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Abstract
In this paper, Ed.M. Candidate at Harvard Graduate School of Education, Andrea Gordillo,
examines the motivations, successes, tensions, and implications of the storytelling/civic
participation project, Histoias Desde el Albergue. The project, which created a digital archive or
stories created by the unaccompanied minors at the shelter Adolescentes en el Camino in
Oaxaca, México, was designed to teach and use storytelling through photography, film, and song
to foster a sense of agency and civic engagement. Faced with multiple tensions including
participant disengagement, unequal risk, and a disconnect between storytellers and audiences,
we learn that more important than forcing “civic engagement” is to provide a platform for
populations who are divorced from their narratives to simply control them. When these
populations control their narratives, they can imagine and write their own futures.

Introduction
In the summer of 2014, a large number of unaccompanied minors from Central America,
fleeing violence presented themselves at the US-México border. The United States government,
and subsequently our media, painted this migration of refugees as a “crisis” not because children
were embarking, alone, on dangerous journeys, but because they were foreigners who dared to
knock on our door. Headlines like “2014 Was the Year of the Child Immigrant Crisis, And iIt
May Reappear in 2015” (International Business Times, 2014), “US Holding Families in Custody
to Keep Others From Crossing the Border” (Washington Post, 2016), and “Another Migrant
Crisis May be Looming” (Dallas Morning News, 2016), are indicative of the threat, fear, and
misunderstanding that we’ve experienced when faced with this surge of refugees.
The youth’s stories are constantly in the media, always told from the perspective of
journalists or other professionals. Although they raise consciousness about the human rights
issue of migration, it is problematic that the stories are told from an external point of view and
not from that of the protagonists. In divorcing people from their stories, they experience what Dr.
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Tamera Marko, (2012) calls doble desplezamiento, or “double displacement”: displacement not
just from physical spaces, but also from their rhetorical agency.
This is why eight of the youth of Adolescentes en el Camino, a shelter located in Oaxaca,
México, and I worked together to produce Historias Desde el Albergue (translates to “Stories
from the Shelter”) a digital curation of
photographs, videos and songs in which the
youth share stories of their lives, their
migratory journeys, and their immediate
environments as they have experienced and are
experiencing them. The youth have created
photographs, videos, and raps to
Photo of Adolescentes en el Camino by Juan Gomez,
Canon G10, 2015

express to society the complexity of

their worlds. Behind a camera or through a song, they are able to document their present lives in
Oaxaca, make meaning of their pasts in their home countries, and dream up visions of a new
future. When migrants are given access to platforms to present the stories they want to share in
the way that they want to share them, they cross physical, cultural, and intellectual borders with
their ideas and their art, challenging the systems that exclude and oppress them.

Overview of Historias Desde el Albergue: Context and Background
Founding of the Shelter
Adolescentes en el Camino was founded in August 2015 by volunteers from an already
existing migrant shelter, Hermanos en el Camino, located in Ixtepec, Oaxaca. Shelters like
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Hermanos en el Camino provide limited protection and support for thousands of migrants each
year, but circumstances are far from ideal. Migrants, the majority of whom are from Central
America, receive a few warm meals and are able to rest only for a few days before continuing on
their journeys through México, where they face robbery, kidnapping, assault, rape, torture,
trafficking, and murder (Sorrentino, 2015; Nazario, 2015). Those who stay longer to seek asylum
or a humanitarian visa in México exist in idle limbo at the shelter; they cannot work or leave the
shelter, for conditions in the small town of Ixtepec are hostile toward migrants. Left to
themselves, they create a close-knit community at the shelter. This itself presents a whole host of
unique challenges, for even among the shelter inhabitants are traffickers, perpetrators, coyotes,
and others who prey on others. Fights can erupt, threats and rumors fly around, and restlessness,
hopelessness, and fear are constant states of emotion.
Unaccompanied minors, who have increased in number since 2014, are in a particular
position of vulnerability. As unaccompanied youth, they lack the developmental and emotional
capacity to react to and process much of the trauma they are fleeing and experiencing along their
journeys, and are particularly susceptible to crimes and abuse. In order to address the particular
needs of unaccompanied minors, a group of volunteers from Hermanos en el Camino decided to
open a new shelter designed specifically for unaccompanied youth. The shelter that formed,
Adolescentes en el Camino, hoped to offer life skills training, education, and shelter to 20-25
unaccompanied migrants between the ages 11-18. The shelter opened its doors in September
2015 with 20 shelter residents and an administrative team of five volunteers from all over the
world.
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Although I left México to begin graduate studies after helping found Adolescentes en el
Camino in September 2015, I remained part of the team as Communications Manager. Central to
the communications strategy was storytelling, which would act as a tool both for amplification
for the shelter and for education and development for the youth. Early in the project, we
identified high levels of talent and appreciation for the arts in many of the youth, as well as a
desire to share what they produce. Although they had limited resources, they improvised to make
their art: they set aside time in the day to write songs and perform them with other youth in the
shelter and in the city, and spent countless hours drawing in journals donated or found.
Shelter leadership and I formed networks in México, Harvard University, Emerson
College, and with private donors all over the world to bring resources to the shelter to create a
“storytelling center.” Historias Desde el Albergue was born, the original intention of which was
to “put into practice, using the talents and interests of the adolescents at Adolescentes en el
Camino, an arts-based curriculum that focuses on storytelling and the crafting of personal
narratives in order to research the influence of arts-based learning on personal transformation
and agency over one’s own narrative and, consequently, one’s ability to effect social
change” (See Syllabus, Appendix A).
Background of the Shelter Residents
All of the youth at Adolescentes en el Camino were from the Central American countries
of El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, and Nicaragua. Most were between the ages of 15 and 18,
although there were a few who were 19, and allowed to stay at the shelter as an exception.
Nineteen of them identified as male, and only one identified as female. The boys split themselves
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between two rooms on the second floor of the three-story house. The only female slept in the
third room on that same floor, with the volunteers.
When the youth first moved into the house, immediately
two factions formed. It was not until later that shelter
administration found out that they had self-segregated by gang
affiliations. All denied belonging to gangs, but several of them
also expressed preference for one gang or another, and, later in
the year, a few admitted to at least having contact with gangs in
their home towns.
The gangs in Central America are a creation of the

One of the youth makes an“18” with
fallen pine needles. Photo by Nicoy.,
Canon G10, 2015

United States (Seelke, 2014; InSight Crime; Sorrentino, 2015). By the end of the 1990s, the
United States began deporting members of Los Angeles’ Mara Salvatrucha, a deadly gang
comprised predominantly of Salvadoran members. The deportees, most of whom had lived in the
United States since they were children, having fled the Salvadoran Civil War during the 1980s,
began to organize in El Salvador. El Salvador’s economy, politics, and social fabric, much of
which had been decimated during the Civil War, was not equipped to handle the organized crime
presented by the Mara Salvatrucha. Members of a rival gang, Mara 18 (named after 18th street in
Los Angeles) began to be deported, too, and levels of violence shot up in Central America. There
are an estimated 85,000 MS-13 and 18th Street gang members in the northern triangle countries
of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras (Seelke, 2014). Governments and media have blamed
these gangs for high percentages of violent crimes committed in these countries, including
homicide, kidnappings, arms and drug smuggling, and human trafficking (Seelke, 2014).
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Of the 20 youth at the shelter, only eight chose to participate in Historias Desde el
Albergue, seven young men and one young woman. The others, for varying reasons, chose to opt
out: some, for safety reasons, could not risk revealing their location or identity; others worked all
day and could not participate in workshops and activities; others yet did not have an interest, for
various reasons, in participating. It was important that each participant participate
enthusiastically, and so no one was forced to join the project. Some who did not originally wish
to participate changed their minds after a few days of watching their peers exploring their worlds
with cameras and microphones.
Rationale for the Project
The original intention of Historias Desde el Albergue was to explore the effect of artsbased learning on critical consciousness and rhetorical agency. The idea was to execute a series
of arts-based workshops (photography, videography, and theatre) to teach youth about
storytelling; stories produced would “be used by the students in advocacy initiatives on local,
national, and international levels, depending on their interests” (See Syllabus, Appendix A). A
form of what Henry Jenkins (2016) describes as “participatory politics,” this project was
intended to live at “the point where participatory culture meets political and civic participation,
where political change is promoted through social and cultural mechanisms rather than through
established political institutions, and where citizens see themselves as capable of expressing their
political concerns--often through the production and circulation of media.”
The use of arts-based learning experiences was critical to catalyze the civic engagement
that this project intended to achieve. “Artivism,” the intersection between art and activism, can
be a “powerful tactic for reaching broader audiences with narratives, experiences, and
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perspectives that contradict and complicate dominant ones” (Rhoades, 2012). Using art--in
particular, the art of storytelling--can validate experiences of marginalized populations by
offering a language flexible enough to hold complexities and be easily accessible to a wide array
of people with equally different life experiences, as well as intentional enough that it can be
precise, expressive, and clear. Storytelling, especially when executed in collaboration, facilitates
a process in which “participants identify their individual experiences as shared, as social, and
then in turn as political” (Cahill, 2007), which gives shape to individual and collective narratives;
the storytellers, then, claim ownership over their own voice, their own representation to any
audience--including themselves.
The art of storytelling can be used to foster participation in formal political arenas as well
(Thompson, 2014; Thompson & Zimmerman, 2016). It was, after all, the intention for Historias
Desde el Albergue to, after creating the storytelling arts projects, engage in “critical civic
praxis” (Rhoades, 2012) that “recognizes the need to engage marginalized youth, support their
critical awareness, and activate their agency as autonomous individuals with the capacity to act,
alone or collectively.” This critical civic praxis would then stimulate and develop youth’s “shared
capacity for acknowledging problems and, then, organizing and implementing positive,
collaborative changes.”

Execution of Historias Desde el Albergue
Emerson College in Boston, Massachusetts, donated to Adolescentes en el Camino five
iMac desktop computers and ten digital Canon G10 cameras. Using these tools, youth
participants were tasked with “exploring the power of storytelling through an artistic medium of
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their choice” (See Syllabus, Exhibit A). As
background instruction for constructing their
stories, participants were to look for and tell stories
about their community, which would foster a
deeper understanding of their surroundings and the
people who live in them. They would also engage
Two shelter residents explore their environment with
cameras. Photo by DJ Max., Canon G10, 2015

in theatre exercises to discuss themes of power,

privilege, control, and agency that might influence the way they “look” for stories and, interpret
them, tell them to an audience. Finally, they would examine their own stories and tell stories
about themselves, with the goal of exploring how they can use them to advocate for change for
their communities and themselves. The critical analysis and digestion of these workshops, which
took place through the course of the winter (December 2015 and January 2015) would continue
through the Spring 2016 academic period (January - May 2016).
When I arrived at Adolescentes en el Camino in December 2015, I had a full syllabus to
accomplish these goals (See Syllabus, Appendix A). Shortly after arriving, however, I saw that I
still was not adequately prepared. Among the challenges the project faced were unaddressed
trauma, behavioral issues, and feelings of hopelessness among the youth a lack of resources
ranging from the basics (food, safety, shelter, and funds), to time and stability. I also found
myself lacking a “diverse and demanding skills set, including motivating youth, incorporating
program goals, time management, modifying curriculum based on the needs of the group,
managing group behavior, instructing, and guiding critical dialogue” (Wilson, Dasho, Marin,
Wallerstein, Wang, Minkler, 2007) to address these issues.
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Ethical issues quickly arose: what was my responsibility to “balance the despair with a
sense of agency” and how could I “create safe and supportive spaces for not only raising critical
questions, but for collectively processing the bleak realities of structural racism and global
inequities” (Thompson & Zimmerman, 2016)? How could I implement arts-based educational
initiatives when the population I was working with was not accustomed to structural learning,
and in particular, working with digital technology -- especially considering that “inequalities in
digital media literacy and access to digital technologies” have given rise to the “digital
divide” (Thompson & Zimmerman, 2016). This lack of experience compounded with the trauma
the youth carries with them manifested itself in a lack of “motivation to engage in critical
thinking” (Wilson, Dasho, Marin, Wallerstein, Wang, and Minkler, 2007)? Given this lack of
motivation, how do we inculcate a sense of ownership among the youth over a project that they
did not choose to begin and develop? How do I shake my own expectations and truly listen to
and see what is in front of me? How do we negotiate the inherent risk the youth face by
exploring their stories and then share them, when the risk is disproportionately greater for them
than for me, and when I will, because of my status as a student at Harvard University and my
privilege due to my greater ability to physically and rhetorically move across borders, act as the
public face for the project? How do I maintain a strengths-based approach to working with the
youth rather than falling into the deficit-based rabbit hole, given the very tangible psychological
and physical challenges faced by this community, and the rather toxic environment in which they
exist?
The most immediate concern I felt I needed to address was building trust with the youth.
I found that although I had known some of them from previous visits, none of them fully trusted
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me. Trust is the bed upon which any work we were going to accomplish needed to be built; it is
the only way we were going to experience the freedom to create and think critically and achieve
positive outcomes (Thompson & Zimmerman, 2016; Rhoades, 2012; Zeldin, Gauley, Krauss,
Kornbluh, and Collura, 2015). I set the syllabus I had prepared aside and simply sat with them. I
did what they did: listened to music, watched videos, and talked. It was a straddling between
being a “friend” to them and, simultaneously, an authority figure--I could not, after all, smoke
weed with them, which they were fond of, or plot with them about how to steal the wine bottles
we had in the office to ring in the New Year, which they did.
After a few days of this, some of the youth started showing more interest in the project,
particularly in the cameras. By no means had I won their complete confidence in a mere few
days, but perhaps some of them at least saw that I was not a threat and that they could start to
experiment. When they took the cameras, I assured them that they had complete freedom over
what to document; the agreement was that they would document their surroundings, knowing
that they would share on our website some of their work, and then we would engage in critical
analysis around them to produce a written description to accompany it. We went on an excursion
to the center of the city, which they rarely visited, to take photographs and to visit a photographic
exhibit, where they might see models of what their work could look like.
I found, that while the youth were unwilling to engage in theatre exercises that might
force them to show their vulnerability to each other in real time and might make them look
“silly,” they were interested in the cameras. Many of them had a sharp photographic eye, and
were very enthusiastic about uploading photographs to Facebook to share with their networks.
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However, there was still a reluctance to thoughtfully selecting pieces for the website, and even
more for critical analysis and writing accompanying texts.
I found myself feeling a little frustrated that the youth did not want to participate in the
activities I had prepared for. I felt, as we strayed more and more from the lesson plans, that we
were not engaging critically enough in what it means to look for, craft, and tell stories. Even with
the photographs, I saw a reluctance for many of the youth to deeply examine the intentionality
and meaning of their work. For example, while I was working with one youth -- for the purposes
of this paper, we will call him “Beto” -- to upload his photos to his personal Facebook and to the
project website, he resisted writing any accompanying texts. I explained to him that the intention
of writing an accompanying text was to share a “story” beyond a simple photograph, to craft and
convey a message of substance to an audience, but he simply stared at me blankly. I asked him a
series of questions to catalyze critical thought, but he refused to engage. After a while, he finally
told me that he didn’t know how to write very well and that it would take him to long to do it. I
offered to type as he dictated, and he agreed, although reluctantly, and he did not share very
much more than a line expressing surface-level observations.
At that point, Beto was close to refusing to share any of his work altogether. I realized
that I was projecting my own expectations and hopes for the project into the participants’ work,
which was completely antithetical to the original purpose of the project. In a reflection that day, I
wrote:
“I came in here with an expectation that these kids would come to new
realizations about what a border is for them and the world, but it
doesn’t work that way. There is nothing I can teach them that they don’t
already know. I tried to get [Beto] to articulate why he took a picture of
something that reminded him of the border, and he simply said,
‘because the border is important for migrants.’ I was expecting him to
13

say that it symbolized this great political and social malignancy in our
society, but...at the end of the day, he knows that...At first, when the kids
refused to ‘tell their stories,’ I was feeling a little frustrated and worried
that this project would not work out. However, I am quickly learning
that: 1). There are very valid reasons for why they do not necessarily
want to share their stories and 2) They are sharing their pasts, presents,
and futures in their own way -- not in my way. And that’s even better.
That’s the point.” (See Select Reflections, Appendix B).

This turning point made me reconsider the lens through
which I was looking at the project; instead of expecting
that I could teach participants about storytelling, I began
to realize that the stories were there -- the youth were
living them. What I could offer was a platform for them
“The border is not an obstacle for us migrants” by
Jose. This photo and the rest of his work can be
found at historiasdesdeelalbergue.wordpress.com

to share them.

From Fostering Civic Engagement to Creating Platforms for
Rhetorical Mobility
What I heard from the participants of Historias Desde el Albergue was a reluctance to
participate in formal civic participation. I cannot and should not project my opinions or theories
as to why this is, but when I spoke to some of them about their formal educational experiences,
all of them expressed dissatisfaction and frustration. It was apparent that any structured activity
halted the conversation before it even began. Furthermore, I learned that at times critical
engagement with traumatic topics is not always therapeutic; sometimes, it is just hurtful.
Despite this seeming unwillingness to use their art to engage in critical reflection and
civic engagement, we found that merely by being plugged in to social media and by sharing their
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stories, they were already part of the dialogue around important social issues. In particular, art
and digital media act as important bridges between young people and civic engagement for they
defy the distance often felt by youth in regards to participation in politics; through critical
engagement with art and other “interventions,” young people “deliberate on key issues, debate
with peers and power brokers, and in some cases change the structures of joint decision-making
and the course of history” (Soep, 2014)--they engage in political activities, even if they don’t
label them as such. Young people today are naturally using digital platforms to share
information, and in so doing they are engaging civically “in the absence of faith in the political
system (Thompson, 2014).
The youth of Adolescentes en el Camino, although not enrolled in a formal educational
institution, engage in society through a third space: the shelter. While the shelter did not have
established education programming, the crux of this project rested on the fact that young people
engage in their environments with or without a formal educational structure. If this is true, then
they, more than anyone, are able to identify problems and solutions in their own communities
(Mitra, 2005; Cahill and Torre, 2007; Downey & Anyaegbunam, 2010). Art-based projects give
them the tools to express their findings and ideas, as well as think critically about the complex
roots of problems and out-of-the-box ideas for solutions, even if they do not want to express
them forthright.
I found that I needed to take more of a backseat role. By attempting to force formal civic
engagement through my lesson plans, I was actually working against the basis of the project: the
youth’s agency.
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The mere action of initiating this project, in a way, takes away a little bit of their agency.
Since they did not choose to do this, it wasn’t fully theirs to begin with. Because of this, some of
the youth were not clear on why they were sharing their work to begin with. The youth that had
already been producing songs and posting them on their social media networks were eager to
circulate their work to wider audiences, but others did not feel the need to do so. Some even were
hesitant to share for fear of being identified and persecuted by those they were fleeing from in
their home countries. It was important that we discussed with each participant individually their
goals for the project to instill a sense of ownership and safety. When everyone was clear on how
their works would be shared with institutions of higher learning and other audiences in the US,
they were more enthusiastic about sharing their work.
We discussed the importance of their voice. They are very much aware of how they are
perceived by the world. One participant, in a video reflection, stated, “We, too, feel. We are flesh
and blood.” Through their work, they speak for themselves. Each work showcased on Historias
Desde el Albergue was carefully curated by the youth; they chose what they wanted to share,
knowing that it would lend itself to how they are represented to international audiences. They
chose to share works ranging from songs about their families to songs about what it is like to
survive on the streets to what life is like in Oaxaca to what their hopes are for the future.
When this work is owned and controlled by the community, in this case, the
unaccompanied minors, they challenge the phenomenon of “doble desplazamiento,” or “double
displacement,” (Marko, 2012; Marko, Catalani, Spenowski, Osorio, 2014), in which members
are not just displaced physically from their homes but also from their rhetorical agency.
Essentially, they inject their voice into dialogues about themselves simply by sharing their
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perceptions and opinions of problems and potential solutions (Mitra, 2005). By injecting their
voices into these dialogues, we connect youth’s voice as “representative of presence,
participation, and power of individuals and/or of a collective” (Cook-Sather, 2006). Although we
did not conduct formal research, this practice of community reflection and cultural production
acts in the same way as many Participatory Action Research projects, in which lies an “ethical
commitment to creating conditions for social change to be used by the community for their own
purposes” (Cahill, 2007).
Photovoice, in particular, which is the primary practice of storytelling that we employed
in the project, facilitated this autonomy over voice. Photovoice allows participants to “represent
their world with their own photographs, which they then analyze to surface their
meaning” (Wilson, Dasho, Marin, Wallerstein, Wang, Minkler, 2007) and “places the power to
describe social conditions directly in the hands of local residents” (Downey, Anyaegbunam,
2010). Historically, photography has been used by outsiders to describe communities, and,
consequently, they have been “portrayed as fundamentally different from mainstream
society” (Downey, Anyaegbunam, 2010). Shresthova (2013) describes that Photovoice, as used
by Muslim youth organizers, helped to accomplish the goal of “diversifying, humanizing, and
multiplying representations of American Muslims.” This complexity of experiences can be
effectively communicated when communities themselves examine their environments and share
their observations and opinions. When shared digitally through networks where youth are already
plugged, they can do so “outside of adult control” (Rhoades, 2012).
It is particularly challenging to ensure that youth voice is connected to effective change
for their communities when they are not necessarily listened to beyond their networks.
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Historically, “marginalized” populations like migrants and youth, as much as they might try to
use their voice, are not listened to. I found that this was where I possessed power and where I
could step in as an outsider. I was not there to manipulate the content of what they wanted to
share or even to teach them anything so that they could more effectively share; I was there to
provide a platform so they could share what they wanted to share.

Tensions in the Work
Unequal Distribution of Risk and Power
When any population shares their stories, they inevitably face many risks. When working
with DREAMers (undocumented youth in the US) on “coming out” (as undocumented) videos,
Thompson and Zimmerman (2016) noted that even by simply uploading these videos, youth
faced the risk of deportation. Muslim youth organizers, as they add to the dialogue about what it
means to be Muslim in the US, “confront the chilling effects of various forms of surveillance,
which encourage self-censorship” (Shresthova, 2013). Prison populations risk retribution by
prison administration, including censorship, and removal of privileges, because the
administration had absolute power over the prisoners (Cahill & Torre, 2007). When workers
wrote about their stories at Emerson College, they risked losing their jobs and even being
deported (Marko, Catalani, Sepenowski, Osorio, 2014). The youth of Historias Desde el
Albergue risk being identified by their persecutors, their stories being used against them in
immigration proceedings if they reveal an incriminating information, deportation, and even
death.
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Alternatively, groups working with these populations, including outside researchers and
facilitators (me, for example), risk much less (Marko, Catalani, Sepenowski, Osorio, 2014). I
possess the ability to travel freely between countries, cultures, and other spaces, a luxury not
experienced by the youth I was working with. This unequal distribution of risk prevents the
project from fully accomplishing its goal. While I and the youth attempt to disrupt the “political
economy of rhetorical mobility” (Marko, Catalani, Sepenowski, Osorio, 2014) that makes it so
that the youth cannot tell their own stories, we cannot, at this point, go beyond simply naming
this tension. The youth cannot physically travel to every event or conference where their work is
exhibited, for there are political and bureaucratic obstacles, safety concerns, and lack of
resources. Therefore, they cannot speak for themselves; since I cannot speak for them, the
conversation that includes their voice often stops at their art works.
In an attempt to negotiate this tension, we are conscious to name it every time the works
are exhibited. Although this does not solve the problem--it acts as a band-aid at best--it at least
addresses the fundamental obstacles to a more equitable world, and forces audiences to engage in
a painful but truthful “prismatic gaze” (Marko, Catalani, Sepenowski, Osorio, 2014) regarding
the ways in which current policies and norms exclude and oppress entire communities.
Whenever possible, the youth Skyped in to presentations of their work and spoke directly to
audiences.
“Critical Hope”
Since unequal distributions of power and risk make it difficult for us to truly achieve our
goals, it is difficult for our youth participant to retain hope in the project. The stakes are high for
them--if they go back to their countries, many could be killed. They are, essentially, alone in
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México, without papers, jobs, or educational activities. Their goal is to get to the United States to
attempt to build a better life, and many hope that a project like Historias Desde el Albergue can
help them accomplish this by sharing their stories and garnering international support on their
journeys. In a reflection video, one participant was very straightforward in asking for help; he
repeated his plea several times.
This has created many an uncomfortable situation. At a presentation at Harvard
University, for example, the participants Skyped in to the presentation, and this same youth
repeated his plea for help. He asked the audience what they were going to do to help. No one
answered, and the air was thick with tension. Audiences in the United States are at a loss for
what to do; it seems impossible (at least, it is illegal) to help them cross over, and money only
goes so far to facilitate lasting change.
When the youth see that sharing their stories with audiences that they perceive to hold
power to “help” them will not yield any tangible, immediate results, they can become
disillusioned. This has happened with several participants. Directly after the presentation at
Harvard University, for example, the participant who spoke up stopped engaging in the project
for a few months. He did not want to discuss what had happened or why he was choosing to
disengage; he simply had to take a step back. He has since resumed producing work, but it is
with notedly less enthusiasm.
It is a struggle to foster what Duncan-Andrade (2007) calls “critical hope,” a hope that
“rejects the despair of hopelessness and the false hopes of cheap American optimism” and that
“demands a committed and active struggle against the evidence in order to change the deadly
tides of wealth inequality, group xenophobia, and personal despair.” Faced with the facts, it is
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easy to fall back on “hokey hope,” or the optimistic view that things will improve by themselves,
even when all evidence points otherwise, or “mythical hope,” the “false narrative of equal
opportunity emptied of its historical and political contingencies.” For example, it is easy to say
that the youth are accomplishing important things by sharing their work, and that that in and of
itself signifies the breaking of borders, but this ignores the fact that although their voices are
amplified, they are still stuck in limbo, unable to go back and unable to move forward.
In an attempt to prevent empty promises, broken commitments, and broken trust, it was
important to manage expectations as much as possible (Soep, 2014). We have discussed the
significance of the project and what the youth can and cannot expect from its dissemination. An
emphasis was placed not just on the rhetorical importance of the project, but on the tangible
skills the youth have gained. After all, central to civic praxis is the importance of learning and
building knowledge and skills (Rhoades, 2012), and the youth have done this through the
instruction of arts professionals, professional equipment, and institutional support from Harvard
University, Emerson College, and dozens of independent funders from several countries all over
the world. This kind of critical hope, “material hope” (Duncan-Andrade, 2007), “comes from the
sense of control young people have when they are given the resources to deal with the forces that
affect their lives.” Although we could not explicitly change their circumstances, we work to
provide them with the tools to deal with the forces that affect their lives.
Another way of combating the “enemies of hope” is by employing “socratic
hope” (Duncan-Andrade, 2007), or the hope that comes when youth and adults working with
them examine society and “share the sensibility that pain may pave the path to justice.” This
hope acknowledges that we live in an unjust world which causes much pain; through this
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recognition, youth and adults alike are able to see each other truthfully, clearly, and can move
forward to enacting change. A solidarity is established between youth and adults, but, more
importantly, between the youth themselves. Just like the “coming out” videos fostered a
community of support for undocumented youth (Thompson & Zimmerman, 2016), the youth of
Historias Desde el Albergue formed a community
because of their shared experiences. Even after
February 2016, when many of them left the shelter
to continue on their journeys north, they kept in
contact to organize around the project through a
Facebook group chat. Through it, they encouraged
“Family” by Jose. This photo and the rest of his work can
be found at historiasdesdeelalbergue.wordpress.com

each other to keep going, congratulated each other
when they completed a new work or booked a gig,

teased each other, and rushed to each other’s aid when someone was in trouble. This formulation
of community can be described by what Akom, Ginwright, and Cammarota (2008) describe as a
“Youthtopia,” or a “traditional and non-traditional educational space where young people
depend on one another’s skills, perspectives, and experiential knowledge, to generate original,
multi-textual, youth-driven cultural products that embody a critique of oppression, a desire for
social change, and ultimately lay the foundation for community empowerment and social
change.” The community the youth formed facilitated not only a sense of support and hope based
on shared experiences, but deep learning that can only happen in a social context, never
individually (Mitra, 2005).
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Audience: Who Gets to Hear Stories?
We did not just have to think about content and platforms through which the youth could
share their works of art, but about who would see and listen to them. The target audience was,
intentionally, audiences outside of the youth’s communities; they were sharing parts of
themselves to intercept the stories that were already being told about them. While this can be
empowering and even therapeutic (Thompson & Zimmerman, 2016), it is problematic that the
model of “marginalized communities” as storytellers and communities with more power as
“audiences” is reinforced by this project. If we look at stories as capital, this follows the same
structures of economic dominance, power, and oppression that cause the cycles of poverty,
violence, and migration that that the youth are trying to escape. We must ask ourselves many
questions about audience, like ones posed by Cahill and Torre (2007): “Who should we speak to?
Is there a ‘we’ within the community being represented...in what language should research be
communicated? What kinds of...products speak to which kinds of audiences? How do we engage
new audiences? Should some audiences be privileged?...do the methods and practice...create
enough of a shift in traditionalist positivist research to [as Audre Lorde says,] dismantle the
master’s house?”
The youth of Historias Desde el Albergue have lived through very diverse and complex
life experiences, but it is true that almost all have experienced severe trauma due to family
violence, economic stress, and political turmoil, among other stressors. This has led some to
participate in or be witness to gang activity, compounding their trauma. If they are asked to tell
stories and make works of art based on their interpretations of the world, naturally these
experiences will be infused into their products. If we consider that these stories shared will fall
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onto audiences who only know stereotypes or what is told through the media, we run the risk of
reinforcing these stereotypes, or, at best, sensationalizing stories of trauma. While
sensationalized stories might be attractive to audiences, they “distort the truth” (Soep, 2014);
how can we make sure to not censor our stories while being conscious of our audience and
maintaining complexity?
Cahill (2007), again, asks pertinent questions: “What is safe to share and what isn’t? Who
is made vulnerable? Do we, for example edit out stories...because they feed into
stereotypes...How can we contextualize the ‘bad stories’ and address the damaging consequences
of globalization, structural racism, and exploitation?” Although these stories add complexity to
already existing dialogues about the youth, nothing in isolation will ever “capture all there is to
say, acknowledge every caveat, or consider every possible point of view” (Soep, 2014). While
this is true of every work of cultural production, the consequences are very real and directly
affect the already vulnerable migrant youth.
I do not believe there is any right answer to these questions. The most we could do was to
be authentic as possible in our storytelling. Historias Desde el Albergue showcases works by the
youth as varied as their life experiences. For example, one youth shares a song about what it is
like to survive on the streets, another of his experience at the shelter and how the relationships he
has formed there have helped him deal with him trauma; another shares photographs of objects
and landscapes that remind him to persevere and keep going, and another of objects he simply
finds beautiful and interesting. Collectively, they paint a more robust picture of the experiences
of unaccompanied minors that includes the ugly, the taboo, but also the hopeful, the bright, and
the mundane. More importantly, whenever possible the youth try to directly interact with
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audiences through video chat at presentations, so that their work does not exist in a vacuum; at
the end of the day, it was produced by humans who should be able to present their own work and
represent themselves.

Implications for the Work
This project has several implications for arts- and digital-based educational practices.
First, we are learning that this work must always be done with particular care and attention to its
ability to materially assist “marginalized communities.” While it is true that the informal
community-based projects using the arts and digital engagement can allow youth to learn
“sophisticated, complex ways to examine issues, critically consider causes, outcomes, and
implications” (Rhoades, 2012), it is dangerous when the work stops there because of lack of
resources of power to enact change and tangibly improve communities’ circumstances. When we
cannot follow through on this promise of “change,” we risk causing youth to feel frustration,
anger, sadness, fear, and further disillusionment with any form of civic participation, in which
they may have not have had much faith to begin with.
Another iteration of this project might have placed more of an emphasis on action rather
than just rhetorical symbols. It might have been useful to have a full-time organizer on the
ground with the youth at the shelter, so that they might more acutely focus on making tangible
changes for themselves in their environment. We might have also placed more focus on
funneling tangible resources from the United States to the shelter, including food, clothing, and
money. Of course, these ideas run the risk of bordering on charity, which we do not want to delve
into. We could, however, find ways to tie material assistance to the work already being done for

25

the youth, like selling their art products to international audiences. This way, they can learn even
more skills like marketing, communications, and they have the opportunity to satisfy pressing,
life-or-death needs.
Second, this project, while it was intentional in breaking down intellectual and rhetorical
borders, still, in many ways, exists in accordance with the rules of oppressive systems. How can
we create arts- and digital-based community projects that defy these systems and truly
“dismantle the Master’s house” (Audre Lorde, 1984)? Is this even possible when working with
particularly vulnerable communities whose lives are literally on the line if they do not follow the
rules?
Even if we ever do dismantle the Master’s house, we will be faced with the question:
“Then what?” For example, Wael Ghonim (2015) states in his TED Talk titled “Let’s Design
Social Media That Drives Real Change” that the Internet, the very tool that helped Egypt to
dismantle a dictatorship, was the very thing that tore them apart because it alone does not
facilitate change, and they did not have a clear vision of what was to come next. Jenkins (2016)
describes that “one cannot change the world unless one can imagine what a better world might
look like.” This is the crux of “civic imagination,” “the capacity to imagine alternatives to
current social, political, or economic institutions or problems.” It is true that Photovoice and
other participatory projects like Historias Desde el Albergue seek to disrupt dominant narratives
by calling attention to the ways they oppress and marginalize, but perhaps a missing link to truly
effecting civic participation is explicitly imagining and constructing the world we want to see.
Even Jenkins recognizes that civic imagination is somewhat “utopic;” it is one thing to dream of
an ideal world and yet another to realize it. However, it can be the difference between “hokey”
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and “audacious” hope (Duncan-Andrade, 2007) to be able to have a clear vision and concrete
goals to strive for. Perhaps the “civic imagination” is the link between actions of resistance and
actions of construction.
Third, there is more work to be done in audience curation and how we communicate
stories to them. While this project opens opportunities for dialog between distant worlds
(geographically, culturally, in the allocation of resources), it cannot be done blindly. We must
balance the community and individual empowerment that comes when “marginalized”
communities share their stories honestly and frankly and the prevention of simplification,
sensationalization, and misinterpretation. What does it mean when “marginalized” communities
make themselves vulnerable to more “powerful” (powerful because they possess assets that
dominant structures consider valuable) communities? What responsibility must we place on these
communities to take action and engage meaningfully, to avoid the role of the “passive
audience?”

Conclusion
For as many tensions and obstacles we have come across in the work, we have also
experienced many successes. At the end of the day, the youth of Adolescentes en el Camino were
able to learn about photography, videography, audio recording, and digital engagement from
professional artists, have created a strong community, and know that they have adults all over the
world who have a vested interest in their well-being. It is difficult to assess or measure exactly
how much these skills and support systems have and will influence their lives, but it counts for
something. We can already see their effects when we consider the community of support they’ve
built and fallen back upon when they find themselves in trouble and by the way they have

27

utilized the artistic skills they have developed to make marketable products, like a CD of their
rap songs, to support themselves.
The best way to have facilitated a successful accomplishment of our goals is to have
demolished borders and completely re-imagine structures of power. For this, we must look to
“civic imagination” and to real, community organization to follow through on our new visions.
Surely we are in the right track by using the arts, digital media, and emphasizing rhetorical
mobility and agency, voice, and civic participation.
It is my hope that these youth will be leaders at the forefront of this re-imagining. They
have wonderful ideas for how to do this; it is our responsibility to listen.

28

References
Akom, A.A., Cammarota, J., & Ginwright, S. (2008). Youthtopias: Towards a new paradigm of
critical youth studies. Youth Media Reporter, 2(4), 1-30. Downloaded from http://
iseeed.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/Akom_Youthtopias-YMR-Article.pdf
Cahill, C. (2007). Repositioning Ethical Commitments: Participatory Action Research as a
Relational Praxis of Social Change. ACME: An International E-Journal for Critical
Geographies, 6(3). Downloaded from http://ojs.unbc.ca/index.php/acme/article/
download/784/643
Cahill, C. & Torre, M.E. (2007). Beyond the journal article: Representations, audience and the
presentation of Participatory Action Research. Downloaded from http://
bennioncenter.org/documents/faculty/Cahill-Torre-ch-23.pdf
Cook-Sather, A. (2006). Student voice in educational research and reform. Curriculum Inquiry,
36(4), 359- 390. Retrieved from http://repository.brynmawr.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?
article=1011&context=edu_pubs
Downey, L., & Anyaegbunam, C. (2010). Your lives through your eyes: Rural Appalachian youth
identify community needs and assets through the use of Photovoice. Journal of
Appalachian Studies, 16(1/2), 42-60. ISSN: 10827161
Duncan-Andrade, J. (2009) Note to Educators: Hope Required When Growing Roses in
Concrete. Harvard Educational Review, 79(2), 181-194. doi: http://dx.doi.org.ezpprod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.17763/haer.79.2.nu3436017730384w
Gamber-Thompson, L. (30 April 2014). “S” is for Storytelling. The Stories of Storytelling.
Retrieved from http://ypp.dmlcentral.net/sites/default/files/publications/S%20is%20for
%20Storytelling%C2%A0%20%E2%80%94%20Medium.pdf
Gamber-Thompson, L. and Zimmerman, A.M. (Forthcoming, 2016). “DREAMing Citizenship:
Undocumented Youth, Coming Out, and Pathways to Participation.” In By Any Media
Necessary: The New Youth Activism. NYU Press. http://nyupress.org/books/
9781479899982/
Ghonim, Wael. (Dec 2015). Let’s Design Social Media That Drives Real Change. TEDGlobal:
Geneva. Accessed at https://www.ted.com/talks/
wael_ghonim_let_s_design_social_media_that_drives_real_change?language=en
InSight Crime. MS13. Retrieved from http://www.insightcrime.org/el-salvador-organized-crimenews/mara-salvatrucha-ms-13-profile

29

Jenkins, H. (2016). Youth Voice, Media, and Political Engagement. In By Any Media Necessary
(1). Retrieved from http://connectedyouth.nyupress.org/book/9781479899982/
Lee, B. (14 December 2015). 2014 Was the Year of the Child Immigrant Crisis, and It May
Reappear in 2015. International Business Times. Retrieved from http://www.ibtimes.com/
2014-was-year-child-immigrant-crisis-it-may-reappear-2015-1765284
Lorde, A. “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House.” 1984. Sister
Outsider: Essays and Speeches. Ed. Berkeley, CA: Crossing Press. 110-114. 2007. Print.
Marko, T. (2012). Disturbing Doble Desplazamiento in Conflict Zones: Alternative Feminist
Stories Cross the Colombian-U.S. Border. Reflections, 12.1. Retrieved from http://
www.mobilitymovilidad.org/shared/pdfs/
MarkoDisruptingDobleDesplazamientoInConflictZones.pdf
Mitra, D.L. (2005). Adults advising youth: Leading while getting out of the way. Educational
Administration Quarterly, 41(3), 520-553. doi: 10.1177/0013161X04269620
Nazario, S. (10 October 2015). The Refugees at Our Door. The New York Times. Retrieved from
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/11/opinion/sunday/the-refugees-at-our-door.html
Rhoades, M. (2012). LGBTQ youth + video artivism: Arts-based critical civic praxis. Studies in
Art Education, 53(4), 317-329. Retrieved from http://search.proquest.com.ezpprod1.hul.harvard.edu/docview/1152077874?accountid=11311
Seelke, C.R. (20 February, 2014). Gangs in Central America. Congressional Research Service.
Retrieved from http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL34112.pdf
Shresthova, S. (2016). Between Storytelling and Surveillance: The Precarious Public of
American Muslim Youth. In H. Jenkins (Ed.), By any media necessary: Mapping youth
and participatory politics (pp. 149–185). New York, N.Y: NYU Press. Retrieved from
http://connectedyouth.nyupress.org/book/9781479899982/
Soep, E. (2014). Participatory Politics: Next-Generation Tactics to Remake Public Spheres. The
MIT Press. Retrieved from http://ypp.dmlcentral.net/publications/201
Solís, D. (13 January 2016). Another Migration Crisis May be Looming. The Dallas Morning
News. Retrieved from: http://www.dallasnews.com/news/local-news/20160113-anothermigration-crisis-may-be-looming.ece

30

Sorrentino, J. (12 May 2015). How the U.S. “Solved” the Central American Migrant Crisis. In
These Times. http://inthesetimes.com/article/17916/how-the-u.s.-solved-the-centralamerican-migrant-crisis
Taylor, G.; Dinan, S. (10 January 2016). Violence Surges in Central America, Threatening New
Refugee Flood. The Washington Times. Retrieved from http://
www.washingtontimes.com/news/2016/jan/10/el-salvador-honduras-guatemala-violencesurges-thr/?page=all
Wilson, N., Dasho, S., Martin, A. C., Wallerstein, N., Wang, C. C., & Minkler, M. (2007).
Engaging young adolescents in social action through photovoice the youth empowerment
strategies (YES!) project. The Journal of Early Adolescence, 27(2), 241-261. doi:
10.1177/0272431606294834
Zeldin, S., Gauley, J., Krauss, S.E., Kornbluh, M., & Collura, J. (2015). Youth-adult partnership
and youth civic development: Cross-national analyses for scholars and field
professionals. Youth & Society, 1- 28. doi: 10.1177/0044118X15595153

31

Appendix A: Original Syllabus

Storytelling for Social Change: Own Your History, Write Your
Future
Historias Para el Cambio Social: Cuenta Tu Historia, Escribe Tu
Futuro
Instructor: Andrea Alejandra Gordillo Marquina
Candidate, Ed.M. Arts in Education
Harvard Graduate School of Education
Spring 2016

Workshop Description
This workshop examines the relationship between agency of personal narrative and civic
engagement. Through a series of arts-based lessons that focus on themes that influence their lives
(power, status, control, commitment, etc.), students will explore the power of storytelling
through an artistic medium of their choice (writing composition, photography, film, sound
recording, or mixed medium). They will look for and tell stories about their community, which
will foster a deeper understanding of their surroundings and the people who live in them. Finally,
they will examine their own histories and tell stories about themselves and explore how they can
use them to advocate for change for their communities and themselves. Central to discussions
will be questions around agency, who tells stories, who takes risk in telling stories, who hears
certain stories, and how stories can influence policy and social attitudes. The workshop will
continue throughout the Spring 2016 semester as students are asked to produce a story per
month, which will be curated digitally, and will culminate in a presentation at Harvard Graduate
School of Education at the end of the Spring semester.

Workshop Participants
The participants of this workshop are the guests of the shelter Adolescentes en el Camino, all of
whom are teenagers between the ages 13 and 18 from Central America. Of the teenagers, 1
identifies as female and 15 identify as male.

Core Values
At the beginning of the workshops, participants will draft a series of community agreements, but
we will start from a base of the following core values, which can be found in all workshop
activities:
1) Agency: Each person is in control of their/her/his own story. As a collective, we will help
each other shape our stories and refine them so that we can be better communicators, but we
are owners of our own content, how much of it we want to share, and how we want to be
represented.
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2) Community: We are a community first and foremost; our actions affect each other in the
house, in Oaxaca, in México, in Latinoamérica, and in the world. We will be conscious of
community in everything that we do.
3) Inclusion: We will include and accept all members of our community, no matter our
differences, based on the fact that we are a community.

Core Questions
At the center of our praxis, we will ask ourselves:
1) What stories are being told?
2) Who are the storytellers?
3) Who is the intended audience?
4) Why do you think this matters?

Workshop Sessions
The workshop will be broken up into four sections: Themes in Storytelling, Stories in the
Community, Personal Narratives, and Harnessing the Power of Storytelling for Advocacy. The
first three will occur over the course of three weeks in January 2016 (6-8 hours/week), and the
fourth one will be ongoing throughout the Spring 2016 semester. Each participant will work on
this project an estimated 2-5 hours per week, or 8-20 hours per month.

Documentation
The workshop will be documented in several ways, which will act as data on the relationship
between agency of personal narrative and civic engagement. The methods of documentation
include:
• Filming/recordings of workshops
• Blog posts by facilitators and participants
• Assessments from participants at the beginning and end of each section
• Digital curation of stories
• Journal entires students choose to share

Overview of Syllabus
I. Section One: Themes in Storytelling
A.Theatre of the Oppressed
1. Games
2. Forum Theatre
I. Section Two: Stories in the Community
A. Assignment One: Tell stories in the community
B. Present videos/songs/photographs/writings
IV. Section Three: Personal Narratives
C. Mapping our journeys
D. Assignment Two: Crafting our personal narratives
E. Present our personal narratives
V. Section Four: Harnessing the Power of Storytelling for Advocacy
F. Discussions of how stories can be used to influence rhetoric
G. Discussions of how stories can be used to influence policies
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H. Assignments Three-Five: One story per month
I. Present stories at Harvard Graduate School of Education

Proposed Schedule
I. Section One: Themes in Storytelling (Dec. 27-Jan. 3)
A. Monday, Dec. 28 -- Arrive in Oaxaca
B. Tuesday, Dec. 29 - Discuss with administration.
C. Wednesday, Dec. 30 - Begin Workshop: Theatre of the Oppressed theatre Games
D. Thursday, Dec. 31 - New Year’s Eve
E. Friday, Jan. 1 - New Year
F. Saturday, Jan. 2 - Continue Workshop: Theatre of the Oppressed, Forum Theatre
G.Sunday, Jan. 3 - Present Forum scenes. Receive assignments for Stories in the
Community
II. Section Two: Stories in the Neighborhood (Jan. 4-9)
A. Tuesday, Jan. 4 - Map our Journeys
B. Thursday, Jan. 6 - More theatre games, first round of presentations of stories
C. Friday, Jan. 7 - More theatre games, second round of presentations of stories. Receive
assignment for personal stories.
III. Section Three: Personal Narratives (Jan. 10-16)
A. Tuesday, Jan. 12 - Present first round of personal narratives
B. Wednesday, Jan. 13 - Present second round of personal narratives
C. Thursday, Jan. 14 - Depart for El Paso.
D. Sunday, Jan. 17 - Depart for Boston
IV. Section Four: Harnessing the Power of Storytelling for Advocacy (Jan. 25-May 1)
A. Throughout the semester: Produce one story per month.

Breakdown of Syllabus
Section One: Themes in Storytelling
Date

Title

Description

Wed. Dec. 30
2-5pm

Theatre of the Oppressed:
Theatre Games

Colombian Hyptnosis, Story Circles.
Objectives: To personify, understand, and discuss themes present
in the lives and stories of participants: power, status, control,
commitment, etc.

Sat. Jan 2
1-5pm

Theatre of the Oppressed:
Forum Theatre

Forum Theatre. Break up into two groups and come up with
scenarios based on conflicts or issues faced by the community.
Objectives: Students will be able to identify obstacles, problems,
conflicts faced by the community. They will use the art of theatre
to translate this real-life issue to a representational theatrical
scenario using storytelling ingredients such as protagonist and
antagonist, plot, conflict, and resolution.
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Date
Sun. Jan 3
2-5pm

Title
Theatre of the Oppressed:
Forum Theatre

Description
Forum Theatre. Each group will present its scenario, and “spectactors” will propose interventions to come to a resolution.
Objectives: The community will collectively brainstorm
interventions to solve their own problems. Students will be able
to identify storytelling elements, and will explore the power of
stories in our everyday lives.

Section Two:Stories in the Neighborhood
Date

Title

Description

Tues. Jan. 4
10am-12pm

Mapping Our Journeys

We will physically map our migration journeys using string,
tacs, and a map to reflect on how far we have come and the
stories that we hold in each place we map.
Onjectives: Participants will have a physical manifestation of
their migratory journeys. They will be able to pinpoint specific
stories of their migrations. This activity will be traumasensitive; no one will be forced to recall traumatic events, and
everyone will have the freedom to exercise discretion or sit out
of the activity. Participants will see that their stories are part of
a greater web of community.

Thurs. Jan 6
7-9pm

Presentations: Stories from
the Neighborhood

Participants will identify a story being told anywhere in their
neighborhood and construct a project using a medium of their
choice. They may choose to work in groups or pairs.
Objectives: Participants will question their environment and the
stories being told in it. They will identify a story and examine
its purpose, authors, intended audience, and relationship in the
community. They will translate what they have learned using
art. They will critique each other’s work for clarification using
constructive, strengths-based assessments

Friday, Jan. 7
7-9pm

Presentations: Stories from
the Neighborhood

Participants will identify a story being told anywhere in their
neighborhood and construct a project using a medium of their
choice. They may choose to work in groups or pairs.
Objectives: Participants will question their environment and the
stories being told in it. They will identify a story and examine
its purpose, authors, intended audience, and relationship in the
community. They will translate what they have learned using
art. They will critique each other’s work for clarification using
constructive, strengths-based assessments
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Section Three: Personal Narratives
Date

Title

Description

Tue. Jan. 12
7-9pm

Presentations: Personal
Narratives

Participants will express a story from their own lives through a
medium of their choice.
Objectives: Participants will reflect on their own lives and
pinpoint stories that they can process and express. They will
work on presenting the stories for public display. They will
draw connections between personal narratives and rhetorical
power and agency, and how they can be more civically
engaged using their stories.

Wed. Jan. 13
7-9pm

Presentations: Personal
Narratives

Participants will express a story from their own lives through a
medium of their choice.
Objectives: Participants will reflect on their own lives and
pinpoint stories that they can process and express. They will
work on presenting the stories for public display. They will
draw connections between personal narratives and rhetorical
power and agency, and how they can be more civically
engaged using their stories.

Assignments
Assignment One: Stories in the Neighborhood
Students will be asked to go out into the neighborhood and tell a story that they see using any
artistic medium of choice. The story could be anywhere (a grocery store, a marketplace, a library,
a person’s home, a particular street or neighborhood, etc.), and could be about anything (a friend,
a stranger, a store owner, an animal, a park, etc.). Before they make their art works about the
stories, they will be asked to answer the following questions:
1. What, if anything, did you expect to find when you went there, before you arrived. Where did
you get that information for those expectations? Did visiting it change your perceptions of
what you thought you would find, and why?
2. What stories are being told, and how? Who are the storytellers?
3. Who are the intended audiences; whom are the stories for?
4. Why do you think this matters? Are there any (social, political, etc) issues in particular that
they discuss? What do you think the storytellers or curators want to happen with the storyaudience exchange, and why?
5. What did you think of it? What do you find valuable? What would you change, and why?
Capturing stories about the neighborhood will:
• Help students form deeper connections with the neighborhood
• Form empathy with people’s narratives and help them see people in a different way
• Help students see the importance of narrative
• Help students identify power dynamics and interventions through a social justice lens
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Assignment Two: Personal Narratives
Instead of focusing on the community, students will be asked to look introspectively and tell a
story from their own lives. Before they start working, they will be asked to answer the following
questions:
1. Why are you choosing to tell this story?
2. Who are the intended audiences; whom are the stories for?
3. Why do you think this matters? Are there any (social, political, etc) issues in particular that it
discusses? What do you want to happen with the story-audience exchange, and why?
4. What did you think of sharing your story? What do you find valuable or not valuable?
Assignments Three Through Five: Harnessing the Power of Storytelling for Advocacy
Throughout the course of the Spring 2016 semester, participants will be asked to produce one
story each month. They have the choice to tell stories about their neighborhood or stories about
themselves, with the goal of using these stories to advocate for social change. They will answer
the corresponding questions for each story. All of the stories will be archived on an online
platform, when applicable. Emphasis will be placed on finding power in taking ownership of
one’s own story, and how they can be used to influence policies and minds, as well as the power
of storytelling for personal healing.
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Appendix B: Select Reflections from Workshops Dec 2015-Jan 2016
12/29/2016
I arrived at the shelter on Monday, December 28. On Tuesday, December 29, I met with Carlos
Moriano, the director of the shelter, Chela Valdovinos, the shelter’s director of educational
programs, Ximena Natera, journalist for En el Camino, Ivan Castaneira, a photographer and
videographer, and another volunteer. I described to them the series of workshops that I wanted to
do starting the following day, Wednesday, and they told me that Ivan wanted to do something
very similar: a photography/videography workshop. We decided that we would work together,
for our projects aligned perfectly. I explained to them the residency at Project Zero, and the fact
that we need to have some sort of product to show in April. Everyone seemed very excited.
That afternoon, Ivan gathered the kids together and showed them how to use their cameras, how
to upload their photos onto the computer, and how to edit their photos. Several kids showed up,
but many lost interest quickly. By the end, only one remained. Still, they were excited to use
their cameras.
That day, also, one of the kids almost stabbed another. I am not clear on what happened, but all
of a sudden one of them pulled out a knife and started to break out into a fight. Two of the
volunteers closest to them swarmed to them and hugged them to keep them away from each
other. The other boy, fuming, went upstairs to his room to calm down. It was a while before
things died down, but it ended up being alright. Apparently things like these happen all the time.
12/30/2916
I had programmed the first workshop to fall on this Wednesday at 10am. I spoke to Ivan and
Carlos earlier, and they said that the kids were already going out into the neighborhood and
taking many photos and even conducting some interviews with their neighbors. We decided to go
back to the drawing board and, instead of conducting the neighborhood stories activity the
following week, doing it right away.
I had some reservations about this, for we had not spoken about any of the theory that I wanted
to talk about with the kids, but I quickly saw that there was no way any form of formal workshop
was going to work. At the thought of sitting down and talking about stories, the kids lost interest
in participating at all.
When it came time to gather at 10am, no one came. Everybody was in their rooms, on the
computer, or blasting music (music is blasting at all hours of the day at the shelter). They refused
to congregate, especially when I said we were going to do a “theatre workshop.”
My original idea was to start with Theatre of the Oppressed games to warm the group up and
start talking about some of the themes they would touch upon in their stories. For example,
Colombian Hypnosis is a great way to personify and bring up issues of power and status.
However, there was no interest in doing any of this. I managed to gather everyone together
downstairs by buying a liter of soda and treating everyone to it. However, they refused to do
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theatre games. Instead, we informed them that we would be leaving later in the day to take
pictures at the center of town. They all nodded and listened. When time came to leave, many
refused to go. We ended up with five kids, and two more who met up with us.
We went to a photographic exhibition at the center of town to show the kids what their art could
look like. We spent some time there, and they took pictures of the pictures. Then, we just roamed
around the center and took pictures of what we saw. We took pictures of kids skating and biking
and of the zocalo, which was lit up and full of life.
I learned that the majority of the kids belong to the 18 gang. There are a couple who are in 13,
but most are 18. I also found out that many have blood on their hands, and one kid has killed at
least 40 people; he told the shelter that it was “40, more or less.” I don’t know the particulars of
anyone’s story except a few, but all are more or less similar. All have lived through much trauma.
12/30/2015
I created our blog. We uploaded the first pictures of a young man named XXX; he chose four of
his favorite photos and wrote a description for each. We shared his albums, and he was pleased
about the attention. Others still did not get around to choosing pictures for the blog, but they did
upload a bunch of pictures to their Facebooks. This was very important to them; Adolescentes en
el Camino shared their albums.
XXX in particular wrote some really nice things. I saw him taking pictures of seemingly
senseless things, but it turns out they were incredibly thoughtful. For example, when he took a
photo of the money box at the exhibition, I thought it was a reflection of the fascination with
money these kids have (they are constantly talking about wanting more money to buy lots of
extravagant things...and weed). It turns out that the money made him think of the fact that money
is not the most important thing in the world, and that it cannot drive our actions. He wrote this on
the blog. The entries are extremely short, but they say volumes about how he sees the world.
I spoke to some of the kids who did not go out with us on our excursion to the center. YYY, for
example, shot me down and said he simply was not interested. I find this hard to believe,
however, because the first day he had one of the cameras and would not put it down, he loved it
so much. He said he was bored of it, and he didn’t see the value of it. I asked him what he would
rather do, and he said music. I said that we could record some songs and put them up instead of
pictures, and he seemed really eager to do this. I downloaded Garage Band onto the computers
and told him that we could do it later. I told ZZZ the same thing. Franklin is a marvelous rap
artist.
It was very, very difficult to get the kids to be able to formally do any of this blogging. They
were eager to get their photos on Facebook, but they didn’t fully understand the idea of the blog
and of the project, although I explain it every time I talk to them and they seem to understand.
I’ve found that speaking to them as a group is not effective, because they shut off everything but
the communication they have between themselves. They get distracted very easily, and are only
interested in what they want to do.
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01/02/2016
When I got to the shelter in the morning, I helped another kid, VVV, upload his pictures onto
Facebook and onto the blog. He was a little more challenging to work with because although he
is probably the most excited person about the cameras, he has no confidence in himself to read or
write or think critically about his work. When I asked him to write a description about his
photos, he did not understand. When I explained to him that the idea was for him to simply
describe the picture, he looked at me blankly. I asked him a series of questions to catalyze a train
of thought like, “Why did you take this picture?” and “What was happening when this picture
was taken?” and that helped, but it was very slow. He was embarrassed to write, because he did
not do it well and he took a very long time to type. Although I refused many times, he insisted
that I write for him as he dictated, and finally I gave in because I knew he wasn’t going to budge.
I asked him questions and recorded his responses; it turns out that he, too, was extremely
thoughtful in his choice of photos and his descriptions of them, although he did not make
connections with larger issues like I wanted him to.
That’s just it, isn’t it? I came in with an expectation that these kids would be able to articulate
what a border is for them and for the world, but it doesn’t work that way. They can’t objectively
look at these things and talk about their role in this large system because they are living it. They
are not studying and analyzing migration because they are the ones migrating. There is nothing I
can teach them that they don’t already know. I tried to get Jose to articulate why he took a picture
of something that reminded him of the border, and he simply said, “because the border is
important for migrants.” I was expecting him to say that it symbolized this great political and
social malignancy in our society, but that is almost a given. He does not feel it necessary to
intellectualize it, because at the end of the day, he knows it. And still, he has to cross the
border...so he took a picture of something that reminded him of it.
At first, when the kids refused to “tell their stories,” I was feeling a little frustrated and worried
that this project would not work out. However, I am quickly learning that: 1. There are very valid
reasons for why they do not necessarily want to share their stories, and 2. They are sharing their
pasts, presents, and futures in their own way--not in my way. And that’s even better. That’s the
point.
The most obvious reason for why they do not want to share their stories is safety. Some of them
really fear being identified and being hunt down. Because of this, I am not forcing anyone to
participate; I also am making sure that no one’s real names are being used, and that no one’s
photograph is up on the blog who does not want it there. Another reason for not sharing is that
they all have heard each other’s stories, especially their own, many times. They do not need to
re-visit it; it is the last thing they want to talk about. It is absolutely no help to them to voice how
their family members were killed or how they have killed or any other stories of violence of their
past. Yet another reason is because there is deep trauma preventing them from processing their
pasts; this manifests into behavioral issues and emotional and developmental stagnation.
Additionally, there is a lack of trust in me, whom they have only really known for a few days.
There is absolutely no good reason for them to share with me. Even those who do share lie.
Every time someone tells a little bit about their story, it is a little different than the time before.
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They are already telling stories about their pasts, presents, and futures, albeit very subtly and
informally. They are taking photos of things that remind them of experiences they have lived,
feelings they have felt, and thoughts they have had. Although they are not telling stories with
clear beginnings, middles, and ends, they are expressing themselves through photography. They
are taking photos of their immediate surroundings, which is what is interesting to them now.
Although we do not have formal lessons about learning about our communities, they are doing it
anyway. The lens gives them permission to explore their community in new ways. Most of the
time, even when they have the option to leave, they would rather stay at home and smoke weed
and do nothing. With the cameras, many of them are getting out to take photographs of anything
-- houses, plants, animals, people. They are encouraged to be curious. It is wonderful to see
through these photos what they see around them; it is a look into their world, through their eyes.
They are telling stories about their futures when they take photos that inspire them or remind
them of their goals and values. They have incredible drive, and it shows in the objects they
choose to photograph. All talk about being migrants, and their ultimate goals of arriving at the
United States and making a better life for themselves and their families.
...
We stayed up on the roof chatting, and she told me a little bit about the history of the shelter. All
of the kids have given the volunteers hell. There was a period where nobody wanted to look at or
talk to each other; fights would break out all the time, the kids would show up drunk or would
stay out at night, and they would rob each other, the volunteers, and the shelter. As much as the
volunteers talked to them and tried to control them, they were wild. They put each other in the
hospital at times, they ended up in jail three times, and four of them were kicked out, although
two were readmitted. She said that despite it all, she loves them. It seems like they have come to
a sort of harmony now. They are far from perfect and they still fight and steal, but never with
fully malicious intentions. They are all unruly and rude, but there is a strong foundation of
respect and love that keeps them from going completely out of control. I can see that they see
this shelter as their home and each other as family, and they do what they can to protect that.
They are incredibly comfortable with each other, although, like in any group, they have a
particular dynamic that is difficult for an outsider to understand. They fight like brothers, and
they look out for each other like brothers.
It is incredible that boys from 18 and 13 gangs can be under the same roof and more or less get
along. There was much conflict about that at first, and at times there still is, but they are mostly
tolerant. They probably will bash the opposing gang until the end of their days, but they see each
other as people now.
01/04/2016
I want to dedicate this day to doing more work with the kids, but I have to learn to be patient
with them. It is difficult to get them to sit down and work. I came a little later and found some
playing video games and others watching a movie. Whenever I ask anyone if they want to work
on their photos, they say “later.” I plan on taking over the computers after lunch and working
with them one by one.
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Padre Solalinde and some of the families in Oaxaca that support the project will come in a
couple of days for a goodbye celebration. I want to see if we can print out some of the pictures
and display them in some sort of photographic exhibition. I want to see if we can also project
some of the presentations and videos some of the others have made. I am running out of time,
and if the kids don’t work now, this work will never get done.
I also uploaded a presentation of WWW’s who was very excited to have it on the website. She
had made it the night of New Year’s to conmemorate her time at the shelter; she included a
picture of everyone at the shelter. Later, I tried to get UUU to choose his photos and to write
descriptions about them. I wrote a bio for him, but he said to take it down because he didn’t want
his information on the internet. Of course, I did--I shortened it to not include anything but the
fact that he wanted to help his family and that he liked photography. When I tried to get him to
write descriptions of his photos, he adamantly refused. He said just to leave them as they are. I
don’t think it was laziness exactly, but I think it displayed an unwillingness to reflect on purpose
and intentionality. He picked the photos for a reason, but he refused to articulate why. I decided
to let it go, but I was frustrated.
I suppose it’s my expectations getting in the way again. I mean, they don’t all need descriptions.
They are nice to have to explain the context of the photographs, but if a kid doesn’t want them,
that should be okay. The pictures speak for themselves, don’t they?
If I truly am doing this for the kids, it is not about forcing them to do anything they don’t want to
do. I need to do some deep listening; if he says no, it is for a reason, whether he knows it or not. I
sure don’t.
01/07/2016
Today, much work was done. No one really wanted to take photos, but it was announced that
Cristina Coronado Flores in Ciudad Juarez wants to showcase the kids’ photographs in a
conference about la frontera at the end of the month.
Suddenly, a whole bunch of possibilities opened up. This is the work, I realized. I can work this
semester to bring the exhibit all over the world. This would spread the work of the kids and spark
discussions about the issues they face. Not only could their work be shown, but we could create
some educational content to go along with the exhibition; some sort of mini lesson plan for each
time the exhibition goes up.
Of course, some logistics need to be fleshed out. For example, how do we find the funds for
printing, and how to we control (at least a little bit) what happens with the discussions. As for the
development of the project, how do I maintain continuity with the kids? Many of them have
already left, and the ones who are staying behind aren’t falling over to share their work. I’m sure
it will work out, for more kids are sure to come. Besides, I have Carlos and Mario here who will
help the kids take photos.
I printed out some of the pictures in an effort to have the exhibition live here at the shelter, but I
am finding it difficult to find space. I was trying to mount it on the staircase, but it is a brick wall
and the photos won’t stay on.
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01/09/2016
I tried again today to hang up the exhibit, and again I was unsuccessful.
01/12/2016
YYY left on this day. I was gone for the most of the day getting a tattoo, and when I returned
Brian had already received his Mexican residency card from migration. I was happy for him, but
then he was buying his bus ticket to leave that very night, and my heart dropped. We had already
said goodbye to so many, but he is different to me. I know we are not supposed to have favorites,
but I have also been particularly close to him. I miss him a lot. He gave us a beautiful last rap
when we said goodbye to him that I recorded; I hope to make it into a video so we can remember
it forever. There were a lot of tears, including (and especially) from him. There is a whole lot of
love here, even if they are pesados and give the volunteers a hard time. It truly feels like a family,
so it is difficult to see so many go.
After he left, I went up to the roof. I was joined by a few kids, and we all smoked a cigarrette. I
asked how they were feeling now that everyone was leaving and they said “triste.” It feels like
they are getting left behind. I can understand that; it must feel horrible. They started to reminisce
about how they originated with 20 kids, and in the mornings all 20 would go out to the field to
smoke. They were wild and unruly, and it sounded like a really special, fun time for them. Now
they are 5.
I kept talking to them for a while, and because I was feeling sentimental, I told them that I could
not possibly understand what they have been through and what they are going through, but that I
did not judge them and I loved them all the same. They got quiet, and one just said, “ya habló.”
He also said that in Honduras, there is a saying that more or less goes, “ No hables hasta que
vayas,” which is to say you cannot say anything until you live it. He says he appreciates it when
people go there to live with them and experience a little bit, however tiny, of their experiences.
We all went silent for a little while. It didn’t feel like I needed to say anything else. After a while
they left, but I stayed a little while longer to think.
01/13/2016
Almost everyone is gone! And tomorrow, I, Pato, and Sara leave. I left in the middle of the day
to take a shower and get my things from Carlos’ house, and nothing much happened in the day. I
worked a little bit on XXX’s video and on YYY’s despedida, as well as the website. I also
worked with UUU on some raps, because he said he was interested in mixing music. He said he
wanted to rap in English. It is apparent that he wanted to talk, which surprised me because he had
never really warmed up to me.
We went outside and I talked him for several hours. He told me a lot about his life. He said he
joined 18 when he was 12 years old, and had already been living on the street for a while. He
said he liked the street. He liked the way one dresses; he has never felt comfortable in pants. I
asked him if he has ever killed children, like a tonta, and he said no, but yes older people. He told
me that his father used to hit him and his siblings and his mother, and when he was younger he
could never do anything about it. He started fighting back at age 8, and his father stopped
bothering him when he found out he was in 18. He said he would live on the street or with other
people.
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01/14/2016
I left today. It was very, very difficult to leave. I gave everyone a very big hug and told them I
loved them. I am happy to leave on such good terms with everyone.
A few hours before leaving, I told ZZZ that we should record some tracks. WWW was nearby; I
had heard him sing along to some songs before, and so I asked him if he was interested in mixing
songs as well. His face lit up and a huge smile appeared. “Simon, ya habló.” He said. He was
waiting for me to ask!
A little bit later, I called them both into the office and went over how to use garageband again.
They loved it, and WWW and ZZZ recorded a song about marijuana. It was awesome. They had
fun. They said they would continue to do it even after I was gone. I’m a little nervous about how
to continue. But I guess that’s how the cookie crumbles...
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Appendix C: Website and Youth Artwork
To view the student artwork in full, please visit http://
www.historiasdesdeelalbergue.wordpress.com

The light that guides our path
Juan Gomez, Salvadoran
2014, México, Canon G10
In this photo I have captured sunlight, which
helps us migrants many times in our
journeys. It helps us to keep going and never
give up no matter what our situation.

The light that guides our path
Juan Gomez, Salvadoran
2014, México, Canon G10
There are many people who think that money
is everything but money cannot buy love or
friendship.

Faith
Juan Gomez, Salvadoran
2015 México, Canon G10
Have faith only in yourself and keep going
forward. Do not let the fear of failure or of
other people keep you from succeeding.
Always look ahead and pursue your dreams.
There is a saying, “No dream is too big and no
dreamer too small.”
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The old year
Jose, Honduran
2015, México, Canon G10
I took this photo on the last night of 2015.
People burned this clown because it was a
new year. He looks like a person. This
upcoming year, I want things in the world to
change for the better.

Sadness or what is sad
Jose, Honduran
2015, México, Canon G10
I captured sadness on this clown’s face
because although he is an inanimate object, it
looks like he is experiencing sadness because
he is being burned.

The border is not an obstacle for us migrants
Jose, Honduran
2015, México, Canon G10
I liked this photo because I saw the partition
in the middle of the street and it reminded me
of the border. The border is very important
for us migrants. It is the most important
obstacle for us migrants because it is the last
obstacle on our journeys. We always
overcome it.
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Petrified
Marcos, Salvadoran
2016, México, Canon G10

Art
Marcos, Salvadoran
2016, México, Canon G10

Untitled
Nicoy, Nicaraguan
2016, México, Canon G10
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