the concepts.   

 Even though there are a multitude of possible relationships between the concepts, this 

chapter will examine them individually and discuss each concept as well as the relationships 

between concepts and seeing differently and getting out there.  The following section will discuss 

the overarching concepts seeing differently and getting out there.  Because interaction is the field 

out of which all concepts emerge, key interactional contexts will be delineated before moving to 

a discussion of the other findings.      

Getting Out There 

 Getting Out There is an overarching concept that emerged out of the data and is being 

used to explore and discuss other concepts in the study.  In the interviews, participants frequently 

used spatial metaphors like "out of the box", "out of my shell", "out of my comfort zone", "break 

out of shyness", "open up", "to the surface", and "get out there," which led to the emergence of 

the concept of getting out there.  "Getting" implies interaction and possibly an exchange or 

transfer.  "Out there" is a complex phrase that creates a division between internal and external, 

but also indicates a movement outward from the interior. Getting out there is always connected 
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to other processes, interactions, and contexts and is a process or phenomenon that cannot be 

divorced from the conditions from which it arises.  

 As I realized how many spatial metaphors were being used in the interviews, I started 

thinking deeply about what constitutes an interior and what processes facilitate movement out of 

the interior.  It appears that students are using these spatial metaphors to describe two types of 

interrelated processes, action and interaction.  In terms of action, students spoke of being more 

active in their communities and "standing up and doing something." In terms of interaction, 

getting out there relates to processes involved in interacting with others, such as breaking "out of 

shyness." Action and interaction are distinct here for the sake of conceptual clarity, but are 

always interconnected.   Anxiety, fear, confidence and leadership are all connected to getting out 

there as are specific contexts of place, structured, and unstructured interaction.   

 The following statement is a prime example of getting out there:   

 Just becoming a part of your community. If you sit back and let it happen, letting you 
 know these problems sit here, you know, and not do anything about it, you know, you 
 really can't complain about it. If you, if you stand up and do something, you know, it's your 
 community, you take up for it and you, you do what you can for it.  -Jessica 
 
"Becoming" is an integral word here that indicates an ongoing process.  Place is another concept 

connected with this statement.  Jessica seems to be implying that in order to be a part of a 

community; you have to play an active role and "do what you can" and that just living in that 

place doesn't necessarily mean you are a part of the community.  This example shows a more 

literal usage of getting out there wherein the "out there" is a physical place in the school or 

community.  Following Jessica’s usage, action is required in order for an individual to become 

part of the community.   

 Bethany’s photograph and writing she produced for the exhibition are another example of 

getting out there.  Illustration 1 is Bethany’s photograph and the following is the writing 



 

130 
 

accompanying her work: 

 The town Solove is very interesting. It is filled with a variety of personalities and  catchy 
 tourist sites. Its population ranges from 1,000-1,200 people. The town is known for its 
 togetherness and events that are held once a month for everyone in  the community 
 including teenagers, kids, adults, and senior citizens to come out make a difference and 
 have fun. There is this guy named John who is a comedian  and host shows at the local 
 community center to make people laugh and smile.  OH BUT WAIT, there is something 
 really weird about this “perfect” town. Solove wasn’t always highly populated, filled with 
 caring people, and beautiful.  25 years ago the town had about 300 people or less, bitter 
 people, and very few leaders. There were a lot of citizens who always critized their town. 
 But no one ever decided to take action until one man name Dave read this quote to the 
 entire community “believing we can achieved we did. ” One person decided to make a 
 change and the entire community did also. This is the story of Solove as you can see the 
 present does affect the future. Use this as a guide to stand up and do what’s right. I hope 
 this helps a lot.  
      Sincerely, Bethany 
 

 
Illustration 1- Bethany’s Photograph 

 
Bethany’s photograph is of her high school, which was a brand new consolidated high school 

bringing together two rival schools under one roof.  In her interview, Bethany spoke of the 

leadership role she had taken in the Student Government Association to encourage a successful 
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integration of the two schools.  In her writing, she chose to speak of the made-up or generic town 

of Solove, which lacked leadership and was made up of bitter and apathetic citizens until Dave 

took a stand for the community.  In her example, Dave is getting out there and Bethany is 

encouraging everyone who reads her writing to get out there, “stand up and do what’s right.” 

 Another usage of getting out there involves processes, emotions, and interactions within 

the self and with others is illustrated by Jessica’s statement: “The performance track like it made 

you step out of your box. We would have all these games and this you know, performance track, 

you really could not be shy. You know you had to be able to get out there."  Although the 

performance track is a specific place and context, getting out there in this instance relates more 

to the process, and the related emotions and interactions, of stepping "out of your box."   

 

Figure 3- Getting Out There conceptual model 



 

132 
 

 Figure 3 is a conceptual representation of the processes and interactions involved in the 

movement "out there."  Although the figure shows three different configurations, it is not a 

depiction of a linear or developmental process.  The three parts of the figure are snapshots of an 

ongoing process. There is continual fluctuation between the poles and even in a single minute of 

an interaction, all of the configurations may occur.  In the model on the left, fear and anxiety are 

the dominant emotions governing action, resulting in limited points of interactional meaning 

making.  As we move to the model on the right, fear and anxiety are still present, but they are no 

longer dominant and their limiting capacity has been diminished.  Increases in confidence, 

common ground, and experience emerge as fear and anxiety subside.  In the model at far right, 

interactional potentialities open up, are out there, and are ripe sites of meaning making. 

 Throughout this chapter, the concepts of getting out there and seeing differently will help 

frame the explorations of other concepts and although, for the sake of conceptual clarity, the 

metaphors are presented as distinct, there are many instances of overlap.  These concepts often 

overlap because in isolation they are empty concepts, but each refers to the complex processes, 

interactions, emotions and contexts of meaning making which are always messy, tangled, and in 

process.  Concepts will be discussed that don't fall neatly into one category or the other or either.  

Some concepts more clearly relate to both.  Employing the metaphors getting out there and 

seeing differently as organizing pathways through the study is an attempt to gain a deeper 

understanding of human experience while resisting oversimplification and isolation.  The 

intention, following Lather, is to "endorse complexity, partial truths, and multiple 

subjectivities."1    

 

                                                
1	  Lather, Getting Lost, 136.	  	  	  
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Seeing Differently 
To see, to perceive, is more than to recognize. –John Dewey2 

 
 Seeing Differently is another overarching metaphor that has emerged out of the data and 

is a means of exploring concepts of the study, understanding how students made meaning of their 

experiences and how those experiences informed student’s practices.  "Seeing" indicates both a 

process (-ing) as well as an ocular phenomena.  "Differently" indicates a change over time.  

Together, "seeing differently" refers to an articulation of a process of inter- and intra- action 

wherein one sees, literally or figuratively, something at one point in time differently than it was 

seen at another point in time.  Seeing differently can be a way of articulating a change in 

perception that has occurred over time through various processes and contexts.  While the 

concept of seeing differently can be a helpful way to discuss processes where change occurs, the 

concept is not a process in itself.  Seeing differently is not a freestanding process because it 

always occurs in relation to other contexts and processes.  Seeing differently doesn't happen in 

isolation, interaction is necessary.  Of course one can see differently without having discussions 

with others about the topic at hand.  A naturalist far removed from the nearest human can 

experience seeing differently through a process of observing something and reaching a different 

view through internal dialogue. Because the concept of seeing differently cannot be divorced 

from the contexts and processes out of which it arises, it is employed here as an overarching 

framework and metaphor, along with getting out there, to discuss other concepts that have 

emerged from the data and analysis.  

 Seeing differently operates on both literal and figurative levels.  Literally, the concept 

connects with activities involving sight.  Photography is central to BB100L and early on in the 

process students are given cameras and asked to produce photographs.  In the act of taking a 

                                                
2	  John Dewey, Art as Experience, 24.	  	  
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photograph, the photographer literally sees the environment around them.  Through a complex 

process they attribute value to one particular sight over another by pressing the shutter at one 

specific moment rather than the next.  During the camp, students literally see the photographs 

that others have taken, the ways others behave, and the physical environment of the campus and 

dorms.   

 The following illustrative example of literally seeing will flow into the conceptual 

dimensions of the concept of seeing differently.  Before camp, a student may decide to take a 

picture of a bridge in her hometown.  During the week of the camp, she may share her 

photograph of the bridge with others and everybody shares about their experiences with the 

bridge.  She then decides to do some creative writing about the bridge photograph and decides 

she will pick this photo for the exhibition.  Upon returning to her hometown after the camp, she 

literally sees the bridge again, but conceptually, she may see the bridge differently than before.  

The bridge is the same as when she took a photograph of it, but what has changed is her 

relationship to and understanding of the bridge.      

 Thus, seeing differently conceptually refers to a process that results in some change in 

relationship/perception/understanding/meaning between the individual and a particular 

phenomenon. This change is a result of a combination of processes of interaction and intra-action 

in and around specific contexts.  In the previous example, the processes and interactions that 

resulted in a different way of seeing the bridge span several months from the time the student 

took the photograph of the bridge to the interactions she had with peers and facilitators at the 

camp to the internal dialogue that occurred as she wrote about her photograph.  These specific 

contexts, interactions and processes are the conditions from which seeing differently arose.  Even 

though this example greatly oversimplifies the processes and interactions that occurred, it 
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illustrates the interconnectedness between both the literal and conceptual uses of seeing 

differently as well as the complexity of interactions, processes, and contexts that lead to an 

articulation of seeing differently. 

 Student responses to several questions on the pre and post survey support the concept of 

seeing differently (Figure 4, 5, 6).  At the beginning of the week of the camp, 50% of participants 

reported that they viewed themselves as artists, but by the end of the week, 83% of participants 

reported they viewed themselves as artists.  Similarly, 45.5% of participants considered 

themselves to be a photographer before the camp and 80% considered themselves to be a 

photographer by the end of the week.  At the beginning of the week 24.2% said they considered 

themselves to be very creative, but by the end of the week, more than double the amount of 

students (48.6%) identified as being very creative.  

 

 

 
Figure 4 



 

136 
 

 

 
Figure 5 

 
 
 

 
Figure 6 
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The changes in perceptions over the week of the camp point to students seeing differently, but 

unlike the example of the bridge, what is seen differently is not a physical object, but the 

student's perceptions of themselves.  In addition to students’ self-perceptions changing over the 

week of the camp, it is also possible that their perceptions of what it means to be an artist or 

photographer may have changed.  Although it is clear from the survey results that some change 

in perception occurred over the week, these numbers reveal nothing about the processes and 

interactions that may have led to those changes.  These results are important, though, in that they 

illustrate an additional dimension of seeing differently.  The changes in relationships and 

perceptions inherent in the concept of seeing differently can be changes between a person and 

their relationship to places, persons, or ideas external to themselves and/or they can be changes 

in the internal relationship between a person and themselves.  Often, seeing differently refers to a 

complex combination of changes occurring along multiple dimensions. 

 In the student interview transcripts, there were numerous uses of visual metaphors and 

literal and conceptual references to seeing.  Jessica said, "I learned like a lot from like the other 

people, like seeing the way they saw something."   Her comment stood out to me and although it 

first appeared to be a simple statement about interactions that took place at the camp, I realized 

that the statement's brevity belies the complex interactions to which it refers. The response is so 

rich because it articulates a linkage between learning and others so that interaction is integral to 

the learning process.  Additionally, Jessica goes on to describe one aspect of the process of how 

she was able to learn from others.  In "seeing the way they saw something," she literally sees the 

physical embodiment of the students and facilitators she interacts with, but moreover she sees 

their perspectives, opinions, and ideas during their interactions.  The way Jessica links these 
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concepts in a single statement is telling in that it indicates a learning process that is based upon 

interaction between people wherein subjectivities are disclosed, processed, and become stimuli 

for learning or seeing differently.  The connection between learning and interaction results in a 

dialogical conception of learning wherein dialogue and interaction, both internally and 

externally, are integral components in the learning process.    

 Another example of seeing differently came out of an interview with D’Andre, who said, "I 

have a different outlook on what my career is, and I have more pride in my career. Since I’m 

going to college now...I wanna minor in journalism."  D’Andre's comments are another example 

of conceptually seeing differently. His use of a visual metaphor (outlook) to describe his career 

plans demonstrates another dimension of the concept that bridges the present and the future.  

Outlook indicates a view that extends beyond the present so that even though D’Andre may be 

seeing differently in the present, he is making connections between his past experiences and his 

future goals.  This type of usage is present in several interview transcripts and often appears 

when students are talking about their plans for the future.  Even though the statement doesn't 

offer any clues about the processes and interactions that caused his outlook to change, the 

framework of seeing differently brings us back to those conditions and reminds that they are 

always present, if not always apparent.    

 Student photographs and writings offer another perspective on seeing differently.  

Illustration 2 is a photograph taken by Bobby and the following is the writing he did to 

accompany the photograph: 

 My name is Mark and I live in ‘’Smiles Ville’’. It’s a beautiful place and there are lots of 
 people to meet and get to know. I had a lot of stress one day. But when I have stress I just 
 hold it in. I don’t let it out, I just hold it in. but one  day I went for a walk I seen this 
 amazing place, it had green big tall plants everywhere. I was in shock, nature’s growth is 
 wonderful, some plants were not even touch by ‘’HUMAN’’. I forgot all about my stress 
 and I just let it out. It was gone and never to return. But the growth of nature was so 
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 interesting, but it was so beautiful to see, greenish everywhere, but it’s more to be 
 discovered. Seeing it. Make you so powerful inside.  ‘’Someone give nature a chance let 
 it amaze you for once, just stop and look around’’ 
 

 
Illustration 2- Bobby’s Photograph 

 
The writing Bobby produced to accompany his photograph speaks to the power of seeing 

differently, in this case through stopping to look around at nature.  His example also illustrates 

the process of seeing differently without interacting with other people.  Through exposure to 

nature, stopping and reflecting on his surroundings, Mark was able to forget his stress.  Even 

though Mark was by himself and didn’t have a conversation with a friend to reach his new level 

of understanding and appreciation of nature, a process of internal dialogue allowed Mark to see 

differently.  

          The concept of seeing differently spans throughout the data and connects with many 

processes and concepts that will be discussed in this chapter.  Seeing differently can result in a 

change in relationship/perception/understanding between the individual and a particular 
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phenomenon and can also be a change in perception within an individual resulting in different 

self-conceptions.  Investigating Subjectivities and Place are two concepts that strongly link with 

seeing differently, although it will connect with other concepts throughout the study. 

Interaction 
 
 Interaction is at the core of this study.  Every concept that will be discussed is threaded 

together by interactions.  In Figure 2, interaction is the field out of which all other concepts arise 

and are connected.  To provide more context for the concepts and processes that will be 

discussed, it is important to describe some of the different types of interactions and the contexts 

where these interactions occurred during the week of the camp.  Throughout the discussion, I 

often will conflate intra-action/mental processes/internal dialogue with interaction because the 

two are always connected.  Unless these mental processes are specifically mentioned, they are 

always assumed to be operating when interactions are occurring.     

 Figure 7 is a depiction of the possible interactions that a student attending the BB100L 

summer camp may have over the week.  For a more detailed explanation of the roles each group 

represented in Figure 6 played during the camp, please see the annotated camp schedule 

(Appendix A).    
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Figure 7- Possible Student Interactions 

 
The interactions depicted here occur in both structured and unstructured contexts.  Writing 

workshop sessions, creative track breakout sessions and the closing program are all examples of 

structured interactions occurring at the camp.  Walking to and eating lunch, social time in the 

evenings, and the pool party are examples of unstructured or semi-structured interaction.  The 

interplay between these different types of interactions and the opportunities for students to take 

part in both types over the week of the camp are integral to getting out there and seeing 

differently.  Although the performance track, for example, is not a concept in itself, it is a 

structured interactional context and site where processes relating to getting out there and seeing 

differently took place.   

 The contexts of structured and unstructured interactions will emerge throughout this 

discussion, but there are several of these contexts that require additional attention.  Before 

moving on to discussing the concepts that have emerged out of the study, I will further delineate 
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several of the key interactional contexts including the creative track groups, the closing 

reception, as well as the social time students had throughout the week.   

 Creative tracks were a new addition to the 2011 camp and were designed to give students 

options so they could focus more on their specific interests during the week.  The three creative 

tracks are performance, creative writing, and photography.  All students who attend the camp 

engage in photography and creative writing, but the creative tracks are designed to provide a 

more in-depth experience in each area of focus.  Before arriving at the camp, students are sent 

information packets that contain descriptions of all of the creative tracks and are asked to start 

thinking about which track they would like to join.  On the first night of camp, the leaders of 

each creative track group explained what they would do over the week before students signed up 

for their tracks.  On the second day of camp, students began meeting daily in these creative 

tracks for a couple of hours each day.  

 All of the students at the camp worked in small writing groups, which were facilitated by 

creative writing MFA students.  These camp writing facilitators also led the creative track groups 

and were a part of all camp activities.  Roughly a third of the students at the camp participated in 

the creative writing track in addition to their small writing groups.  In the interview transcripts, it 

is sometimes unclear whether students are referring to their small writing groups or the creative 

writing track, so this section will focus on both contexts where creative writing was the focus.  

The creative writing instructors used many different techniques and activities to engage the 

students and help them with their writing, but one common activity in all the groups were 

collaborative writing activities.  For example, students would go around and each person would 

contribute one word or one line and the group would collectively write a poem.  Even though 

some of the final poems were rather nonsensical, the process of getting students to work 
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together, think quickly and creatively, and produce a collective document was crucial to the 

overall camp experience.  During this process of collaboratively producing poems, students 

interacted with one another and became more comfortable working together and sharing their 

ideas with one another.   

 Students said that the writing groups were "thought provoking" and "showed me how to 

express myself." The creative writing groups were different from writing in school because the 

facilitators  "get down on your level and break it down" and they encouraged students to write 

about what they felt instead of conforming to a specific style.  Being asked to write about their 

own experiences and having the freedom to experiment with multiple writing styles seemed to be 

very important for some students and different from what they were familiar with in school 

settings.  Kayla described this by saying that the facilitators "didn't tell me I couldn't do 

something.  They didn't tell me, "No, you can't write about that" and "No, you can't take a picture 

of that. No, no, no." It was "Do what you wanna do because that's your view of it. You can do 

what you feel is right."   

 For many students, being asked to articulate their own feelings and opinions was different 

than what they are used to doing in their schools.  The freedom students had to explore their own 

perspectives through writing was grounded in their exposure to different writing techniques and 

styles.  One of the facilitators reflected on the dynamics of the writing workshops by saying, "I 

can't teach someone how to write, but I can make them feel confident enough in their own voice 

to explore as far as they want to, so I think my job is to present a lot of tools that students can put 

in their writing tool box."  By encouraging students to freely express themselves through writing 

and encouraging them to be confident in their own voice, the writing workshops gave students 

the tools they needed, but didn't dictate how they used those tools.  The writing workshops 
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created a supportive environment where students had the freedom to experiment with different 

tools and ways of expressing themselves and challenged students to figure out what worked for 

them.    

 The 2011 camp was the first time a performance component was included in the program.  

The performance track group, as well as the other groups, was tasked with having something to 

present at the closing reception on the last evening of the camp.  Writing, directing, and 

performing a collaborative piece with fifteen students, most of whom had no prior performance 

experience, in just 3 days, is an ambitious undertaking, but the students and facilitators rose to 

the challenge.  Since the performance track was new to the camp and new to most of the 

students, the facilitators focused on getting the students comfortable interacting with one another, 

improvising, thinking creatively, and performing in front of a group before focusing on the 

content of the performance.  To accomplish this, they led the students in a range of icebreaker 

activities and performance games.  One student said that even through she knew the activities 

were intentional, it felt like they were just playing random games and having fun.  This 

environment encouraged play and allowed students to become more comfortable, open up, and 

work together to create something where everyone played a role.  Mary said that it was "really 

cool how all of our ideas made this one awesome thing" for the final performance.  The 

performance group decided to do a performance about a city council meeting.  During the 

performance, several issues were brought up for discussion and students played a variety of 

different citizens with varying viewpoints.  In the end, the council weighed the merits of all of 

the viewpoints that citizens had voiced and decided upon a plan that was a compromise between 

the different viewpoints.  The performance highlighted the diversity of opinions that can exist 

around a single issue and a civil way of working together to find common ground, but it also 
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modeled what an ideal situation might look like in the student's hometowns.  Similarly, the 

performance track, and many other aspects of the camp, was intended to model collaborative and 

deliberate processes and show the power and potential of collective action and dialogue.     

 Mary said she was so nervous at the beginning of the week she thought she was sick, but 

she overcame her fear and had become one of the stars of the performance track by the end of the 

week.  Even students who said they were very shy were able to open up, gain experience, and 

voice their opinions in the performance track.   The interactional context and processes of the 

performance track group are closely related with concepts of anxiety and confidence as well as 

getting out there and will be discussed more in later sections.      

 The photography creative track was the most popular in terms of students who indicated 

it as their first choice, and although it had slightly more students than other tracks, they were all 

fairly even.  Before arriving at camp, students had only gone through a brief training session and 

orientation to photography, so the photography track was designed to give students more in-

depth knowledge and experience with photography.  One of the first activities photography 

students participated in related to portraiture and conveying meaning and information through 

portraits.  The photography facilitators provided students with a box of props and asked them to 

make a portrait that either conveyed a sense of summer or winter.  The photography group also 

presented a multimedia piece at the closing reception containing photographs they had taken 

while visiting Gordo as well as oral reflections about the Gordo community and what the 

students learned from talking with residents there.   

  Latoya recalled that going out in Gordo, photographing, and talking to residents there 

helped her to overcome her shyness because she "had to interact with them in order for us to 

make the project work."  Students in the photography track learned about another Black Belt 
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community by talking to residents with diverse perspectives and students also held a range of 

views on the experience, which they articulated in their final multimedia presentation.  This 

process revealed a variety of perspectives and required students to get out in the community and 

interact with strangers, so the photography creative track relates to both getting out there and 

seeing differently and is another interactional context where students can gain experience, 

confidence, and become more comfortable working with others.   

 The closing reception was the culmination of the camp week and also the part of the camp 

where several students said they felt most proud and accomplished.  The closing reception was 

an opportunity for students to display the photos they had selected and written about over the 

week as well as for the creative track groups to present what they had done.  All of the students’ 

parents were invited to the closing reception, which began with an hour of eating and mingling in 

the area where all of the students’ photographs and writing were displayed.  Everyone then 

moved into an auditorium for the program portion of the closing activities.  The program had its 

share of welcoming, reflecting on the week, and thanking everyone whose hard work and 

dedication made the camp possible, but the highlight was the creative track group presentations.  

These presentations, a one-act performance of a city council meeting, a reading of 

collaboratively-written poems, and a multimedia photo and audio piece each demonstrated the 

power of collective action and the inclusion of diverse ideas and skills.  The energy in that room 

radiated and there were proud smiles on the faces of students and parents alike.  Everyone 

worked together as a team over the week and the closing reception was the grand debut.  When 

asked how she felt about the closing, Stephanie said, "I felt great! You know, I felt I had 

accomplished something.  I really did. I had accomplished something for my community."  

Kayla said the part of the week when she felt most confident was, "right at the end when I got to 
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go and show my mom my poem and everything that I wrote about my picture. I don't know, it 

was just that my mom was like really proud of me.  It made me feel really good cause I got to 

show her that." As an interactional context, the closing ceremony was a rich site of many 

different potential interactions.  Emotions were very obvious as students hugged each other 

goodbye and I observed a number of students crying as the ceremony ended, sad to leave the 

friends they had grown so close to over the week.  These interactions between students are very 

important, but the interactions between students and parents at the closing ceremony are also a 

key part of this interactional context.        

 In addition to the interactional contexts outlined above and the other structured points of 

interaction during the week, social time and other points of unstructured interaction are critical 

interactional contexts.  The interplay between these different types of interactions allowed 

students to become more comfortable with one another and provided diverse contexts for 

different types of interactions.  Each evening after we had finished all our activities for the day, 

students had a period of social time before being required to be in their rooms.  Although this 

time was structured in the sense that students had to stay in the dorms, it was largely unstructured 

and students found a variety of activities to engage in during these times.  The dorms where 

students stayed have a TV lounge as well as lounges with pool and ping-pong tables.  

Additionally, the main lobby area has a piano and many seating areas where students frequently 

hung out.  Other unstructured interactional contexts include walking to and eating meals, riding 

the bus to and from Gordo and the pool party.  Basically, I conceptualize unstructured 

interactional contexts as any times when students interacted without direction and outside of 

formal sessions.  The formal sessions utilized icebreakers and other activities to encourage 

students to get to know each other and become more comfortable, but these unstructured 
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contexts gave students the opportunity to interact differently.  The following quotes are examples 

of how students interacted in unstructured contexts and highlight the importance of these types of 

interactions.  Lauren recalled that when she had first arrived at the camp and had not yet met 

everyone, she was just standing in the lobby when another student, Victor, came up and asked 

her if she wanted to take a picture.  She "took a picture with him and it just made it kinda like 

comfortable and that people would just come up to you and just talk to you...Make you 

comfortable."  The interactions between Lauren and Victor were informal and outside of any 

structured activities, but her comment indicates how much these types of interactions helped 

students to feel more comfortable with one another.  For some students who were very shy, more 

outgoing students made them feel more comfortable by just talking to them.  These unstructured 

interactions also provided opportunities for shy students to break out of their shyness by 

engaging other students in conversation.  Mary said,    

 for the first little while, till I started hanging out with other people, if I didn't know where 
 my roommate was, or I didn't really have anyone to hang out with, I kinda ended up having 
 to like, I made friends because I just sat down by some random person and said, "Hey, 
 what are you doing," you know, and I basically talked to them until they either told me to 
 go away or [laughs], you know,  but nobody told me to go away, so that was good.   
 
Mary, who said she had been "the shy kid" all her life, had the opportunity to get out there and 

initiate conversation with students she didn't know at the camp.  Since nobody that Mary talked 

to told her to go away, the unstructured interactions potentially helped Mary to become more 

comfortable talking to people and overcome her shyness.  These interactions are important 

because they are more similar to "real life" social situations than many of the structured 

interactions.  By practicing talking to people she didn't know at the camp, Mary may now feel 

more confident in other social settings when she doesn't know many people.      

 I first began thinking about the importance of these unstructured interactions as I floated 
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around the lazy river at the pool party one night of the camp.  As I floated, I had the opportunity 

to talk to students about their lives in a way that was different from the conversations we had in 

the formal sessions, which I felt added nuance and complexity to my understanding of their 

experiences.  I also overheard many of the conversations that students were having as they 

floated around the pool and a particular topic of conversation stands out to me.  During the pool 

party, as well as other times during the camp, I heard students talking about their family 

situations back home and the absence of a father in many of their lives.  Growing up in a single-

parent household is a reality for a number of students who attended the camp and through 

informal interactional contexts like the pool party, they were able to identify that commonality.  

In the twelve Black Belt counties where the program operates, 51.9% of children lived in single 

parent households in 2010.  Macon County has the highest percentage of these twelve counties 

with 64.5% of children living in single parent households in 2010.3 

 Topics that were discussed in a writing session might also be a topic of conversation as 

students walk to lunch or talk in their rooms before bed.  Likewise, topics students discussed 

during their free time might influence the conversation in formal group discussions.  The 

interplay between these different interactional contexts allowed for a rapid discovery of common 

ground and helped students become more comfortable with one another as well as with their own 

opinions and abilities.  The interactional contexts I've outlined are crucial sites of meaning- 

making and are of major importance to the study, but there were many other opportunities during 

the week for students to engage in both structured and unstructured interaction.  Now that the 

major points of interaction have been delineated and the metaphors of seeing differently and 

                                                
3	  Annie E. Casey Foundation, Kids Count Data Center, 2012, 

http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/bystate/StateLanding.aspx?state=AL (accessed March 15, 
2012).	  
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getting out there have been introduced, a brief summary will now be offered before moving to a 

discussion of the concepts, processes, emotions, and outcomes that have emerged from the data.    

Summary 

 Before moving to a discussion of the remaining concepts, I’d like to summarize the 

previous section and discuss in more detail how it relates to the following concepts.  In Figure 2 

and throughout the discussion, the concepts of seeing differently and getting out there are 

italicized, but the other concepts are not.  This is because they are both overarching concepts that 

emerge from the interplay of all of the other concepts.  Seeing differently and getting out there 

are metaphors that explore how student’s camp experiences influence their practices.  These 

concepts refer to processes as well as outcomes of participation in the camp.  The processes, 

interactions, and contexts that seeing differently and getting out there refer to are explored and 

articulated through the concepts of common ground, practice field, creative expression, 

investigating subjectivities, anxiety, confidence, leadership, and place.  Each of these concepts 

will be discussed in the following section and related back to seeing differently and getting out 

there.  Interactions students had during the week of the camp are crucial to this study and Figure 

6 depicts the possible interactions students may have had during the week of the camp.  The 

interactional contexts where these interactions occurred have also been discussed and separated 

into structured and unstructured interactional contexts.  I argue that the interplay between 

structured and unstructured interaction is a crucial aspect of the camp experience.  Examples 

from both types of interactional contexts will be discussed as we move through the following 

concepts and will illustrate the interrelations between the contexts.  Figure 3 is a conceptual 

model of the process of getting out there and will connect with the concepts of common ground, 

practice field, anxiety, and confidence in the following section.    
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 The forthcoming concepts will be related back to seeing differently and getting out there, 

but there is also a unique relationship between the two overarching concepts.  There is no simple 

or single way to understand these interrelations as they are constantly shifting, emerging,and 

flowing.  Each individual experiences these processes differently and those experiences can 

inform an individual’s practices in a multitude of ways.   The following is a tentative proposition 

of the possible relationships between getting out there and seeing differently: 

 
1) Seeing differently occurs and results in getting out there 
2) Getting out there occurs and results in seeing differently 
3) Seeing differently and getting out there occur together incrementally  
4) Seeing differently and getting out there are cyclical and feedback on one another 
5) Seeing differently and getting out there follow a rhizomatic dispersal that cannot be 

anticipated 
 
These possibilities are not offered as rules that will be clarified in the following sections, but to 

illustrate the multitude of possible experiences represented in this study.  Because these concepts 

emerged during data analysis and were not used to frame the study, there is not enough data to 

offer an intensive exploration of the relationships between seeing differently and getting out 

there.   I consider this unknowing a strength of the study because it illustrates the diverse ways of 

being and knowing represented here as well as the aims of the study. Specifically, the desire is to 

gain a more complex understanding of the experiences students have rather than arrive at a 

simplified, monolithic understanding or explanation of lived experience.  The following sections 

will illustrate numerous configurations of seeing differently and getting out there through 

examples and articulations of the ways students made meaning of their experience and how that 

experience has influenced their practices.     

Common Ground 

 The concept of common ground has emerged out of the data and analysis and is related to 
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students getting out there and seeing differently.  According to Merriam Webster, common can 

mean "of or relating to a community at large" and "belonging to or shared by two or more 

individuals or things or by all members of a group."  Ground is defined as a "material that serves 

as a substratum" and "a basis for belief, action, or argument."  Following these definitions, 

common ground is a shared foundation between two or more students that serves as the basis for 

(inter)action.  Common ground refers to a complex process and phenomena wherein a student 

becomes aware of the commonalities between themselves and another student and uses the 

recognition of commonalities as a base upon which further interactions are built.  This process 

can occur through both structured and unstructured interactional contexts.  A broad example of 

common ground is that all of the students attending the camp live in the Black Belt.  This shared 

characteristic meant that upon arrival at the camp, all students already shared common ground 

with the other campers.  The concept of common ground is important to this study in that it is an 

integral component in the interactions that can lead to students getting out there and seeing 

differently. In essence, I am suggesting that common ground is a necessary component enabling 

students to collaborate, learn from one another, and become more confident.   Without the 

recognition of common ground between students, it is extremely difficult to create an 

environment characterized by mutual respect and collaboration.   

 Reflecting on the process of becoming more comfortable with everyone at the camp and 

building common ground, Ashley said: 

 The icebreaker at the beginning kinda gets me out of my comfort zone by like going up to 
 random people and asking them if they've done this or if they've done that. That started it   
 out and then throughout the camp you get more and more used to like being around them   
 and the creative writing group and your photography group, it kinda gets you more into   
 being around those people.  And then when we have down time, we'll go up and play  
 pool or whatever, so you get more used to being around everybody. 
 
Ashley's comment is an example of how the interplay between structured and unstructured 
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interactional contexts helped her to find and build common ground with other students.  The 

following example from a structured interactional context will help explain and explore the 

concept of common ground as it is being used in this study.  On the first evening of the camp, 

after several icebreakers with everyone in large group, students split into the small writing 

groups for the first time and continued doing icebreakers and get-to-know-you activities.  The 

interactions between students in one of these small groups caught my attention.  The session 

began with students going around the group and sharing their name, grade, hometown, and 

favorite breakfast cereal.  Something like breakfast cereal seems random, but I think it is a quite 

clever way to get students to open up and begin building common ground. For the first round of 

sharing when students were just starting to get more comfortable, students were asked to share 

things that they should be comfortable sharing and not have to really think about (name, grade, 

hometown).  In addition, students were asked to share one thing that would require them to make 

a decision and articulate their choice, although it was something that is not very personal and is a 

pretty common activity (eating cereal).  Even something as simple as cereal, though, got students 

sharing stories, opening up, and talking with one another.  After everyone had shared, the group 

moved on to the next activity, in which each person shared something unique to them.  One of 

the students shared that her unique attribute was the bracelet she was wearing and went on to 

explain that it was a memorial bracelet for her close friend who was killed in an automobile 

accident several months prior to the camp. In the audio recording, it sounds like she got a little 

choked up when she talked about her friend and says that she is still sad.  In the interview with 

this student, she recalls the experience of sharing about her friend and says that she felt very 

"accepted" by the members of the group.  Acceptance is an important part of the concept of 

common ground and will be discussed in more detail later in this section.   
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 In this small group session, another student, Sheena, shared very matter of factly that 

both her parents are dead. There was a short pause followed by an outburst of different reactions 

as students tried to process and relate to what she had just said. One student focused on the way 

Sheena conveyed the information and asked: "Why do you say it like that?" Others offered 

reactive statements of sympathy or shock: “Seriously?," "That's so sad", "I'm sorry", and "Oh my 

god." Sheena replied that she was used to it, and another student chimed in to say that her mom 

is still alive, but her dad is dead, "so yeah." This student supported Sheena’s mode of 

presentation and identified with the process of getting used to a parent not being there.  A third 

student added that her father is on the way to being dead because he is a drug addict.  After 

another burst of conversation, a fourth student added that his parents are also dead.  One aspect 

of common ground is the recognition of commonalities through shared or communal 

experiences, or the movement from a personal to communal level.  Something very personal and 

specific to Sheena, the loss of her parents, moves from the personal to communal through her 

sharing with the group.   The concept of a parent is something that everyone can relate to and the 

concept of death is something that all people understand even if they haven't yet experienced 

losing a loved one.   In this example, students shared highly personal experiences that were very 

specific to them, but in sharing those experiences, they became common points of experience 

other students could relate with.   

 As students learned more about one another and shared more of their experiences and 

perspectives, the foundation of common ground enlarged.  The students began another round and 

continued sharing unique things about themselves, which led to a long conversation about 

traumatic injuries they had sustained.   This conversation topic began with one story about a 

specific injury, but quickly became a theme of common ground, a theme that everyone could 
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relate to.  Each student discussed particular and unique experiences, but their stories also 

connected with the general concept of experiencing trauma.  At the same time, the students were 

reflecting on their unique experiences, learning about other student’s perspectives, and building 

common ground, which provided a more solid foundation for continued sharing, learning, 

reflection, and collaboration. 

 Acceptance is an important dynamic relating to common ground.  Kayla, the student who 

shared about her memorial bracelet and the recent loss of her friend, addressed this issue in her 

interview, as did Lauren, who said the people she met at camp were "not judgmental when they 

first met you. They kinda just accepted you how you were."  Reflecting on her experience the 

first night of camp, Kayla said "they looked at me and I kinda felt that they understood. They 

weren't gonna make fun of the fact or something. I don't know. I just felt kinda accepted that it 

was okay that I was still sad about that." It is interesting that in the audio recording, whatever, if 

anything, was said by other students immediately after Kayla shared is inaudible.  When Kayla 

told me that "they looked at me and I kinda felt they understood," I believe that she is being 

literal in her description of what happened.  In the absence of verbal interaction, it seems that the 

facial expressions and gazes of the students were enough to make Kayla feel that they 

understood and accepted her. This point is significant because it is a reminder that the processes 

and interactions underlying the concept of common ground are incredibly complex, dynamic, 

and extend beyond the spoken and written word.  

 The following quote from an interview with Jessica reveals more of the dynamics relating 

to common ground. 

 Before camp, I knew I had my little creative side and I did poetry and stuff, but you know. 
 Then when I came to camp, there were so many people that had the same interests and they 
 were doing the same thing that I was. You know, they went out and took their pictures too, 
 and everybody had a different opinion and everybody, you know, there was no wrong 
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 answer, but you know,  everybody has their opinion and like how they saw each picture and 
 it was like really cool that we all got to talk about it. We usually have that time where we 
 get up there and we talk about the picture, and why we took the picture, and  you know, 
 what made us think about that and we talked about it. Like at first I was scared to death and 
 I was like "Oh, gosh. I don't like talking in front of people" but then, you know, when we 
 warmed up, like you know, its almost like normal family, you get close to each other and it 
 doesn't even matter anymore. 
   
Although Jessica always knew she was creative, she never thought it really mattered before the 

camp, and most of her hometown friends aren't really into poetry, so she never really had anyone 

to talk to about her creative outlet.  The lack of supportive or like-minded peers and 

environments at home to encourage her creative interests may be part of the reason why Jessica 

felt such a high level of common ground at the camp.  Her comment that "everyone went out and 

took their pictures too," indicates that common ground existed because everyone at the camp had 

gone through the common experience of going out and photographing their communities.  This 

statement also reveals some of the processes and contexts involved in building common ground, 

including the small writing groups and the sharing students did about each other’s photographs.  

The last sentence in Jessica's statement is very important and relates to many aspects of this 

study.  In this one sentence, Jessica speaks of her emotions, the processes of shifting from being 

nervous to being open and confident, and the contexts where these shifts occurred, all of which 

relate to the concept of common ground.  The statement also relates to the concepts of anxiety 

and confidence, which will be discussed more in later sections.   

 When students arrived at the camp, they shared some common ground since they all live 

in the Black Belt.  During the camp week, though a combination of structured and unstructured 

interactions, students built on this common ground as they became more comfortable with each 

other and in their own abilities. This process can result in both seeing differently and getting out 

there.  This process of building common ground relates with anxiety, confidence, and the 
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concept of a practice field, which will be discussed in the following section.   

Practice Field 

 The concept of a practice field is closely related to common ground and is a part of the 

process of building common ground, but it is also distinct.  Whereas common ground is the basis 

upon which seeing differently and getting out there can arise, the practice field is a process where 

students become more comfortable and confident in their own abilities and interactions.  Just as a 

baseball player develops his or her skills through practicing, the camp provides an opportunity 

for students to learn new skills, experiment, and practice what they have learned.  The practice 

field concept relates to photography, creative writing, and performance skills, contexts where 

students develop and share their work, as well as more informal points of the camp experience.  

For an example of an informal situation, Greg, who was one of the younger students at camp, 

said he learned how to behave more maturely in the camp environment by watching older 

students.  Through observing the ways older students carried themselves and trying to act 

similarly, Greg practiced and developed his social skills in a specific type of interactional 

context.  In Figure 2, the concept of a practice field operates in conjunction with common ground 

and confidence.  As students have more opportunities to practice their skills, common ground is 

enlarged and confidence increases, allowing students to overcome their fears, see differently, and 

get out there.  The concept of the practice field will be discussed throughout the remaining 

concepts.   

Creative Expression 
 
 The summer camp gives students an opportunity to learn more about and gain experience 

in a variety of forms of creative expression. The skills students gain as part of the experience can 

influence career choices and contribute to academic performance in high school and beyond, or 
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just become a new life interest.  Students gain these skills and have the opportunity to 

experiment with them in a supportive environment through a variety of interactional contexts.  

The processes involved with students gaining these skills relate to common ground and practice 

field and can result in students seeing differently and getting out there. The three main areas that 

students gain experience in are photography, creative writing, and performance, but during the 

camp, students are also exposed to a variety of other expressive forms and creative processes 

such as screen printing, letterpress printing, paper-making, quilting, and mosaic art.  In the 

evenings during social time, students could often be found in the dorm lobby playing piano or 

guitar and the talent show provided an opportunity for many students to showcase their musical 

talents, from singing to piccolo to percussion.  This section will explore student's perspectives on 

these different forms of creative expression and show some of the ways students are using the 

skills they gained through the camp experience in their schools and communities.         

 Photography has always been a central part of BB100L; every student who participated in 

the program engages with photography.  Some students have participated in the program because 

they have an interest in photography, but most students have little or no prior experience with 

photography other than taking snapshots of family and friends.  As discussed in the section on 

seeing differently, photography can be a very powerful tool that allows students to literally and 

conceptually see their communities and lives in a new light.  Photography has also been a very 

powerful medium for communicating the perspectives of students to broader audiences and 

offers a point of connection that can bridge differences.  BB100L is not designed to be an 

intensive photographic training program that prepares students to be professional photographers, 

although it does teach students some basic techniques and principles of composition.  The 

addition of the Photography Creative Track in the 2011 camp provided an opportunity for 
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students interested in learning more about the medium to gain more in-depth knowledge and 

experience.   

 The camp experience has shown some students a possible career path.  Lexus said that the 

camp "helped show me what I really want to do. I'm seriously thinking on photojournalism."  

D’Andre, who has participated in the camp for two years, said, "My passion for photography 

expanded with this experience also and I am forever thankful." D’Andre has now graduated high 

school and is attending college, where he is minoring in journalism and working with the student 

newspaper at his university.  At least two students who have participated in the program have 

started their own photography businesses and are taking portraits in their communities.  Ashley, 

who said she didn't do much photography before participating in the program, said that now, 

"everybody is asking me to take their pictures and I'm like sure and I'll go out and take them 

wherever they want, and let them pretty much do whatever and then I'll take their pictures and 

sell them a CD."  When I asked Ashley if the camp had helped her with her photography, she 

replied, "I loved doing photography. I just didn't know like how to get out there and just do it, 

like be able to get money for it yet. Then the camp kinda helped me somewhat just learn that I 

need to just go ahead and just get out there and do it instead of just waiting on something to pop 

up."  There were no workshops at the camp on making money from photography, so I believe 

that Ashley's comment relates closely to getting out there.  Ashley said that the most important 

thing she gained from the camp experience was "being able to like be more confident in the way 

I like present myself, and just getting out there and doing stuff.  It helped me along with being 

more social."  Being more confident and more social has impacted areas of Ashley's life other 

than her photography, but the previous example shows how Ashley applied the things she gained 

to her creative expressions as well as a possible career path.  Instead of sitting back and 
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pondering the possibility of starting a photography business, she is getting out and building her 

portfolio and purchasing new equipment with money she is earning from taking portraits.  

Photography is a part of each student's life, even if only through advertising or news images.  

The camp experience at least gives students a better understanding of the medium, which can 

increase their visual literacy and help facilitate a better understanding of the images they 

encounter.  Many students, though, expressed an increased interest in photography as a hobby or 

even as a possible career path. 

 Every student who comes to the camp spends time in writing workshop sessions to craft 

their autobiographical statements and descriptions for their chosen photo, but some students have 

additional opportunities to learn about and practice their creative writing through the creative 

track group.  Writing has gradually become a central component of the program over the years.  

Early on, students were just asked to provide a caption or description about their photograph, but 

the summer camp allows more time for students to learn new writing techniques and try out new 

styles.  Because of the polysemic qualities of photography, written descriptions are used so that 

students can convey more of the background and meaning they attribute to their photographs to 

audiences viewing exhibitions.  The writing component of the program has come a long way 

since the early days and now provides students with an interactional context and process that can 

benefit them in many ways.  The idea of a tool kit that was introduced in the section on 

Interaction emerged from the teaching philosophy of Tessa, one of the creative writing 

instructors and is worth revisiting.  Tessa said, "I think my job is to present a lot of tools that 

students can put in their writing tool box, and because they have their own voice and they have 

their own styles, they can pull any of them out at any point that they want and make that their 

own."  Offering students a variety of writing styles and approaches and allowing them the 



 

161 
 

freedom to experiment and figure out the way they want to write makes the writing component 

of the camp more enjoyable to students.  The writing workshops are also very different than the 

writing most students are asked to do for school and can help recast writing as a creative outlet 

rather than a tedious challenge.  Noah said that his writing instructor "was really good at asking 

questions" and "always knew the right questions to ask."  Asking questions of the students was a 

way to keep students interested and excited because the focus was on their experience and 

perspective rather than on the technical aspects of a specific writing style.  The following section 

will explore several student perspectives on the creative writing component of the program. 

 Davis said the writing workshops were very "thought provoking" and made him "think 

differently when I'm writing."  Davis also said that the other students in his writing group "were 

really helpful because everybody would have a new take on or a new way to think and that 

would help me think about ways that I could write."  The camp facilitators, who are MFA 

students pursuing degrees in Creative Writing, showed students a range of writing possibilities 

through examples and activities, but Davis' comment points out that the interactions between 

students was also an integral part of the writing workshops.  Students who were in the same 

writing group over the week had opportunities to learn about one another by sharing their own 

writings and getting feedback and ideas from the other students.  At the talent show, Davis even 

read several of the poems his writing group had collaboratively written.       

 Jessica said that "the writing session is always really personal, too, and you really have to 

know each person."  She went on to describe how the sessions and interactions between students 

improved her writing skills:  

 You see something or somebody'll read it. You may pass it on to one of your friends and 
 they'd read it and be like "Oh, it'd be awesome if you changed… if you made it backwards, 
 or changed the point of view."  Also, if you read someone else's, you're like, "Oooh, 
 Wow!" and you think about it and you're like "wow that's really good writing. I could put 
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 mine in some different kind of perspective."  You know, it was really fun. 
 
I seldom hear students talking about how much fun writing is, but the interactions between the 

students in the writing group seem to be an integral part of the learning and creative process for 

many students. These interactions provided opportunities for students to collaborate together and 

be exposed to a variety of perspectives, which is part of the process of seeing differently.     

 Greg said that the creative writing sessions showed him "how to express myself, because 

I didn't really used to like to write before I came here, but it really helped me in that way. I write 

more complex stories and I get more detailed."  Greg added that he still doesn't write a lot, but 

his camp experience has helped him with his writing in school.  For a recent English class 

assignment on Dr. Martin Luther King, Greg said that he didn't get side-tracked or take too long 

on the assignment because he "just wrote what my feelings were on the subject and camp really 

helped me to bring that out."  The writing sessions showed students a variety of writing styles 

and techniques and encouraged them to find the approaches that worked for them, but also 

created an environment where students could experiment and practice articulating their feelings.  

The interactional contexts and activities of the writing groups are part of the process of getting 

out there because students became more comfortable with their voice, writing abilities, sharing 

their opinions, and interacting with others.   

 The performance component was a new addition to the program at the 2011 camp, and has 

been discussed by several students in relation to getting out there.  Daniel and Tessa were the 

two facilitators of the performance track group, and Daniel said his main goal for the 

performance group was "to simply engage and get this group together and create a space for 

them to feel safe and be able to talk."  Although it took a few days to get some of the shyest 

members of the performance track group to open up, by the end of the week, according to 



 

163 
 

Jessica, "they were like just as fun and crazy as we all were, you know?"  The groups' 

performance at the closing ceremony was also a testament to how students overcame their 

shyness since every member had a speaking part.  For most students at the camp, performance 

was less familiar than photography and writing as there are few theatre programs in rural 

Alabama.  Bethany told me that performing was "something I've always wanted to do, and that's 

something that I always thought I would enjoy, but I never really got a chance to experience.  I 

always knew and I always thought that I was gonna be very good.  I always enjoyed even like 

thinking about it."  The camp gave Bethany an opportunity to experience something that she 

doesn't have access to in her school or community and confirmed her suspicions that performing 

was something she'd enjoy.  For Bethany, the performance track group was a practice field that 

allowed her to learn more about performance and gain experience and confidence performing.      

Investigating Subjectivities 

 The concept of investigating subjectivities did not emerge from In Vivo coding of student 

transcripts, but several students in the interviews discussed the processes behind the concept.  I 

am defining this concept as the process of examining one's own internal reality in an attempt to 

discover information about how the internal reality is formed and operates. Another aspect of 

investigating subjectivities is the questioning of taken-for-granted assumptions that are rooted in 

the internal reality.   Investigating subjectivities is a reflective act that goes beyond forming an 

opinion, but questions the factors that contribute to the formulation of that opinion.  For example, 

I may make the statement that I dislike the color orange, which is my opinion or an articulation 

of my subjectivity.  In order to investigate that subjectivity, I may ask myself a series of 

questions such as:  When did I begin disliking the color orange?  How do I feel about similar 

warm toned colors?  Do I actually just dislike the color orange or do I dislike things that I 
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strongly associate with the color orange?  Why do I like oranges but not the color orange?    

Through this process of investigating my own subjectivities, I may discover the root of my 

dislike for the color orange or I may realize that I have no idea why I dislike orange, at which 

point I could decide to give orange another chance or go on disliking it without a good reason.  

Another possibility is that I'm unable to trace back to the root of my dislike at the time, but I 

have learned more about myself and the ways my subjectivities influence my actions.  The 

process of investigating subjectivities is crucial to understanding more about why and how we 

relate to things the way we do.  Questioning taken-for-granted assumptions is another aspect of 

investigating subjectivities that can disrupt habitual irrational patterns or at least provide a better 

understanding.  In essence, investigating our subjectivities is learning about ourselves.  The 

following section will examine several students' perspectives on the process of investigating 

subjectivities.   

 Lexus wrote that the camp experience showed her that  "everything had a meaning in 

someway. It wasn't just one simple word. It had meanings behind it. And y'all taught us that 

about our photos. But I took it and applied it to my everyday life. That everything had a reason 

why we do or don't like it. It made me think alot more about my decisions and it also helped me 

understand people and other things alot better."  This statement seems to indicate that before, she 

didn't acknowledge that everything had a meaning, which could imply that before she took things 

for granted without questioning the reasons why things were the way they were or why she 

related to them the way she did.  What I find most encouraging and fascinating about her 

statement is the fact that she took a technique that was shown to her in relation to photography 

and applied it to her everyday life.  In thinking more about her decisions, Lexus is investigating 

her subjectivities instead of just reacting, which can result in an increased understanding of 
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herself and her relationships with other people and the world around her.   

 Stephanie also spoke of the process of investigating subjectivities in relation to her 

photography and the writing and sharing she did about her photos.  She said that if she had not 

attended the camp, she would still just think of a photograph as what could literally be seen in 

the image instead of going beyond the literal and asking questions about what the picture means 

and expresses.  During the writing sessions, students had to reflect on why they had taken the 

photos that they did and articulate the meanings and emotions beyond the literal subjects of the 

photographs.  Jessica said that this process of "finding meaning to it and actually thinking 

outside of the box" was one of the most challenging aspects of the camp, which is very 

understandable.  Contemporary mainstream education in America places an emphasis on 

memorization and testing, which doesn't require students to think deeply about how the material 

connects to their everyday lives.  In contrasting the learning environments of her school and the 

camp, Jessica said, "when we learn from each other at school, it's mainly about facts, or who read 

their book or not, but camp it was like, it was all about opinion and you learn from them how 

they saw it. It was like feeding off each other of that creativeness, you know?"  Jessica's 

comment relates to the process of learning from others and seeing differently.  Also, in the 

process of formulating opinions to express at the camp, students have the opportunity to 

investigate their subjectivities regarding that opinion and learn more about themselves in relation 

to that opinion.  In the structured interactional contexts where students shared these opinions 

with one another, there was also the opportunity to take others' opinions into consideration and 

arrive at new meanings and understandings.  Put simply, these interactions gave students an 

opportunity to learn about themselves and to consider perspectives they may not have 

considered.   
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 In addition to the activities at the camp that directly engaged students in learning about 

themselves, the overall camp environment also allowed some students to challenge their taken-

for-granted assumptions. Kayla said that she:  

 would never think of hanging out with some of the people that I hung out with there.  
 There were a lot of people who were very different from me there and I kinda learned to be 
 able to accept people.  I mean, I don't have to be friends with the same type of people as 
 me. The camp really gave me the opportunity to kinda branch out and um do something 
 that I never really thought of doing before.  I don't have to be meeting my little 
 stereotype.  I can be something different.  It didn't matter where you came from,  
 it was all about what you felt.  
  
The camp gave Kayla the opportunity to spend time interacting with people different than the 

friends and family she is usually around.  That experience helped her to see differently in relation 

to accepting people and being friends with people unlike herself.  Through the process of 

articulating and sharing opinions and considering other perspectives, common ground emerged 

from which students could further investigate their subjectivities and challenge their taken-for-

granted assumptions.  Students learned about themselves in the process of learning about their 

peers and sharing their ideas.   

Anxiety 

 Most students I interviewed spoke of being nervous, scared, or having anxiety about 

some aspect of their camp experience.  Students spoke of being nervous when they first arrived 

at the camp, but it was also mentioned in relation to writing, sharing opinions and/or creative 

works with others, and being a leader.  Anxiety seems to be an important part of the process of 

getting out there.  Anxiety is different than the concepts that have been discussed because it is an 

emotion that is primarily related to interaction in this study.  Meriam Webster defines anxiety as 

"an abnormal and overwhelming sense of apprehension and fear often marked by physiological 

signs (such as sweating, tension, and increased pulse), by doubt concerning the reality and nature 
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of the threat, and by self-doubt about one's capacity to cope with it." This definition is useful in 

relation to this study because it delineates two sources of anxiety and reminds that anxiety is not 

just an emotion or thought, but can be manifested physically.  The following section will explore 

the concept of anxiety through examples from student interviews and will discuss several 

different sources of anxiety and contexts where anxiety was present.  The discussion will diverge 

from the above definition's characterization of anxiety as abnormal, though, and will assert that 

having some anxiety is a normal and expected part of the process students went through while 

participating in the program.  Anxiety can certainly be excessive, unhealthy and abnormal, but 

examples in the following section will show that anxiety can also be productive and lead to 

feelings of increased confidence.    

 Anxiety or being nervous was mentioned most often in relation to the first day of camp, 

but the reasons students were anxious varied.  For some students, the camp was their first 

experience staying away from home for more than a day or attending any type of camp or 

residential learning experience.  Other students were experienced camp-goers and had their 

summer schedules packed with different activities.  Remembering my own experiences in high 

school, I know that going away for a camp, especially if nobody I already knew was also going, 

could be an experience that was both exciting and caused some anxiety.  Students said that 

coming to a new place, not knowing anyone who would be at the camp, not knowing what to 

expect, and being unsure of who their roommate would be and if they would get along were all 

reasons for being nervous at the beginning of camp. 

 Students also used words like "overwhelmed" and "scared" to describe how they felt 

when first arriving at the camp.  It seems that all of the reasons students were nervous are 

connected to a fear of the unknown.  Before arriving at the camp, the campus of the University of 
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Alabama and the Blount dorms were unknown to many of the students, the other students who 

would be at camp were unknown, and students did not know what the experience would be like.  

Being afraid of what we do not know seems to be a very natural human response and is a concept 

that extends far beyond this study.  What is important about this phenomenon in relation to this 

study is that students have reported that the camp experience helped them move from being 

nervous to being confident and from being shy to being outgoing.  What this study is most 

interested in is the space in between those poles, the processes and interactions and environments 

that facilitated those changes, and the ways students made meaning of these phenomena.  

Through examining how students spoke of their anxiety, I hope to reach a more complex 

understanding of the movements from being nervous to being confident.  It is important to 

remember this study is based on the experiences of particular students and is not an attempt to 

provide a generalizable or psychological explanation of social processes.  The argument put forth 

is grounded in the articulated experiences of students I interviewed as well as in my own 

experiences. In addition to the expected anxiety associated with leaving home to stay in a new 

place with unknown people for a week, students mentioned being nervous in relation to several 

other contexts.  The following section discusses other times during the camp when students 

spoke of being nervous.   

 Stephanie's statement below discusses fear in relation to getting out there and being a 

leader.  She said, "Before I came to the camp, I was an unknown person. I wasn't ready to be a 

leader, a role model, or nothing like that because I was afraid that I wasn't gone be a good one."  

This is an important point because it provides information about what kept this student from 

getting out there, in this case, a fear of being a good role model.  This fear is again associated 

with interacting with others, although in this case, the interaction is more likely to be with people 
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that are known to the student, because it seems she is implying that she is afraid of letting people 

down by not being a good role model. Mary said that one of the reasons she was nervous about 

coming to camp was that she was scared that she "was going to get there and everyone was just 

going to say my pictures were terrible and I did this, this, and this wrong and just random stuff 

like that."  Luckily, her fears did not come true, but the comment again ties anxiety to fear; in 

this case, the fear seems to be more associated with rejection and failure, which introduces 

another important aspect of this concept.  Both Stephanie and Mary's comments articulate causes 

of anxiety, but also offer some explanation as to why students may not have gotten out there 

before the camp.  Similarly, Kendra said that the camp experience "meant not letting others 

destroy your ideas before you even had a chance to make them a reality. It helped me to break 

free from being scared of what others thought of how I viewed things and now I am more 

confident to try harder at the things I want to reach for in life. It also helped me to break free 

from being shy."  Fear of what others thought and being shy seems to have kept Kendra from 

pursuing some of the things she wanted to reach for in life, but the camp experience helped her 

to overcome those fears and be more confident in herself.  The previous examples illustrate 

different causes and manifestations of anxiety, but they offer little to help understand the 

processes and interactions that enabled students to overcome their fears.  The following section 

will examine two other students’ perspectives on how the camp helped them to work through 

their anxiety.   

 In an interview, Arden said that she "didn't mind speaking in front of people before then, 

but after the camp, I like was more used to it, I guess. So it helps me like not to be nervous or, 

you know, like not having a problem with getting up and talking to somebody or telling them 

about what I think about something."  This statement shows how the camp experience has helped 
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Arden overcome anxiety after the week of the camp, but it also connects with the idea of practice 

and experience.  Basically, it seems that Arden is saying that the camp gave her opportunities to 

practice being in front of people and sharing her opinions, which seems to help her to be more 

comfortable engaging in those activities now.  Viewing the camp as a practice field where 

students have opportunities to interact with a variety of people in a variety of settings is one way 

to understand how the camp experience facilitates a movement from anxiety to getting out there.    

Following this practice field conceptualization, it seems that the more opportunities students 

have to do something, whether it be public speaking, creative writing, or coming to camp, the 

more likely they are to be less nervous the next time they encounter that opportunity.  I'm not 

implying that because of the camp, Arden will never be nervous when talking to others again, but 

I do think there is something crucial about having the opportunity to practice and see that you are 

capable that helps reduce future anxiety. The practice field concept extends beyond the concept 

of anxiety and is applicable to many aspects of the camp.    

 In the following quote, Greg provides some insight into the processes that helped him 

overcome shyness at the camp:  

When we first started our writing activity, I was hoping that she [facilitator] wouldn't call 
me, but she started with me and I was so shy I had to ask her to go the other way around 
the table till it got back to me, and then I actually got up and read and I felt better about 
myself, and then I started going first more and more and actually volunteering to go 
because I felt confident in my writing.  

 
 At the beginning of the week, Greg was so nervous that he wouldn't even share the first time he 

was asked, but once he did and as he had more practice doing so, he became more confident and 

got excited about sharing his writing with the group.  Anxiety about the writing sessions was 

mentioned by several students who explained that they either didn't feel they were very good at 

writing or didn't know what to expect.  Greg's quote builds on Arden's by discussing a specific 
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structured interactional context and the process that occurred as he practiced sharing his writing 

with the group.  The writing group may have been the context where Greg had the most practice 

and through which he came to be more confident, but most likely it is only one of several 

contexts that contributed to his increased confidence.  The interactions students had over the 

week and the practice they got through the camp activities are integral aspects to the concept of 

anxiety as well as the processes of getting out there.  Confidence is closely related to anxiety and 

will be discussed in the following section.            

Confidence 

 Confidence is another concept that relates to interactions and the process of getting out 

there and was discussed in several ways by students in their interviews.  Confidence and anxiety 

are being discussed as separate concepts, but I believe there is a dynamic relationship between 

the two concepts and that both emotions can be present at the same time in any given interaction.  

Confidence is important to this study because multiple students mentioned it as something they 

got out of the camp experience.   Additionally, the processes and interactions occurring over the 

week of the camp that led to feelings of increased confidence are important to explore.  The New 

Oxford American Dictionary defines confidence as “a feeling of self-assurance arising from 

one’s appreciation of one’s own abilities or qualities.”  This definition points to self-confidence, 

which is of primary concern to this study as well as a goal of the camp.  

 Some students reported that sharing in their small groups over the week made them feel 

more confident. Others said they became more confident in their writing or photography skills 

and abilities.  The pre and post survey results also indicate that at the end of the camp, students 

were more comfortable expressing their opinions in both small and large group settings.  Figures 

8 and 9 below illustrate students’ responses regarding how comfortable they were expressing 
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their opinions in small and large group settings. The percentage of students who reported they 

were comfortable expressing their opinions in a small group setting more than doubled over the 

course of the camp.  The percentage of students who reported they were very comfortable 

expressing their opinions in a large group setting almost doubled by the end of the camp 

Although being comfortable speaking and sharing opinions is just one manifestation of 

confidence, the survey responses do indicate changes over the week of the camp, which will be 

further explored in this section through quotes from student interviews.  

 

 
Figure 8 
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Figure 9 

 
   
In the following section, several different quotes from interview transcripts will be discussed to 

explore how students thought about confidence after the camp and the processes that led to 

students becoming more comfortable expressing themselves. 

 In the following example, Greg sets up a continuum with being shy and timid on one end 

and being confident and outgoing on the opposite end.   

 I really like camp and it showed me a lot about leadership and gave me a lot of 
 confidence cause when I first came here I was really shy and when I left my mom was like 
 I was a completely different person. So the camp really inspired me to become a more 
 outgoing person...I wasn't really timid at the end because I went up  to most of their 
 parents and I spoke with them and some of the people who were part of the Black Belt 
 Community Foundation.  
 

These attributes are being polarized for the sake of conceptual clarity, but in life, I believe that 

most interactions fall somewhere in between and consist of a mix of timidity and confidence.  

What is most striking to me in this example is the fact that Greg's mother expressed to him that 
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he acted like "a completely different person" after participating in the camp.  She didn't say that 

he seemed a little more confident or acted more outgoing, but she powerfully articulated that 

something was very different than before.  To try and understand more about this seemingly 

radical change Greg experienced, I asked him to tell me more about his shyness before the camp 

and specifics of what his mother thought had changed.  Greg said that before coming to camp he 

"would rarely look people in the eye, or speak loud enough so they could hear me, but after I left, 

um, my mom said I was holding my head up, I was smiling, I was talking loud and I was very 

interactive with people; I would not wait for them to come to me, I would actually go to them."  

In his statement, Greg is describing aspects of being shy as well as aspects of being outgoing and 

contrasting his interactions before and after the camp.  In addition to body language and 

articulate speech, Greg mentions that instead of waiting for people to come and talk to him, he 

would go up and talk with other people, including meeting parents of the other students during 

the closing reception.  This attitude is a part of getting out there.  In a quote used in the section 

on anxiety, Greg said that his writing group was one of the contexts and processes through which 

he became more confident over the week.  Similar to Greg, Latoya talked about her interactions 

with other people and said that before the camp she "was just a little shy girl that did not 

participate in a lot of things and when people use to talk to me, I would talk, but I wouldn't like 

say much to them. But after participating in camp, I realized that I didn't have to be shy if I say 

anything and people won't bite."  Latoya's comment relates to seeing differently because of her 

realization that she didn't have to be shy and that she didn't need to fear interactions with other 

people, but it also connects with getting out there because she has opened up and is more 

confident about interacting with others.   

 The following examples will show how other students discussed this attitude and process 
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and the ways it has impacted them since the camp.  Stephanie said: 

 I was a person that was scared of being who she really is.  I didn't have that much 
 confidence in myself, but after I realized who, like what my mama raised me to be.  I 
 learned more about myself, like things I didn't know about my own self, that's when I 
 became this person I am today.  I am a leader now, I am a active person, I will do whatever 
 I can, I will do my best at whatever I'm doing. I'm that type of person now that is a go-
 getter 100% at whatever I do now, and before I wasn't that type, but now I am.  
  
In this example, Stephanie relates being scared of who she really is with having low confidence, 

which supports my conception of the interrelations between anxiety and confidence.  Instead of 

telling about a specific context that facilitated her movement from being scared to being a leader, 

Stephanie says that the process of learning more about herself is what resulted in the changes.  

Learning about oneself is a central component of the program and is a part of most of the 

activities and interactional contexts of the camp.  

  In addition to displaying increasing confidence during the week of the camp and at 

the closing reception, several students shared ways that being more confident has impacted them 

in relation to school and community.  Ashley shared, "I'm probably going to do a speech in front 

of the whole school about a situation that I just went through and uhm before that if somebody 

would've come up and told me to do that I would have been so nervous and scared and now I'm 

just like alright I want to do this."  This example is important because it shows how Ashley is 

able to integrate her camp experience into her life and apply what she gained to different 

settings.  She also indicates that instead of being nervous and scared, she is excited to have the 

opportunity to speak in front of her school.  Viewing a situation as an exciting opportunity 

instead of a challenge to overcome relates to both seeing differently and getting out there.   

 In Jessica's interview, she told me that she was interested in organizing a trash pick up day 

in her community and said that "I don’t know how it'll work, but I'm gonna try, you know?"  

Jessica's statement demonstrates that even though she is unsure of exactly how to organize a 
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trash pick up day or how it will turn out, she is confident enough to give it a try.  This seems to 

indicate that anxiety and confidence co-exist in any given situation or interaction.  I argue that if 

feelings of anxiety outweigh those of confidence, the uncertainty related to the trash pick up day 

could cause Jessica to abandon the idea, but if confidence outweighs anxiety, the uncertainty of 

the situation transforms into excitement and possibility and Jessica may be more likely to try and 

organize the event.  Having the confidence to try things even when you are unsure of how they 

will turn out is an important part of growing as an individual, as an artist, and as a leader.   

  During the week of the camp, students were asked to engage in activities and 

interactions they had never encountered before.  Even though many students may have been 

nervous at the beginning of the week, as they learned more about themselves and realized that 

they could do what was being asked of them and they could do it well, students became more 

excited and more confident in their abilities.  Diamond spoke about this in her interview and 

said: 

 Attending camp this past summer was an experience that I never thought I would get a 
 chance to witness.  After writing information about my picture, I saw a side of me that I 
 never knew existed. I never thought I could take a picture, look at it, and write so many 
 great things about it. Before going to camp, I used to be kind of shy.  But after attending the 
 performance class, I was able to stand up in front of people and voice my opinions. It was 
 just splendid!"     
 
The camp environment provided a safe place for students to try things they had never imagined 

doing before and the encouragement of facilitators and peers helped some students to overcome 

their shyness and anxiety and become more confident in their abilities and potential.  During the 

member check of findings at the 2012 camp, Diamond told the group that in the past year she 

had competed in photography, creative writing, and public speaking competitions and had won 

first place in each. Some students spoke of confidence in relation to their comfort interacting 

with others or their writing, but other students said that gaining confidence allowed them to 
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become better leaders, which will be discussed in the following section.     

Leadership 

 Leadership is another concept that emerged from the data and is related to the concepts of 

confidence, seeing differently and getting out there.  Leadership was mentioned by students as 

something they got out of the camp experience and is something that students have been able to 

take with them back to their schools and communities. At the beginning of the camp, 75.8% of 

students reported that they considered themselves to be a leader, but that number rose to 88.9% 

by the end of the camp.  15.2% of students reported that they didn't know if they were a leader at 

the beginning of the camp and by the end of the week, that number had decreased to just 5.6% of 

students.  The number of students who did not consider themselves as leaders also decreased 

from 9.1% to 5.6%.  The number of students who identified as leaders at the beginning of the 

camp is high, indicating that many students were already somewhat involved in their schools and 

communities.   The decrease in undecided students and students who don't consider themselves 

as leaders is just as important as the increase in students who identified as leaders.  This shift is 

significant because it indicates that something happened over the week of the camp that helped 

students to make up their minds and assert an opinion.  The following section will explore 

several student perspectives on leadership.       

 Latoya said that she opened up more after the camp and realized that "Instead of being a 

participant, I can actually be a leader."  As an example of how this realization has impacted her, 

Latoya said she had been in JROTC before, but that now she feels she has taken on more of a 

leadership role in the organization.  She said that others had noticed this change and said that, 

"When school started, my teacher, she realized that um I was trying to help students and make 

them better and stuff and she told me that I'm a better leader than last year."  This statement is 
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important because it illustrates how Latoya has been able to integrate her camp experience into 

her daily life, but it also reveals more of how she defines the characteristics of a leader.  Helping 

others realize their potential seems to be a quality of leadership that she feels is important and is 

trying to accomplish in the context of JROTC.     

 Stephanie is another student who talked about leadership in her interview and she said that, 

"when I went to the camp, that's when I found out that I could be a leader. I could have been a 

leader a long time ago. When I went to the camp, I found out that I am a leader."  For both 

Latoya and Stephanie, it seems that the camp experience helped them to see differently and 

realize that they already were leaders.   When I asked Stephanie if she could recall any specific 

moments during the camp that helped her to see that she already was a leader, she recalled two 

different times during the camp when she had the opportunity to stand up and share her 

perspectives and experiences with her peers.  These opportunities to share in front of a group 

gave Stephanie the opportunity to practice her speaking skills, but also was a context where her 

opinions were valued and encouraged and she could share her stories.  

 Six students who had attended the 2010 camp were invited back to participate in the 2011 

camp, in all activities new students engaged in, but also to take on more of a leadership role.  

Ashley was one of the returning students who, in her interview, talked a lot about how the 

experience helped her to get out there.   Reflecting on the differences between her first and 

second year at camp, Ashley said, "this past year I was kinda more confident with the people that 

were like just now coming in. And like I'd been there before and I'd like, I knew what to do and I 

knew where to go.  My friends that came from my school were like, "Ashley, what do we do 

now " and "Where are we going?" and "What do we have to do here?" So I kinda felt like I was 

helping them along."  By simply telling her friends about her past experiences at camp, Ashley 
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felt like she was helping them out and in doing so, she demonstrated the same characteristics of 

leadership that Latoya mentioned earlier.  A high number of students already identified as 

leaders when they arrived at camp, but even more students identified as leaders by the end of the 

week.  For students like Stephanie, Latoya and Ashley, the camp was a practice field that helped 

develop their leadership skills and resulted in a varying degrees of seeing differently and getting 

out there.   

Place 

 Place is a key element of BB100L, evident even in the name of the program.  Throughout 

the program, students are asked to articulate their perspectives on the places they call home.  The 

photographs, writings, discussions, and performances all relate back to place and community.  

The inherent commonality between all students who participate in the program is that they live in 

the Black Belt.  Some students have lived their whole lives in one place and others have moved 

around.  Some have plans to leave the Black Belt as soon as they graduate high school and others 

plan on sticking around, but regardless of these factors, on the day students arrive for camp, they 

all have come from rural towns in Alabama's Black Belt region.  Survey results for two questions 

relate to student’s perceptions of and relationship to their communities and are illustrated in 

Figures 10 and 11 below.  On the last day of camp, students reported that they felt more 

empowered to make changes in their communities and they felt they could have more impact in 

their communities.  Tessa, one of the camp facilitators, reflected on the importance of place at 

the camp, saying:  

 I think one thing that was really nice about how everything on a larger scale tied in was   
 that no matter kind of what track they were on, or what meeting we were in, or whatever   
 was happening during the day, it all in some way tied back to community...Their  
 individual communities, being proactive and identifying things and addressing them and  
 understanding that each individual person has the capacity to make some change if they   
 want. 
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Tessa's comments reinforce the centrality of place to the camp and the many opportunities 

students had to explore and articulate their relationship to community.  Her comment also 

provide a glimpse into how the philosophies informing the camp activities and her own teaching 

philosophy relate to seeing differently and getting out there.     

 

 
Figure 10 
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Figure 11 

 

While the concept of place runs throughout and touches many aspects of the camp and student's 

experiences, key areas that will be discussed are awareness of and relationship to student's 

hometown, contextualizing communities, and perceptions of outsider perceptions.  In addition to 

the interview transcripts, student photographs and written descriptions offer another perspective 

on the concept of place and the ways students articulated their relationship to their communities.  

Specifically, student photographs and writings relating to place and the built environment will be 

discussed.      

 Before 100 Lenses Camp, I just looked at my community like there was nothing to do and 
 there will never be nothing to do, but after the 100 Lenses camp, I looked at it like “Okay, 
 The young people can come out and we can go to these different uh functions that they 
 have about our community and we can voice  our opinions and try to change things, but 
 you know, it's not gonna change overnight. You have to be patient and you have to 
 cooperate."  -Bethany  
  
Students begin looking at their communities at the beginning of the program when they go out 
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and take their photographs.  In the process of students going out and choosing which aspects of 

their lives and community they want to represent in their photographs, there is an opportunity to 

begin the process of seeing differently.  Taking the photographs, though, is only the beginning of 

a process that challenges students to think deeply and critically about place and their relationship 

to the community they call home.  During the camp, students will hear about the history and 

importance of the Black Belt region from speakers and they receive packets of information about 

the region as well as statistics about each county. None of the students who were interviewed for 

this study specifically mentioned the information packets, so I believe that while the factual 

information may contribute to a more complex understanding or changes in perception, the 

processes of photographing, discussing, reflecting on, and writing about their communities are 

more integral parts of seeing differently.   

 It is important to note that any changes in perception or relationship that a student may 

experience are not necessarily radical or highly visible changes, although some certainly are or 

potentially could be.  There is also a vast range of experiences possible in this regard and it is 

possible for one student to arrive at just a slightly different perception than before about their 

town whereas another student who participated in all the same activities could experience a more 

drastic change in perception. The bottom line is that all of the students come to the camp with 

different perceptions about place and their own unique life experiences, all of the students 

experience the camp differently and each student will take away something different from the 

experience. 

 In some of the small writing groups as well as the creative tracks, students talked about 

their relationships to the communities now as well as discussed their plans for the future.  A 

major challenge for the Black Belt region, as well as many rural areas around the world, is a lack 
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of employment opportunities, which has led to growing outmigration of younger residents.  This 

situation forces many residents to either commute to larger cities or move to find employment, 

which can be a very tough choice.  These choices, as well as the dynamics surrounding them, are 

part of the conversations that students had during the camp.  Ben addressed this topic and wrote: 

 The black belt is a place like no other  
 It’s a place to let your imagination wonder  
 Regardless of the weather, hot or cold 
 It’s a place to calm and relax your soul 
 As I watch these woods taper  
 My eyes bulge in wonder  
 What would it be like if I lived outside the black belt?  
 Should I ask with a scornful sneer?  
 Or should I ask with a gloryful cheer?  
 Maybe I’ll let nature tell me in my ear. 
 
Although Ben ultimately does not reveal whether he will stay or go, his writing deals with the 

dynamics surrounding that choice and show two opposing perspectives on living outside of the 

Black Belt.   Reflecting on her relationship to her hometown, Jessica said, "I don't plan to stay 

here forever, but I still always want this community as my home."  This sentiment seems to be 

shared by many of Jessica's peers as well.  Most of the students I spoke with plan to leave their 

hometowns at some point, even if just to go to college and then return.  Even though Jessica 

doesn't plan to stay in her town forever, she went on to say that she hopes to plan a clean up day 

there soon to try and do what she can for the community.  

 From my own personal experience, I know what it is like to want to leave home and get 

out of Alabama.  During high school and throughout most of my undergraduate years, my goal 

was to get far away from my home state as soon as possible.  I no longer feel the need to flee 

Alabama and believe that this shift in perspective came largely from the opportunities I had to 

learn about the rich culture of the state and meet a variety of people who are doing incredible 

things right here in Alabama.  Before, I just associated Alabama with all of the negative media 
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portrayals and statistics placing us last in all the measures of good things and first in all the 

measures of bad things, but as I learned more about the culture, history and current landscapes of 

the state, my perception began to change and I began to see differently.  Convincing students to 

stay in the Black Belt or in Alabama is not an explicit goal of the camp, but through my own 

experience, I know the potential power of having opportunities to learn about, reflect on, and 

discuss our communities, region and state.   

 A theme that emerged from viewing the students’ photographs and writing relates to an 

exploration and embodiment of the past, present, and future through photographs of buildings 

and structures.  A number of students photographed different buildings in their communities and 

wrote about what those spaces have previously been used for as well as possibilities for their 

future utilization.  The following section will present several of these photographs and writing 

and discuss students’ relationships to their hometowns.  Illustrations 3-8 are included below in a 

group and then will be discussed individually. 
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Illustration 3- Latoya’s Photograph 

 
10 years ago I was something special. A place where everyone knew about me and now misses 
me. Every day was an excellent business day for me. I sold pizza, candy, & etc. and I even 
provided gas for my community. All the kids used to hang out and stop by during the summer 
when it was no other place to go. I miss my life and the people that were in it and I wish I could 
turn back. Sitting here on this lonely road is very boring. I miss the company I used to have on 
Sunday’s after church. I was beautiful and in style then, but now I’m old and rusty. Hopefully 
one day I can go back to myself and be even better. I want to be the best store ever instead of 
people traveling just to provide for themselves. Instead of going back to the usual I want to try 
something new. Building an extra building to me would be awesome. It could be turned into a 
youth recreation center where they can hang out and have fun. This will prevent them from any 
trouble/being bored. One day this dream will come true of being a better me and a better place to 
the community.  
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Illustration 4- Stephanie’s Photograph 

 
You probably think this is just a building with a rusty roof top, busted window, and broken 
wood. There is history behind this old rusty building. This building sits in a little town called 
Putnam, AL; it’s been sitting there over one-hundred years. Long ago it was a school where my 
grand and great-grandmother attended; the name of it was Putnam School and still is today. This 
place has been very useful over the years. In the future I see the place as a teenager activity 
center instead of the next tore down building.  
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Illustration 5- Jordan’s Photograph 

 
50 years ago I was something amazing! I was the boom of the whole town. I was the hangout for 
cowboys, city folk, drunks, rich business investors, and even lonely singles. Now I sit abandoned 
yet full of potential. I hear they want to tear me down and make something more “modern”. 
That’s so silly! I can be completely refurbished. I could be a bar again or a club or even a dance 
studio. Anything is better than nothing! They cannot hear my thoughts. To them I am nothing, 
just an old run down saloon.   
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Illustration 6- Romeo’s Photograph 

 
My name is Mary Lou.  I am very old and have no friends now.  My friends were destroyed 30 
years ago, so they could be added to me, but the farmer's wife got sick and they didn't have 
enough money to keep building.  I was built 86 years ago by an old farmer who's dead and gone.  
I was what they would call a "COKE BOTTLE," cause I was smooth, firm, and was new with 
fresh paint. My windows were so clear and my wood was so smooth. But now I am old and look 
like an crack house.  I am behind so many trees, that I can't see the highway, nor can the highway 
see me.  All the wood inside and out is falling apart.  The kids busted my windows out so now I 
have bugs coming in and out of me and so are animals.  My floors are falling in, like teens falling 
deep in love.  I cry myself to sleep, wishing they will tear me down, like they did my neighbors, 
I mean I am just sitting here dying slowly, like someone on life support.  
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Illustration 7- Mary’s Photograph 

 
 I stand here, every day, every moment. I cannot move, forever mounted to a wall. I face 
the street, my only view the sidewalk. I once was prized. My parts were shined each day and the 
town depended on me. People would gaze into my face searching for the time they had lost. I 
told the hours as street goers walked up and down. I told the minutes as children played on the 
corners. I told the seconds as cars rushed to their set destinations. I would chime, singing to the 
visitors that stopped to listen. 
 It was a sad day when my owner died, at 3:12 he lost his breath. The townspeople laid 
flowers at my feet and I watched his burial from afar. In the aftermath I was passed to my 
owner’s son. He was neglectful and my parts grew stiff. As I aged, so did the town. People left 
and faded away. Soon the streets were quiet. I continued to sing, in hopes of calling them back. 
There was no one, no sound, no movement. There was only my chime’s haunting echo. Filled 
with rust my gears ceased to move, my hands landing permanently on twelve of three. Here I 
remained, with the sad reminder of my dear owner, unable to move forward or back. No more 
were the faces who once stared. No more were the children on street corners. No cars rushed and 
I could sing no longer. I had been left to die alone, alone, alone. . . . . . . . . 
 I have now become like the town itself, small and unnoticeable. What cars do pass by 
cannot see me hiding in the shadows of my wooden awning. Like the town, I am forgotten, no 
longer on the map. I am the dotted line between point A and point B. The town and I, we are all 
that is left, frozen not in the past but in the present, with no true future. Yet we dream, dream of 
the day when it will change. If we could be repaired, would they return? If the vacant houses, 
like my parts, no longer sat still, rusting, would they return? If I could sing again, if the town 
took on new light, would they return? If only, only, only. . . . . . . . .  
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Illustration 8- Daisy’s Photograph 

 
Walking down this track makes you think back to a time when it may have been booming with 
transportation. The skies filled with smoke and the tracks rattling as the train passes by. Maybe 
its carts were filled with goods such as yellow corn, red delicious apples, and sweet juicy 
watermelons waiting to be traded or given to a deserving family, but now, although a train may 
pass through every once in a while, you never wonder what is on that train. It’s almost as if I was 
to walk this track I would immediately be drawn into another time when the streets of my town 
were filled with markets, shops, and clothing stores with children laughing and people passing. 
      ~ 
 My idea was to capture the harsh treatment to this track by exposing the broken glass and 
trash, but it turned out to be a luminous photo that portrayed the beauty in my community, 
something I would call Happy Trails.      
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 The previous photographs and writings feature a building, or built object, and explore the 

relationship between the object in the photograph, its history, future, and the community where it 

is located.  These examples share many commonalities, but also represent diverse perspectives.  

A sense of longing for what was or what can be threads all of the work together, but there are 

distinctions within the grouping.  Some students have specific ideas for what can be done with 

the spaces they represented in their photographs, while others just focus on the past or think it 

would be better to just get rid of the abandoned buildings.  The following section discusses each 

student’s work separately before weaving the different threads back into a larger discussion of 

the students’ relationship to place and their hometowns.   

 Illustration 3 depicts an abandoned gas station and convenience store.  In her writing, 

Latoya chose personification from her writing toolbox to discuss the connections between the 

building, the community, the past, present, and future.  Through the story of what the store used 

to be, Latoya raises an important point about retail access in small, rural communities.  On 

numerous occasions, I’ve heard Black Belt residents gauge how far out they live in terms of 

distance to the closest Wal-Mart.  Latoya points out that kids used to hang out at the old store in 

the summers because there was nowhere else to go, which relates to the lack of safe spaces for 

youth in rural Alabama.  She also writes of how the store could open again and make it possible 

for people to provide for themselves without traveling far outside of the community.  Similar to 

the importance of unstructured interactional contexts in the camp environment, I argue that 

informal interactional settings are integral for communities to thrive.  Outside of formal 

interactional contexts of school, work, and church, many small Black Belt communities lack 

spaces for citizens to gather and discuss their lives.  The closed store in the photograph is 

symbolic of isolation, whether from one another or from the goods and services required for 
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modern living.  Latoya ends on an optimistic note, though, by proposing that the building could 

be turned into a youth recreation center that would provide opportunities for kids and help keep 

them out of trouble.   

 Illustration 4 is a photograph of the old Putnam schoolhouse, which Stephanie writes was 

where her grandmother and great-grandmother attended school.   Her first sentence illustrates 

how additional context through written descriptions can change the way a viewer reads an image.  

On first look, the photograph does seem to depict “just a building with a rusty roof top, busted 

window, and broken wood” but through her writing, we discover the rich history of this building 

as well as her personal connections to the space.  Stephanie goes on to envision extending the 

building’s useful life by repurposing it into a teenager activity center.  In her interview, 

Stephanie spoke of how important it was for her to tell others about the history of this building 

and her community.  She said that being able to share with others the story of this space was 

what really “knocked the ball out of the park” for her at the camp and contributed to her new 

view of herself as a leader.   

 Illustration 5 is a photograph of another abandoned building that first appears to be an old 

industrial space or factory.  After reading Jordan’s writing, though, we discover that the building 

was once a bar and was “the boom of the whole town.”  Jordan imagines that the space used to 

be a hangout for all types of people and that although it is abandoned, it is full of potential to 

once again become a hub of interaction in her town.  Jordan thinks the building could once again 

be a bar, but could also provide some other service to the community like a dance studio.  A key 

phrase in her writing is “Anything is better than nothing” which seems to be a common 

sentiment among students in that they don’t expect their small community to have the scope and 

variety of recreational opportunities that a larger city may have, but think that anything would be 
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better than the total lack of opportunities currently available.  In conclusion, she writes, “They 

cannot hear my thoughts.  To them I am nothing” (italics added).  Does ‘them’ refer to the 

landowners or city officials that have the power to do something with the building Jordan 

photographed? Or could she also be referencing the voices of youth often absent from the 

decision-making process?        

 Illustration 6 is another photograph of an abandoned building, but it appears to be more 

of a private structure than a business or school setting.  In his writing, Romeo, like several other 

students, chose to write from the perspective of the building.   A sense of isolation emerges from 

the writing since the building no longer has any friends and is beyond sight of the highway and 

the people who travel past.  Unlike the previous examples, Romeo doesn’t propose that the 

abandoned structure be repurposed, but he suggests it just be torn down.  By paralleling the 

building with an elderly person on life support, a complexity emerges that almost makes me feel 

sadness for the building in its isolated dilapidation.   Although it would be wonderful to refurbish 

all of the abandoned buildings in the Black Belt, the reality is that many will continue 

deteriorating and will never be repurposed.  Romeo’s writing conveys the tension that exists in 

the Black Belt between the thousands of abandoned structures dotting the landscape and the 

citizens who pass by, unwilling or unable to pull the plug.   

 Illustration 7 further complicates the relationship between the built environment of the 

Black Belt and its citizens and traces the decline of a town over the decades.  Tension and 

longing are themes that emerge early in the writing, as Mary recounts the prime of her town and 

the clock, no longer functioning, mounted to a downtown storefront.   The sense of isolation she 

creates in her writing through lines like “there was no one, no sound, no movement” and “I was 

left to die alone, alone, alone” sting and extend far beyond the clock represented in her 
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photograph.  Through the clock, Mary traces the decline of her town and struggles with the 

uncertainty of its future.  The town has become just a “dotted line between point A and point B,” 

but this particular town is on a major highway, even if it is now just on the way to somewhere 

else.  Other Black Belt towns don’t even have a major highway running through them and have 

faced much more dramatic declines in population and business.  Mary continues with the 

haunting line, “The town and I, we are all that is left, frozen not in the past but in the present, 

with no true future.”  The tension and uncertainty conveyed in this sentence speak to the reality 

of many small communities in the Black Belt.  Mary concludes by questioning and wondering if 

there is anything that can be done to restore the clock and her town to their previous glory.  

Although there is sadness, longing and uncertainty in the writing, Mary ends the piece with an 

ellipses as if to convey that even though the challenges appear insurmountable and there is no 

true future, a future still remains and what it holds remains unseen.   

 Illustration 8 offers another pathway to the past when the community shown was 

“booming.”  Like the previous examples, Daisy imagines what the community used to look like, 

but she doesn’t offer any clues as to what the future may hold for the railroad tracks, the 

community they run through, or the people living nearby.  The tracks function as a symbolic 

connection to the past, and the steel literally connects this community with the outside world.  

Notably absent in the photograph, though, are people.  The children laughing and people passing 

that Daisy mentions in her writing are nowhere to be seen, as if they are just a vague memory or 

recollection from stories passed down.  In the second section of her writing, though, Daisy 

discloses that her original intention when taking the photograph was to show the litter and 

disarray of the scene, but she came to see the photograph differently.  This statement illustrates 

the concept of seeing differently and although seeing the photograph and the community 
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differently won’t necessarily restore the past “boom” of the town, the shift is a crucial 

development in Daisy’s relationship to her community.  Taking a photograph of this railroad 

track created a pathway to the history of this particular community, but it may also help create a 

pathway through the present and into the future for Daisy.  Seeing a community differently opens 

pathways that can move beyond the past and into a future of potential and possibilities.  There 

are no guarantees that any of the towns shown in these photographs will ever make it back to 

where they once were, but they certainly will not improve if there are not opportunities for the 

youth of these communities to reconnect with their past and let that knowledge inform their 

futures.  Place is an incredibly complex concept and each student has articulated his or her 

relationship to place differently.  The following section will discuss how learning about other 

communities in the Black Belt can help inform student’s perspectives on their own communities.    

 During the camp experience, students are encouraged to reflect on and share about their 

own communities, but in the process, they see and hear many of their peers’ perspectives about 

other communities in the Black Belt.  Students also get to experience another Black Belt 

community through our trip to Gordo.  Learning about other communities is also a part of 

learning about your own community, because after learning about another community, it is 

possible to consider your hometown in relation to the other community.  Multiple students have 

told me that before participating in the program, they weren't really sure what the term 'Black 

Belt' meant.  Learning more about the region can provide an opportunity for students to 

reconceptualize their hometowns in a broader historical and cultural context.  Students have 

opportunities to learn about each other's communities and the Black Belt region throughout the 

camp, but the “Issue Discussions” were one interactional context that students said was 

especially important for them to learn about the assets and challenges of other communities.  
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Reflecting on one of the issues discussions, Jessica said 

 We actually sat there and thought about it and you're like "Wow, I never really noticed   
 that before. I bet that's been happening in my community too." And you realize that in a   
 lot of these, you know, in the Black Belt communities, a lot of the same things happen.  
 You know, just like one issue is a lot of teenagers just don't have anywhere to go to hang  
 out sorta like a skating rink or bowling alley. 
 
 In this example, Jessica learned about the challenges other students had in their 

communities, but then related those back to her own community.  Latoya said that she also 

"realized that my county was not the only county that had problems."  Although this may seem 

like a very simple realization, it is an extremely important aspect of seeing differently and crucial 

to the ways students understand their own communities.  The issue Jessica points out of not 

having any kind of recreational opportunities or spaces for youth has been discussed by students 

since the program began.  When the issue was brought up in the issue discussion, though, one 

student shared her perspective on how her community had addressed this issue and now has a 

skating rink.  Realizing that other students face the same challenges in their communities doesn't 

make the challenges disappear or become less complex, but it can help students learn about 

approaches others have taken or at least help students to realize they are not the only people 

facing a particular challenge, which can contribute to a shift from apathy to action.   

 During the issue discussions and other interactions where students learned more about 

each other’s communities, some students realized that the situations in their communities were 

much better than situations in their peers' hometowns.  One student said that the best part of the 

camp experience was "meeting other people and seeing how their communities were and how 

different ours is from theirs, and like seeing the differences bad and good and like looking at the 

bad things that might happen in their communities and being like, you know, ‘I should be 

thankful for this.’"  Two other students made similar statements in their interviews, which led me 
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to think deeply about what these students meant by their statements as well as what was left 

unsaid or what students who were not interviewed may think.   

 On the surface, it seems to be a good thing that students may have become more thankful 

for what they have through the experience of learning about other students’ circumstances and 

experiences, but these statements only reveal part of the situation.  While these students may feel 

better about their own situations because they have learned of worse situations elsewhere, what 

about the students whose lives are a part of those worse situations?  How does hearing about 

better situations make them feel about their own community?  While there is no data in the 

interviews to really explore the other side of this issue, I think it is important to point out.  

Having students from diverse backgrounds attend the camp together is a core part of the 

program, but it is important to consider that some students, through the interactions described 

above, could leave the camp feeling apathetic or hopeless about their situation or even feel a 

greater disconnection from their communities.   

 Figure 10 also relates to the possibility of students perceiving themselves as less 

empowered to make changes in their communities. 6.3% of students said they did not feel 

empowered to make changes in their community at the beginning of the week, and at the end of 

the camp, that number rose to 11.1%.  The number of students who reported that they did feel 

empowered to make changes in their communities also increased by the end of the week, but not 

as drastically.  The number of students who reported they did not know shrank from 37.5% at the 

beginning of the week to just 11.1% at the end of the camp.  The decrease in undecided students 

indicates that the camp experience at least helped students to think through their relationship to 

their community and form an opinion regarding that relationship.  The number of students who 

said they did not feel empowered to make changes in their community is important for several 
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reasons:  1) It reinforces that each student experienced the camp differently and that each student 

took away something different from the experience. 2) It indicates that the processes of sharing 

opinions and investigating subjectivities at the camp may have helped students to more 

confidently form and express their opinions instead of being undecided. 3) It supports the above 

idea that although many students expressed that the experience made them feel more connected 

to their communities and more empowered to make changes, the opposite is also possible for 

some students.  Although data is not available to further explore the perspectives of students who 

felt less connected to their communities after the camp, it is important to remember that these 

findings emerged out of interviews with specific students and are representative of their 

perspectives, but are not generalizable to the experience every student may have.  In the context 

of the issues discussions, while one student may hear that many other communities face the same 

challenge and feel relieved or empowered to try and address that problem, another student 

hearing the same thing could become apathetic because they view the issue as an entrenched 

problem that cannot be solved.        

 Many students who participate in BB100L have displayed a keen awareness of the 

stereotypes they feel outsiders attribute to Black Belt communities and residents.  Students come 

to hold these perceptions about how they and their communities are perceived through multiple 

sources and complex processes, but one source that stands out is media coverage.  From Walker 

Evans' 1936 photographs of Hale County sharecroppers, which are noted as his most famous 

images, to the 2002 Birmingham News' special report that labeled the Black Belt "Alabama's 

Third World," media coverage of the Black Belt tends to focus on challenges.  To be fair, there 

has been favorable coverage of the region, its people and its culture, but these stories always 

seem to be overshadowed by the stories and images of hardship, poverty, and oppression.  
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BB100L gives students an opportunity to articulate their own vision of the Black Belt and some 

students choose to display a vision that celebrates their community and culture and complicates 

or works against negative portrayals.  Kayla said, "I thought that I could kind of convey through 

my pictures and my writings that we're not just a poor community, that we're very strong and that 

we're trying to get back to the greatness that we were before. Even though we are going through 

something like this now doesn't mean that we're always gonna be like this." From the beginning 

of the program, students knew that their photos and writing would be on display to be seen by 

others.  Some students chose to use that opportunity as a platform to complicate stereotypes 

about the region.  In doing so, students invited outsiders to consider another viewpoint and 

possibly see the Black Belt differently than before.  

 Illustration 9 is the photograph that Shirley chose to display, along with the writing that 

accompanied her photograph, which is included because it relates to Shirley’s perceptions of 

outsider perceptions of her hometown.  Shirley wrote the following about her photograph: 

 Scott left Canada anxious and excited to visit the States. He thought about his wife and 
 kids already there, worried sick about him and his arrival. Scott grew up in a low class 
 family and didn’t have enough money for three plane tickets. Riding through Tennessee, 
 he saw a huge, fiery red barn and farm animals. He stopped on the side of the road to 
 admire it all. Just between you and me, he had never seen a barn before. After a while, he 
 got back in his run-down, faded light blue van and headed to Selma, Alabama. Recently, 
 he got a call from his cousin about an agricultural job there working on a farm. In 
 downtown Selma, he saw an African American lady and a little girl walking down the 
 street with an umbrella.  Is it raining, he asked himself. Being new to the heat, he didn’t 
 realize the mother and her daughter were “beating the heat”. Suddenly he looked out his 
 rear view mirror and saw the scorching, hot sun in the distance. Now he saw why she had 
 the umbrella……to hide the sun from her and her daughter’s skin. Used to the flat plains 
 and cold climate in Canada, he wasn’t used to seeing this peculiar sight. 
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Illustration 9 

 
Shirley’s photograph is a nice depiction of a main street in downtown Selma, but it is her writing 

that really adds complexity and introduces issues that a viewer may not initially consider.  

Through the writing, themes of poverty, agriculture and family emerge as well as Shirley’s 

perceptions of Canada and her perceptions of how someone from Canada may perceive her 

hometown, Selma.  One fascinating point in her writing is that instead of a southerner leaving an 

agricultural lifestyle for a better life in the north, Scott, the Canadian, is leaving the north for an 

agricultural job in the south.  Perhaps Scott’s family had previously left the south with the 

millions of others who fled during the Great Migration? Shirley includes the common sights of a 

barn and a woman protecting herself from the sun and heat with an umbrella, but writes of how 
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Scott had never seen these things.  The inclusion of these details reveals some of Shirley’s 

perceptions of Canada as well as her perceptions of how Canadians, or others not from the Black 

Belt, may view her hometown.  It is important that Shirley did not portray Scott negatively and 

that she used somewhat common and everyday examples to illustrate the perceived differences in 

cultures.  Instead of creating a polarization between Black Belt insiders and outsiders, Shirley’s 

writing creates a nuanced and complex negotiation of difference.  Scott doesn’t seem to be so 

much different than the residents of Selma, but his past experiences have been shaped by 

differing cultural practices and landscapes.  In her writing, Shirley gives examples of those 

differing practices and environments, but never asserts a right or wrong or that one is better than 

the other.  Conceiving difference not as ‘us’ and ‘them’, but through nonjudgmental analysis of 

differing cultural practices and landscapes is productive way of negotiating difference.  This 

conception can be applied to understanding difference both between residents of the Black Belt 

and between residents of the Black Belt and those living outside of the region.   

 The concept of place is a complex configuration of processes, relationships, perceptions, 

interactions and interactional contexts.  Place is a central part of the program from the time 

students first hear about the program to the time when they return home from the camp.  

Throughout their participation, there are many opportunities for students to think critically about 

their relationship to place and possibly arrive at new understandings about and relationships to 

their community.      

Summary 

 In this chapter, I have discussed the research findings, which are based primarily in 

students interviews about the experiences they had during the camp and the ways those 

experiences have informed their daily practices.  The concepts of seeing differently and getting 
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out there emerged as overarching metaphors to describe what students took away from their 

experience as well as the related process, interactions, and contexts that resulted in these 

changes.  The interplay between structured and unstructured interactions at the camp allowed 

students to build common ground.  Students had the opportunity to gain creative writing, 

performance, and photography skills, as well as opportunities to practice their speaking skills in 

small and large groups.  The supportive and creative camp environment can be viewed as s 

practice field that helped students to become more comfortable interacting with one another as 

well as with their own skills and abilities.  These processes allowed some students to overcome 

their anxiety and become more confident.  Some students described this increased confidence in 

terms of leadership, saying they learned to be better leaders through their camp experiences.     

 Another key component of the camp was the opportunity for students to learn more about 

themselves and investigate their own subjectivities.  Through this process, some students realized 

that they could branch out and interact with people different from themselves or that they could 

pursue a passion they had never considered before.  Threaded through all of the concepts that 

have been discussed is the relationship between students and their hometowns, which has been 

discussed in the section on place.  The order in which the concepts have been discussed is largely 

arbitrary, because the relationships between the concepts are constantly flowing and 

reconfiguring, much like hot lava in a lamp.  The concepts depicted in Figure 2 that have been 

discussed in this chapter are contained within neat circles for the sake of conceptual clarity, but 

in actuality are tangled and moving.  The figure cannot adequately convey the complexity of the 

lived experiences that have been under study, but this chapter has attempted to add nuance and 

complexity in an attempt to better understand how students who participated in the 2011 

BB100L summer camp made meaning of their experience and how those experiences have 
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influenced their daily practices.  Chapter 6 will build on these findings and connect them with 

broader contexts and larger discussions beyond the scope of the summer camp.  
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

 In the previous Chapter, the concepts getting out there and seeing differently framed the 

discussion of the ways students make meaning of their experiences participating in BB100L and 

the ways those experiences informed their practices.  This chapter will offer a summary of the 

findings, draw connections between the previously discussed literature and the findings, and 

move to a discussion of the broader implications of this research study.   The chapter will 

connect with unanswered questions raised by James Agee in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men 

and offer a critical analysis of the ways Black Belt 100 Lenses has engaged and evolved the 

broader work of participatory photography.    

 In Chapter 3, the 4 C’s were introduced as skills students need to succeed now and in 

their future lives as global citizens.1 2  The 4 C’s are creativity, collaboration, critical thinking, 

and communication.  The following section will discuss each of these skill sets in more detail 

and draw connections to the experiences students discussed in their interviews.  Additionally, 

based on the findings of this study, I suggest the addition of a 5th C: Confidence.    

 In the previous chapter, the concepts of getting out there and seeing differently were used 

to describe the experiences students had participating in the BB100L Camp.  The processes and 

interactional contexts that led to those experiences as well as the ways those experiences 

                                                
1	  Partnership for 21st Century Skills, "Tools and Resources," Partnership for 21st 

Century Skills, December 2009, http://www.p21.org (accessed April 5, 2012). 
 

2 Vanessa St. Garard, "Art Smart," Principal, Sept/Oct 2011: 2-4.	  
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informed student’s practices were all discussed in relation to those concepts.   Creativity, 

collaboration, creative thinking, and communication are all integral pieces of the camp 

experience, as well as skills students had the opportunity to develop and practice during the 

week.   

Creativity 
 

 All of the techniques and approaches outlined by Hansen and Herz that were discussed in 

Chapter 3 were in operation throughout the camp and contributed to a stimulating and creative 

learning environment.   The performance track gave students opportunities to model creative 

behaviors and attitudes as the students collaborated together to create their performance.  

Additionally, students learned about a range of photographers and their creative processes 

through interaction with UA Photography students.  Creativity was discussed as an educational 

goal throughout the camp and there were also open-ended creative activities embedded 

throughout the week.  Conversations in the small writing groups as well as the larger issues 

discussions provided opportunities for students to define and redefine the problems and 

challenges they saw in their communities, as well as imagine new possibilities for the future. 

Anna Cutler, Tate’s Director of Learning, says that, “You have to inspire the imaginations of 

people, if you can’t imagine an alternative, I don’t know how you will ever get there…If you 

can’t see it, if you can’t imagine it…you won’t ever do it.”3  In their writing groups and in 

creative tracks, students were always encouraged to follow their intrinsic motivations and do 

what felt right to them.   Students envisioned new uses for the abandoned buildings they had 

photographed in their communities.  As part of encouraging students to develop their own voice, 

a supportive environment where mistakes are tolerated and even encouraged was created.  

                                                
3	  Anna Hickey-Moody, "Youth arts, place and differential becomings of the world," 

Continuum: Journal of Media and Cultural Studies 24 (2010): 206.	  
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Activities and interactional contexts throughout the week encouraged students to make 

connections between diverse ideas and perspectives and to consider larger sociocultural and 

historical contexts while questioning their assumptions regarding why things were the way they 

are.   All of the approaches outlined by Hansen and Herz were integrated, to varying degrees, 

into the camp and resulted in a creative and supportive educational environment that allowed 

students to find common ground, collaborate and develop integral skills.  All of these approaches 

to encouraging creativity were a part of the camp experience before I had read the above article.  

With this gained understanding and framework, I can now be more intentional in the ways 

creativity is integrated into future programs.   

 Several students spoke of the ways the camp experience informed their perspective on 

and feelings about leadership.  Creativity and leadership can be linked because leadership 

requires change and innovation, both of which are central components of creativity.  Harding 

says that, “creativity and change are inexplicably linked, because a shared aspect of humanity 

that motivates change and inspires creativity is imagination.”  Harding further makes the 

important distinction between creative thought and creative action, arguing that, “imagining 

change requires creative thought and leading change requires creative behavior.”4 This 

distinction is incredibly important because although creative thought and creative behavior are 

inherently linked, there seems to be much less awareness and development of creative behavior 

in contemporary education.   Through the performance track, though, students are given the 

opportunity to explore creative behavior and participate in embodied activities.  I admit that I had 

not given a great deal of thought to this distinction, but plan to strengthen the connections  

 

                                                
4	  Harding, “Fostering Creativity for Leadership and Leading Change,” 52.	  
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between creative action and leadership in future programs by providing more performance  

opportunities.   

Collaboration 
 
 The camp is designed to give students time to develop their own personal writing, but the 

process leading to the final written statement is highly collaborative.  Other interactional contexts 

of the camp, most notably the creative track groups and the impromptu duets and ensembles at 

the talent show, were intended to provide diverse and meaningful opportunities for students to 

collaborate together.  According to St. Gerard, “Collaboration and teamwork, social tolerance, 

and self-confidence fall under two categories:  They are values companies seek in their future 

employees and they are also benefits resulting from arts involvement.”5  Indeed, the 

opportunities for students to collaborate at the camp not only build common ground and give 

students experience, but they also help develop skills that may greatly contribute to students’ 

careers in the future.  St. Gerard defines collaboration as: 

• Working toward a common goal 
• Valuing others’ contributions; and 
• Developing a process for compromise and consensus building 

 
 The performance track is a clear example of an environment that encouraged students to 

work towards all of the above points.   Students in the performance track worked together to 

develop a process that eventually resulted in the common goal of the final performance.  While 

engaging in this process, students had the opportunity to consider diverse opinions and even if an 

idea was not implemented in the final performance, it could still be a valued contribution and 

part of the collaborative and creative process.  Students also collaborated in the writing sessions 

by sharing their writing with group members, getting feedback, and then incorporating the 

                                                
5	  St. Gerard, “Art Smart,” 3.	  
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feedback into their work.  Although student writing was personal and individually expressive, 

the generative writing process was highly collaborative.   

 In both the performance and writing groups, the products that students created were 

important, but the process they went through to arrive at those products was equally or more 

important.  G.E. Washington argues that when done for the sake of community building, “art 

learning must adopt an emphasis on the development of relationships, social structuring, and 

culture, not object-making.”6  The processes students engaged in during the camp were all 

connected to the local culture of the Black Belt and specific towns and stressed the importance of 

building relationships with one another as emerging community leaders.  Collaboration is a key 

component to the learning environment of the camp and provides opportunities for students to 

find common ground between themselves and students from different backgrounds. Campana 

argues that, “Empathy and awareness of others help form the foundation of collaboration.”7  In 

the small group discussions where students shared personal stories of death and hardship, 

empathetic responses created an environment where students felt accepted and supported in their 

feelings and experiences.   

Critical Thinking 
 
 Critical thinking is another skill necessary to success in work and life and is also a skill 

that students have the opportunity to develop as part of the BB100L summer camp.  The 

Partnership for 21st Century Skills includes the following as components of critical thinking: 

• Analyze how parts of the whole interact with each other to produce overall outcomes in 
complex systems. 

• Analyze and evaluate major alternative points of view 

                                                
6	  G.E. Washington, "Community-Based Art Education and Performance: Pointing to a 

Place Called Home," Studies in Art Education 52 (2011): 266. 
 
7 Campana, "Agents of Possibility,” 287.	  
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• Synthesize and make connections between information and arguments 
• Interpret information and draw conclusions 
• Reflect critically on learning experiences and processes 

 
The camp experience addresses all of these components of successful critical thinking to 

differing degrees.  Below I will relate each point to the activities and interactional contexts of the 

camp to show how the experience provided diverse opportunities for students to develop critical 

thinking skills that can be applied broadly beyond the camp experience.   A key component of 

the camp is providing information and an environment where students can learn more about their 

communities, region, society, and themselves.   Through information packets with readings and 

statistics and guest speakers, students can gain a deeper understanding of the history of the Black 

Belt.  As they take photographs of their communities, students have the opportunity to observe 

first-hand and think about the challenges they see.  In the writing groups throughout the camp, 

students learn about other communities in the Black Belt by viewing their peers’ photographs 

and talking with them.  Finally, in the issues discussions, students have the opportunity to 

articulate their feelings on important issues and get feedback from the group.  One goal of the 

issues discussions is to allow students to gain a more complex understanding of a range of issues 

and begin to see the interconnections between these issues.  The process leading to and 

encompassing discussions of issues provides an opportunity for students to analyze parts of a 

whole (individual challenges in community), evaluate major alternative points of view (through 

dialogue with peers and facilitators), and synthesize and make connections between information 

(integrating knowledge from issues discussions into writing and performance).    

 Students interpret information and draw conclusions (make meaning) throughout the 

week, but a key example is the development of written statements to accompany the 

photographs.   Students begin the week with two rolls of photographs, but through a process of 
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sharing, brainstorming, writing, giving and receiving feedback, students craft an interpretation of 

their images.  This process is not only highly collaborative, but it also challenges students to 

think critically about their photographs, their motivations and audience, and articulate deeper 

meanings to contextualize their images.  This is a challenging process for many students, but it is 

also very rewarding and can contribute to the development of critical thinking skills that can be 

extended far beyond the camp context.   

 Another aspect of the camp that contributes to critical thinking development in students is 

the opportunities students have to reflect critically on their learning experiences and processes 

involved.   Throughout the camp, students are encouraged to actively engage in their learning 

and are given opportunities to provide feedback informally during group sessions and during 

unstructured interactional contexts. Additionally, students complete evaluations at the end of the 

week that are designed to provide a point of reflection for students to think critically about their 

experience, how it contributed to their development and ways the experience could be changed.  

I conceive of interviews as sites of meaning making, so students that took part in the research 

study had additional points to reflect on their learning experiences in the months following the 

camp.   

 The camp experience embedded diverse opportunities for students to develop critical 

thinking skills, although these points of reflection can certainly be strengthened.  Specifically, a 

longer time frame to research and discuss issues would give students a greater opportunity to 

analyze how complex systems function, evaluate alternative points of view, and synthesize and 

make connections between arguments.  As a weeklong summer program, there are limitations, so 

although students had chances to develop their critical thinking skills along all points outlined 

above, for these skills and potentials to be fully realized, a sustained engagement encompassing 
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the student, family, school and teachers is required.   

Communication 
 
 Communication skills are integral, increasingly so in contemporary society where new 

modes of communication are rapidly emerging.  According to Shirley Brice Heath, “effective 

arts-based youth organizations place strong emphasis on communication skills of many types and 

across an array of contexts and situations.8” Indeed, the camp challenges students to 

communicate visually, verbally, as well as through writing and performance in a variety of 

contexts.  P21 offers the following as aspects of communicating clearly: 

• Articulate thoughts and ideas effectively using oral, written and verbal communication 
skills in a variety of forms and contexts.   

• Listen effectively to decipher meaning, including knowledge, values, attitudes, and 
intentions.   

• Use communication for a range of purposes (e.g. to inform, instruct, motivate and 
persuade) 

• Utilize multiple media and technologies 
• Communicate effectively in diverse environments 

 
 The student survey results show that students felt more comfortable expressing their 

opinions in both small and large groups at the end of the camp, but communication extends 

beyond speaking in front of a group.  Students communicated visually through their photographs 

as well as developed their written communication skills through creative writing workshops.  

While students crafted their writing, they thought not only about what they wanted to express, 

but also about the potential audiences that would view their images and read their writing.  

Students in the photo creative track used recorded audio narratives and film production 

techniques to create their collaborative piece, giving them experience working with a variety of 

media and technologies.  During the writing groups, students not only developed their critical 

thinking and presentation skills by formulating and sharing their ideas with group members, but 

                                                
8	  Fiske, Champions of Change, 29.	  
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listening skills were also integral.  Students were able to learn from one another in part because 

they were able to listen effectively to their peers and facilitators.   

 Each student came to the camp with a different range of communication skills, but 

through the diverse interactional contexts and activities at the camp, students had the opportunity 

to practice communicating visually, verbally and through writing and performance.   Literacy in 

the 21st century requires more skills than reading and writing.  Henry Giroux argues that we must 

pluralize the notion of literacy so we can “expand its meaning to mastering the languages, 

knowledge, skills, tools, new technologies, and methods of a range of modes of communication, 

including, but going beyond, print culture.”9  The camp design embraces this pluralistic notion of 

literacy and includes a range of communicative media beyond the written word.  Giroux (2006) 

advocates going beyond a pluralistic notion of literacy and providing students with the skills they 

need not only to be critical media consumers, but also to be media producers.  The camp 

provided students with tools and frameworks to think critically about visual and more traditional 

forms of communication, but also gave students the chance to put these ideas into action.  Putting 

together an exhibition and performance provided an impetus for students to transform their ideas 

into new cultural products.   Students left the camp with potentially more knowledge about how 

photographs are created, manipulated, disseminated and consumed, but in addition to that 

knowledge, students learned how to engage in those processes and expressions themselves.   

The 5th C: Confidence 
 
 Creativity, collaboration, critical thinking and communication are all central components 

of the camp as well as skills students had the opportunity to develop through their experience.  

These traits have also been defined as integral to success in work and life in a rapidly changing 

                                                
9	  Giroux, America on the Edge, 6.	  
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economy.  In addition to these 4 skill-sets, I argue that confidence is another necessary 

component.  Confidence emerged as a key theme in the research findings and I believe that it 

connects across all of the skills that have been discussed.  Ruppert argues that “certain arts 

activities can promote growth in positive social skills, including self-confidence, self-control, 

conflict resolution, collaboration, empathy, and social tolerance.”10  Confidence doesn’t occur in 

isolation, but is connected to a complex web of processes, interactions, and other social skills.  

Students developed these social skills over their camp experience through the interplay of 

diverse interactions, interactional contexts, and activities.  When asked when they felt most 

confident during the camp, several students had trouble pinning down just one point and talked 

about several different contexts and points during the week.  The closing evening of the camp 

was mentioned often as students said that it felt really good to be able to show off their hard 

work for the parents and families who were in attendance.  Burton and her colleagues’ research 

findings led them to assert “youngsters exposed to strong arts education acquire a sense of 

confidence in themselves that radiates beyond the studios and performance spaces.”11  Following 

these findings, I argue that the confidence students gained through their camp experience can be 

transferred to other domains of life beyond photography, creative writing, and performance and 

helps students to get out there in diverse ways.   

During the member check of findings at the 2012 camp, Noah shared that he has never 

really played his guitar in front of people until the 2011 camp.  He said that playing in front of a 

small group of people at the camp has given him the confidence to play in front of larger and 

                                                
10	  Ruppert, Critical Evidence, 16.  
 
11 Judith Burton, Robert Horowitz and Hal Abeles, "Learning in and Through the Arts: 

Curriculum Implications," Champions of Change: The Impact of the Arts on Learning (1999). 
40.	  
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larger groups over the past year.  Similarly, Romeo shared that after participating in the 

performance track group at the 2011 camp, he took a drama class at his school and because of his 

prior experience, he felt confident and ultimately made an A in the course.   

 Confidence is tangled in a web of C’s and is unique because confidence can be both a 

contributing factor to the development of the 4C’s as well as an outcome of the interplay 

between creativity, collaboration, critical thinking and communication.  The 5 C’s cannot be 

theorized to occur in sequence, but they all are complementary and mutually beneficial and each 

individual encounters them differently.  For example, how could collaboration be taught without 

effective communication?  Can we conceive of creativity without critical thinking?  Can we 

effectively communicate without confidence?  I argue that the interplay between the 5 C’s is 

integral to consider when developing a learning environment that will effectively engage 

students.  While I have discussed each of these C’s in isolation, the division is artificial.  All of 

these skills feedback on one another and the synergistic confluence of the 5 C’s, when embodied, 

serves as a model of the skills, talents, and literacies called for in the 21st century.  Although the 

development of these skills is often called for based on their potential economic and employment 

implications, I argue that is only a narrow, although important, benefit.  Arts and creative 

education and the skills discussed above that can be developed in and through these programs 

must be recognized as integral components for the well-being of individuals, communities and 

society. These skills and the supportive environments necessary for their development cannot be 

viewed as peripheral or as the domain of the privileged, but must be reconceptualized as 

foundational aspects of a new society.   
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Evolving Participatory Photographic Practice 

The following aspects of photovoice have influenced the development of BB100L: 

• Knowledge put forth by participants is valued as a vital source of expertise.   
• The process can affirm the ingenuity and perspective of society’s most vulnerable 

populations.   
• The method facilitates a sampling of different social and behavioral settings.   
• The process and photographs can be a source of community pride and ownership. 
• The process enables people to depict not only the community’s needs but also its assets.   
• Participants are invited to become advocates for their own and their community’s well-

being.12   
 

BB100L has extended and evolved these aspects of photovoice throughout the course of the 

program.  This section will briefly discuss how my participatory place-based visual storytelling 

practice has evolved from the goals of photovoice articulated by Wang and Burris.   

 When students attend their first orientation session after being selected for participation 

in the program, they are told that for this program, they are the experts on their communities and 

on their lives.  Throughout the process and during the camp, students are reminded that their 

knowledge and creativity is valued and that they are a vital source of expertise.  The process of 

participation in BB100L can affirm the perspectives of youth who participate.  By working with 

youth, BB100L also is able to provide a stimulus and environment where students can explore 

complex issues, learn about both the history and culture of their communities, and dialogue with 

their peers as they think about the issues in their communities and make choices about how to 

represent particular aspects of their experience.   

 From Wang and Burris’ public health perspective, photovoice facilitates a sampling of 

social settings not ordinarily available to the researchers.  The archive of over 8,000 photographs 

that have been produced by students is the broadest public collection of photographs of 

                                                
	   12	  	  Wang and Burris, "Photovoice: Concept, Methodology.” 	  
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contemporary life in Alabama’s Black Belt region.  BB100L has partnered with the Alabama 

Center for Digital Humanities, University of Alabama research librarians, and Hoole Special 

Collections Library and Archives to develop a process for preserving these photographs and 

related program materials in both physical and digital formats.  Each photograph is being tagged 

with metadata in order to make the images searchable, thus increasing the accessibility and 

navigability of the photographs.  Once metadata has been added for all of the photographs, we 

plan to add the images to the University library database.  Including the photographs in the 

library database will enable the photographs to be listed in search results alongside books, 

articles, and other texts about the Black Belt or more refined subjects that are represented in the 

diverse array of images.  Researchers ranging from disparate fields including Public Health, 

American Studies, Visual Anthropology, and Sociology can utilize the archive of images in their 

future research.   

 Wang and Burris also found that the process of participation in photovoice projects and 

the photographs created by participants can be a source of community pride and ownership.  The 

previous chapter gave a number of examples of how students demonstrated increased pride and 

ownership in their communities through participation in BB100L.   Additionally, because 

BB100L places a much greater emphasis on creativity activities, some participants demonstrated 

an increased sense of pride related to their creative talents and leadership abilities, which goes 

beyond the initial scope of photovoice.   

 The ability for participants to create photographs representing both community assets and 

well as challenges has been a central aspect of BB100L that was also discussed as a unique 

quality of photovoice.  Giving participants the freedom to address challenges, but also celebrate 

the assets and culture of their culture has been very powerful and is connected to the increased 
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community pride and ownership that can develop through participation in the process.  The 

positive representations also complicate the prevailing stereotypical portrayals of the region, 

which often center on poverty, racism, and a lack of adequate education and healthcare.   

 Through participation in photovoice, participants are invited to become advocates for 

their own and their community’s well-being.  BB100L also encourages students to take an active 

role in improving their communities and being responsible for their own academic and creative 

development.  Students who have participated in BB100L often keep in contact with others they 

have met through the program, thus creating an informal network of young leaders throughout 

the Black Belt.  

Implications for Practice 
 
 An understanding of the complexity and complementary relationships between the 5C’s 

is crucial in the development of arts-based youth activities and interactional contexts.  As I 

evolve the work I have done with these types of programs over the past 5 years, these points of 

connection will be central.  Instead of conceptualizing activities that promote the development of 

creativity in isolation, I will consider the relationships between the C’s and strive to let these 

connections inform the design.   

 Finding ways to cultivate authentic interaction, conversation and dialogue that gets at real 

issues and does not shy away from difference is one of the most crucial aspects of my work.   

This study has allowed me to think deeply about these everyday interactions and ways that they 

can contribute to personal and collective growth and well-being.  From formal classroom settings 

to informal conversation, the findings from this study will impact my thinking and doing as I 

plan, implement, and reflect on learning environments and experiences.    
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 The study findings have strengthened my belief in the unique power of photography to 

build common ground, become an entry point for the exploration and discussion of complex 

challenges, serve as a vehicle for strengthening relationship to community and place, and a 

means of developing creativity, critical thinking, communication and collaboration skills, and 

confidence in creative and leadership capabilities.  I believe that the interactions between 

students and camp facilitators play a key role in the ways students develop these skills and that 

the arts provide an integral avenue with transformational potential beyond traditional mentoring 

programs.   

 Over the course of the Black Belt 100 lenses program, I have learned a great deal about 

partnerships.  There have always been tensions, sometimes apparent and sometimes below the 

surface, between the goals of the different parties involved.  I sometimes feel as if I have been 

the program’s biggest critic, but it is not because I cannot see the positive parts of what we did, 

but because I can also see all of the things that never came to fruition, all of the potential that 

was wasted.  Building BB100L has certainly been one of the most rewarding things I have ever 

been a part of, but it has also been one of the most frustrating and challenging.  The following 

section will discuss some of the aspects of the program that I believe are problematic, but will 

also reflect on my ideal vision for what BB100L could have been, or could one day be.   

 In a conversation recently with a colleague who has worked at all three of our summer 

camps, I was reminded of the ways we were able to learn each year from the year before and 

incorporate that knowledge into building a better program the next year.  Although there was still 

a great deal of room for improvement, by the third year of the summer camp, it felt like we were 

in a rhythm, like we had begun to master the art and science of running the program.   Even if the 

week of the camp had been refined to run like a well-oiled machine, there are fifty-one other 
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weeks of the year to be accounted for.  The aspects of the program that occur before and after the 

camp never quite developed in the same ways as the week of the camp did, so the majority of my 

comments brainstorming what the program would look like in a perfect world will focus on these 

times before students attended the camp and after they had returned home to their schools and 

communities.   

 A great deal of energy and time is spent each year in the selection of students to 

participate in the program and in getting cameras to all of those students, training them, and 

getting their photographs and cameras back.  There are also the logistical pieces related to getting 

parents to fill out and sign paperwork, medical releases, and distributing information about the 

camp beforehand.  Consistency between counties, schools and BBCF community associates has 

been one of the biggest challenges over the years and we were never able to fully craft a 

streamlined process for student recruitment, training, distribution and collection of cameras.   

One assumption that posed a great challenge to the program was that it was possible to develop a 

system that worked for every school and every community in all twelve counties we served.  The 

reality was that every single school, student, teacher, principal, and community partner we 

worked with was unique.  The task handed down seemed to be to develop a system that could be 

replicated across all of those communities, which I increasingly realized was impossible most 

likely not a good goal to strive for in the first place.  This strange tension existed around the 

whole affair.  The program is really built on the exploration, documentation, celebration, critique 

and relationship to place, but in the structural implementation lost all sight of the unique 

characteristics of each place.  At first, this just felt like a failure in some way, like I was doing 

something wrong because we couldn’t figure out how to make it all run smoothly, but over the 
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years I became more conscious of the discontinuity between theory, practice and reality and the 

various political and institutional tensions pulling this way and that.     

 Working with students in twelve of Alabama’s poorest and underserved counties given 

the current institutional and community structures is an ambitious undertaking.  At the individual 

student level, I know we were very successful and positively impacted hundreds of students, but 

is BB100L a sustainable model?  Is it the best way to do things?  Webb (2004) cautions, “it is all 

too easy for a photo-voice project to be co-opted to serve the agenda of people in power or those 

employed within the community development industry—however well meaning.”  I think that 

everyone involved with the program had good intentions, but the reality is that everyone 

involved had their own goals, spoken and unspoken, and these sometimes conflicted with what 

was best for the individual students and communities where we worked.   I don’t think that it 

would be possible for each organization, institution and individual not to have goals specific to 

that entity.  I actually think that it is healthy for each partner to have particular goals and interests 

they bring to the work and that these should be, continually throughout the partnership, 

articulated and discussed honestly.  It is problematic when these things are not discussed and are 

ignored, which sadly, seems to be, an easier and more politically amiable way to proceed.  It is 

only through the messy and difficult work of putting it all out on the table that authentic, 

reciprocal, and sustainable partnerships can emerge.   

 After working backward from photovoice to Freire and being exposed to the theoretical 

perspectives of Frerie and later critical pedagogy, I became increasingly uncomfortable with 

certain aspects of the program.  Specifically, I began to understand that there was a real danger in 

working with students, getting them excited about the possibility for change in their 

communities, and then moving on without setting up adequate support networks and grounding 
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them from unrealistic expectations.  The questions of “what now” and “so what” had 

occasionally come up in our big picture program discussions, but although several approaches 

had been attempted, the question still hung over my head.   In a few counties, we followed a 

more traditional photovoice approach and students collaboratively wrote letters to senators, 

community leaders and others from the area in positions of power.  I think this was an important 

exercise for the students and we even got some responses, but did it lead to any structural or 

political changes that positively impacted the community or students?  We tried connecting the 

students with community associates and other leaders in their community so they could continue 

conversations after participating in the camp.  We tried setting up committees of students and 

community associates that were tasked with planning exhibitions or community forums in their 

communities.   In each case, the problem of consistency between counties arose again.  Some 

communities had very energetic community associates who would follow up with students, but 

other counties did not.  It seemed unfair that only students from those few counties would have 

the opportunity to continue their involvement.  What about all the other students?   

 Time and time again I realized that the scope of the program had grown beyond the 

infrastructure that was needed to support the program in the way it needed to be supported.  

There are great advantages to working with students in a summer camp format, and I also believe 

there are great benefits to bringing students from different schools together, but there has always 

been something missing.  What is missing can be considered a 6th C—Change.  Sure, there have 

been many changes in students on an individual level, but is it enough to believe in a domino 

theory—that all of those students will one day impact many others and will be leaders in their 

communities, and one day the structural inequalities and racial divides will disappear?  It is 

certainly a comforting thought and I believe probably true, but is it enough?  What about change 
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beyond the individual level?  What about the segregated schools, the staggering unemployment, 

the poverty, the health and wealth disparities?  Black Belt 100 Lenses has done a great job 

getting students to become more aware and interested in their communities and the issues they 

face, but will it solve any of those problems?  Is it the role of a participatory photography 

program to address these issues?  After learning of Feire and critical pedagogy, I increasingly 

think that it certainly could and should be.  Developing networks and structures to facilitate the 

6th C of change would be an evolution of the program that I would support, but this would 

require a large amount of support in terms of human capital and buy in on many different levels.  

Students, community activists, teachers, parents, and institutional leaders would all be involved 

and the process would look differently in each community.   One of the great strengths of Black 

Belt 100 Lenses is that it brings together students from public and private schools who otherwise 

would never interact with one another.   I have seen student’s preconceived notions of others fly 

out the window.  Students from counties with segregated school system have told me again and 

again that if it were up to them, they would change things, but the older generation wants things 

to stay the same.  These experiences can be transformative.  Students have the space to learn 

about other students’ lives and often find a great deal of common ground between them.  What 

would it look like to empower students with the tools they need to create these type of 

experiences in their own communities? What would the events look like that bring together parts 

of the community that don’t often interact?  There are so many possibilities and I have a great 

hope that things will progress in places around the state that have been polarized for centuries.   

Policy Implications 

 Even within Black Belt, each community is unique and has its own set of assets and 

challenges.  It is only through a framework that acknowledges these nuances and develops a plan 
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out of and responsive to the local textures of the community, that meaningful change can occur.  

Likewise, each student brings their own unique set of skills, abilities, past experiences and future 

hopes and goals.  In order to maximize the potential of each student, we must also develop 

approaches that take these differences into consideration and conceptualize them as assets rather 

than problems or impediments to the leaning process.  There is no blanket approach that will 

address the social and economic problems of all the communities in the Black Belt and there is 

no blanket approach that will enable the youth of today to achieve at higher levels and realize 

their potentials.  Policy must be developed that is responsive to the unique qualities of each 

community and each student.   

 During the final phase of my doctoral candidacy, I was hired as the Visual Arts Program 

Manager at the Alabama State Council on the Arts.  This new position will allow me to use the 

knowledge I have gained through this research and through BB100L to help craft new policies 

and guidelines impacting the arts in Alabama.  As state funding for the arts has decreased over 

the last four years, it has become increasingly important for programs to demonstrate a high level 

of artistic and administrative quality and a focused mission that clearly impacts their target 

audience.  Demonstrated development of diverse partnerships has also become a higher priority 

as the grant process has become more competitive.  As education budgets shrink, the arts are 

being cut out of the curriculum in schools across Alabama.  This gap requires innovative 

approaches and partnerships between artists, arts organizations, community organizations, 

businesses, and schools.  As I move forward in my new role, I hope to influence arts policies that 

reward these innovative approaches and provide access to high-quality arts education and 

activities or all Alabamians.   
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Limitations 

 There are several limitations to the present study.  One limitation is that this study is 

largely based on fifteen student perspectives from students who had participated in the 2011 

summer camp.  Because of this focus, the perspectives of some students have been left out.  

Ideally, I could have been able to conduct follow-up interviews with more students and over a 

longer period of time, so that I could gain a better idea of how the program informed student’s 

months and even years after they participated.  Suggestions for future research, based on the 

limitations of the present study, are discussed later in this chapter.    

Returning to Hale County 

 Given the persistent questions of representation, the role of images and stories in relation 

to the Black Belt region and the persistent social issues that remain, it is necessary to briefly 

revisit the work of James Agee and Walker Evans that eventually became Let Us Now Praise 

Famous Men.  Although there are many obvious differences between the work that Agee and 

Evans engaged in and the present project, there are also a number of similarities.  The place that 

Agee and Evans focused on, Hale County and the surrounding area, is also a focus of my work, 

but beyond the geographic parallels, complex questions surrounding what it means for a 

privileged white male to engage in work focusing on poverty and inequality persist.  Life in the 

Black Belt has changed since Let Us Now Praise Famous Men was first published, but a number 

of aspects remain largely unchanged.  The overt quality of segregation has diminished and 

shifted forms, but still persists.  Tragically flawed tax systems still create structural inequalities 

in education and economic systems.  Beyond these societal issues, questions remain surrounding 

the endeavors themselves.   
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In the preamble, Agee asks,  

 Who are you who will read these words and study these photographs, and  through what 
 cause, by what chance, and for what purpose, and by what  right do you qualify to, and 
 what will you do about it; and the question, Why we make this book, and set it at large, 
 and by what right, and for what purpose, and to what good end, or none…13 
 
I have struggled with these questions as I’ve read Agee’s text and as I have crafted my own.     

As the conclusion of this research project draws near, I feel that I have more questions than I 

have answers, but the weight and complexity of the issues at hand necessitate such an open door.  

I have done what I can to give serious consideration to the complexities of the present work, to 

explain what I can, make recommendations based on my experience, and to pose questions that I 

hope others will consider.  To conclude, I would like to propose some possibilities for future 

research that could address some of the limitations of this study and advance the work of 

participatory place-base visual storytelling.   

Implications for Future Research 

 The present study has focused on the perspective of students who participate in BB100L, 

but there are several other possible paths of research that can be pursued.  In order to build on the 

present study and more fully understand the complexity of interactions that occur within creative 

learning environments, a future study that focused solely on the interactions between students 

could be conducted.  Also, a longitudinal study could be conducted that would follow-up with 

the students who participated in the present study, or any students who had participated in similar 

programs. This longitudinal study would continue conducting follow-up interviews with students 

who had participated in order to gain a better understanding of the impacts of the program over 

time.    

                                                
13	  	  James	  Agee	  and	  Walker	  Evans,	  Let	  Us	  Now	  Praise	  Famous	  Men	  (Boston:	  Houghton	  Mifflin,	  
1941,	  2001).	  
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 A ripe area for future research relates to programmatic decisions regarding race.  

Although BB100L has sought to provide opportunities for meaningful interaction between 

diverse racial groups that often do not interact, we have never overtly advertised this as a goal of 

the program in the promotional and recruitment literature.  I feel this approach has been 

appropriate given the complexities regarding race in Alabama’s Black Belt region.  This 

approach has allowed the issues of race to emerge organically during the course of the program 

and students have been able to engage the issue as they saw fit instead of being forced to talk 

about the issue.  Alternatively, a program could be developed that explicitly engaged issues 

surrounding race in Alabama.  A comparative research study could be developed to better 

understand the effectiveness, strengths, and weaknesses of each approach.   

 The present study did not explore the relationship between BB100L programming and 

educational attainment or performance.  A future educational research study could look at the 

relationship between this type of participatory arts programming and the impacts on learning 

generally or specifically through studying how the experience connects with other disciplinary 

domains or effects on ACT or SAT scores.   

 Another possible future line of inquiry in the realm of visual anthropology would focus 

only on the photographs that had been produced for the program.  From an American Studies 

perspective, the archive of photographs could be analyzed in a cultural context, exploring 

contemporary and historical social and cultural issues in the Black Belt region.   

 More broadly, other researchers could build on this study by exploring the connections 

between the 5Cs and structured and unstructured interactional contexts of other programs, which 

could result in a deeper understanding of the ways interaction allows for the development of 

learning and innovation skills.   
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Conclusion 

 
 Interactions are a part of everyday life.  This study has provided a framework to better 

understand the importance of everyday interaction between youth and the ways these interactions 

can help students develop personally, creatively, and intellectually.  Through employing a 

multimethod bricolage research design, I have been able to explore student’s perspectives 

through diverse data points and include my own reflections.   Through this process, key themes 

of seeing differently and getting out there emerged and became ways of representing the 

interactions and processes that occur through the BB100L creative learning environment.  These 

key themes can be viewed as outcomes from participation in the camp experience, but they can 

also be considered more broadly.  Beyond the context of BB100L, the concepts of seeing 

differently and getting out there can be applied to diverse contexts in order to better understand 

how interaction and learning environments can contribute to the development of the 5Cs—

creativity, collaboration, communication, critical thinking, and confidence.    The interplay 

between these 5Cs is a crucial area ripe for future exploration.  Developing deeper 

understandings of the ways these learning and innovation skills can be developed through 

creative learning environments that facilitate diverse interaction is imperative to moving beyond 

the standardized testing emphasis that currently defines mainstream American education.  

 Participatory place-based visual storytelling methods have tremendous potential to be 

evolved to address the needs of local contexts and provide vital arts activity that can ultimately 

facilitate the development of empowered individuals and better communities, although these 

programs must be developed carefully based out of partnerships honoring the local textures of 

communities and individuals.  In order to maximize the transformative potential, both on 
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individual and societal levels, it is essential that programs thoughtfully develop mechanisms to 

facilitate sustained participant engagement and the creation of local action and support networks.   
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Appendix A: Annotated Camp Schedule 
 
Day 1 
Sunday, June 5, 2011 
 
3:00-5:00pm-Students arrive at The University of Alabama and check into their dorm room.  
Sunday was chosen as a starting day for the camp because we thought more parents would be 
able to bring their students on the weekend and we set the arrival time later in the day in case 
students and their parents attended church before coming to the camp.  Also, traffic is not as bad 
on the weekend and it is much easier for parents to find parking on the weekend.  Upon arrival at 
the Blount Living-Learning Community Dorms, UA housing staff members check in students 
and provide them with their room key and bed linens.  Students and parents then find their rooms 
and move in their suitcases and other belongings.  Everyone then gathers in the lobby of Blount 
and waits around for the opening session.   
 
5:00-6:00pm- Opening Session and Pizza Dinner 
Parents are invited to stick around for the opening session and for a pizza dinner.  During this 
time, pizza and sodas are served for dinner.  A number of different people involved with 
planning and running the camp are introduced, everyone is welcomed to campus, we give an 
overview of the week and what students should expect, go over the rules and code of conduct, 
answer any questions that parents or students may have and then break briefly so that parents and 
their children may say goodbye and parents may depart.   
 
6:00-6:30pm- Icebreakers  
After all the parents have departed, we assemble everyone and begin some icebreaker activities.  
All of the students go around and introduce themselves and tell where they are from and what 
grade they are in before we start the first activity.   For the first icebreaker, all of the students are 
given a piece of paper that has 15 different statements such as, “Has driven a tractor”, “Has seen 
the ocean”, “Is wearing the same color as you.”  We then explain that everyone has to go around 
and find someone who the statement applies to and get that person to write their name beside that 
statement.  The kicker is that people can only write their name once on each sheet, so in order to 
complete the sheet, you have to find 15 different people and get them to sign your sheet.  We 
then say go and a flurry of interaction begins until someone finishes their sheet.  This is a good 
icebreaker to begin with because it gets everyone up and moving around the room and also 
requires you to interact with a large number of people in a relatively brief period of time.   After 
the first icebreaker, the performance creative track facilitators led a couple more icebreakers that 
were interactive and got students speaking and moving around.  After the first round of 
icebreakers as a large group, the creative track group leaders got up and told all of the students 
about each creative track and what they would do over the week in each track so that students 
could think about which track they’d like to be in before signing up later in the evening.     
 
6:30-7:15- Small Writing Group Meetings 
After icebreakers with the whole group, everyone transitioned into their small writing groups for 
the first time.   The small groups each consisted of 6-8 campers and 1 facilitator.  The 2011 
Camp had 6 students returning from the previous year, so there was one of the returning student 
leaders placed in each small group.  Each small group went around and did introductions again 
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for their group and continued with different icebreaker activities.  One group played a game 
where each person had to tell the group something about themselves that was unique to them.  If 
what a student said was also something another student had experienced, then they had to go 
again.   Another group played a game where students had to go around and ask each other 
questions to learn more about one another.   
 
7:30-9:00- Movie in the Ferguson Center 
Before departing for the movie, students signed up for their first and second choices for creative 
track groups.  After everyone had signed up for a CTG, we walked over to the Ferguson Center 
to watch a movie with a group of Capstone Summer Honors Students.      
 
9:00-10:00pm- Campus Walking Tour 
We went on a walking tour of campus and went through Woods Quad, Denny Chimes and 
Bryant-Denny Stadium before making our way back by tenHoor and Marr’s spring on the way to 
Blount.     
 
10:15-10:30pm- Wrap Up and Look Forward Meeting 
In this meeting, we made sure everyone had signed up for their creative track groups, went over 
what we would be doing the next day, when and where everyone needed to be and addressed any 
questions the campers had.   
 
10:30-10:55pm Social Time 
Each night after we had completed all scheduled activities, students had some social time where 
they could hang out with each other.  Our dorm included a pool table, ping-pong table, TV 
lounge as well as the main lobby, which was a main gathering area throughout the week. 
 
11:00pm- Room Checks and Lights Out 
After a busy first night, the campers had about a half hour of free time before they were required 
to be in their rooms for room checks and lights out.   
 
Day 2 
Monday, June 6, 2011 
 
8:15am- Gather for Breakfast 
Everyone meets in the lobby of the dorms each morning and gets into their small groups.  Each 
small group facilitator is responsible for making sure all of their group members are present 
every time before we leave to go anywhere.  CTG Listings were also posted on the doors of the 
lobby so students could see which CTG they would be in for the week.   
 
8:30-9:15am- Breakfast 
 
9:30-10:30am- Presentation on Black Belt History and Culture  
by Dr. Walter Hill and son.   
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10:30-11:00am- Photography Presentations 
Students then moved into their small groups.  During this second meeting in small groups, 
students were joined by students taking a UA Introduction to Photography course.   The vast 
majority of the students in the Introduction To Photography course were also high school 
students who were at the University for a month taking college courses as part of the Capstone 
Summer Honors Program.   Going forward, I’ll refer to these students as CSH students.  As part 
of the Photography course the CSH students were taking with me, they were required to do a 
presentation on a well-known photographer such as Lewis Hine, Henri Cartier Bresson, Dorthea 
Lange, Mary Ellen Mark, and Robert Frank.  As part of their presentation, each student had to 
prepare a one-page handout with information about their photographer and some of their images.  
Instead of just presenting these to our Photography class, the CSH students came and presented 
to the UA students in their small groups.   For the first portion of their small group time, each 
group got to hear about several photographers, learn about different photographic movements 
and styles and see some of the representative images.   
 
11:00am-12:15pm- Photo Discussion Session 
Staying in their small groups, students began working with their own photographs.  During this 
time, students began sharing their photographs with their group members and facilitators and 
began the process of narrowing down their 2 rolls of film to a handful of images, from which 
they would eventually pick one or two for the final exhibition.     
 
12:15-1:15pm- Lunch 
 
1:30-3:15- Creative Track Group Meeting I  
Students move into their Creative Track Breakout Groups for the first time.  The three creative 
track groups are photography, creative writing and performance and 2-3 facilitators led each 
group.  These groups were offered to give students more choice in what they wanted to work on 
over the week and 2011 was the first year we offered the breakout groups as well as the first year 
there had been a performance component.  The group facilitators had a great deal of freedom 
designing the activities for their creative track groups but the overarching goals were for each 
track to provide students a more in-depth experience in their chosen area as well as have 
something at the end of the week to present as part of the closing activities.   
 
3:15-3:30pm- Snack Break 
 
3:30-5:00pm- Writing Workshops 
Students move back into small groups and begin writing activities about their photographs.   
 
5:00-5:30pm- Leadership and College Life Presentation 
 
5:45-7:00- Dinner 
 
7:30-9:30- Screen-printing Workshop 
As an additional creative activity and opportunity to cultivate a DIY ethos, students screen-
printed their own camp t-shirts and canvas bags.   
 



 

240 
 

9:30-9:45- Wrap Up and Look Forward 
 
9:45-10:45pm- Social Time 
 
11:00- Room Checks and Lights Out 
 
Day 3 
Tuesday, June 7, 2011 
 
8:30-9:15am- Breakfast 
 
9:30-11:00am- Portraits and Autobiographical Statements 
During this time, students got into their small writing groups and worked on writing an 
autobiographical statement to accompany their photographs in the exhibit.  As the students 
worked on their writing, one group at a time would go outside and meet up with the CSH 
students.  All of the students went to the area around Marr’s pond and the CSH students took 
portraits of the BB100L students.  When one group was done having their portraits taken, they 
would return and continue working on their statements while another group went to have their 
portraits taken.   
 
11:00-11:15- Load Bus and Depart for Gordo 
 
Noon-12:15pm- Mosaic Dedication in Downtown Gordo 
At the 2010 summer camp, community artists Rhys Greene, Linda Munoz and the 100 lenses 
students created a camera-shaped mosaic about the program.  Gordo mayor Craig Patterson, who 
also owns a bookstore in downtown Gordo, offered to let us install the mosaic permanently on 
the side of his building.  As part of the installation, another community artist painted a mural of a 
photographer as the backdrop for the mosaic.  At this dedication, all of the students got to see the 
work that had been done, hear from the mayor and community artists and we had an opportunity 
to thank Mayor Patterson for his continuing support of the arts and Black Belt 100 Lenses.   
 
12:30-1:30pm- Lunch with BBCF Community Associates 
Students joined community artists and BBCF Community Associates for a lunch under the 
pavilion at Gordo Elementary School.  CAs talked about the BBCF and opportunities to get 
involved.   
 
1:30-5:30pm- Creative Activity Rotations 
During the afternoon, students rotated to four different stations for approximately one hour in 
each station.  At some point in the afternoon, all students met in their creative track groups to 
work on their collaborative projects.  The three additional stations were Letterpress, Mosaic 
Quilts and Bench, and Papermaking. In the letterpress station, students met in a professional 
letterpress studio and worked with community artists Jessica Peterson and Allison Milham to 
print invitations to an exhibition of the student’s photographs.  In the mosaic station, artist Linda 
Munoz taught students about the Gee’s Bend Quilter’s and then led students in creating a 
collaboratively mosaic glass quilt.  Artist Rhys Greene also worked with students in this station 
to complete a mosaic glass bench, which is now installed at the Black Belt Community 
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Foundation office in Selma.  Artists Glenn House and Kathy Fetters led the papermaking station 
where students learned and made their own paper by hand.   
 
5:30-6:30pm- Load Bus and travel back to UA 
 
6:30-7:30pm- BBQ Dinner 
 
7:30-8:00pm- Social Time and Change for Pool Party 
 
8:30-10:30pm- Pool Party 
Students join the CSH students for a pool party at the Rec pool.   
 
10:45pm- Wrap Up and Look Forward 
 
11:00- Room Checks and Lights Out 
 
Day 4 
Wednesday, June 8, 2011 
 
8:30-9:15am- Breakfast 
 
9:30-10:30am- Photo Selection Session 
In this session, 100L students meet with CSH Photo Students to look over their portraits and 
decide on their favorite.  BB100L students also use this time to narrow down their photographs 
to one for the exhibition.   
 
10:30-12:00pm- Writing Workshops 
Students work in their small groups to produce a written description for their selected 
photograph.   
 
12:00-1:00pm- Lunch 
 
1:00-2:45pm- Issues Discussion 
During the issues discussion, students talk about issues that came up during their creative writing 
groups and in other conversations throughout the week.  Many students share concerns about 
different aspects of their communities and schools.  As students share, we jotted down the 
themes and common areas that were being discussed.  After we generated 6-8 thematic areas, 
students split into smaller groups to talk about issues they were most interested in.   
 
2:45-3:00pm- Snack Break 
 
3:00-4:30pm-Creative Track Breakout sessions 
Students continue to work in their groups to come up with a presentation for the closing 
reception. 
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4:30-5:30-Type statements and autobiographies and prepare exhibition 
Students went to various computer labs on campus to type up their writings that would 
accompany their images in the exhibition.  
 
5:30-7:00pm- Dinner 
 
7:00-9:00pm- Screen-printing workshop 
During this workshop, we finished printing all of the camp t-shirts and tote bags for the students 
to take when they left the camp. 
 
9:00-9:15pm- Wrap Up/Look Forward 
 
9:15-10:45pm- Social Time  
 
11:00pm- Room checks and lights out 
 
Day 5 
Thursday, June 9, 2011 
 
9:00-10:00am- Breakfast 
 
10:00-10:30am- Show and Tell 
Students had an opportunity to share their chosen photo and writing with the entire group.  
Before this point, students had mainly only seen the work of other students in their own creative 
writing groups.  This time also gave students an opportunity to practice what they would say 
about their photographs before the exhibition.  
 
10:30-Noon- Creative track groups to work on presentations 
Students put the finishing touches and practiced their presentations for the closing reception. 
 
Noon-1:00pm- Lunch 
 
1:00-2:30pm- Issues Discussion and community event/exhibition planning with  

Community Associates 
BBCF Community Associates joined for the discussion and students reported back from their 
small issue groups from the issues discussion the day before.  Students also had an opportunity to 
meet as a county group to discuss plans for future exhibitions and events in their communities.   
 
2:30-3:30pm: Wrap up reflection and camp evaluations 
This was our time to reflect back on the week and everything that had been accomplished.  
Students also completed an evaluation of the camp and specific activities and completed the pre-
camp survey during this time. 
 
3:30-4:30pm- Students change for exhibition and check out of dorms 
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4:30-6:30pm- Closing Reception 
The closing reception was in a building close to the dorms, which made it easy for parents to 
pick up there students and then go directly to the reception without having to drive across 
campus.  The reception was catered and the first hour was spent viewing students’ work and 
eating.  Everyone then moved into an auditorium and we had the program portion of the 
reception.   
 
5:30-6:15pm- Program and Presentations portion of Closing Reception 
The highlight of the program was the presentations from the creative track groups.  The 
performance track acted out a scene they had created about a city council meeting and the 
diverse perspectives of different citizens and elected officials.  The photography creative track 
group screened a slideshow of the photographs they had taken in Gordo and their thoughts about 
that community and the experience of going there.  The creative writing group shared several 
poems they had written collaboratively.   
 
6:30-7:00pm- Students depart 
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Appendix B: Assent Letter 
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Letter 
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Appendix D: Pre Camp Survey 
(Completed upon student arrival at camp) 

 
1. Do you consider yourself to be an artist?    Yes        No        Not Sure 

 
2. Do you consider yourself to be a photographer?    Yes        No         Not Sure 

 
3. On a scale of 1-5, how creative do you consider yourself?      1     2     3     4      5 

             (1 being not at all creative and 5 being very creative)  
            

4. How many times a week do you engage in creative activities?  
a. 0 
b. 1-2 
c. 3-4 
d. 5-6 
e. 7 or more 

 
5. What opportunities do you participate in that allow you to express your creativity? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

6. How do you feel these creative opportunities and activities affect you?  

________________________________________________________________________ 

 
7. Do you see your creativity as a way to be active in your community?  

              Yes      No       Neutral 
 

8. On a scale of 1 to 5, how much do you pay attention to what goes on in your community? (1 
being not at all and 5 being very much) 

 
             1         2         3         4         5 
 

9. How do you find out about what is happening in your community?  
a. Media (newspaper, TV, news online, radio, etc.) 
b. Conversations with friends 
c. Conversations with family 
d. Other___________________________ 

 
10. How often do you find yourself talking about issues in your community?  

a. Always 
b. Often 
c. Sometimes 
d. Rarely 
e. Never 

 
 

11. How comfortable are you expressing opinion in a small group? 
a. Very comfortable 
b. Comfortable 
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c. Neutral 
d. Uncomfortable 
e. Very uncomfortable 

 
      11b. How comfortable are you expressing opinion in front of a large group? 

      a. Very comfortable 
       b. Comfortable 

c. Neutral 
 d. Uncomfortable 

                   e. Very uncomfortable 
 
       12. How do you get involved in your community? 

a. Church 
b. School 
c. Community organizations 
d. Sports 
e. Other _______________________________ 

 
      13. How much of an impact do you think you can have in your community?  
             (1 being no impact at all and 5 being a large impact) 
 
            1     2     3     4     5 
 
      14.  How often are you involved in solving issues in your community?  
              (1 being never and 5 being very frequently) 
 
            1     2     3     4     5 
 
       15. How many times a month do you find yourself involved in your community 

a. 1-3 
b. 3-5 
c. 5-7 
d. 7 or more times 

 
16.  Do you feel empowered to make changes in your community?  Why? 

 
              Yes          No          I Don’t Know 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Do you consider yourself to be a leader?      Yes          No          I Don’t Know 
 

17. Why do you choose to be or to not be involved in your community? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

18. Race – mark all that apply or none if you prefer 
a. African-American 
b. Asian-American 
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c. Hispanic 
d. Latino 
e. Native-American 
f. Pacific Islander 
g. White (Caucasian)  
h. Other _______________ 

 
19. How frequently do you use the Internet?  

a. Never 
b. 1-3 times a week 
c. 3-5 times a week 
d. 5 or more times a week 

 
20. How often do you communicate through e-mail? 

a. Never 
b. 1-3 times a week 
c. 3-5 times a week 
d. 5 or more times a week 

 
21. What is the primary reason you use the Internet? 

a. Research 
b. Social networking 
c. Communication 
d. Surfing 
e. Shopping, etc.  

 
 

Appendix E: Post-Camp Survey 
(Completed before departing the camp) 

 
12. Do you consider yourself to be an artist?    Yes        No        Not Sure 

 
13. Do you consider yourself to be a photographer?    Yes        No         Not Sure 

 
14. On a scale of 1-5, how creative do you consider yourself?      1     2     3     4      5 

             (1 being not at all creative and 5 being very creative)  
            

15. How many times a week do you engage in creative activities?  
a. 0 
b. 1-2 
c. 3-4 
d. 5-6 
e. 7 or more 

 
16. What opportunities do you participate in that allow you to express your creativity? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

17. How do you feel these creative opportunities and activities affect you?  

________________________________________________________________________ 
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18. Do you see your creativity as a way to be active in your community?  

              Yes      No       Neutral 
 

19. On a scale of 1 to 5, how much do you pay attention to what goes on in your community? (1 
being not at all and 5 being very much) 

 
             1         2         3         4         5 
 

20. How do you find out about what is happening in your community?  
a. Media (newspaper, TV, news online, radio, etc.) 
b. Conversations with friends 
c. Conversations with family 
d. Other___________________________ 

 
21. How often do you find yourself talking about issues in your community?  

a. Always 
b. Often 
c. Sometimes 
d. Rarely 
e. Never 

 
22. How comfortable are you expressing opinion in a small group? 

a. Very comfortable 
b. Comfortable 
c. Neutral 
d. Uncomfortable 
e. Very uncomfortable 

 
      11b. How comfortable are you expressing opinion in front of a large group? 

      a. Very comfortable 
       b. Comfortable 

d. Neutral 
 d. Uncomfortable 

                   e. Very uncomfortable 
 
       12. How do you get involved in your community? 

f. Church 
g. School 
h. Community organizations 
i. Sports 
j. Other _______________________________ 

 
      13. How much of an impact do you think you can have in your community?  
             (1 being no impact at all and 5 being a large impact) 
 
            1     2     3     4     5 
 
      14.  How often are you involved in solving issues in your community?  
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              (1 being never and 5 being very frequently) 
 
            1     2     3     4     5 
 
       15. How many times a month do you find yourself involved in your community 

e. 1-3 
f. 3-5 
g. 5-7 
h. 7 or more times 

 
22.  Do you feel empowered to make changes in your community?  Why? 

 
              Yes          No          I Don’t Know 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Do you consider yourself to be a leader?      Yes          No          I Don’t Know 
 

23. Why do you choose to be or to not be involved in your community? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
24. Race – mark all that apply or none if you prefer 

a. African-American 
b. Asian-American 
c. Hispanic 
d. Latino 
e. Native-American 
f. Pacific Islander 
g. White (Caucasian)  
h. Other _______________ 

 
25. How frequently do you use the Internet?  

a. Never 
b. 1-3 times a week 
c. 3-5 times a week 
d. 5 or more times a week 

 
26. How often do you communicate through e-mail? 

a. Never 
b. 1-3 times a week 
c. 3-5 times a week 
d. 5 or more times a week 

 
27. What is the primary reason you use the Internet? 

a. Research 
b. Social networking 
c. Communication 
d. Surfing 
e. Shopping, etc.  
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• What has been the best part(s) of the Black Belt 100 Lenses experience so far... Why? 
• What has been your least favorite part(s) of the Black Belt 100 Lenses project experience so far... 

Why? 
• What could we do to improve the Black Belt 100 Lenses project experience? 
• What advice would you give to future students beginning the Black Belt 100 Lenses project 

experience? 
 

Appendix F: Post-Camp Interview Prompts 
 
What does the 100 Lenses experience mean to you? 
 
Before the camp 

• What role did you play in your school before the camp? 
• What role did you play in your community before the camp? 
• What are some ways you expressed yourself before the camp? 
• How did you feel about your interaction with others before the camp? 
• How confident were you sharing your opinions with others before the camp?  
• Tell me a story of a situation or event before the camp that you feel is representative of 

your life before the camp?  
 
 
After the camp 
 

• How do you view your role in your school now? 
• How do you view your role in your community now? 
• What are the ways that you express yourself? 
• How do you feel about your interactions with others now? 
• How confident were you sharing your opinions with others after the camp?  
• Tell me a story of something that you have done after the camp that you are proud of… 
• What do you feel is the most important thing you gained from the camp experience? 
• How are you going to use that in your life?   

 
At the camp 
 

• What did you want to communicate through your photography and writing? 
• How did you feel when you first arrived on campus and checked into the dorm? 
• How did you feel at the closing ceremony the last night of the camp? 
• Tell me a story about the situation, event, or person that most challenged you during the 

camp… 
• Tell me a story about the most memorable moment of the camp 

 
• Tell me a story about the moment in the camp where you felt most confident 
• Why are the friendships you made at the camp important? 
• What are some things that you learned from your peers at the camp? 
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Appendix G: Holistic Codes (33) 
 
Anything Else, At Camp Process, Challenges, Communicate Through, Community Role Pre 
Camp, Community Role Post Camp, Contrasting Pre and Post, Creative Expression Pre-
Camp, Creative Expression Post-Camp, Different People, First Arrived, Importance of 
Friendship, Future Plans, 100L Involvement, Integrate Experiences, Interaction Pre-Camp, 
Interaction Post-Camp, Learning from Facilitators, Learning from Peers, Leaving Camp, 
Memorable Moment, Most Confident, Most Important Thing Gained, Performance Track, 
Photography, Proud of Post-Camp, School Role Pre-Camp, School Role Post-Camp, Sharing 
Opinions, Staying in Touch, Story About Yourself,  The Experience Meant, Writing Groups 
 
 

Appendix H: Axial Codes (13) 
 
      Anxiety, Collaboration, Common Ground, Confidence, Getting Out There, Investigating        
      Subjectivities, Place, Polysemic, Realizations, School, Seeing, Status Quo or Assumptions,  
      Structured Interaction 
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