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ABSTRACT

How Urban Youth Use Digital Tools at Community Technology Centers to Support the
Development of Civic Engagement Pathways: A Multisite, Multicase Study

Lisa Twiss

This study explored how urban youth used, and did not use, digital tools at two community
technology centers (CTCs) to support the development of civic engagement pathways. Research
has shown that urban youth lack the same opportunities as their wealthier peers to engage
civically (Levinson, 2007). This lack is problematic given the benefits of civic engagement,
specifically as it relates to positive youth development and the strengthening of our nation’s
democracy (Lerner, 2004). CTCs have been shown to be valuable and viable places where young
people can develop positively in a variety of ways (Kafai, Peppler, & Chiu, 2007). The purpose
of this study was to better understand how young people could use the technology made
accessible to them through CTCs to acquire particular skills and behaviors that could support
their engagement in civic activities. This study employed a qualitative, multisite, multicase
methodology that used Bers’s (2012) Positive Technological Development framework to
describe how young people made use of their digital tools. The cross-case analysis illuminated
the importance of the participants’ content creations. Content creation supported the following
pathways to civic engagement: the development of civic skills, namely civic knowledge,
collaboration, and communication; community building; and the emergence of civic identities.
This research provides a perspective not yet fully explored in the literature about the intersection
between CTCs, urban youth, and civic engagement. The findings reveal that CTCs served as
vital spaces for the development of civic engagement pathways for the urban youth in this study,

suggesting that CTCs may play a role in addressing the civic engagement gap.
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CHAPTERI

INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT
| don't want to sound cliché, but people say children are the future. If children
aren't involved, then who's going to be involved? If we're growing up to not worry
about our community or our city or anything, then by the time we get older and all
the old civic leaders are dying out or are old, who's really going to do it? If we
grow up with not a care about it, we're not going to care about it (“Aliya,”
Interview, 2/12/16).

In April 2015, Baltimore, Maryland, became the focus of worldwide attention that
sparked dialogue about race, poverty, and the lives of urban youth (Connolly, 2015;
Marshall, Mmari, & Blum, 2015). The city’s “unrest,” as it was called, was documented
through the media’s looping images of looters, fire, and 5,000 National Guard troops that
overtook the streets. To some, like the editors of Time Magazine, these images were
similar to those that came out of Baltimore following the 1968 assassination of Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr.; the magazine used a 1968 photo on the cover of its May 11,
2015, issue.

This decision by the editors of Time Magazine illuminates how, between 1968 and
2015, issues surrounding race still remain. Gaps between Whites and Blacks in
employment, higher education, health rates, and economics continue to put those from
low-income neighborhoods at a disadvantage (Irwin, Miller, & Sanger-Katz, 2014); most
notably, the youth in these neighborhoods. In a Johns Hopkins study involving youth
from the poorest neighborhoods in Baltimore; Johannesburg, South Africa; New Delhi,

India; Ibadan, Nigeria; and Shanghai, China, Baltimore’s youth reported some of the
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worst conditions in which to be raised (e.g., their perception of their neighborhood, their

physical environment and their social environment) (Mmari et al., 2014). Mmari, the lead
researcher, told Vocativ:
When you think about poor adolescents, you may instantly think of a child in
Africa because there are poorer countries there, but it’s not really the country that
is important ... right here in Baltimore, we have kids who are much worse off
than those in African cities (Kulze, 2014, para. 11).

These disadvantages are evident in the education system, incarceration rates, and food
deserts in which many poor families live. Research contends these conditions have
propelled the young people who live in these low-income neighborhoods (i.e., urban
youth) to lag far behind their wealthier peers when it comes to opportunities to develop
positively and to become civically engaged (Lerner, 2004). In other words, the majority
of urban youth in Baltimore fail to experience “exemplary health or optimal
development—thriving, if you will” (Lerner, 2004, p. xiv).

Like so many other cities around the world, Baltimore has yet to show its earnest
support for effective positive youth development efforts. One example of this is the city’s
2012 closure of 22 community recreation centers, which provided the young people of
Baltimore safe and productive places to go. These closings terminated various programs,
many of which involved city police officers and community leaders. In the absence of
these centers, too many youth have been left hopeless, and some believe this
hopelessness was a direct cause of the city’s 2015 unrest (Reutter, 2015).

Shows like The Wire and Homicide: Life on the Streets present accounts of

Baltimore’s young people and the challenges they face. Although fictional, their



storylines are supported by research. According to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (2015), for example, Baltimore ranks among the top ten in the nation for
STDs, and the homicide rate exceeded 300 during the years 2015 and 2016 (Rector,
2017). Additionally, a Harvard study recently found that for every extra year spent living
in the poorest neighborhoods of Baltimore, one’s salary was reduced by nearly 28%
compared to the national average (Chetty & Hendren, 2015).

Civic engagement has been shown to support positive youth development and
counter these negative effects of poverty. In other words, civic engagement supports
young people’s ability to thrive (Levine & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2010; Youniss &
Levine, 2009). Researchers such as London, Pastor, Servon, Rosner, & Wallace (2010)
have found that youth can develop positively (i.e., thrive) through social and technical
skills developed at community technology centers (CTCs). As such, this study explored
the intersection between urban youth, civic engagement, and CTCs, focusing specifically
on how young people could use digital tools at CTCs to develop civic engagement
pathways. This chapter provides an overview and rationale for this work through the
problem statement, the purpose of this study, the research question, the study’s
significance, my position as a researcher, and the theoretical framework employed: the
Positive Technological Development framework (Bers, 2012). Chapter | concludes with
the study’s limitations and a chapter summary.

Problem Statement
An “abundance of evidence” points to a lack of opportunities for young people from
low-income neighborhoods to “develop the skills and dispositions necessary to

participate in civic life” (Hart & Kirshner, 2009, p. 107). As a result, these young people
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are at greatest risk to not fully participate in their communities through civic engagement

(Goodman, 2003; Gullan, Power, & Leff, 2013; Hick, 2006; London et al., 2010; Pinkett,
2003). The literature refers to this risk in a variety of ways including the civic
achievement gap (Levinson, 2007), the civic engagement gap (Levinson, 2010), the civic
empowerment gap (Levinson, 2010), the civic opportunity gap (Hart & Kirshner, 2009;
Kahne & Middaugh, 2012; Levine, 2011), and the participation gap (Jenkins,
Purushotma, Clinton, Weigel, & Robinson, 2009). Across each of these versions, the
same underlying principle exists: Urban youth face inequities when it comes to
opportunities for engagement in civic life. This is important because civic engagement
has been linked to many positive outcomes. For example, young people can become more
knowledgeable about their communities and how to access certain resources (Atkins &
Hart, 2003) such as information about employment, skills training, financial aid services,
and housing services, among others. Additionally, research has shown that youth civic
engagement raises senses of competencies and self-esteem (Balsano, 2005) and
establishes prosocial behaviors that last into adulthood (Youniss & Yates, 1997). These
outcomes, among others, will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter I1.
Purpose of the Study

This study’s purpose was to explore how urban youth could use digital tools to
support the development of civic engagement pathways through their participation at two
CTCs. Many researchers, such as Lerner (2004), Putnam (2000), Delli Carpini (2000),
Youniss and Yates (1997), and Levine (2011), believe that civic engagement can mitigate
some of the detriments of living in poverty and can “buffer the deleterious effects of

stress and crime” so often found in high-poverty areas (Hart & Kirshner, 2008, p. 103),
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opening up the opportunity for youth to positively participate in the community and civic

life around them.

As previously noted, CTCs are places that, for the past three decades, have been
recognized by researchers as strong resources for urban youth (Barkhuus & Lecusay,
2012; Clark, 2003; Cole, 2006; Hick, 2006; London et al., 2010; Pinkett, 2003). Building
on research in these areas of CTCs and civic engagement, | sought to specifically
understand how urban youth used digital tools at CTCs to develop civic engagement
pathways.

Overview of Urban Youth and Civic Engagement

To better understand the purpose of this study, it is important to recognize the current
landscape of civic engagement in the lives of urban youth. This will be discussed much
more in Chapter I1; however, these points are worth making here so that the context of
this study is clear. To start, urban youth have reportedly lower levels of civic engagement
compared to their wealthier peers. One reason for this, as stated above, is because of the
lack of opportunities to engage (Hart & Kirshner, 2009; Kahne & Middaugh, 2012).
Urban youth were found to be 1.5 to 2 times less likely to engage in civic learning and/or
service learning discussions compared to their wealthier peers, and when it came to
technology use for the purpose of civic engagement, they were less likely to engage in
higher level technology projects that aid in civic participation (Jackson et al., 2008;
Ritzhaupt, Liu, Dawson, & Barron, 2013). Therefore, if opportunities to discuss civic
issues in school or to participate in local civic events, for example, were offered to urban
youth to the same extent as they are offered to more affluent young people, the argument

is that urban youth would demonstrate equal involvement in civic engagement activities.



The literature on the civic engagement gap also suggests that urban youth feel
“alienated” from their communities and generally have a lower sense of "political
efficacy” (Bandura, 1997; Voight & Torney-Purta, 2013), thus reducing their likelihood
to participate. Without a sense of ownership, these youth have little motivation to care
about and/or take action with civic duties. Social trust (Putnam, 2007) is a key element in
civic engagement, and many urban youth have not been afforded opportunities to build
that trust in meaningful ways.

A different argument altogether in the literature is that urban youth are, in fact,
civically engaged, but the tools used to measure their engagement do not recognize their
most common civic engagement activities (Bell, 2005; Voight & Torney-Purta, 2013).
For example, researchers have found urban youth to be more active in civic activities
through their churches and what Sanchez-Jankowski (2002) call “civic subcultures.”
Civic subcultures refer to groups of individuals (e.g., African Americans, Mexican
Americans, American Indians) who have unique historical experiences and engage
civically in their own specific ways. However, these activities are not always classified as
civic engagement. In other words, compared to more traditional participation in school-
based student government activities (which are dominated by more affluent white
students), particular involvement in religious or cultural organizations is often
overlooked.

This challenge to capture civic engagement practices among youth, poor and rich
alike, also exists in the virtual world. Some researchers agree that after the 2008
presidential election, young people were more civically engaged than ever before, most

notably through social media (Kwon, Wilcox, & Shah, 2014). Yet, despite the potential



advantages of technology, the literature suggests digital divides continue to keep poorer
youth at bay (Jenkins et. al., 2009). Even if access to a computer or mobile device is
possible, the speed at which information can be downloaded, as well as the know-how
needed to meaningfully use the technology, still favors wealthier youth. In many
communities, CTCs—face-to-face settings where technology tools are accessible,
participation is voluntary, and mentors are available for training—provide urban youth
access to technology tools and skills, and potentially, opportunities for civic engagement.
The Role of Community Technology Centers

As mentioned above, technological tools have been shown to be potential pathways
for civic engagement. In particular, the use of social media through mobile devices has
been highlighted as a popular way to engage in political conversations (Smith, 2014).
This is good news for African American and Hispanic youth who report having equal
access to smartphones compared to their white peers (File, 2013). However, a gap still
exists between those who do and do not have access to other tools, such as desktop and
laptop computers (Lenhart et al., 2008). This gap, known as the digital divide, “has
shifted over the years in response to new technologies and the reduction of prior
inequalities” (Shank & Cotten, 2013). CTCs have played an important role in the
reduction of this inequality by providing access to desktop and laptop computers,
specialized technology equipment, and training. For this reason, CTCs were purposefully
selected as the setting of this study.

CTCs have offered young people a variety of technology-focused opportunities for
more than 30 years. In a review of the 2,000-plus technology centers in 2010, London et

al. noted opportunities ranging from basic computer operations to “practical skills” like



public speaking (London et al., 2010, p. 204). Other community technology programs
have offered game designing (Buckingham, Sefton-Green, & Willett, 2003), physics
stop-motion software training (Barkhuus & Lecusay, 2012), 3-D printing and robotics
(Zaleski, 2014), and filmmaking (Rosales, 2013). CTCs such as The Fifth Dimension,
The Computer Clubhouse and Youth Radio have bridged digital divides by providing
access as well as instruction, and research has suggested they are key places for positive
learning experiences (London et al, 2010).

The literature about CTCs, which will be detailed more in Chapter |1, provides reason
to believe CTCs are fertile grounds for the betterment of young people, particularly those
young people who come from low-income neighborhoods and who have limited access to
technology. This group has benefitted the most from participation in CTCs. For example,
Camfield Estates, a CTC in partnership with Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
provides young people “a greater appreciation of their strengths, and ... [gave] the
community greater appreciation of its most basic assets, the skills and abilities of its
residents” (Pinkett, 2003, p. 377).

As much as is known about the role of CTCs in other areas of positive youth
development, little research exists about how technology use at CTCs might specifically
provide pathways to civic engagement for urban youth. In light of the current state of
urban youth, and recognizing that civic engagement has been shown as a contributing
factor to young people’s ability to thrive, my overarching interest in this research was to
examine how CTCs, and young people’s uses of digital tools there, might play a role in

providing urban youth pathways for civic engagement.



Research Question

In response to the lack of the literature focused specifically on urban youth, civic
engagement, and CTCs, this qualitative, multisite, multicase study aimed to explore the
following research question: How can urban youth use digital tools at two CTCs to
support the development of civic engagement pathways?

Significance of This Study

This study addresses gaps in the literature about the role CTCs can play in the
development of civic engagement pathways for urban youth. To date, most of the
literature about CTCs has focused on the specific technological and social skills acquired
by participants (Barkhuus & Lecusay, 2012; Kafai, Peppler, & Chiu, 2007; Willett,
2007). However, only one study by London et al. (2010) included a specific focus on
digital tool use at CTCs for civic engagement. According to London et al. (2010),
“virtually none of the existing literature considers the broader impact of technology
access on positive youth development outcomes such as civic engagement” (p. 200). This
study, with its focus on civic engagement through CTC technology use, provided a
unique perspective on a needed area: the promotion of civic engagement for urban youth
through the use of technology.

This area needs greater attention for the reasons discussed above. In the largest
context, civic engagement is important because it is seen as a necessity for liberty and
freedom (Delli Carpini, 2000; Flanagan, Levine, & Settersten, 2007; Hart & Kirshner,
2009; Lakin & Mahoney, 2006; Lerner, 2004; Levine, 2011; Youniss & Levine, 2009).
Without the opportunity and knowledge to participate in civic activities, certain groups in

this nation will become powerless as their voices fade from national dialogue. These
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disparities have already created “a gap that threatens the health of democracy” (Zaff,

Youniss, & Gibson, 2009, p. 6), and a systemic inequality of representation in politics
and policy (Delli Carpini, 2000; Foster-Bey, 2008). Lerner (2004) wrote that “power and
prerogative [would reside] in the already-powerful” if more efforts were not made to
create pathways to civic engagement at-risk groups (p. 17). The findings of this study
contribute to the broader discourse about the nation’s future as a democratic society.

In a narrower context, this study contributes to the literature about CTCs and suggests
that participants can benefit in ways beyond the skills development and social
development often written about in the CTC context. The findings of this dissertation
study showed that CTCs can also be places of civic engagement, most notably through
the acquisition of civic skills, civic identities, and community building. Through this
study, CTCs can be better understood as places that can encourage and support urban
youth to use digital tools to address civic issues related to their lives and their
communities, a concept that has yet to be fully developed in the current CTC or civic
engagement literature. Additional recommendations for research, practice, and policy will
be discussed in Chapter VI.

Researcher Position Statement

“If all teens are thought of as assets in the making, rather than problems waiting to
happen, then not only our own families but also society as a whole could be transformed”
(Lerner, 2007, p. 213).

Lerner’s statement, above, captures my position as the researcher of this study. I
believe young people have tremendous potential, and in the absence of opportunities for

them to put forth this potential, both the individual and the community will fail to benefit.
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| have developed this position over my 20-year career as a teacher, most notably during

my tenure as a public school teacher in urban schools. Below, | elaborate on the
development of this position through my specific experiences with students.

Inside the classroom, | saw firsthand how well students responded to opportunities to
meet teachers in one-to-one settings; their interests were piqued and their motivation
increased when they were given individualized attention. Additionally, | saw how
students’ use of school computers to type papers (something many of them could not do
at home) increased the sophistication of their writing. Finally, | saw how differentiating
instruction (e.g., offering opportunities for oral reports vs. written reports) allowed
students to demonstrate their knowledge in ways that increased the academic
achievement for the entire class. In other words, when opportunities were presented to the
urban students | taught, they were grateful for them and used them in ways that benefitted
everyone.

Just as | provided opportunities inside the classroom, | did the same beyond the
classroom. As a result, I was afforded multiple chances to see firsthand how invaluable
these experiences became for my students. For example, as an Outward Bound liaison, |
escorted students on weeklong sailing and hiking trips. Most of the students had never
spent more than two days away from their homes, nor had they ever seen stars or heard
silence in the way they did through these nature excursions. One student participant
graduated high school and went on to earn a doctorate from Harvard University; he
currently works as an administrator in a New York City public school. Years later, he
told me how powerful that trip was for him in that it opened his eyes to a world beyond

the only one he knew. Additionally, as the girls’ varsity soccer coach, I led a group of
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more than 20 players, mostly from low-income neighborhoods, to England for an

international soccer camp. The majority of students had never been on an airplane before,
and like those in the Outward Bound program, many of them claimed the opportunity to
travel was life-changing.

Each of these experiences exemplifies my commitment to the belief that young
people yearn for opportunities to succeed and, when afforded those opportunities, they
can contribute in positive and meaningful ways. | position myself as a researcher and
member of society who believes it is in everyone’s best interest to be proactive with those
youth who need the most support. We should no longer subscribe to the Deficit Model
(Lerner, 2004) to understand our youth. In this model, young people are evaluated based
on the bad behaviors they do not demonstrate (e.g., drug use, criminal activity, teen
pregnancy). Instead, it is my position that we should consider youth as assets, and do
what is needed to help them thrive and positively develop.

A second perspective informs my researcher’s position: Technology can play a
positive role in the lives of young people. As a teacher of both high school and college
students, | have found greater motivation, creativity, and engagement among my students
when technology is integrated into instruction. Within my first two years as a full-time
teacher, I entered a master’s program in educational technology because | recognized
increased motivation among my pregnant teenage students when they were encouraged to
use the computers. Their interest in technology prompted my own motivation to learn
best practices related to digital tools. I earned my master’s degree in 1999, and | have

integrated technology into the lives of young people ever since. In the case of this



13
research, | held closely this belief that technology can play an important role in the

positive development of young people.
Theoretical Framework:
Bers's Positive Technological Development Framework

This study employed the Positive Technological Development (PTD) framework as a
lens for analysis. The framework has been shown to be aligned with the digital literacy
movements and to provide additional psychosocial, civic, and ethical components (Bers,
2012, p. 9). More broadly, the focus of this framework is on the positive ways children
use technology to better their own lives and the world around them. It is comprised of
three components: individual assets, technology-mediated behaviors or activities, and
applied practice (Bers, 2012). The individual assets are framed by Lerner et al.’s (2005)
six “C’s,” including competence, confidence, character, caring, connection, and
contribution; these make up the Positive Youth Development Framework (PYD). The
technology-mediated behaviors build on these assets and specifically consider
technology’s role in their development; these behaviors include content creation,
creativity, choices of conduct, communication, collaboration, and community building.
The third component of this framework is applied practice, which refers to the specific
way in which the technology is used, including the tool itself and the context of its use.

This study focused specifically on the participants’ technology-mediated behaviors.
These behaviors will be detailed much more in Chapters IV and V, where they are

employed as a way to help explain the participants’ specific uses of technology and how

these uses emerged as themes across the cases. Table 1 offers Bers’s (2012) definitions of
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these technology-mediated behaviors and provides their links to the Positive Youth

Development (PYD) assets (Lerner et al., 2005).

Table 1

Definitions of Technology-Mediated Behaviors from the Positive Technological
Development framework and their links to Positive Youth Development assets

Technology-
mediated behavior

Definition?

Positive Youth
Development assets®

Content Creation

“Opportunity to engage users in
computer programming or computer
applications that engage them in
working with text, video, audio,
graphics, and animations. ... Children
develop technology fluency .... Strong
relationship between content creation
and competence” (p. 11)

Competence

Communication

“Process of interchanging thoughts,
opinions, or information by using
technologies” (p. 12)

Connection

Collaboration

“Opportunity to work with others and
to willingly cooperate a shared task”

(p. 12)

Caring

Community
Building

“Active stance toward using

technology to enhance the community
and the quality of relationships among
the people of that community” (p. 12)

Contribution

Creativity

“Ability to transcend traditional ideas,
rules, patterns, relationships, or
interpretations to create and imagine
original new ideas” (p. 12)

Confidence

Choices of Conduct

“Opportunity of making choices about
our behaviors, explore ‘what if’
situations, take action in the digital
world, and experience its
consequences” (p. 12)

Character

3All definitions adapted from Bers, 2012. PAssets from Lerner et al., 2005.

In addition to relying on PYD, Bers also looked to Seymour Papert’s constructivist

approach to support the PTD framework. Bers explained that constructionism “informs

PTD by bringing to the foreground the C’s of content creation and creativity and their




15
strong relationship to competence and confidence” (Bers, 2012, p. 15). Given the nature

of this study and its connections to youth development and young people’s constructions
with digital tools, (i.e., the products they made using technology at the CTC), the PTD
framework provided a meaningful and appropriate lens. Other researchers, too, have
found this framework beneficial to understanding young people’s uses of technology
(Cunningham et al., 2016). According to the Scopus Database in Towson University’s
Cook Library, for example, Bers’s work has been referenced more than 169 times,
suggesting the PTD framework has been vetted.

One example of the PTD framework’s application in research is in a case study about
the experiences of college freshmen in the Active Citizenship through Technology
program at Tufts University. As part of this program, students were asked to “design” and
“inhabit” an online community within Zora, a virtual world (Bers, 2012). In one
particular activity, participants were asked to create a dorm room, including decorating
through posters and sports team regalia. These students gained confidence “in their
creative potential” (Bers, 2012, p. 168), and in total, created 4,726 virtual objects. The
PTD framework, here, allowed researchers to take note of positive outcomes that could
promote civic engagement, including community building and communication (Bers,
2012). Other research with the PTD framework has focused on young people’s uses of
robotics in the classroom, the use of Scratch games, and how participation in online
virtual worlds can support pediatric patients with renal disease.

In summary, Bers’s PTD framework provided an appropriate lens for understanding

the participants’ individual experiences with their technologies and the ways in which
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these experiences supported, and at times did not support, participants’ civic engagement

pathways.

Definition of Terms
Civic engagement: inclination to act, and/or the action itself, in response to relevant and
meaningful civic issues (Chung & Probert, 2011; Lerner, 2004; Levine, 2011; Youniss et
al., 2002)
Community technology center (CTC): a physical building that provides access to
digital tools and offers related training to, primarily, people who live in the local
community
Inkscape: an online tool used by Kingston participants to practice their first design: a

cloud that had "iCloud" written on it (https://inkscape.org/en/)

Makey Makey: a circuit kit that allowed users to turn any object into a keyboard or
controller through the use of metal clips and mini circuit boards

(http://www.makeymakey.com/)

Pathway: the route to or access to (“Pathway,” 2017)

Positive: having a good effect; marked by optimism (“Positive,” 2017)

Positive Youth Development: theory that focuses on youth, in particular at-risk youth,
through consideration of their strengths and assets including competence, confidence,
character, caring, connection, and contribution (Lerner, 2004)

Scratch: an online tool that allowed users to code and create games and videos

(https://scratch.mit.edu/)

Tackk: an online tool where users could communicate and share items they created

(https://tackk.com/)
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Tinkercad: an online tool used to create 3-D designs (https://www.tinkercad.com/)

Urban youth: African Americans under the age of 20 who live in lower-income city
neighborhoods
Limitations and Delimitations

Like all qualitative research, this study is not meant to be generalized beyond the
seven cases researched. However, the triangulation of multiple sources of data collected
through observations, interviews, and artifacts, and the rich descriptions that emerged out
of this data, suggest the findings here may be useful for other like-CTC settings (Marshall
& Rossman, 2011). This research focused on how seven young people used technology at
two different CTCs for the purpose of exploring how these uses could support the
development of civic engagement pathways. As such, it did not address the efficacy of
the CTCs; their programs, instructors, or student achievement outside of the CTC; or
their uses of technology outside of the CTC.

The research began in February 2015 and was completed in January 2016. |
purposefully selected participants using a consent form that provided the information
needed for entry into the study: participant’s address must have been within the city
limits and the participant and/or a parent or guardian must have granted permission.
Information gathered about the participants’ involvement in the CTC and the ways in
which they used (and did not use) digital tools to support their development of civic
engagement pathways provided a meaningful overview of young people, their thoughts
and practices about civic engagement, and the role of technology in civic engagement.
However, these cases cannot speak on behalf of all urban youth, CTC participation,

and/or the uses of digital tools for the development of civic engagement pathways.
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Chapter | Summary

This chapter focused on the lack of opportunities that currently put urban youth in a
likely position to “fail to reach their potential as civic actors” (Hart & Kirshner, 2009, p.
109). At the same time, urban youth are at a disadvantage when it comes to meaningful
technology use that can support the development of civic engagement. In addition, CTCs
have been shown to play an effective role in the acquisition of technological and social
skills, among other benefits. Yet, to date, no research has focused specifically on the role
of young people’s technology use in CTCs to specifically develop civic engagement
pathways. Therefore, | selected CTCs as the settings for this study. More information
about the literature in these three areas (civic engagement, urban youth, and CTCs) is
provided in Chapter Il (Literature Review). Following the Literature Review, | describe
the multicase, multisite research design employed in this study (Chapter 111), the
individual case analyses for the seven participants (Chapter 1V), the cross-case analysis
of emerging themes (Chapter V), and the recommendations for future policy, research,

and practice (Chapter 1V).
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CHAPTER I

LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction

Independently, youth civic engagement and CTCs are well-established areas of
research. For example, ample literature exists to show how youth civic engagement is an
important component of this nation’s democracy, how it benefits young people in a
variety of ways, and how opportunities for civic engagement are not always equitable -
i.e.,“the civic engagement gap” (Levinson, 2007). These aspects of civic engagement, as
well as the historical context and the definitional issues around the term, will be detailed
in this chapter.

Also included in this chapter is research around the role of community technology
centers. For decades, CTCs have served low-income communities by bridging digital
divides and providing young people a variety of opportunities (e.g. mentorship, hands-on
experiences) for positive development. Despite technology’s role in helping to mitigate
the civic engagement gap, researchers argue that technology, alone, is not the answer to
... (Kahne & Middaugh, 2012).. For this reason, CTCs could be valuable and viable
places for young people to develop civic engagement pathways. However, very little is
known about how, exactly, young people’s uses of digital tools at CTCs could support
these pathways.

At the time this review was written, only one study specifically acknowledged CTCs
as places where young people could develop positively specifically through civic
engagement (London et al., 2010). Their findings were focused more broadly on positive

youth development, not just civic engagement. Still that work provided valuable insight
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and served as a reminder that much more needs to be known about these two areas (i.e.

CTCs and civic engagement). London et al. described the paucity of literature in this area
of CTCs and civic engagement in the following manner: “Virtually none of the existing
literature considers the broader impact of technology access on positive youth
development outcomes, such as youth voice, civic engagement, and social capital”
(London et al., 2010, p. 42). The study presented in this dissertation addresses this need
in order to better understand how young people can use technology at CTCs to
development civic engagement pathways. This type of engagement is an example of a
meaningful way to support young people’s positive development, which in turn supports
this nation’s democracy.
Search Methodology

The methodology employed for this literature review relied on a Boolean Search of
“community technology centers” AND “civic engagement” to see what relationships
between the two existed in the current literature. This first search, using both terms in
quotation marks, yielded only one result through the following databases in Towson
University’s Cook Library: Academic Search Premier, Communication and Mass Media
Complete, Education Research Complete, ERIC, Military and Government Collection,
Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection, and Library Information Science and
Technology Abstracts. The next step was to remove the quotation marks around the
search terms; this returned four results. So few returns suggested that CTCs and civic
engagement, specifically, have not yet been directly researched or written about together

with that language.
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Therefore, to cast a wider net related to both areas, | expanded search terms to include

techn* and youth engagement. This search yielded 145 results. | then placed limits to
retrieve peer-reviewed and current (<10 years) literature, which narrowed the list to 86
available readings. Out of these results, | gave preference (at least initially) to face-to-
face practices over online civic engagement practices. Also, | gave more attention to
research focused on urban youth and what is known about their civic engagement.
Finally, with the exception of one reference from Canada and one from Great Britain, the
literature selected for this review focused on young people from America.
Civic Engagement
Historical Context
Eleanor Roosevelt stressed the importance of youth civic engagement when she said,
Our children should learn the general framework of their government ... where it
touches their daily lives and where their influence is exerted on the government. It
must not be a distant thing, someone else’s business, but they must see how every
cog in the wheel of a democracy is important and bears its share of responsibility
for the smooth running of the entire machine (cited by Boyle & Burns, 2012, p.
179).

Roosevelt provided an early indication of what has now become a widely popular and
studied area: the civic engagement of youth. Yet it was not until decades later, at the end
of the Cold War, that the general public became more concerned with youth engagement
in civic affairs (Youniss et al., 2002; Lerner, 2004). This concern arose out of the
uncertain and tense relationship between the United States and the then-U.S.S.R., as well

as the globalization that increased in 1989 and in the subsequent years (Youniss et al.,
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2002). Still, little research was conducted in the area of youth civic engagement until

almost a decade after the Cold War.

Around 2000, researchers began to pay attention to the ways in which youth became
more thoughtful and active in their communities’ issues (Balsano, 2005; Bennett,
Freelon, & Wells, 2010; Chung & Probert, 2011; Lerner, 2004; Levine, 2011; Middaugh
& Kahne, 2013; Youniss et al., 2002.) Along with these researchers, Congress increased
its focus on young people and their entry points for civic engagement. The Younger
American Act was introduced 2001 to help build on young people’s potential (Youniss &
Levine, 2009). However, this bill never left the committee “because its sponsors were
hard pressed to explain to their colleagues how strengthening young people’s capacities
would lead to a reduction in their problems” (Youniss & Levine, 2009, p. 13). Since then,
volumes of literature have focused on how civic engagement positively impacts young
people. For example, the Handbook of Research on the Development of Citizenship: A
Field Comes of Age was published in 2010, containing 706 pages and 24 chapters written
by 53 authors (Levine & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2010) that highlight researchers’
growing interest in the topic. In 2012, the U.S. Department of Education established
youth civic engagement as priority in order to “strengthen the civic capacities of the next
generation of Americans” (Voight & Torney-Purta, 2013, p. 198).

The 2008 presidential election drew a great deal of attention to the ways in which
young people’s civic engagement soared. According to the 2011 Report from The Center
for Information Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE), that election
“mobilized millions of young people to vote ... and three of the six clusters [i.e., their

breakdown of demographics] of that year’s data reported voter turnout rates to at or close
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to 100%” (CIRCLE, 2011, p. 6). CIRCLE considered the following activities, in addition

to voting, to be examples of civic engagement: donating to charities, discussing politics,
volunteering, and using the Internet as a means of communication about political and
social issues.

Today, much of the youth civic engagement research builds on the role of the Internet
and social media (Bennett et al., 2010; Hamel, 2011; Jenkins et al., 2009; Kahne &
Middaugh, 2012; Kwon, Wilcox, & Shah, 2014; Wells, 2014). In the book Civic Life
Online, multiple authors explored the ways in which young people interact with digital
tools in the contexts of social, cultural, and political topics (Bers, 2008; Levine, 2008;
Rheingold, 2008). These virtual interactions further contribute to the definitional issues
surrounding civic engagement. In other words, does a “Like” constitute civic
engagement? What about a tweet or a social commentary note on a blog? Indeed, there is
a lack of consensus in the literature around the definition of civic engagement and how it
should be best understood and applied. These definitional issues are worth noting as
future research, policies, and practices are developed around youth civic engagement
initiatives.

Definitional Issues

In both academic literature and the larger Internet, the term civic engagement is
considered through a variety of perspectives. For example, The American Psychological
Association (2017) defined civic engagement as the “individual and collective actions
designed to identify and address issues of public concern. It can include efforts to directly
address an issue, work with others in a community to solve a problem or interact with the

institutions of representative democracy” (para. 2). Ehrlich (2000) defined it as “working
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to make a difference in the civic life of our communities and developing the combination

of knowledge, skills, values and motivation to make that difference ... through both
political and non-political processes” (p. 6). Washington State University’s Center for
Civic Engagement’s website defined civic engagement as a “philosophy, a process, and a
state of being relative to one’s place in community and society. It encompasses the
lifelong efforts of individuals and communities to make positive change within society”
(para. 1). Others in the field see civic engagement as “the feelings of responsibility
toward the common good, the actions aimed at solving community issues and improving
the well-being of its members and the competencies required to participate in civic life”
(e.g., Lenzi, Vieno, Pastore, & Santinello, 2013, p. 45).

In spite of the varied definitions and perceptions of civic engagement, some
generalities can be made across the literature. Perhaps the most important one is this:
particular components, some of which encompass the factors discussed above (e.g., self-
efficacy and social connectedness) are needed for young people to effectively participate
in civic life. These qualities include civic knowledge, civic attitudes, civic skills, and
civic experiences (Balsano, 2005; Flanagan, Levine, & Settersten, 2007; Youniss &
Levine, 2009). Although the distinction between these qualities is not always clear,
generally speaking, civic knowledge refers to information and experiences related to civic
work (Balsano, 2005). Civic attitudes, according to Putnam (2007), include such
elements as trust, tolerance, and fair-mindedness. Communication is a primary skill
related to civic engagement (Ball, Procopio, Goering, Dong, & Bodary, 2016; Comber,
2005), and finally, civic experiences are the more explicit civic actions one takes. In the

absence of these components, some researchers believe civic engagement is unlikely
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among young people, in particular urban youth.

These differences in how civic engagement is defined suggest variations in the ways
young people are viewed as participants in civic life. Furthermore, these differences shed
light on the need to understand how young people themselves define civic engagement as
it may provide insight into what motivates young people or what young people feel is
important. For example, youth civic engagement has been associated with voting and
political activism, community service, volunteer work, as well as the discussion of
current events and government-related information (Youniss & Yates, 1997). Checkoway
and Aldana (2013) found through their own study that young people’s civic engagement
was related to “grassroots organizing, citizen participation, intergroup dialogue and
sociopolitical development” (pp. 1894-1899). Voight and Torney-Purta (2013) sought to
better understand these definitional issues around youth civic engagement through a
study of approximately 4,000 students from lower-income Tennessee middle schools.
Their work, which resulted in a typology of civic engagement for middle school urban
youth, was predicated on previous civic engagement literature that suggested young
people’s engagement should be considered through behavioral and attitudinal
components (Flanagan & Faison, 2001; Levine, 2007). The researchers used school
records and self-reporting surveys to capture civic behaviors and attitudes, and they
found that within this particular sample of young people existed distinct groups of civic
engagers (and non-engagers). Voight and Torney-Purta’s (2013) study suggests youth (as
civic engagers) could be labeled as civic moderates, social justice sympathizers, or social
justice actors (p. 202).

The literature reviewed here focused on definitions provided by the researchers.
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While this is valuable to understand the range of definitions, it is also problematic since

young people’s definitions are nearly absent from the literature on civic engagement. In
other words, to fairly asses the ways in which urban youth are engaged, and to develop
meaningful pathways for youth civic engagement, the literature should better reflect
young people’s own definitions of civic engagement and their understandings of what it
means to be civically engaged. The present study takes into consideration the
participant’s understandings of civic engagement and how this does (and does not) play a
role in their civic identities.
In the Digital Age

Civic engagement is currently being defined and explained by researchers through
young people’s uses of online tools. Referred to as digital natives, today’s young people
have been raised in a world where technology is all around them. Therefore, researchers
have begun to take a closer look at what civic engagement means to young people
through their uses of digital tools (Bennett et al., 2010; Wells, 2014). One example of this
1s “participatory politics” which refers to virtual exchanges that are “interactive, peer-
based, and not guided by traditional institutions like political parties or newspaper
editors” (Kahne & Middaugh, 2012, p. 52). Similarly, Jenkins et al. (2009) call the online
environment a “participatory culture” that has “relatively low barriers to artistic
expression and civic engagement ... strong support for creating and sharing ... informal
mentorship” (p. xi). Within these online spaces and media spaces, researchers have found
young people’s civic engagement takes place through the following: voice (i.e., using
media to share their messages) (Levine, 2011); affiliations (i.e., memberships in formal

and informal groups whereby interests are shared) (Jenkins et al., 2009); interactive civic
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messaging (i.e., the use of the Internet and mobile devices to communicate about civic

issues) (Kwon, Wilcox, & Shah, 2014); and even through watching political comedy (i.e.,
watching shows like The Daily Show and The Colbert Report to learn about civic issues
(cited in Bennett et al., 2010)). In each of these ways, young people have begun to
exemplify civic engagement in ways not possible before.

Still, little is understood about the types of skills that may or may not develop as a
result of digital engagement. For example, Wells (2014) found that while young people
have access to information online, much of it is not youth-friendly and therefore may not
afford the meaningful engagement some believe online environments offer. Additionally,
some have found that these online tools actually encourage young people from lower-
income homes, in particular, to “waste time” more often compared to their wealthier
peers (Richtel, 2012). Research has found that children of parents who did not have
college degrees were found to use technology more hours a week and for more
entertainment purposes with less supervision (Richtel, 2012). These differences in how
low-income youth spend their time online compared to higher-income youth is now
recognized as another wave of the digital divide (Foster-Bey, 2008; Kahne & Middaugh,
2009; Lankshear & Knobel, 2008), and thus exacerbates what Levinson (2007) coined the
“civic engagement gap.” In other words, the digital divide mimics the civic engagement
divide which strongly suggests that the online environment, alone, cannot best equip
certain young people to become civic engagers. As such, the face-to-face technology-rich
environments of CTCs need to be more carefully explored as places to provide the skills

and opportunities not always afforded by online engagement.
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Pathways to Civic Engagement

Despite the differences in definitions and orientations of civic engagement, the
literature does provide common themes in regards to the components most associated
with civic engagement. For the purpose of this study, these components, namely social
connectedness and self-efficacy, can be understood as pathways to civic engagement; in
their absence, civic engagement may not be as likely for young people. Therefore, it is
important to take these components into consideration if strides are to be made in the area
of urban youth civic engagement.

Social connectedness. Lenzi et al. (2013) sought to understand how young people
become civically engaged. Their work with 403 adolescents determined that civic
engagement for youth was predicated on “neighborhood social connectedness” (Lenzi et
al., 2013, p. 45). They found that the bonds young people felt with those living next door
or on their blocks had a direct impact on their willingness to become civically engaged.
More specifically, they learned that when young people identified “cohesive relationships
between youth and adults, who are available to support them and represent positive role
models,” their inclinations to become civically engaged increased (p. 51). Lenzi et al.
(2013) found youth civic engagement was closely linked to personal relationships young
people established in their neighborhoods, and through these relationships they may have
become more engaged. These findings are consistent with other research that has shown
young people’s pathways to civic engagement are dependent on their relationships with
others in the community and/or in the group with whom they work (e.g., Duke, Skay,
Pettingell, & Borowsky, 2009; Nygreen, Kwon, & Sanchez, 2006; Putnam, 2007; Shiller;

2013).
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Self-efficacy. Some researchers have also found individuals’ beliefs in their own
potential to make change is imperative to meaningful civic engagement (Bandura, 1997,
Chung & Probert, 2011; Rubin, 2007). Chung and Probert (2011) studied 129 African
American youth in low-income areas of Trenton, NJ, to learn the about the types of civic
activities that might appeal to this population and that were already part of these
participants’ lives. Specifically, this study looked at two types of civic activities:
volunteerism and political activism. These outcomes were measured according to
Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory in which the individual’s belief that change is
possible and that the “individual citizen can play a part in bringing about this change”
(cited in Chung & Probert, 2011, p. 228) is critical. Interview data revealed that when
young people had stronger beliefs about their potential as change agents, they reported a
stronger likelihood to engage in both future volunteer work and political activism. This
finding aligned with Rubin’s (2007) work on civic identity, which suggests young
people’s own experiences need to be considered as an entry point for optimal civic
learning endeavors (i.e., as the first step on a pathway to civic engagement). This work
provided context for the development of particular interview questions that were aimed at
understanding the participants’ civic experiences.

Benefits of Civic Engagement

Efforts to increase civic engagement among young people should be prioritized by...
(whom?), given the benefits associated with civic engagement. Today, evidence is readily
available that shows correlations between civic engagement and positive youth
development (e.g., Balsano, 2005; Delli Carpini, 2000; Duke et al., 2009; Lerner, 2004;

Levine, 2011). In other words, when young people are civically engaged, they have been
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found to have better mental health, higher academic achievement, and lower rates of teen

pregnancy and drug use. Research has also indicated youth civic engagement can be
linked to liberty and the future of democracy (Balsano, 2005; Checkoway & Aldana,
2013; Delli Carpini, 2000; Flanagan, Levine, & Settersten, 2007; Levine, 2011; Lerner,
2004; Youniss & Levine, 2009) and it can provide an avenue for young people to become
participatory in their communities. This happens through acts such as volunteering,
voting, increasing knowledge about current and local events, becoming entrepreneurs,
and finding outlets for their voices. Many proponents argue that without young people’s
civic engagement, and in particular engagement from urban youth, democracy cannot be
sustained. Instead, social Darwinism could prevail, suggesting “power and prerogative
[would reside] in the already-powerful” (Lerner, 2004, p. 17).

The correlation between civic engagement and liberty is well-documented throughout
the literature (Duke et al., 2009; Hart & Kirshner, 2009; Lakin & Mahoney, 2006;
Levine, 2011; London et al., 2010; Nygreen et al., 2006). So, too, is the link between
civic engagement and one’s personal health and life trajectory. For example, “civically
engaged youth tend to have an increased sense of their own competencies, be more
internally driven to get involved in prosocial activities and have a higher self-esteem”
(Balsano, 2005, p. 188). Young people who are civically engaged have also been found to
have higher academic success compared to those who do not (Levine, 2011).
Additionally, civic engagement encourages ‘“higher internal locus of control and a higher
level of comfort resolving social and interpersonal issues” (Balsano, 2005, p. 188). These

benefits are long-lasting, argue Youniss, McLellan, and Yates (1997), who found that
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participating in community service as a young person was a predictor of adult behavior,

including voting and involvement with community organizations.

Positive Youth Development. The PYD framework (Lerner, 2004) is a common way
in which civic engagement is described in the literature as a benefit to young people. This
framework was mentioned in Chapter I as a foundational component of Bers’s (2006)
PTD framework. Lerner (2004) explained, “policymakers and practitioners are pleased
when their actions are associated with the reduction of such problems ... however it is
dispiriting for a young person to learn that he is regarded by adults as someone who is
likely to be a problem for others as well as for himself” (p. 3). Bers's PTD framework
also supports Lerner's contention that the evaluation of youth on their community service,
academic success, and involvement in extracurricular activities would benefit the
individual and society. Here, | provide an overview of the PYD framework to illuminate
its use as a way to understand positive outcomes related to youth civic engagement.

By altering the lens and looking at the talents, interests, and strengths of young
people, researchers have been able to better understand the development of healthy, self-
confident, and contributing young adults. This occurred through what the Search Institute
in the late 1990s referred to as young people’s “assets.” At the heart of PYD are the five
C’s: competence, confidence, character, caring, and connection. Later, Lerner (2007)
added his belief that the culmination of the five C’s leads to contribution, which he
defined as “the desire and capacity to give back to those people and institutions that give
to us” (i.e., civic engagement) (p. 183). When young people have been provided
opportunities to learn the five C’s, research has shown positive results (Lerner et al.,

2005).
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The most robust research around PYD has taken place with young people

participating in 4-H programs. According to Heck and Subramaniam (2009), at least five
different research studies over the past nine years have used the five C’s framework to
better inform 4-H programs and practices. Other researchers have used this framework,
too, to understand the impact of technology on young people (e.g., London et al., 2010),
understand the effects of an after-school program on Latino youth (e.g., Riggs, Bohnert,
Guzman, & Davidson, 2010), and assess the impact of organized sports on young people
(e.g., Le Menestrel & Perkins, 2007).
Divides in Civic Engagement Opportunities

The need to provide more civic engagement opportunities for urban youth is
supported throughout the literature. Research shows this group of individuals is at a
disadvantage when it comes to opportunities to “develop the skills and dispositions
necessary to participate in civic life” (Hart & Kirshner, 2009, p. 107). This divide in civic
opportunities that exists between poor and wealthy young people is referred to in a
variety of ways. This includes the civic engagement gap (Levinson, 2007), the civic
empowerment gap (Levinson, 2010), the civic opportunity gap (Hart & Kirshner, 2009;
Kahne & Middaugh, 2009; Levine, 2011), and the participation gap (Jenkins et al.,
2009). These terms differ slightly in their connotations. For example, the civic
achievement gap (Levinson, 2007) refers to differences in civic learning outcomes such
as civic skills and knowledge (Kahne & Middaugh, 2009), whereas the civic opportunity
gap (Hart & Kirshner, 2009) is more about the differences in how young people gain
access to civic engagement opportunities. Despite the differences, the common narrative

through all of these terms is that, for a variety of reasons (e.g., parental involvement and
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education, schooling, lack of mentorship) urban youth lag behind others in civic

development. However, the literature suggests that above all else, the primary reason for
this civic engagement gap is opportunity. Hart and Kirshner’s (2009) extensive review of
research in this area found that overwhelmingly, compared to their wealthier peers, young
people from poorer neighborhoods are less likely to be offered the types of opportunities
to engage in civic activities.

In recent years, community-based organizations (CBOs) have made strides in closing
this gap (Shiller, 2013). Challenges still exist when it comes to civic education in schools,
in particular lower-income schools, therefore, researchers and community organizers
have looked to CBOs to bridge the civic achievement gaps in ways formal systems of
education cannot (Shiller, 2013). Given that researchers should not ignore the important
role technology plays in the lives of young people, especially when (as previously
mentioned) some youth use technology to advance their civic engagement activity, CTCs
could play arole in helping to mitigate the civic achievement gap. Below, | highlight the
literature around CTCs, starting with the search methodology. Then, the historical context
of CTCs as well as how CTCs currently bridge particular divides are detailed.

Community Technology Centers
Search Methodology

The literature about CTCs is as diverse and unique as the centers themselves. Not
only do the centers range in their locations (from Oakland, California, to India to New
York City), but they range in what Davies, Wiley-Schwartz, Pinkett, and Servon (2003)
refer to as “three dimensions: their organizational type[s], their programmatic

orientation[s], and their target population[s]” (p. 6). Some centers are stand-alone entities,
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while others are part of a network; some centers serve primarily adults, but others serve

young children; and some centers use specific curricula, while others are more open-
ended.

Despite their individual differences, CTCs are described in the literature as physical
places that are community-run and provide technology training, access, and opportunities
for those (often lower-income participants) who may otherwise not have such contact
with digital tools (Barkhuus & Lecusay, 2012; Buckingham et al., 2003; Cole, 2006;
Davies et al., 2003; Felt, VVartabedian, Literat, & Mehta, 2012; Hick, 2006; Servon &
Nelson, 2001). To focus on the specific purpose of this study, the literature reviewed
was limited to those centers serving primarily lower-income youth in the United States,
with the exception of one study in the UK and one study in Canada. Additionally, while
some researchers have studied and written about public libraries in similar ways as they
do CTCs, libraries were not included in this review.

Some literature about primarily online youth participation was discussed above,
however it is not included here, even if CTCs were related to the participants’ uses of
online tools. This study focused on the physicality of brick-and-mortar buildings and the
face-to-face affordances of those spaces. Lastly, | excluded literature that examined the
ways in which CTC programs can be assessed. This study was not a program evaluation
in any way, and therefore that literature was not relevant.

Historical Context

The first recorded account of an out-of-school center created for underprivileged

youth was that of the Dashaway Club in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1860 (Cole, 2006, pp.

2-3). This club was established after three women found young, poor boys walking the
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streets near their homes. These women invited the boys in, fed them, and gave them some

positive attention. Not long after that first encounter, these women sought a local space to
hold meetings for the boys; this became the first official Boys Club (Cole, 2006). From
there, organizations such as the YMCA, 4-H Clubs, Junior Achievement, and Head Start
flourished. In a recent estimate, more than 8.4 million school-aged children participated
in after-school programs (Afterschool Alliance, 2013). These programs provided children
food, safe environments, constructive and stimulating activity, and positive attention in
order to maximize their potential as learners and contributors to society (National
Research Council, 2000). Low-income families, especially, have relied on the
opportunities not easily accessible without the help of community-supported programs.

One early example of a community program with a focus on technology and civic
engagement occurred in 1968, when IBM created a job training program for low-income
adults in Houston, Texas (IBM, n.d.). Through instruction about coding, the center
fostered civic engagement by providing a variety of career skills intended to help local
people find work in their communities.

Fifteen years later, in 1983, Antonia Stone created a CTC called Playing To Win.
This center, located in East Harlem, focused on teaching urban youth to use computers in
a way that helped them understand the value and importance of technological skills
(Feuer, 2002). That center was the first of what is known today as the Community
Technology Center Network (CTCN), the largest network of CTCs in the United States
and internationally. Since its inception, the CTCN has supported the development of

more than 2,000 CTCs across the nation (Kafai et al., 2007).
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Present-day CTCs, such as the Fifth Dimension (started in 1986), Youth Radio

(opened in 1992), and the Computer Clubhouse Network (which began in 1993 as one
center and has since grown to more than 100 centers in more than 20 countries), continue
to provide the same sort of emotional and behavioral encouragement as did the Dashaway
Club in 1860. At the same time, they have offered a variety of technical programs,
including digital storytelling (Hull & Schultz, 2002), radio programming (Soep, 2011),
video game creation (Kafai et al., 2007), discussion of online communication practices
(Buckingham et al., 2003), and reading comprehension (Bransford, 2001). The following
section will provide more detail about the current state of research in the field of CTCs,
organized by shared themes related to the focus and purpose of this study.
Themes Across the Literature

Research around CTCs varied in terms of the programs studied, the employed
theoretical frameworks, methodologies, and specific results. However, three main themes
were identified and will be discussed here: the positive experiences of those in attendance
at CTCs; the motivation of young people to participate in CTCs; and the role of CTCs in
bridging digital divides. Such divides include those around access, use, and identities
shaped by formal learning versus informal learning. This literature provides a foundation
for this study’s purpose: it shows CTCs as places with great potential to support the
development of young people’s civic engagement pathways.

Positive experiences. Through the literature, it is clear that young people have had
positive experiences at CTCs (e.g., Barkhuus & Lecusay, 2012; Buckingham et al., 2003;
Hick, 2006; Kafai et al., 2007; London et al., 2010; Pinkett, 2003; Resnick et al., 1998;

Servon & Nelson, 2001). While certain factors at CTCs can present challenges (Barkhuus
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& Lecusay, 2012; Willett, 2007), such as irregular attendance and software programs that

require a lot of time to master, research has demonstrated the experiences were
overwhelmingly beneficial to both the participants and the centers’ staff (i.e., volunteers,
mentors, and instructors). Hick’s (2006) participants at the Debra Dynes Family House
CTC described the benefits of participation in a CTC. The mother of a student
participant, for example, explained that the computers in her center were incredibly
helpful for her son to complete his homework. According to the student’s mother, “it is
more important for my son to have access to the computer than to have supper tonight”
(p. 59). This indicated how much the mother valued the experience for her son.

Barkhuus and Lecusay (2012) reported similar results regarding the positive
experiences of young people at CTCs. Their young San Diego participants showed
“inventiveness and enthusiasm” through their work at a CTC located in a low-income
area of San Diego. Additionally, Goodman’s (2003) youth video production efforts in
New York City resulted in an increase in student skills, skills the students claimed they
never had before (p. 90). Similar accounts of positive experiences were documented
throughout the CTC literature, and although these accounts differ slightly in setting,
content, or outcome, they all highlighted the benefits for participants.

Motivated to participate. The second shared theme among the extant literature on
CTCs is that young people were motivated to participate in CTC programs. The
following reasons emerged: the newest technologies and media often available at these
centers, the nurturing environments, and the engagement that could be had with peers and
adults who shared interests (Davies et al., 2003; Goodman, 2003; Herr-Stephenson,

Rhoten, Perkel, & Sims, 2011; London et al., 2010). For most young people who visited a
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CTC, it was the only place where they could access video equipment, game development

software, or a fast Internet connection. Furthermore, participants in those studies
consistently described CTCs as supportive, engaging, and relevant. For many young
people, their local center might have been one of the few places where they felt their
voices were valued. For this reason, they were motivated to participate. Goodman (2003)
described this motivation as a result of the success and “personal accomplishment and
empowerment” they received from their involvement at the center (p. 53). Also important
to note is that participants were motivated because they recognized that their success was
not just a result of their individual work. Rather, it was a reflection of the group’s
cohesive effort (e.g., mentors and peers).

In the CTCs London et al. (2010) studied, the youth frequently described the
connections they made with the older staff members who took on mentorship roles as
some of the program’s most lasting positive impacts. One participant from the Bresee
CTC in Los Angeles explained it this way: “Being a kid, you see a wall, and you’re afraid
to cross that wall, but to see a person reach, it makes a difference” (p. 213). At another
center London et al. studied (2010), this one outside of Fresno, CA, one young person
reported, “The kind of people here ... you can talk to them. They will listen to you ... it
gives you more confidence. They will push you” (p. 214). This mentorship inspired
participants and provided additional motivation.

Bridging digital divides. The third theme found across the literature was that CTCs
helped bridge digital divides. These divides, which put urban youth at greatest risk,
included access to technology and use as well as identity development. According to

Barkhuus & Lecusay’s (2012) research, CTCs helped bridge divides related to identities
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because the work young people did in these centers supported their belief in themselves

as experts in the technology field. Such work supported marketable skills that were
applicable in the job market, as well as social networks within the community (Barkhuus
& Lecusay, 2012; Goodman, 2003; Kafai et al., 2007; Pinkett, 2003; Willett, 2007). The
Bronx Community Technology Center, for example, has had young people collaborate
and work through the steps to gather and analyze information, identify problems, evaluate
solutions, and make decisions (Bransford, 2001). In this way, CTCs have provided
opportunities for young people to use technology in more advanced and meaningful ways
that are often not made possible in the city schools they attend; CTCs help bridge divides.
The question that drove the present study is this: how can CTCs help bridge the civic
engagement divide?
Civic Engagement and Community Technology
Centers: A Gap in the Literature
As mentioned at the start of this chapter, the initial search for this literature review
using “community technology centers” and “civic engagement” yielded one result: a
study by London et al. (2010). Despite the fact London et al. (2010) did not intend to
specifically learn about young people’s civic engagement practices at the five nation-
wide CTCs they studied, they did learn that civic engagement was a positive youth
development outcome. Their participants developed, both intentionally and
unintentionally, “technology skills building, relationship building, youth voice, and civic
engagement” (p. 42). This finding was encouraging in that it showed how CTCs can

serve young people, in particular through civic engagement.
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Additionally, London et al. (2010) provided a way to understand how technology

did, and did not, play a role in this civic engagement. While technology was the reason
participants first came to the CTCs, the technology skills they learned were not
necessarily the most important reason they stayed. “Bonding” with peers and mentors
within the CTCs and “bridging” with members and figures outside the CTCs (even
people like President Bill Clinton, New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, and
entertainer Bill Cosby) were among the reasons they continued to participate (p. 42).
Furthermore, their findings suggest that the five CTCs studied provided opportunities for
participants’ autonomy, leadership, self-esteem building, creativity, and voice
development—all contributors to civic engagement.

London et al.’s (2010) work was valuable for this study in that it illuminated the
appropriateness a focus on CTCs for civic engagement, as well as the importance of the
face-to-face environment of the CTC in terms of its benefits beyond the development of
technological skills. Their work also provided useful frameworks and methodologies that
were considered throughout this study’s design; these will be discussed in Chapter III.

Chapter Il Summary

This chapter provided an overview of the civic engagement and CTC literature. The
absence of more research focused on the intersection of these two areas strongly positions
the research and findings presented in this paper. In order to improve the lives of
individuals, strengthen communities, and contribute to a strong democracy, it is essential
that more be done to better understand how to support the development of civic
engagement pathways for young people, in particular those young people who are caught

in the civic engagement gap. The civic engagement gap, as pointed out in this literature
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review, is detrimental to young people and the nation’s democracy. While some literature

shows potential optimism about online participation (Bennett et al., 2010; Delli Carpini,
2000; Jenkins et al, 2009; Kahne & Middaugh, 2012; Middaugh & Kahne, 2013), the
virtual environment may not be able to provide all young people need in terms of the
development of civic engagement pathways. Therefore, it is necessary to better
understand the affordances of the face-to-face environment and how young people can
use digital tools at CTCs to support the development of civic engagement pathways; the
findings of this study offer insight into these areas. The methods used to arrive at the

findings are discussed in the following chapter.
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Chapter 111

METHODOLOGY
Introduction

As discussed in Chapter I, previous research has shown that urban youth lack
opportunities to positively develop through civic engagement (e.g., Checkoway &
Aldana, 2013; Hart & Kirshner, 2009; Kahne & Middaugh, 2009). The purpose of this
study was to explore how urban youth use digital tools at CTCs to develop pathways to
civic engagement. The literature supported the notion that to become civically engaged,
youth must overcome obstacles including access to resources, mentoring, and technical
and social skill development; CTCs can help address such obstacles, but very little
research has described the specific role of participants' technology uses at the CTCs to do
this. To address this gap in the literature, | asked the following research question: How
can urban youth use digital tools at community technology centers to develop pathways
to civic engagement?

To answer the research question, I planned to explore the participants’ uses of
technology within a particular CTC setting, as well as their perceptions of civic
engagement and their own identities as civic engagers. Given my interest in
"understanding the meaning people have constructed” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6), a qualitative
design was appropriate. In addition, I sought “a complex, detailed understanding” of how
the use of digital tools at CTCs could support young people’s civic engagement, and this
was another reason to select a qualitative design (Creswell, 2007, p. 40).
Methodologically, a qualitative design was a good fit for research on youth and CTCs

because it accounted for the uniqueness of the participants’ individual experiences; rich



43
and thick description illuminated their individuality. Previous CTC research has shown

the value of qualitative research for investigating similar topics, although not specifically
for the purpose of youth civic engagement (Buckingham et al., 2003; Goodman, 2003;
Hick, 2006; Pastor & Vasquez, 2011).

Below, I detail my rationale for the use of a case study methodology. I then include
details about this study’s selection of participants, the settings, data collection, data
analysis, validation, and limitations.

Rationale for Case Study Research Design

As mentioned above, the following research question guided this study: How can
urban youth use digital tools at CTCs to develop pathways to civic engagement?
Questions that ask “how,” according to Yin (2014), “are more explanatory and likely to
lead to the use of a case study ... as the preferred research method” (p. 10). In addition to
the research question, other characteristics define a case study, including a clear case
boundary, real-life contexts, and particular types of data collection. Below, | highlight
how these characteristics were present in this study.

An identifiable bounded case is one of the most commonly known characteristics of
a case study (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995). A case boundary is “a thing,
a single entity, a unit around which there are boundaries” (Merriam, 1998, p. 27). This
study was inherently bounded by the seven participants and their participation in
programs at two CTCs. Within the cases, I focused on the participants’ uses of digital
tools in the CTCs and how those uses contributed to the development of pathways to
civic engagement. This focus required multiple sources of evidence, as is expected in a

case study (Yin, 2014). I relied on observations, interviews, and artifacts (e.g., the digital
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products the participants created) derived from real-world contexts—another essential

characteristic of the case study (Yin, 2014). In this study, young people naturally engaged
with peers, the technology, instructors, and others in their CTCs. In and through these
real-world experiences, | sought to understand how the seven participants used
technology in two different CTCs to develop pathways to the real-world context of civic
engagement.
Study Design

| employed a multicase, multisite study design that provided a cross-case comparison
of seven participants at two different CTCs. Compared to a single-site case, the data
collected at these two sites offered varied and unique perspectives, which helped produce
more compelling interpretations and greater external validation (Creswell, 2007;
Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2014). The following sections address the site selection,
participation selection, role of the researcher, and data collection and analysis procedures.

Site Selection

This study took place at two different CTCs located in urban neighborhoods in a mid-
Atlantic city, population approximately 620,000. I chose these two CTCs to showcase the
varied ways their participants used technology while participating in different CTC
programs, and to reveal the ways in which these uses could lead to pathways to civic
engagement. Both CTCs were nonprofits; maintained high reputations among donors,
participants, and members of the communities in which they were situated; and were
financially supported by diverse groups and individuals. Although their missions and

outputs differed, they both provided a multitude of opportunities for the young people
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they served, and they both continuously developed new ways to impact their participants

and the surrounding communities. Each center is described in detail below.
Yardsville Community Technology Center Description

The Yardsville Center was run by an organization founded in 2000 to help the city’s
young people tell their stories through media and become engaged with their
communities. At the time of the study, Yardsville offered a number of different programs
including ones that focused on graphic design and marketing, advanced media
production, photography, public speaking and media literacy, and robotics. Five
participants in this study—“Nicole,” “Janelle,” “Aliya,” “Melanie,” and “Tori”
(pseudonyms chosen by the participants)—were enrolled in the program focused on
design. Known as the Design Team, its goals were to teach graphic design and public
speaking skills.

The Yardsville participants met in an office space in a building with multiple tenants.
This building was located in the heart of an urban neighborhood that was undergoing a
renaissance. After World War 11, this neighborhood faced high drug use, crime, low high
school graduation rates, and high unemployment. Around the time this research was
conducted, a new vision for the area was identified, and the building in which Yardsville
was located served as a beacon for both its neighbors and also the Yardsville participants,
who regularly traveled an hour from their own corners of the city to this one. One of the
participants told me that coming to this part of town was like a breath of fresh air. The
restored brick, reclaimed wooden doors, large canvas photos, fresh paint colors, open
beams, courtyard with fire pit and couches, and numerous bike racks contrasted with the

places from which many of the participants came.
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Additionally, the Yardsville participants had access to a kitchen/eating area where

they were provided a free meal before each session. The kitchen featured a refrigerator,
soda machine, tables and chairs, and notes posted around the area reminding people to
clean up after themselves. In this area, the Yardsville participants were afforded
opportunities to interact with professionals they would otherwise never have met. In
addition to eating in the kitchen, participants sometimes went to the coffee shop or
cupcake shop around the corner from the CTC. This was something many could not do in
their own neighborhoods, both because of the absence of such places and the potential for
violence that existed in public spaces.

The Design Team’s meeting space within the building boasted the same hip feel as
the rest of the building. Large areas of exposed brick, rich orange accent walls, and
oversized original windows facing the main city street were a few of the most noteworthy
design elements. So, too, were the handmade reclaimed wood counters, desks, and stools
that served as the accent furniture. A smaller conference room, with a custom-built round
wooden table and engraved chairs that were hung on the wall when not in use, was
located off the main space. Also off this main space were a sound booth (as seen in
Figure 1), an editing room, three individual office spaces, and the primary area where the
students met for the majority of the time. When the study first began, the center had just
moved from one side of the building’s hall to the other; the directors told me they needed
more space for their growth as an organization. As a result, during the first few weeks of
the study, many boxes, construction materials, electrical cords, and file cabinets were out
of place. Walls were being painted, windows treatments were being installed, and

furniture was delivered weekly. The participants and the directors were, for that first
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month or so, unsure about how they would finalize the arrangements. They worked

together tirelessly to make the space a home for everyone there, and within weeks, the

space came together in both a cozy and professional way.

Figure 1. The Yardsville sound booth. This room was equipped

with a microphone, headset, boom, recorder, and other tools needed

to produce audio.
Most of the time, the participants worked in one area of Yardsville, as seen in Figure

2. This space was arranged with 13 desktop computers located on built-in desks around
three sides of the room’s perimeter. In addition to the computers, the room held a
bookshelf and twelve to fourteen chairs with wheels. This room also had a green screen
that hung from the ceiling and was pulled to the side when it was not in use. Different
wall hangings came and went during the duration of the study. Some weeks, large Post-it
paper hung from the walls. One week a corkboard was put in on one wall, and

whiteboards were installed on another wall. From the beginning of February 2015 to the
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end of May 2015, the physical space went through a variety of makeovers, including the

replacement and repair of doors during two separate break-ins at the center.

Figure 2. Yardsville’s primary workspace for the Design Team participants. This is

where the participants most often used computers, brainstormed, and provided
feedback to one another.

In summary, the Yardsville Center was an asset for its participants. This assessment
aligned with the literature that asserted CTC spaces provided safety, comfort, and
accomplishment (Barkhuus & Lecusay, 2012; London et al., 2010; Resnick, Rusk, &
Cooke, 1998). First, its location served as an example of how a city neighborhood could
improve when there was a vested interest, and this was especially refreshing to those
participants who lived in neighborhoods where no vested interest existed. Furthermore,
the building in which Yardsville was located provided common spaces open to all
building tenants and users. This allowed for organic collaborations to take place between
Yardsville participants and the building’s tenants and professionals from the other
nonprofit organizations that shared that building. Additionally, the physical nature of
both the building and the Yardsville Center promoted sustainability. Most of the building
materials had been repurposed or reclaimed, and this environmentally friendly

architecture was not commonplace in many of the young participants’ own homes or
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neighborhoods; the atmosphere was a departure from their regular surroundings. Finally,

the technological tools and equipment available to the participants in the Yardsville space
afforded them opportunities to develop skills and relationships that promoted civic
engagement pathways. This will be further explored in Chapters IV and V.

Kingston Community Technology Center Description

The Kingston Center was located in the same mid-Atlantic city as Yardsville. Unlike
Yardsville, however, this site was in the heart of a thriving neighborhood that housed a
variety of popular restaurants, bars, and shops. The neighborhood was just south of the
city’s financial district, and it was considered a desirable (and expensive) place to live for
young professionals. However, urban blight could still be found less than a mile from the
center’s community, and many of the youth who came to this center—including the two
participants in this study, “Epic Explosion” and “Tony” (pseudonyms chosen by the
participants)—Ilived outside of the immediate, affluent neighborhood in which Kingston
was located.

The CTC is located in a 5,000-square-foot space that previously served as a recreation
center for the city. In 2012, this location was closed, along with 26 other city recreation
centers, as a result of citywide budget cuts. The property remained vacant until it re-
opened in January 2013 as the Kingston CTC under the direction of two former city
schoolteachers. They, along with other interested members of the community, developed
the CTC’s mission, which focused on maker activities and the use of technology for
innovation, entrepreneurship, and career readiness. Programs at the Kingston Center were
in high demand; according to the CTC’s director, the number of youth enrolling in

programs at the CTC grew from 470 to 2,500 in just one year. To accommodate these
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numbers, the CTC had recently been awarded a furniture grant from IKEA to redesign

the space.

According to its mission, the Kingston CTC, known as a “Maker Space,” was a place
for young people to learn digital skills through hands-on making. The program |
observed, the Maker Foundation Program, was developed to introduce students to
popular maker topics (e.g., 3-D printing, game programming, website development, and
interactive electronics). The Kingston students learned about these topics and were then
expected to work on their own products using digital tools as well as materials and non-
digital tools that could be found scattered through the space, such as screwdrivers,
hammers, wire cutters, cardboard pieces, and nail files. My participants met and my
observations took place in the main space, seen in Figure 3. This space was bright, open
and conducive to collaboration and autonomy with its tables, chairs, couches, and various

workstations.
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Figure 3. Kingston’s maker space, where study participants gathered and

worked. This photo was retrieved from Google Images.
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The participants most often sat at their tables with other students while working on

their projects. However, there were a number of specialized stations within the CTC’s
larger space. When students needed to 3-D print, they would go to the 3-D printing
station, as seen in Figure 4. If students needed a particular tool (e.g., a wrench, nails,
LED lights, hammer, or small motor), they were encouraged to go to the tool station, as

shown in Figure 5.

L

Figure 4. Kingston’s 3-D printing area. This area was complete

with six machines, plastic printing material, and the various
tools (scissors, screwdrivers, pliers) used for the printers and

printing.
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Figure 5. Kingston’s toolboxes and workbench. This area in the

Kingston CTC was stocked with a variety of tools and gadgets.
Participants would freely visit this bench when they needed

something.

The center also offered laser cutting, a presentation area, and a specific area for
students to receive technical assistance from an instructor. During this study, students
brought their computers to this area to be rebooted, carried over wires that needed duct
tape, and brought up plastic 3-D printed objects that needed to be glued; one girl had a
papier-maché mountain that needed additional plaster and paint.

In addition to these spaces, the building also housed an office for the administrators, a
smaller maker space for younger children (referred to as the Mini Maker Lab), and a
kitchen area where the students were offered a free meal before the start of every session.
The kitchen was adjacent to the larger workspace and had a refrigerator, microwave,

chairs, and a few small, round tables.



53
In summary, the Kingston CTC space afforded participants unique opportunities to

engage with technologies the participants would be unlikely to access anywhere else,
such as 3-D printers, laser printers, circuit makers and LED light kits. Additionally,
because of the center’s open design, students had room to make and move around. This
large work area, with access to a plethora of digital and non-digital resources, was key to
exploring the many design options offered to the participants.

Participants and Sample Selection

The study’s participants included five teenage girls, ages 14-18, from the Yardsville
CTC, and two teenage boys ages 13 and 14 from the Kingston CTC. Chapter IV contains
detailed descriptions of each participant. | used a purposeful sampling to find cases who
could provide me the type of information | needed to help answer the research question
(Patton, 2002). In this study, the people who knew the most about issues central to the
case were the young people participating in CTC programs.

In February 2015, I explained the purpose of the study and handed out permission
slips to approximately 11 students at the Yardsville Center and 20 students at the
Kingston Center (See Appendix A for permission slip/consent form). Fourteen students
across the two sites returned the permissions slips. A subset of the students who returned
their permission slips were selected to participate in the study, using the following
criteria:

» lived within the city limits;
e were willing to participate in at least three interview sessions and have me
observe them and take notes during their time at the centers;

e parental consent of those under the age of 18.
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After accounting for these criteria, | selected five students from Yardsville and three

students from Kingston; one student from Kingston stopped attending about a month into
the program, so her case was unable to be completed. This resulted in a total of seven
cases for this study.

Role of the Researcher

This exploratory study was designed to learn more about the ways in which urban
youth can thrive as civic engagers through their technology use at CTCs. As Lerner
(2007) explained, when young people thrive, they “enter onto life paths marked by
positive behaviors ... and by active participation in the communities (by civic
engagement)” (p. 10). My role as a researcher was to discover how, if at all, this idea
could apply to a group of young people’s technology use at inner city CTCs.

Prior to my researcher role at these sites, | played the role of CTC supporter. | had
developed relationships with the directors from both sites through financial contributions
and my participation in various community-sponsored activities at the CTCs. This
involvement earned me a certain amount of trust before I took on the role of researcher,
and paved the way for my entry into the field. However, | do not believe this influenced
the participants’ willingness or unwillingness to share with me. Given the variety of
relationships the CTCs had with various donors and volunteers, and the frequency with
which outsiders came to visit the participants, | do not believe my status influenced or
impacted the research in any way.

This said, | believe my relationship with the CTCs earned me certain freedoms to
collect information and interact with all of the participants and staff once I officially took

on the role of researcher. This freedom benefitted the study, as | found I could shift the
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role a bit during the months I spent in the field. Specifically, at the outset of the study, I

employed only direct observation, and did not interact with the participants. | spent the
first few weeks at each site sitting separately from the group. From afar, | kept a
researcher’s journal and completed my observations and field notes. As the weeks passed,
two trends occurred. First, a point of data saturation was reached. After approximately 12
hours at each site, patterns of student activity, technology integration, instruction, and
interaction were noticed. These patterns remained consistent for the remainder of the
study.

The point of data saturation was timely because the second trend that occurred
allowed me to understand the participants from a different perspective. More situations
started to present themselves that made it difficult to avoid participation with the
students. For example, a Kingston participant asked me to play the Scratch game he
created; the Yardsville participants invited to me participate in an icebreaker activity; and
a Kingston participant needed my assistance to attach electric wires to his shoes, in order
to get his Makey Makey to work. In these moments, my role shifted from observer to
more participant-observer. This shift allowed me to better understand the participants’
experiences with their creations as well as with the relationships they had established
with their peers and instructors. | would also say this shift allowed the participants to feel
more comfortable around me, thus opening more opportunities for them to share their

thoughts and feelings about what they were doing at the CTC.
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Data Collection Procedures

Research Procedures

To provide rich description, | collected several types of data at each site between
February 2015 and May 2015, with follow-up interviews conducted for five out of the
seven participants between January and February 2015. This data included interviews,
observations, images, video, and artifacts. In this section, | provide a rationale and details
about data collection for each data type. In addition to these data, which were included in
the analysis, I also kept a researcher’s journal to document my own questions and
comments about what | saw. Although the journal was not included in the analysis, it
provided me insight into areas such as the hierarchy (and lack thereof) between student
and instructor, as well as issues tangentially related to the focus of this research. These
issues included the participants’ maturity, race, gender, life experiences, education, and
technological advances at the CTCs and elsewhere. Table 2 shows the various data
collected, the time frame in which it was collected at each site, and specific notes relevant
to the data collection procedures.

Table 2
Data Collection Timeline

Time frame Data collected Yardsville center Kingston center
February 16, 2015- Observations  Mondays & Tuesdays &
May 28, 2015 Wednesdays from 5-7  Thursdays
p.m. from 4-6 p.m.

Closed from March 2- Closed from March 2-
5, 2015, because of 5, 2015, because of
inclement weather inclement weather

Interrupted the week  Interrupted the week
of April 20, 2015, of April 20, 2015,
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March 2015-
February 2016

February 23, 2015-
May 28, 2015

February 16, 2015-
May 2015

Semistructured
formal
interviews

Unstructured
Interviews

Artifacts
(captured
through
photographs
and/or video)

because of city’s
unrest.

Yardsville
participants were
interviewed three
times between March
2015 and May 2015.

Follow-up interviews
were conducted with
five Yardsville
participants between
January 16, 2016, and
February 16, 2016

Yardsville
participants were part
of unstructured
interviews primarily
while they worked in
Yardsville or ate
meals prior to the start
of their sessions. |
also attended two
field trips with the
participants, and
captured interview
data during these
experiences outside of
Yardsville.

Websites

Adobe Illustrator
Adobe Photoshop
Adobe Premiere
Audio Recordings
Paper & Pencil
Drawings

because of city’s
unrest.

Kingston participants
were interviewed
three times between
March 2015 and May
2015.

Kingston participants
were part of
unstructured
interviews primarily
while they worked in
Kingston. These
interviews were often
conducted while they
sat at tables with non-
participants, played
video games, built
objects with their
hands, and/or ate
meals at the start of
the session.

iCloud
Tinkercad
Scratch
Makey Makey
Tackk
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Observations

According to Yin (2014), observations allow the researcher to capture the “real-world
setting of the case” (p.113) and provide a source of evidence for the research. For this
study, direct observations and, at times, participant-observations, were used to gather data
about the participants’ behaviors related to the ways in which technology served (and did
not serve) as a pathway for young people’s civic engagement. Can you say why and when
you moved from direct to participant observation? Just give a for example?

Per Kidder’s suggestion, the observations served “(1) a formulated research purpose,
(2) [were] planned deliberately, (3) [were] recorded systematically, and (4) [were]
subjected to checks and controls on validity and reliability” (cited in Merriam, 1998, p.
95). Observations at each site took place approximately twice a week starting on
February 16, 2015, and ending on May 28, 2015. Yardsville participants met on Mondays
and Wednesdays from 5-7 p.m., and | would normally arrive around 4:45 p.m. and start
my observations while the students ate and socialized. The Kingston Center participants
met on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 4-6 p.m., and | normally arrived at 3:50 p.m., since
some students arrived as early as 3:30 p.m. During these months, the sites closed for a
few days for various reasons including weather, vandalism, and the unrest that occurred
in the city during spring 2015. Even with these exceptions, | spent more than 30 hours at
each site during this study.

An observation guide adapted from Portland State University, n.d. (see Appendix B)
was used during the observations. This guide incorporated certain principles from the
theoretical framework employed in this study, the Positive Technological Development

framework (Bers, 2006), and also allowed me to capture emergent behaviors not directly
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related to the framework but also relevant to the study. During each visit, | routinely

asked myself the following questions as | observed the participants.

e What technology is being used?

e Why are the students using this technology?

e How are they using it?

e Are the students creating something meaningful and/or personal to them?

e Could this technology or what they produce with it be seen as a pathway to their

civic engagement? If so, in what way(s)?

The observation guide provided me some direction as | recorded my field notes at the
sites. While recording my observations, | also found that | would regularly comment
briefly on those things Merriam (1998) suggested, such as my “feelings, reaction,
hunches, initial interpretations, and working hypotheses” (p. 106). I then turned these
scratch notes into full field notes, usually within 24 hours, so that | could detail the events
| saw and/or heard and better understand their possible implications. For the first two
weeks, until the participants knew who | was and why | was there, I handwrote all notes
in a notebook. Once | felt the participants understood my role in their space, | used a PC
laptop to take notes.

Finally, during my observations, | also captured photos and video so that I could
revisit particular moments from the study and review visual representation of the sites
and participants. These digital images also provided unique perspectives, especially at
busy times, when multiple students were walking, talking, or engaging with different

technologies at the same time.
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Interviews

This study employed both semistructured and unstructured interviews for both the
instructors and the student participants. The interview is perhaps the most common and
most important source of evidence in a case study (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998; Yin,
2014), because through interviews, the researcher is able to gain access to the
participants’ thoughts and “obtain a special kind of information” (Merriam, 1998, p. 71).
Through the interview, the participants and instructors themselves shared their thoughts
and feelings about a variety of topics. For example, they discussed their experiences at
the center, their relationships within certain communities, and their thoughts about
different digital tools. This information was part of the triangulation process that helped
confirm and validate my observations. All interviews were recorded and transcribed for
analysis.

Semistructured interviews. | interviewed all student participants and one instructor
from each center. The semistructured interviews with the instructors provided descriptive
data, including the number of attendees in the programs, the types of programs offered,
the relationships that exist between the CTC and the community, as well as their
perspectives of how the center serves its young people in regards to technology skills and
civic engagement opportunities.

Each student participant was i