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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the utility of youth participatory action research (YPAR) and critical
media literacy as strategies to promote the sociopolitical development (SPD) of Black youth.
We use the case example of Our Voices, an afterschool program implemented with Black
high school students in which participants analyzed the representation of Black characters
in television and developed action to resist historical stereotypes. We situate Our Voices in
SPD theory to demonstrate how approaches from YPAR and critical media literacy can be
used to promote Black youth's analysis of racial issues, agency in making social change, and
sociopolitical action. We also highlight the utility of YPAR and critical media literacy pro-
grams as opportunity structures for youth to receive resources and mentorship as they
engage as advocates in their community. We conclude with lessons learned from the imple-
mentation of Our Voices and with recommendations for research and practice with

Black youth.

On July 22, 2018, three young Black women, Nia
Wilson and her sisters Letifah and Tashiya, were vio-
lently assaulted in a Bay Area Rapid Transit train sta-
tion by John Lee Cowell, a white male with a history
of violence. Nia, who was 18years old, was murdered
during the attack (Félix, 2018). National outrage
ensued when a local news station reporting the story
used Nia’s image that appeared to show her holding a
gun, later verified to be a phone case (King, 2018).
Despite being the victim of an unprovoked, heinous
crime, the media portrayed Nia in a manner that vil-
lainized her and perpetuated stereotypes of Black peo-
ple as violent. The negative media portrayal of Nia
Wilson is by no means an anomaly. The misrepresenta-
tion of Black people in media is rooted in what
Patricia Hill Collins calls “controlling images” (Collins,
2000). These historical, stereotypical conceptualizations
of Black people (e.g., Black women as oversexualized
Jezebels and Black men as violent brutes) have long
been used as a basis to justify racial and gender oppres-
sion. As with Nia’s story, in today’s society, we find
that images in media perpetuate and contribute to the
narrative of Black young people as violent, dangerous,
and problems (Akom et al.,, 2008; Finn & Checkoway,
1998; Smiley & Fakunle, 2016; Welch, 2007). Thus, for

Black youth, the media can be a potent tool in shaping
their perceptions about who they can be and how they
contribute to the world.

Critical media literacy and youth participatory
action research are pedagogical approaches that can
empower young people to critique and challenge con-
trolling images in media, develop critical questions to
research their perspectives and ideas, and use research
for action. Critical media literacy includes the ability
to deconstruct and challenge dominant narratives in
the media by using critical inquiry and analysis to
link media to broader social issues (Kellner & Share,
2005). Youth participatory action research (YPAR)
involves young people’s engagement in the research
process to ask research questions about social justice
issues and use research findings to take social justice
action (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Foster-Fishman
et al., 2010; Ozer, 2016). Critical media literacy and
YPAR both have the potential to contribute to young
people’s sociopolitical development (SPD), the process
of developing an awareness of one’s social status, the
ability to analyze inequitable systems, and the capacity
to transform systems through sociopolitical action
(Watts & Flanagan, 2007; Watts et al., 1999; Watts
et al., 2003).
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This paper discusses approaches to promote Black
youth’s SPD through a case example of Our Voices, a
media-based youth participatory action project in
which youth conducted a content analysis of television
to examine the representation of Black characters. We
argue that Black youth’s SPD can be enhanced
through YPAR and critical media literacy approaches
that can help build young people’s ability to decipher
the hegemonic narratives in media and develop their
skills and confidence to promote racial justice.
Drawing from critical media literacy theories and
youth participatory approaches, we describe strategies
used in Our Voices to promote youth’s SPD. First, we
describe the guiding theories that informed the devel-
opment and implementation of Our Voices. Secondly,
we describe the pedagogical approaches we used in
our intervention to promote different aspects of SPD.
Finally, we present lessons learned from the imple-
mentation of Our Voices and offer recommendations
for future research and practice.

Theories and perspectives shaping
“Our Voices”

Sociopolitical development

Black youth’s development is significantly shaped by
their ability to navigate social, political, and economic
forces that promote racial oppression (Anyiwo et al.,
2018a; Garcia Coll et al., 1996; Watts et al., 2011;
Watts et al., 1999). Scholars have described the pro-
cess of SPD as an “antidote” for the oppression of
Black people that promotes their ability to maintain a
positive sense of identity and effectively heal from and
resist racism (Ginwright, 2010; Hope & Spencer, 2017;
Watts et al., 1999). SPD theory draws from Freire’s
critical consciousness theory (Freire, 2000), as it is
rooted in unpacking the process by which marginal-
ized groups develop a critical awareness of the causes
of oppression and become active in behaviors that
transform oppressive structures. SPD is theorized to
consist of several components, including critical social
analysis, critical agency, and critical sociopolitical
action (Watts & Flanagan, 2007). Critical social ana-
lysis describes the cognitive process of analyzing the
cultural, economic, and political factors that shape
inequity (Watts & Flanagan, 2007; Watts et al., 2003).
Critical agency describes one’s belief in their ability
and their group’s ability to make and sustain political
and social change (Watts & Flanagan, 2007). Critical
sociopolitical action describes behaviors geared toward
addressing social inequality and promoting structural
change, for example, engaging in political protest,

civic practices, or organizing for social change
(Anyiwo et al., 2020; Diemer et al., 2015).

Scholars describe SPD as an ecological and transac-
tional process shaped by the interaction between
youth and their social context. For Our Voices, we
drew upon the work of Watts and Flanagan (2007)
that provided a model for the processes that shape
youth’s participation in sociopolitical action. Youth’s
worldview, which includes their ideological beliefs and
critical social analysis, is conceptualized to be directly
related to their engagement in sociopolitical action.
However, Watts and Flanagan (2007) identify two
moderating factors critical in promoting youth’s
engagement in action. The first is youth’s sense of
agency, and the second is opportunity structures,
which Watts and Flanagan (2007) described as having
meaningful opportunities to engage in change.
Opportunity structures involve physical spaces as well
as social capital. Having access to organizations, roles,
responsibilities, and mentors can be crucial in facili-
tating adolescents’ engagement in social change
(Ginwright, 2005, 2007; Watts & Flanagan, 2007).

Little empirical work has examined opportunity
structures as a moderator between worldview and
sociopolitical action. Further, although agency is often
associated with action, there are inconsistencies in
whether it moderates or mediates the associations
between worldview and action (Banales et al., 2020;
Diemer & Rapa, 2016; Pérez-Gualdron & Helms,
2017). Empirical work assessing the process of pro-
gression in SPD is still emerging (Diemer et al., 2016).
Watts and Flanagan’s model is presented in a rela-
tively linear fashion; however, SPD facets are likely
bidirectional and mutually inform each other (Diemer
et al.,, 2016). Nevertheless, for brevity and clarity, we
propose an adapted model of Watts and Flanagan
(2007) that presents our theorized intervention effects
(i.e., the effects of critical media literacy practices and
youth participatory action on youth’s SPD) while rec-
ognizing that the relations across these variables are
likely more complex (see Figure 1).

Critical media literacy as a mechanism for SPD

Drawing on critical media literacy theory, we argue
that Black youth’s ability to analyze complex messages
in the media is essential to their worldview, which
informs their sociopolitical action. The media operate
as invisible, unconscious socializing agents that com-
municate the ideologies, values, and social norms of a
society and the broader world (Kellner & Share,
2005). The media often reinforce social hierarchies by
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Figure 1. The proposed impact of Critical Media Literacy and YPAR on indicators of SPD (Adapted from Watts & Flanagan, 2007).

privileging the voices, experiences, and ideologies of
dominant groups and marginalizing the voices and
experiences of subordinate groups. Black adolescents
are likely to be significantly influenced by representa-
tions of Black people on television, as they watch
about five hours of television each day (Anyiwo et al.,
2018; Ward et al., 2010). Indeed, studies have found
links between Black youth’s television usage, their
constructions of Black womanhood and manhood
(Anyiwo et al, 2018; Goodwill et al, 2018), and
endorsement of racial and gender stereotypes (Adams-
Bass et al., 2014; Jerald et al., 2017).

Marginalized youth’s ability to critically analyze
media is essential to developing their worldview and
their behaviors as agents of social change. (Morrell,
2002). Critical media literacy includes identifying and
deconstructing dominant narratives that perpetuate
controlling, stereotypical images and the ability to
decipher multiple messages in media (Kellner &
Share, 2005; Morrell, 2002). Through critical media
literacy programs, youth are provided with a context
to engage in critical dialogue about media content,
which builds their capacity for critical social analysis.
The identification and critical analysis of controlling
images in media can reduce the extent to which youth
internalize negative, stereotypical media portrayals,
such as images that reinforce the perceived criminality
of Black people. For example, Goodwill and colleagues
(2018) found that Black college youth drew from
images in the media to inform their perceptions of
how racism shaped the marginalization of Black mas-
culinity. Youth’s ability to analyze and contest stereo-
typical images in media may extend to their ability to

identify systems of oppression outside of media that
shape the privilege and marginality of groups (i.e.,
their critical social analysis) (Watts et al., 2002).
Hence, media literacy has been used to promote Black
boys’ critical analysis (Watts et al., 2002).

In addition to enhancing youth’s critical analysis,
media literacy may also enhance youth’s critical
agency by giving them spaces that develop their confi-
dence and cultivate a sense of responsibility for socio-
political action (McLaren, 1998). Indeed, studies have
found links between youth involvement in critical
media literacy programs and their motivation to
engage in action (i.e., critical agency). For example, in
a sample of 400 high school students, Martens and
Hobbs (2015) found that youth who participated in
media literacy programs were more likely to have a
higher interest in sociopolitical action (e.g., participat-
ing in a protest or voting in an election) than youth
who did not participate. Thus, critical analysis of
media may be associated with youth’s interest in influ-
encing sociopolitical systems. Media literacy can also
provide a straightforward approach for young people
to engage in sociopolitical action; youth can create
media to disrupt narratives, raise awareness about
issues, and organize the community for change
(Coryat, 2008; Costanza-Chock et al., 2017).

Youth participatory action research

Ozer (2016) describes YPAR as “an approach to scien-
tific inquiry and social change grounded in principles
of equity that engages young people in identifying
problems relevant to their own lives, conducting
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research to understand the problems, and advocating
for changes based on research evidence” (p. 190). A
core epistemological assumption of YPAR is the belief
that youth are critical, not only as participants in
research but also as active contributors to the creation
of knowledge about the processes and contexts that
facilitate their positive development (Checkoway &
Richards-Schuster, 2003; Ozer, 2016). Kornbluh and
colleagues (2015) identified four stages of YPAR
research: problem identification, data collection, data
analysis, and action. In the problem identification
stage, youth identify an issue that they find to be
interesting and significant. In the data collection and
analysis stages, youth conduct research on the prob-
lem, and in the action stage, they use the findings of
their research to inform sociopolitical action.

At its core, YPAR is an opportunity structure for
SPD that allows youth to actively resist systematic
oppression by critically analyzing social issues and
using their research to inform social change
(Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Ozer, 2016). In order to
identify the social issues to address via research, youth
must think critically about their sociopolitical context
and consider what issues may be salient to them
(Kornbluh et al., 2015). Through critical dialogue with
their peers and group facilitators, youth’s ideas and
beliefs are empowered and challenged, which allows
them to engage in the dynamic process of strengthen-
ing their critical social analysis (Freire, 2000; Watts &
Hipolito-Delgado, 2015). While conducting research,
youth can develop a historical perspective of sociopo-
litical barriers that influence inequity today, shaping
their collective strategies of resistance against barriers
and behaviors to promote social justice (Cammarota
& Fine, 2008; Checkoway & Richards-Schuster, 2003).
In their participation in YPAR, youth also cultivate
their agency by developing research skills that can
support them in evaluating the structural factors that
produce challenges in their neighborhoods and
schools. With the support of adult allies, YPAR pro-
vides youth with guidance on translating their know-
ledge into concrete sociopolitical action.

Overview of Our Voices

Our Voices was an afterschool YPAR project that
used critical media literacy practices to engage high
school students as they examined and contested the
representation of Black characters in the media.
Although sometimes engaged as independent theoret-
ical concepts and frameworks, we use the Watts and
Flanagan (2007) model of SPD, in this case, to

elucidate how critical media literacy and pedagogical
approaches in YPAR can be used in tandem to pro-
mote the SPD of Black youth (see Figure 1). We begin
with an overview of Our Voices. We then explore the
specific approaches in YPAR and critical media liter-
acy that we used in Our Voices to contribute to our
participants’ SPD.

Program description

Our Voices was implemented at Basquiat Academy—
a pseudonym for an art school in a large Midwestern
city. Basquiat Academy is a predominately Black
(99%) middle and high school, composed of a student
population largely from relatively low-income homes
(i.e., 81% of students are eligible for free or reduced
lunch). Basquiat Academy has an educational mission
focused on hands-on learning that removes bounda-
ries between school and the community, making it an
ideal context to implement a social justice program
like Our Voices. The first author developed the pro-
gram with feedback from school staff, administration,
and students. The program was facilitated by two
Black women doctoral students (the first and third
author). The program included fourteen high school
students (eight identified as male and six identified as
female): one freshman, three sophomores, three jun-
iors, and seven seniors.

Our Voices integrated approaches from psychology,
social work, African American studies, and media
studies to shine a light on how stereotypes about
Black people are perpetuated in the media. As a part
of this program, students received research training
and conducted a research study to examine how Black
characters are portrayed on television. Our Voices’
primary objective was to use YPAR to develop the
SPD, critical media literacy, and academic self-efficacy
of high school participants. We aimed to arm partici-
pants with research skills (i.e., in data collection, video
coding, data synthesis, dissemination of findings) to
use in their future academic training, career pursuits,
and civic engagement activities.

Our Voices had a three-stage, programmatic struc-
ture. Stage one was the research and SPD stage in
which students participated in workshops that ori-
ented them to the sociopolitical implications of media
representations for Black people and methods of
studying media. At the end of the stage, students
identified questions to examine for their research pro-
ject. Stage two focused on project development and
analysis. Students conducted a content analysis, a
method of systematically analyzing and coding



messages in media (Berelson, 1952). Their content
analysis focused on representations of Black characters
on television programs. The final stage focused on
community engagement and data dissemination.
Participants in our program used their research find-
ings to develop a workshop for their peers at Basquiat
and conducted a research presentation and roundtable
discussion at a university.

Pedagogical approaches for sociopolitical
development

Here, we describe the pedagogical approaches we
employed from YPAR and critical media literacy to
cultivate youth’s SPD. First, we describe how research
skill development and critical media analysis can sup-
port youth’s worldview/critical analysis and agency.
Then, we describe how YPAR and critical media liter-
acy operated as opportunity structures for youth to
engage in critical media analysis and sociopolitical
action. Importantly, research skill development and
critical media analysis often happened concurrently
through the process of Our Voices since youth applied
a research method (e.g., content analysis) to engage in
critical analysis of media. Although we describe
research skill development and critical media analysis
somewhat separately in this section, the two are inher-
ently connected and mutually inform each other in
our program.

Research skill development

As a YPAR program, strengthening our youth’s
research knowledge and skills was a critical compo-
nent of Our Voices. In our initial session, we intro-
duced students to the scientific process and different
research methodology (i.e., quantitative and qualitative
methods) that could be used to examine issues in
their schools and communities. In the following ses-
sion, we adapted a workshop from the Black Youth
Project curriculum' to challenge our participants to
explore identity and apply their newly developed
knowledge on research methods. The Black Youth
Project was a research study that examined the
internal and external factors that shape the sociopoliti-
cal action, decision-making, and behavior of Black
youth (Cohen, 2005). The project included a research-
informed curriculum developed by educators, activists,
artists, and scholars. In our program, we adapted a
lesson from the media literacy section created by

'Please see www.blackyouthproject.com for more information about the
research project and curriculum.
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Daniel Morales-Doyle and Woody Lajeune to teach
youth to critically analyze content in hip-hop. The
selected workshop examined how young people con-
ceptualize their identities and the role of media in
shaping identity. Students were asked to anonymously
reflect on their race, gender, and the intersection of
these identities on a notecard. We added questions to
the original prompt that challenged youth to think
about how people outside of their race and gender per-
ceived them. In groups, students examined commonal-
ities in their peers’ responses, coded them into themes,
and then calculated the percentages of responses that
fit each theme. Each group was instructed to display
their research findings graphically.

Through this workshop, we engaged Our Voices
students as both research participants and researchers
to investigate the features of their identity. Agency
includes the youth’s confidence in their knowledge
and skills as an agent of social change (Watts &
Flanagan, 2007). We aimed to strengthen youth’s
agency by highlighting how they could apply research
to examining issues relevant to their lived experiences.
In developing their research skills, youth were also
given a context to explore and unpack their racial and
gender identity, which can contribute to the develop-
ment of their worldview. Youth’s worldview includes
awareness of their social status, beliefs about society,
and meaning-making regarding societal factors that
shape inequity and injustice (Watts & Flanagan, 2007;
Watts et al., 2003). In their reflection on their beliefs
about what it means to be Black, youth identified a
common theme that reflected pride in their group’s
sociopolitical legacy shaped by the accomplishments
of their ancestors. This theme is illustrated by a quote
from one youth that said being Black meant “to be a
powerful figure and have African blood.” Youth also
identified stereotypical beliefs that people outside of
their group may have; for example, a participant said
people perceive Black people as “ghetto, uneducated,
and irresponsible.” Thus, youth reflected on their own
and their peers’ conceptualizations of Black identity
and the social structures that shape how people out-
side of their group perceived them.

Having spaces to explore their identity can be bene-
ficial for adolescents who are actively building their
self-concept and learning how to define themselves.

For example, Janae explained,

“...1 wasn’t really one to be Afrocentric. I wasn’t
really about any race or even my own... I've noticed
how much it’s really important to me. I didn’t really
think much of it. T was just like I am African
American, and I am also Latina. And that’s just it. It
really didn’t matter to me. And now doing the
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program and meeting all these other people and
seeing how they feel... I was like, I feel that way
too.” This is something really important to
me, actually.”

The process of exploring her identity, both indi-
vidually and in community with her peers, helped
Janae become more connected to her African
American and Latina identities and recognize that she
is passionate about her racial and cultural identity.
Advances in racial identity development exploration
can both serve to strengthen youth’s social analysis
and sociopolitical action (Anyiwo et al, 2018) and
support their wellbeing (Seaton et al., 2006).

The initial training sessions focused on raising par-
ticipants’ social awareness about the issues impacting
Black people and developing their foundational
research skills, which could strengthen youth’s agency
in their knowledge of social issues and their ability to
address issues through research. Youth applied their
newfound knowledge to the problem identification
stage of YPAR, where they explored their social con-
text and identified “real-world issues” that they found
to be relevant and important to their lived experience
(Kornbluh et al, 2015; Ozer, 2016). In line with
YPAR, we were intentional about ensuring that we
forefronted and amplified youth voices across their
research projects. Often this intentionality meant
focusing on the research process and ensuring that
young people were engaged in each step, had opportu-
nities to build their knowledge, skills, and agency, and
had ownership over how their research could be used
to promote action. First, our youth individually devel-
oped a list of ideas. Then, we had a group discussion
and selected questions that we thought best fit the
themes that the students developed. Finally, students
anonymously voted on the questions that they wanted
the group to explore. The two top questions
were selected.

Youth in the program identified the communal,
interactive nature of Our Voices as an asset. For
example, when reflecting on the research question
development process, Kareem describes, “The thing I
really enjoyed was just when we were starting off, we
would get in groups, you know, write ideas on the
board, about social issues and whatnot, and then we’d
discuss them as a group ... We all [gave] our opinions
without feeling judgmental or feeling like we were
being judged. It just felt like a safe environment.”

In the problem identification stage, our participants
were provided with a context to deeply analyze issues
on the representation of Black people on television.
Identifying questions gave participants a context to

cultivate their critical analysis and worldview by
examining how cultural and structural racism may
contribute to the representation of Black people on
television. Our students examined two topics. The first
research question compared representations of Black
characters on Black-oriented television networks (i.e.,
BET) to mainstream television networks (i.e., ABC).
Our students’ construction of this question reflects
their critical media literacy and worldview/critical
social analysis skills. They were able to identify how
mainstream networks may produce content that
reflects and sustains society’s social ideologies and
hierarchies. They recognized that representation about
Black people might differ on mainstream networks
compared to Black-oriented television networks,
which may contain content that reflects counter-
narratives. The second question examined whether
there are differences in representations of Black char-
acters based on their skin tones. Colorism, which is a
form of social stratification based on skin tone, has
historically been influential in the lived experiences of
Black people in America (Hunter, 2007, 2016).
Because of the belief that lighter-skinned Black
Americans have features and attributes that are closer
to the White ideal, lighter-skinned Black Americans
often receive more social advantages (e.g., higher
income, job, and education attainment) in comparison
to their darker-skinned peers (Hunter, 2007; Ryabov,
2013). These narratives of light skin being privileged
over dark skin are widely upheld in mainstream
media (Hunter, 2007, 2016; Ryabov, 2013). Youth in
our study were able to identify colorism as an issue
reflected in television that could be impactful to view-
ers. Indeed, in individual meetings where youth were
asked to reflect on their identities, colorism emerged
as a significant theme that shaped their constructions
of self. Thus, the youth drew from their lived experi-
ences to inform their research questions.

Youth also received research training and critical
feedback on their research questions from prominent
Black faculty members and graduate students. We
took a field trip to a leading research-intensive univer-
sity where Our Voices students participated in work-
shops and were introduced to various methods for
examining sociocultural factors that shape Black
youth’s social identities and beliefs. Youth received
training on strategies to conduct content analyses of
television, which was core to their ability to complete
their YPAR project. Further, they engaged in a work-
shop with a Black faculty member who had expertise
in youth empowerment, in which they received



feedback on their research questions and learned strat-
egies for translating research into action.

The field trip aimed to support our youth’s agency
in several ways. First, we treated our youth as junior
scholars and provided them with training from top
scholars in the field who supported them in develop-
ing tangible skills that they could use to examine the
sociopolitical issues in their communities. Secondly,
youth were intentionally exposed to Black scholars
who looked like them and used research to contest
and build narratives about Black people in education
and psychological scholarship. Through this exposure
to prominent Black scholars, we sought to strengthen
youth’s collective agency, which includes the beliefs
that one’s community can galvanize to promote social
change (Watts & Flanagan, 2007). Many participants
identified this field trip as transformative and as their
favorite part of the program. For example, Kareem
explained, “when we got there...I felt for once
important ... I felt like I was among these geniuses... -
they took the time to talk to us, teach us a few things,
and we just had like this really great conversation.”
Kareem went further to say, “the thing I really loved
was they had questions for us to answer. You know,
they weren’t just going with us like ’oh yeah, I agree
with you ... they were challenging us like, 'why do
you think that way?” Through his experiences interact-
ing with prominent Black faculty members, Kareem
describes feeling “important.” He and his peers were
challenged intellectually and simultaneously affirmed
by Black faculty members and students who provided
feedback to the youth as they worked through their
final research questions. After completing their research
projects, they returned to the same university and pre-
sented the findings of their work to an audience of
doctoral students and community members.

Several participants identified research training as
an exciting component to the program that enhanced
their skills and increased their confidence generally
and sociopolitically. For example, although Jen
described already being a pretty confident person, she
discussed presenting in front of a large, diverse crowd
of people as something that “affected” and helped her.
Janae described applying the skills she learned in Our
Voices in her academics but explained that “I didn’t
just gain things that I could use for school. I gained
something that I could use mentally. That’s amazing
to gain that from a school program.” Marquan, a stu-
dent with a passion for media and creative arts, felt
that Our Voices helped him move beyond the discus-
sion of social issues to action. He explained,
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“I REALLY enjoyed the Our Voices program. Mostly
because of the topic on race because that’s something
that I find really important. And that’s something
that me and my friends personally have conversations
about... we would talk about how African Americans
are shown on television... so with the Our Voices
program, when it came to doing research regarding
that...it was MORE than a conversation. Now we
were actually getting data, and assessing that data. It
was like amazing for me.”

Critical agency is often conceptualized as an inter-
mediate factor that allows youth’s awareness about
social inequity to translate into action (Watts &
Flanagan, 2007). Jen and Janae describe gaining confi-
dence in conducting and presenting research that
applied beyond their academic growth. A key aspect
of agency includes confidence in one’s abilities. Thus,
through the process of the program, these participants
gain confidence in skills that can aid in their future
advocacy. Marquan had an awareness of media stereo-
types before Our Voices and often had dialogue with
his peers. However, participating in the program
equipped him with models on how to move beyond
the conversation and engage in action to analyze the
representation of Black people on television.

Critical media analysis

Black students are often taught using Eurocentric cur-
ricula that negate their sociocultural and political his-
tory (Daneshzadeh, 2017). The process of media
literacy can facilitate Black youth’s ability to make
meaning of and resist content that reinforces control-
ling images and social marginalization of Black people
(Daneshzadeh, 2017). Throughout the initial work-
shops, we challenged youth to think critically about the
implications of representation in the media and
engaged them as active contributors to the educational
space by validating their perspectives and honoring the
expertise of their experiences (Kellner & Share, 2005).
We used the training sessions to develop youths’
ability to critically analyze images in media, connect
media representations to the historical marginalization
of Black people, and consider the implications of
media representations for the treatment of Black
Americans in contemporary society. We gave students
an overview of the characteristics and origins of his-
torical gendered-racial stereotypes about Black people
(e.g., Jezebel, Brute, and Mammy) and discussed how
stereotypes continue to shape representations of Black
people in the media. We were intentional about con-
necting historical racial-gendered controlling images
to current events and news programming and
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highlighting how stereotypical depictions are used as
justifications for the maltreatment of Black people in
society. For example, during our program, White
police officer Darren Wilson was charged for the
much-publicized, murder of Michael Brown, an
unarmed Black teenager. Despite several witnesses’
testimonies that Michael Brown was unarmed and
had his hands up during the shooting, Darren Wilson
claimed that Michael behaved violently and made
stereotypical references to Michael’s physical stature
(Smiley & Fakunle, 2016). A few days before our
meeting, the grand jury in Ferguson, Missouri,
decided not to press charges against Darren Wilson.
We used our session to discuss how historical stereo-
types perpetuated in media, such as the idea that
Black men are brutes (e.g., primitive and volatile)
(Hall, 2001), may have shaped how the media por-
trayed Michael Brown and how Darren Wilson treated
him. Youth also described their own experiences of
harassment from the police, which they identified as a
byproduct of being stereotyped.

During the session, we learned that administrators
prevented teachers from discussing the case with their
students due to concerns that some members of the
teaching staff at Basquiat may not be fully equipped
with the knowledge and skills to unpack a racially
contentious incident with students. Thus, Our Voices
provided Black students an opportunity to engage
with adults from a similar cultural and racial back-
ground and have a critical dialogue about the sociopo-
litical realities that impact their communities. Students
could discuss their feelings about the case and
describe their own experiences of being stereotyped
and mistreated by law enforcement. Our discussion of
the misrepresentation and marginalization of Black
people in the media was an entree for youth to
broadly analyze the trickle-down effect of how biased
media representations impacted how they and other
Black people are treated in America.

Developing skills in analyzing media and receiving
research training provided the youth with an infra-
structure to examine their research questions about
the representation of Black people on television. With
guidance and support from adult allies (e.g., the pro-
gram facilitators), Our Voices students conducted a
content analysis of television programs. We spent a
few practice sessions with our students watching tele-
vision programs and discussing themes that emerged
to determine what characteristics and features they
wanted to examine in the content analysis. We also
gave the students sample coding sheets from previous
content analyses to guide their decision about what to

code. We spent a session finalizing themes that stu-
dents wanted to examine (e.g., SES, popularity, rela-
tionship status, personality attributes) and discussing
how to operationalize those themes. We used the
students’ themes to develop a formal coding sheet that
they used for analysis. Once the coding system was
established, youth coded episodes of two television
programs across several sessions.

In our post-program interviews, many students
described that participating in Our Voices influenced
how they analyzed television images. For example,
Stanley felt that participating in Our Voices helped
him identify stereotypes in the media more clearly. He
explained, “It’s helped me identify more kinds of ster-
eotypes that have always been there, but I haven’t
been able to exactly pinpoint... I've always been able
to say, this certain character does this that and that,
but I haven’t been able to say, the exact name of that
character’s type.” Similarly, Joseph stated, “I think that
I have learned a lot. It’s definitely changed my mind
about the way I look at TV shows and the way I think
about the social issue of how Black people are por-
trayed in media in general.” Janae discussed that she
started to apply her new skills in coding when watch-
ing television. She explained, “before when I watch
TV, I didn’t really think so much about why the char-
acters were the way that they are or why they created
them that way. Now, whenever I watch TV, I'm like,
oh, I'm coding!” While youth in our program had
some awareness of stereotypes and media images
before participating in the program, through their
participation, they were exposed to information that
aided them in naming those stereotypes and linking
representations in the media to historically controlling
images of Black people. Youth applied these critical
media analysis skills in their engagement in program
activities and in their leisure time after the program
was completed.

Opportunity structure for critical dialogue
& action

In many regards, youth are marginalized in their abil-
ity to actively engage in our political system. Youth,
particularly youth of color, are often viewed in a man-
ner that victimizes them and negates their capacity to
overcome or contest the social forces that impact
them (e.g., racism, poverty) (Akom et al., 2008;
Checkoway et al., 2003). Further, due to age restric-
tions and adult bias, youth are often precluded from
voting or holding office. Thus, Watts and Flanagan
(2007) argue that youth’s ability to engage in



sociopolitical action is highly influenced by the extent
to which they have meaningful opportunities and
spaces to participate in activism, known as opportun-
ity structures. The value of opportunity structures far
surpass providing the physical space to participate in
the action. It also includes mentorship and social sup-
port from adult allies that can cultivate youth’s agency
and provide guidance as they engage in action
(Richards-Schuster & Dobbie, 2011; Watts &
Flanagan, 2007; Zeldin et al., 2013). As a YPAR pro-
gram, Our Voices operated as an opportunity struc-
ture and “youth civic space” that provided youth a
context to have critical dialogues about social issues
that affect them and participate in sociopolitical action
with mentorship and support from adults in their
schools and communities (Richards-Schuster &
Dobbie, 2011).

A core value in YPAR and critical media literacy is
the belief that youth have the capacity to make mean-
ingful, authentic contributions to educational contexts
and research (Akom et al., 2008; Johnston-Goodstar
et al.,, 2014; Kellner & Share, 2005; Ozer, 2016). This
approach requires that adults respect young people’s
voice in the process and the expertise that youth bring
from their own lived experiences. Both methods,
YPAR and critical media literacy frameworks, empha-
size the importance of participatory methods in which
youth and adult allies share and navigate power and
ownership over all aspects of the process. In order to
form authentic youth-adult partnerships, adults must
be reflective of their roles, power, and voice (Zeldin
et al,, 2013). In Our Voices, we critically reflected on
the role of adults in the program and worked in
intentional ways to promote youths’ voices and agency
as we engaged in critical dialogue with youth and sup-
ported them through the implementation of their
action projects.

Critical Dialogue. Engaging in dynamic, horizontal
dialogue is core to critical social analysis development
and the process of social transformation (Freire, 2000;
Watts & Hipolito-Delgado, 2015). Through dialogue,
participants work collectively to identify and analyze
the conditions that shape their lived experiences.
Dialogue engages youth both as experts and learners,
which builds their capacity as knowledge seekers, edu-
cators, and activists (Freire, 2000). Through the dia-
logue in Our Voices, we saw growth in youth’s ability
to understand themselves as racial beings and
strengthen their awareness of their racial worldview.

Developing an affirmed identity and connection to
one’s cultural heritage and sociopolitical legacy is an
essential aspect of Black youth’s worldview
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development, particularly because racism has been
used as a tool for social stratification that has margi-
nalized Black people politically and culturally (Watts
et al., 1999; Watts et al., 2003). Indeed, recent theory
suggests that youth’s exploration of their racial iden-
tity is inherent to advancing their SPD (Anyiwo et al.,
2018). Thus, during the program’s onset, we were
intentional about providing youth the space to exam-
ine their identities and the sociopolitical conditions
that have shaped Black peoples’ realities.

We met with youth one on one to create space for
them to explore their identity in an intimate setting
before engaging with their peers. Through these indi-
vidual meetings, youth were engaged as experts of
their experiences and asked to discuss the features of
their racial identity and the factors that shaped their
self-perceptions. For example, some youth describe
struggle as a defining aspect of their Black identity.
Jennifer explained, “T feel like sometimes other races
have it easier.... a lot of people say it is hard for
us... that’s why I feel like I might want to be another
race. Only because I feel like it'll be a little easier.”
Michael expressed similar sentiments. He explained,
“...[race] plays a lot into, I guess how society looks
at you because a lot of people say- like when you’re
African American, you have all these things kinda
going against you.” Jennifer and Michael both
describe their recognition of barriers against Black
people that present challenges to getting ahead in life.
This perception is a defining attribute of their beliefs
of what it means to be Black. Jennifer goes further to
discuss that sometimes the weight of the barriers that
she faces as a Black person makes her wish that she
was another race to not have to deal with such bar-
riers. Other youth highlighted the role of stereotypes
in shaping the perceptions and beliefs about Black
people and the role of skin complexion in how they
were treated and perceived. These individual meetings
served as both reflection periods for the youth and as
an assessment tool (or feedback loop) for the adults to
help ascertain their social awareness and understand-
ing of racial self-concepts. We then used that feedback
to inform how we shaped the curriculum.

Since struggle was a defining attribute of many
youth’s racial identities, we intentionally emphasized
content in our workshops reflecting Black people’s
sociopolitical legacy of resistance and advocacy for
social change. Our workshops sought to contribute to
the youth’s worldview and agency by increasing their
knowledge of the sociopolitical issues that face their
community and strategies to address these issues via
research. Black youth’s awareness of their legacy of
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sociopolitical resistance contributes to their ability to
resist oppressive forces (Watts et al., 2003). Therefore,
we were also intentional about specifically highlighting
Black youth’s legacy as agents of sociopolitical change.
For example, as a part of one workshop, we high-
lighted the instrumental role Black youth have played
during social justice movements, both historically
(e.g., Civil Rights movement) and contemporarily, in
resisting racism while transforming their schools and
communities. Our workshops operated as a mechan-
ism for racial socialization, messaging that informs
how Black youth understand their racial group and
cope with racism (Anderson and Stevenson, 2019;
Hughes et al., 2016). Racial socialization has been con-
ceptualized as a process that shapes Black youth’s critical
analysis and facilitates their sociopolitical action
(Anyiwo et al., 2018). Furthermore, we aimed to pro-
mote youth’s individual and collective agency by demon-
strating how Black youth have been impactful in
advocating for change and how collectively, Black resist-
ance movements across generations have shifted policy.

In general, having space for youth to have critical
dialogue about race was important for identity and
critical analysis development. Working with a school
provided us with an opportunity to engage with vari-
ous people who were actively involved in our
students’ lives and invested in their wellbeing. Several
teachers and staff members attended some of Our
Voices’ meetings and contributed to our discussions
about media representations and stereotypes. Many
participants identified the significance of conversa-
tions as being an impactful attribute of the program.
For example, Stanley stated, “I really like this program
because it was interesting and it hit a topic that I
didn’t know about, but I really wanted to learn
about...I enjoyed those like ah-hah moments
because generally with my friends we do talk about
this stuff... but we also don’t talk about it as deeply
as that.” Ms. Jackson, a school staff member who
worked closely with the program, also highlighted the
importance and significance of having space for dia-
logue for the youth in the program. When asked
about the most successful aspect of Our Voices, she
stated, “I think the conversations were the most suc-
cessful. Just having that dialogue about media and its
cultural inferences and influences, I thought it was very
eye-opening for the students. It was conversations that
they would not normally have been engaged in.”

Our Voices provided a unique context for youth in
their schools to engage in conversations about issues
pertinent to their identity and lived experiences,
which could serve to cultivate their SPD. Critical

dialogue may also have a lasting impact on youth. In
the academic school year following our program, Ms.
Jackson noticed changes in some of our participants’
confidence both socially and politically. She explained,
“a few of the girls... were really kind of wallflowers
and then came into the program [Our Voices]
they’ve been a bit more outspoken in their class as
juniors and... they’re also a lot more engaged.”
Furthermore, when reflecting on a conversation she
had with a participant who graduated, she described
his confidence in discussing politics and whom he
was voting for in the upcoming election. Ms. Jackson
explained, “being bold enough to ask those questions,
to participate in those conversations, I think definitely
was a side effect of participating in a program like
Our Voices.”

Action. Sociopolitical action is in the infrastructure
of YPAR. Through the process of YPAR, youth
engage in social justice work by contributing to know-
ledge about school, community, or societal issues and
by applying their research to impact real change
(Kornbluh et al., 2015; Ozer, 2016). Furthermore, crit-
ical media literacy involves action through the disrup-
tion of stereotypical images (Coryat, 2008). Our
Voices also provided youth with a specific context to
translate their research on media images into action.
Critical media literacy can include the development of
counter-hegemonic media that challenges stereotyp-
ical, controlling images and serves to empower the
voices and narratives of marginalized groups (Kellner
& Share, 2007). The youth discussed multiple forms
of action given their learning, their work, and their
school context. Youth in our study initially expressed
interest in developing counter-hegemonic media
through a film project. However, due to time and
resource constraints, they were unable to move for-
ward with that plan. We worked together with our
students to determine an alternative action plan,
which included an “each one, teach one” approach to
translating their research and experiences in our pro-
gram into action.

We worked with the youth to use what they
learned through the program to create skits aimed at
raising consciousness about identity and critical media
literacy. Scholars have identified teaching others about
racism and liberation as a core strategy by which
Black activists resist against anti-Black racism (Mosley
et al., 2021). Our students engaged in liberatory teach-
ing across two settings: their school and on a public
university campus. The program facilitators worked
with Basquiat high school administrators to organize
an assembly with 9th-grade students. During this



assembly, Our Voices students presented a skit high-
lighting controlling images of Black people in media
and conducted a critical media literacy workshop with
their peers that discussed the social implications of
stereotypes about Black people in media. Additionally,
the students presented their research to an audience
of over 20 Black doctoral students and other members
at a large public University. After their presentation,
the students participated in a roundtable discussion
connecting their research to racial politics in America,
representations in the media, the complexities of
Black identity, and the challenges experienced by
Black adolescents. For example, in the context of our
conversation, we discussed media representations of
Black youth in Baltimore, Maryland, who engaged in
a community uprising shortly after 22-year-old
Freddie Gray was killed in the custody of the police.
Our students provided insight and expertise as Black
youth on how they interpret and make meaning of
the sociopolitical conditions that impact Black people
as reflected in the media and their communities.

Our privileges and access as adults provided us the
capacity to support our students in translating their
research into action. We were able to work with school
staff to develop an assembly for students to conduct
their educational workshop with 9th-grade students.

School staff members also provided us with con-
tacts for transportation for field trips. The program
facilitators created a public forum, booked a room,
and invited guests for youth to present their research
and engage in critical dialogue about the interconnec-
tions between their identities, engagement in media,
and their sociopolitical experiences.

Taken together, youth’s engagement in Our Voices
operated to support various aspects of their SPD.
They developed their worldview and critical social
analysis through workshops focused on identifying
how social structures, such as the mass media, create
and reinforce racial stratification. Through their par-
ticipation in workshops and research, youth developed
their sense of agency by increasing their knowledge
about the structural implications of media images and
their skills in using research as a social justice tool.
Finally, youth were provided an opportunity structure
to translate their research into sociopolitical action
with adult allies’ support.

Lessons learned and future directions

This paper sought to elucidate how pedagogical
approaches from critical media literacy and youth par-
ticipatory action research can work in tandem to
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facilitate Black youth’s SPD. From the perpetuation of
stereotypes in television programs (Behm-Morawitz &
Ortiz, 2013; Mastro, 2015) to the villainization of
Black victims of violence in the news (Smiley &
Fakunle, 2016), Black youth encounter media images
that reflect and reinforce their marginalization in
America. The Our Voices program represents a case
that is grounded in the stance that Black youth’s
healthy development is shaped not only by their abil-
ity to survive or be resilient in the context of racism
but also their ability to resist the social systems that
create inequality and engage in behaviors to promote
social justice (Anyiwo et al., 2018; Ginwright, 2006;
Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Kirshner & Ginwright,
2012; Watts et al, 2003). In exploring this case
through the framework of Watts and Flanagan (2007),
we highlight the utility of media and youth-led
research in promoting youth’s SPD by strengthening
their ability to critically analyze the themes in media
that reinforce racial, social hierarchies and dominant
narratives and their ability to disrupt and create new
narratives about Black youth. This section offers a set
of lessons and observations from the development and
implementation of Our Voices that may offer guid-
ance for future practice and research focused on sup-
porting Black youth’s SPD.

Critical media as a tool for youth engagement

Our Voices confirmed the saliency of media (televi-
sion, in particular) to the development of adolescents.
Media plays a significant role in adolescents’ lives
both as a mechanism for entertainment and as a strat-
egy for youth to nurture their identities and ideo-
logical beliefs (Steele & Brown, 1995). Youth draw
from the media to shape social relationships and to
inform their worldview. In our case example, media
served as a vehicle for both initial recruitment and as
a tool for deeper critical engagement. For example,
during our recruitment process, various youth at
Basquiat Academy showed great interest in participat-
ing in the program, primarily because it involved
examining television. Over time we came to realize
that youth who may not have inherently been inter-
ested in a program focused on social issues ended up
actively participating in Our Voices, in part, due to its
emphasis on popular culture. Thus, the program could
attract students for whom critical media literacy,
youth participatory research, and civic action were
new practices.

The use of media as a core focus in the program
also facilitated more in-depth critical discussions
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about the media content that the youth consumed in
their leisure. For example, our analysis of salient
media content and images allowed us to seamlessly
engage youth in an in-depth discussion of social issues
from police violence to negative stereotypes. While
the long-term impact of this is not yet known, initial
analysis of post-program evaluation data suggests the
analysis of media was one of the highlights of the pro-
gram for youth. Youth reported that the program con-
tributed to them deeply analyzing television in their
leisure and identifying content that reinforces hege-
monic narratives.

While Our Voices focused on television, there are
multiple media platforms from which youth can be
exposed to sociopolitical themes. Youth can be
exposed to various messages in media that serve to
either reinforce or combat social hierarchies. For
example, movies like Marvel’s Black Panther, which
represents a liberatory narrative of African heritage,
can serve to counter racist and sexist online images,
like the caricatures of Serena Williams following the
2018 United States Open (O’Kane, 2018; Tynes et al.,
2008; White, 2018). Critical media literacy practices
can be utilized to help young people examine sociopo-
litical themes, explore media messages, and develop
their own narratives to counteract or disrupt negative
stereotypes (Coryat, 2008). Programs that explore par-
ticipatory research and SPD should consider the use
of media, including television, film, video, radio, and
social media, as a platform for young people to critic-
ally analyze structures of oppression and promote
sociopolitical change (Coryat, 2008; Johnston-
Goodstar et al., 2014; Watts et al., 1999). Due to time
constraints, we were limited in our ability to provide
youth with training on and support for creating media
content. However, youth-created media can be a
powerful mechanism for them to challenge and con-
trol social narratives about themselves and provide
social commentary about issues impacting their com-
munity (Coryat, 2008).

Opportunity structures and school partnership

The “Our Voices” program represents one model of
how YPAR and critical media literacy strategies can
enhance SPD among Black youth. Drawing from
Watts and Flanagan (2007) model of SPD, we recog-
nize the importance and significance of opportunity
structures as a critical element of SPD. Young people
need opportunities to gain skills, engage in action,
and develop their agency. However, far too often,
youth of color have limited access to programs that

foster their civic identity and autonomy as agents of
change (Richards-Schuster & Dobbie, 2011). Our
Voices collaborated with a school to create an easily
accessible space for youth to actively explore and ana-
lyze issues salient to their identity and lived experien-
ces with support from adult allies. Collaborating with
a school allowed us to reach a broader scope of stu-
dents since many young people cannot participate in
community-based programs (Kornbluh et al., 2015;
Mahoney et al., 2006).

Through our work, we saw the potential for critical
media literacy and YPAR’s impact on the teachers
and advisors in the school, the school itself, and the
stakeholders for whom the young people shared their
ideas. Youth and teachers who attended the workshop
held by Our Voices students were highly engaged in
discussing the implications of media stereotypes.
Teachers also actively participated in some of the Our
Voices sessions, offering their perspectives and learn-
ing from the perspective of the youth. Furthermore,
our youth led a dynamic roundtable conversation at a
public university about the implications of media rep-
resentation in the treatment of Black youth and fami-
lies informed by the findings of their work.

Overall, we learned that in addition to the impact of
participation on young people, the youth’s engagement
with their social context might also impact their school
culture. For example, Ms. Jackson mentioned that the
school developed a media team, and students had
started a club similar to Our Voices. She explained,

We have this other club that’s doing multimedia....
it’s kids who want to be animation artists and graphic
novelists, in the movies, and internet stars ... I
thought it was pretty cool because seeing Our Voices
on the list of clubs and activities kind of opened their
eyes to some other possibilities...they were pretty
excited that you know, ’Oh, we can do more. We can
explore more avenues.™

In addition to inspiring other programs, Our
Voices may have had other impacts on the school
community. For example, the 9th-grade lead teacher
expressed that our participants’ workshop on stereo-
types was transformative for 9th-grade student partici-
pants. While we were unable to capture these impacts
in the Our Voices case study, we believe that future
practice and research should move beyond solely
examining youth participants to capturing the broader
focus on youth’s schools and communities.

While a partnership with a school provided
immense support and resources for implementing
Our Voices, we would be remiss in not acknowledging
the challenges of critical media and YPAR work in a
school context. The challenges of working with



schools include bureaucracy, scheduling, and navigat-
ing power (Ozer et al., 2013). On a tangible level, con-
ducting YPAR, particularly media-based YPAR, in an
afterschool context comes with time limitations, which
can restrict the level of rigor and power that youth
have in shaping their projects. For Our Voices, we
only had 2hours weekly after school to work with
youth. The youth who participated often faced com-
peting demands with other obligations, such as sports
or tutoring, that impacted their attendance. Due to
these factors, we had to limit the scope of their pro-
ject to case analyses and take the lead in analyzing
their data. This impacted the level of youth leadership
in certain aspects of the work.

Future scholarship should grapple with the roles of
schools in YPAR and critical media-based projects.
YPAR projects based in schools or classrooms may
provide more resources and time for youth to conduct
larger projects, but they also raise questions about the
extent to which youth have power and voice in their
work (Ozer et al., 2013). Furthermore, the guidelines
of the school and the ideologies of administrators may
restrict the scope of programming. For example,
schools may be resistant to youth examining politic-
ally sensitive topics or issues about school climate or
school policies (Kornbluh et al., 2015). During Our
Voices, school administrators initially expressed con-
cern that youth’s examinations of racial stereotypes
may contribute to contention between them and teach-
ers with different racial backgrounds. Future research
should focus on schools as opportunity structures and
examine how researchers can navigate challenges to
build partnerships with schools to promote SPD.

Participatory approaches as a social justice
approach to developmental science

The field of YPAR has grown in the last 15 years, and
increasingly, YPAR is viewed as a contribution to
young people’s development (Ozer, 2016). Our case
study of Our Voices adds to this body of knowledge
by directly mapping processes in critical media liter-
acy and YPAR to youth’s SPD. However, we also
argue that youth participatory approaches such as
YPAR and critical media literacy promote a social
justice approach to developmental science that can
improve scholars’ understanding about how to engage
and support the sociopolitical development of young
people and foster their beliefs in their capacity to cre-
ate change (Checkoway & Richards-Schuster, 2003;
Ozer, 2016). Historically, developmental scientists
have examined approaches to “save” Black and other
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marginalized youth from the adverse effects of media,
poverty, and racism on their educational attainment,
behavioral outcomes, and psychological wellbeing
(Akom et al, 2008; Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012).
However, participatory approaches such as YPAR,
critical media literacy, and youth sociopolitical action
operate with the core value that youth are competent
and valuable in their ability to actively contribute to
the development of meaningful scholarship, construc-
tion of media, and the transformation of social struc-
tures (Johnston-Goodstar et al, 2014; Ozer, 2016;
Checkoway et al., 2003). In other words, Black youth
should be actively engaged in questions, decisions,
and actions that have implications for their lives.

Participatory approaches center youth voices in
providing insight into what they identify as salient
issues and how they understand and process these
issues, informing how scholars identify research ques-
tions and interpret their data (Ozer, 2016). For
example, through Our Voices, we were able to see
in vivo how Black youth interpret racial content in
media and draw connections between their experien-
ces of racial discrimination and broader systems of
oppression. Furthermore, the questions that youth
identified through their YPAR projects provided
insight into the types of issues they may consider
when watching media. Our observations through Our
Voices allowed us to use the literature and youth’s
authentic experiences and perspectives to inform
research questions to examine in future research. In
doing so, we acknowledge youth’s perspectives on their
lived experiences and ideas about research as sources
of valid scholarly evidence that inform research.

Conclusion

In closing, Our Voices demonstrates how critical
media literacy and YPAR can be used as tools to pro-
mote Black youth’s sociopolitical ~development.
Programs like Our Voices can operate as an oppor-
tunity structure for youth to engage in critical dia-
logue around the issues impacting their community
and provide mentorship and tangible resources for
youth to engage in sociopolitical action. Examining
the pedagogical approaches used in Our Voices pro-
vides concrete strategies for YPAR and critical media
literacy praxis that scholars, practitioners, and families
can use to promote the positive development of Black
youth. Overall, this case illustrates the utility of par-
ticipatory approaches, such as critical media literacy
and YPAR, as tools for social justice that allow youth
to develop an awareness of and the ability to
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transform social structures that have implications for
their psychological wellbeing and developmen-
tal trajectory.

Acknowledgments

Thank you to the Rackham Program for Public Scholarship
for funding this work. Thank you to Gordon Palmer and
Rogério Pinto for theirreview and feedback on earlier ver-
sions of this manuscript.

Funding

This material is based upon work supported by the
National Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship
Program under Grant No. DGE1256260. Any opinions,
findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in
this material are those of the author(s) and do not necessar-
ily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation and
Directorate for Social, Behavioral and Economic Sciences.

Data availability statement

Due to the nature of this research, participants of this study
did not agree for their data to be shared publicly, so sup-
porting data is not available.

References

Adams-Bass, V. N., Stevenson, H. C, & Kotzin, D. S.
(2014). Measuring the meaning of Black media stereo-
types and their relationship to the racial identity, Black
history knowledge, and racial socialization of African
American youth. Journal of Black Studies, 45(5), 367-395.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0021934714530396

Akom, A. A., Cammarota, J., & Ginwright, S. (2008).
Youthtopias: Towards a new paradigm of critical youth
studies. Youth Media Reporter, 2, 1-30.

Anderson, R. E., & Stevenson, H. C. (2019). RECASTing
racial stress and trauma: Theorizing the healing potential
of racial socialization in families. The American
Psychologist, 74(1), 63-75. https://doi.org/10.1037/
amp0000392 30652900

Anyiwo, N., Banales, J., Rowley, S. J., Watkins, D. C,, &
Richards-Schuster, K. (2018). Sociocultural influences on
the sociopolitical development of African American
youth. Child Development Perspectives, 12(3), 165-170.
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12276

Anyiwo, N., Palmer, G. J., Garrett, J. M., Starck, J. G., &
Hope, E. C. (2020). Racial & political resistance: an
examination of the sociopolitical action of racially margi-
nalized youth. Current Opinion in Psychology, 35, 86-91.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.03.005

Anyiwo, N., Ward, L. M., Day Fletcher, K., & Rowley, S.
(2018). Black adolescents’ television usage and endorse-
ment of mainstream gender roles and the strong Black

woman schema. Journal of Black Psychology, 44(4),
371-397. https://doi.org/10.1177/0095798418771818

Banales, J., Mathews, C., Hayat, N., Anyiwo, N., & Diemer,
M. A. (2020). Latinx and Black young adults’ pathways to
civic/political engagement. Cultural Diversity ¢ Ethnic
Minority Psychology, 26(2), 176-188. https://doi.org/10.
1037/cdp0000271

Behm-Morawitz, E., & Ortiz, M. (2013). Race, ethnicity, and
the media. In K. E. Dill (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of
media psychology.

Berelson, B. (1952). Content analysis in communication
research. Free Press.

Cammarota, J., & Fine, M. (2008). Revolutionizing educa-
tion: Youth participatory action research in motion.
Routledge.

Checkoway, B., & Richards-Schuster, K. (2003). Young peo-
ple’s participation in research and evaluation. American
Journal of Evaluation, 24(1), 21-33. https://doi.org/10.
1177/109821400302400103

Checkoway, B., Richards-Schuster, K., Abdullah, S., Aragon,
M., Facio, E., Figueroa, L., Reddy, E., Welsh, M., &
White, A. (2003). Young people as competent citizens.
Community Development Journal, 38(4), 298-309. https://
doi.org/10.1093/cdj/38.4.298

Cohen, C. (2005). Black youth culture survey. Black Youth
Project. Retrieved September 23, 2014 from http://www.
blackyouthproject.com

Collins, P. H. (2000). Black feminist thought : Knowledge,
consciousness, and the politics of empowerment.
Routledge.

Coryat, D. (2008). Challenging the silences and omissions
of dominant media: Youth-led media collectives in
Colombia. Youth Media Reporter, 2, 1-17.

Costanza-Chock, S., Schweidler, C., Basilio, T., McDermott,
M., Lo, P., & Ortenburger, M. (2017). Media in action: a
field scan of media & youth organizing in the United
States. Journal of Digital and Media Literacy, 4 (1)

Daneshzadeh, A. (2017). Media as cultural discourse and
youth emancipation. In G. Sirrakos & C. Emdin (Eds.),
Between the world and the urban classroom (1-18). Sense
Publishers.

Diemer, M. A., McWhirter, E. H., Ozer, E. J., & Rapa, L. J.
(2015). Advances in the conceptualization and measure-
ment of critical consciousness. The Urban Review, 47(5),
809-823. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-015-0336-7

Diemer, M. A., & Rapa, L. J. (2016). Unraveling the com-
plexity of critical consciousness, political efficacy, and
political action among marginalized adolescents. Child
Development, 87(1), 221-238. https://doi.org/10.1111/
cdev.12446

Diemer, M. A., Rapa, L. J., Voight, A. M., & McWhirter,
E. H. (2016). Critical consciousness: A developmental
approach to addressing marginalization and oppression.
Child Development Perspectives, 10(4), 216-221. https://
doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12193

Félix, D. S. (2018). The Very American Killing of Nia
Wilson. The New Yorker. Retrieved from https://www.
newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/the-very-ameri-
can-killing-of-nia-wilson

Finn, J. L., & Checkoway, B. (1998). Young people as com-
petent community builders: A challenge to social work.


https://doi.org/10.1177/0021934714530396
https://doi.org/
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000392
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000392
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12276
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1177/0095798418771818
https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000271
https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000271
https://doi.org/10.1177/109821400302400103
https://doi.org/10.1177/109821400302400103
https://doi.org/10.1093/cdj/38.4.298
https://doi.org/10.1093/cdj/38.4.298
http://www.blackyouthproject.com
http://www.blackyouthproject.com
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-015-0336-7
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12446
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12446
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12193
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12193
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/the-very-american-killing-of-nia-wilson
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/the-very-american-killing-of-nia-wilson
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/the-very-american-killing-of-nia-wilson

Social Work, 43(4), 335-345. https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/
43.4.335

Foster-Fishman, P. G., Law, K. M., Lichty, L. F., & Aoun,
C. (2010). Youth ReACT for social change: A method for
youth participatory action research. American Journal of
Community Psychology, 46(1-2), 67-83. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s10464-010-9316-y

Freire, P. (2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed. (30th anniver-
sary ed). Continuum.

Garcia Coll, C., Lamberty, G., Jenkins, R., McAdoo, H. P.,
Crnic, K., Wasik, B. H., & Garcia, H. V. (1996). An inte-
grative model for the study of developmental competen-
cies in minority children. Child Development, 67(5),
1891-1914. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1996.
tb01834.x

Ginwright, S. (2006). Racial justice through resistance:
Important dimensions of youth development for African
Americans. National Civic Review, 95(1), 41-46. https://
doi.org/10.1002/ncr.130

Ginwright, S. A. (2005). On urban ground: Understanding
African-American intergenerational partnerships in urban
communities. Journal of Community Psychology, 33(1),
101-110. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20045

Ginwright, S. A. (2007). Black youth activism and the role
of critical social capital in Black community organiza-
tions. American Behavioral Scientist, 51(3), 403-418.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764207306068

Ginwright, S. A. (2010). Peace out to revolution! Activism
among African American youth: An argument for radical
healing. YOUNG, 18(1), 77-96. https://doi.org/10.1177/
110330880901800106

Goodwill, J. R., Anyiwo, N., Williams, E.-D G., Johnson,
N. C., Mattis, J. S., & Watkins, D. C. (2018). Media rep-
resentations of popular culture figures and the construc-
tion of Black masculinities. Psychology of Men &
Masculinity, 20(3), 288-298. https://doi.org/10.1037/
men0000164

Hall, R. E. (2001). The ball curve: Calculated racism and the
stereotype of African American men. Journal of Black
Studies, 32(1), 104-119. https://doi.org/10.1177/
002193470103200106

Hope, E. C., & Spencer, M. B. (2017). Civic engagement as
an adaptive coping response to conditions of inequality:
An application of phenomenological variant of ecological
systems theory (PVEST. ). In N. J. Cabrera & B.
Leyendecker (Eds.), Handbook on Positive Development of
Minority Children and Youth (pp. 421-435). Springer
International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
319-43645-6_25

Hughes, D. L., Watford, J. A., & Del Toro, J. (2016). A
transactional/ecological perspective on ethnic-racial iden-
tity, socialization, and discrimination. Advances in Child
Development and Behavior, 51, 1-41. https://doi.org/10.
1016/bs.acdb.2016.05.001

Hunter, M. (2007). The persistent problem of colorism: skin
tone, status, and inequality. Sociology Compass, 1(1),
237-254. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2007.00006.x

Hunter, M. (2016). Colorism in the classroom: how skin
tone stratifies african american and latina/o students.
Theory into Practice, 55(1), 54-61. https://doi.org/10.
1080/00405841.2016.1119019

APPLIED DEVELOPMENTAL SCIENCE . 15

Jerald, M. C., Ward, L. M., Moss, L., Thomas, K., &
Fletcher, K. D. (2017). Subordinates, sex objects, or sap-
phires? Investigating contributions of media use to Black
students’ femininity ideologies and stereotypes about
Black women. Journal of Black Psychology, 43(6),
608-635. https://doi.org/10.1177/0095798416665967

Johnston-Goodstar, K., Richards-Schuster, K., & Sethi, J.
(2014). Exploring youth and critical media practice:
Developing key strategies for social work. Social Work,
59(4), 339-346. https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/swu041

Kellner, D., & Share, J. (2005). Toward critical media liter-
acy: core concepts, debates, organizations, and policy.
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education,
26(3), 369-386.  https://doi.org/10.1080/01596300500
200169

Kellner, D., & Share, J. (2007). Critical media literacy:
Crucial policy choices for a twenty-first-century democ-
racy. Policy Futures in Education, 5(1), 59-69. https://doi.
org/10.2304/pfie.2007.5.1.59

King, E. Y. (2018). #SayHerName: Advocacy over the mur-
der of Nia Wilson has gone viral. Retrieved from https://
abcnews.go.com/Politics/sayhername-advocacy-murder-nia-
wilson-viral/story?id=56837848

Kirshner, B., & Ginwright, S. (2012). Youth organizing as a
developmental context for African American and Latino
adolescents.  Child  Development  Perspectives, 6(3),
288-294. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-8606.2012.00243.x

Kornbluh, M., Ozer, E. J., Allen, C. D., & Kirshner, B.
(2015). Youth participatory action research as an
approach to sociopolitical development and the new aca-
demic standards: Considerations for educators. The
Urban Review, 47(5), 868-892. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11256-015-0337-6

Mahoney, J. L., Harris, A. L, & Eccles, J. S. (2006).
Organized activity participation, positive youth develop-
ment, and the over-scheduling hypothesis. Social Policy
Report, 20(4), 1-31. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2379-3988.
2006.tb00049.x

Martens, H., & Hobbs, R. (2015). How media literacy sup-
ports civic engagement in a digital age. Atlantic Journal
of Communication, 23(2), 120-137. https://doi.org/10.
1080/15456870.2014.961636

Mastro, D. (2015). Why the media’s role in issues of race
and ethnicity should be in the spotlight: Media’s role in
issues of race/ethnicity. Journal of Social Issues, 71(1),
1-16. https://doi.org/10.1111/j0si.12093

McLaren, P. (1998). Life in schools: An introduction to crit-
ical pedagogy in the foundations of education. (5th
ed.)Pearson.

Morrell, E. (2002). Toward a critical pedagogy of popular
culture: Literacy development among urban youth.
Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 46, 72-77.

Mosley, D. V., Hargons, C. N., Meiller, C., Angyal, B,
Wheeler, P., Davis, C., & Stevens-Watkins, D. (2021).
Critical consciousness of anti-Black racism: A practical
model to prevent and resist racial trauma. Journal of
Counseling Psychology, 68(1), 1-16. https://doi.org/10.
1037/cou0000430

O’Kane, C. ( (2018). J.K. Rowling, others blast “racist”
Serena Williams newspaper cartoon. CBS News. Retrieved
from  https://www.cbsnews.com/news/j-k-rowling-blasts-
racist-serena-williams-newspaper-cartoon/


https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/43.4.335
https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/43.4.335
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-010-9316-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-010-9316-y
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1996.tb01834.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1996.tb01834.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/ncr.130
https://doi.org/10.1002/ncr.130
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20045
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764207306068
https://doi.org/10.1177/110330880901800106
https://doi.org/10.1177/110330880901800106
https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000164
https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000164
https://doi.org/10.1177/002193470103200106
https://doi.org/10.1177/002193470103200106
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-43645-6_25
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-43645-6_25
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.acdb.2016.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.acdb.2016.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2007.00006.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2016.1119019
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2016.1119019
https://doi.org/10.1177/0095798416665967
https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/swu041
https://doi.org/10.1080/01596300500
https://doi.org/10.2304/pfie.2007.5.1.59
https://doi.org/10.2304/pfie.2007.5.1.59
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/sayhername-advocacy-murder-nia-wilson-viral/story?id=56837848
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/sayhername-advocacy-murder-nia-wilson-viral/story?id=56837848
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/sayhername-advocacy-murder-nia-wilson-viral/story?id=56837848
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-8606.2012.00243.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-015-0337-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-015-0337-6
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2379-3988.2006.tb00049.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2379-3988.2006.tb00049.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/15456870.2014.961636
https://doi.org/10.1080/15456870.2014.961636
https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12093
https://doi.org/
https://doi.org/10.1037/cou0000430
https://doi.org/10.1037/cou0000430
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/j-k-rowling-blasts-racist-serena-williams-newspaper-cartoon/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/j-k-rowling-blasts-racist-serena-williams-newspaper-cartoon/

16 N. ANYIWO ET AL.

Ozer, E. J. (2016). Youth-led participatory action Research:
Developmental and Equity Perspectives. Advances in
Child Development and Behavior, 50, 189-207. https://
doi.org/10.1016/bs.acdb.2015.11.006

Ozer, E., Newlan, S., Douglas, L., & Hubbard, E. (2013).
“Bounded” empowerment: analyzing tensions in the prac-
tice of youth-led participatory research in urban public
schools. American Journal of Community Psychology,
52(1-2), 13-26. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-013-9573-7

Pérez-Gualdron, L., & Helms, J. E. (2017). A longitudinal
model of school climate, social justice orientation, and
academic outcomes among Latina/o students. Teachers
College Record, 119(10), 1-37.

Richards-Schuster, K., & Dobbie, D. (2011). Tagging walls
and planting seeds: Creating spaces for youth civic action.
Journal of Community Practice, 19(3), 234-251. https://
doi.org/10.1080/10705422.2011.595283

Ryabov, L. (2013). Colorism and school-to-work and school-
to-college transitions of African American adolescents.
Race and Social Problems, 5(1), 15-27. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s12552-012-9081-7

Seaton, E. K., Scottham, K. M., & Sellers, R. M. (2006). The
status model of racial identity development in African
American adolescents: Evidence of structure, trajectories,
and wellbeing. Child Development, 77(5), 1416-1426.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00944.x

Smiley, C., & Fakunle, D. (2016). From “brute” to “thug:”
The demonization and criminalization of unarmed Black
male victims in America. Journal of Human Behavior in
the Social Environment, 26(3-4), 350-366. https://doi.org/
10.1080/10911359.2015.1129256

Steele, J. R., & Brown, J. D. (1995). Adolescent room cul-
ture: Studying media in the context of everyday life.
Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 24(5), 551-576. https://
doi.org/10.1007/BF01537056

Tynes, B. M., Giang, M. T., Williams, D. R., & Thompson,
G. N. (2008). Online racial discrimination and psycho-
logical adjustment among adolescents. The Journal of
Adolescent Health : official Publication of the Society for
Adolescent Medicine, 43(6), 565-569. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.jadohealth.2008.08.021

Ward, L. M, Day, K. M., & Thomas, K. A. (2010).
Confronting the assumptions: Exploring the nature and
predictors of black adolescents’ media use. Journal of
Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 54(1), 69-86. https://
doi.org/10.1080/08838150903550410

Watts, R. J., & Hipolito-Delgado, C. P. (2015). Thinking
Ourselves to Liberation?: Advancing Sociopolitical Action
in Critical Consciousness. The Urban Review, 47(5),
847-867. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-015-0341-x

Watts, R. J., Diemer, M. A, & Voight, A. M. (2011).
Critical consciousness: Current status and future direc-
tions. New Directions for Child and Adolescent
Development, 2011(134), 43-57. https://doi.org/10.1002/
cd.310

Watts, R. J., & Flanagan, C. (2007). Pushing the envelope
on youth civic engagement: A developmental and liber-
ation psychology perspective. Journal of Community
Psychology, 35(6), 779-792. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.
20178

Watts, R. J., Griffith, D. M., & Abdul-Adil, J. (1999).
Sociopolitical development as an antidote for oppres-
sion—theory and action. American Journal of Community
Psychology, 27(2), 255-271. https://doi.org/10.1023/
A:1022839818873

Watts, R. J., Williams, N. C., & Jagers, R. J. (2003).
Sociopolitical ~Development.  American  Journal  of
Community Psychology, 31(1-2), 185-194. https://doi.org/
10.1023/A:1023091024140

Welch, K. (2007). Black criminal stereotypes and racial
profiling. Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice,
23(3), 276-288. https://doi.org/10.1177/1043986207306870

White, R. T. (2018). I dream a world: Black Panther and
the re-making of Blackness. New Political Science, 40(2),
421-427. https://doi.org/10.1080/07393148.2018.1449286

Zeldin, S., Christen, B., & Powers, J. (2013). The psychology
and practice of youth-adult partnership: Bridging genera-
tions for youth development and community change.
American Journal of Community Psychology, 51(3-4),
385-397. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-012-9558-y


https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.acdb.2015.11.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.acdb.2015.11.006
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-013-9573-7
https://doi.org/10.1080/10705422.2011.595283
https://doi.org/10.1080/10705422.2011.595283
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12552-012-9081-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12552-012-9081-7
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00944.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2015.1129256
https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2015.1129256
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01537056
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01537056
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2008.08.021
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2008.08.021
https://doi.org/10.1080/08838150903550410
https://doi.org/10.1080/08838150903550410
https://doi.org/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-015-0341-x
https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.310
https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.310
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20178
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20178
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1022839818873
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1022839818873
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023091024140
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023091024140
https://doi.org/10.1177/1043986207306870
https://doi.org/10.1080/07393148.2018.1449286
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-012-9558-y

	Abstract
	Theories and perspectives shaping “Our Voices”
	Sociopolitical development
	Critical media literacy as a mechanism for SPD
	Youth participatory action research

	Overview of Our Voices
	Program description

	Pedagogical approaches for sociopolitical development
	Research skill development
	Critical media analysis
	Opportunity structure for critical dialogue & action

	Lessons learned and future directions
	Critical media as a tool for youth engagement
	Opportunity structures and school partnership
	Participatory approaches as a social justice approach to developmental science

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	Funding
	Data availability statement
	References


