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Year Four: Activist Research

This chapter chronicles and analyzes our own efforts to engage in 
educational activist research. It synthesizes writings in the areas of crit-

ical theory, critical pedagogy, and critical race theory to create a framework 
for thinking about the various forms of activist research. Prior analyses of 
activist research have focused on the methodologies, epistemologies, and po-
sitionings of academics in activist research; these analyses occasionally ques-
tion the legitimacy of such research as activist based on how participatory and 
open the process is (Cancian, 1993; Dyrness, 2008; Fine & Vanderslice, 1992; 
Hale, 2006; Nygreen, 2006; Speed, 2006). While we value the contributions 
of these analyses to our own development as activist researchers, this focus 
has led many activist researchers to assess their work in terms of their role 
in the research vis-á-vis community participants and in terms of whose voice 
is affirmed as legitimate in the process.

Herein we make the case for reflecting on the impact of research as a 
way to distinguish among the various forms of activist research, particu-
larly in the social sciences. Our discussion here is not meant to categorize 
or judge prior efforts in activist research according to their impact; rather, 
this chapter seeks to offer an alternative way to reflect on and think about 
activist research. To that end, we first present several examples of our own 
attempts at activist research in the field of education. We then review activ-
ist research in the areas of sociology, anthropology, and education. Using 
critical theory, critical race theory, and literature from critical pedagogy, we 
develop and present a framework for analyzing these examples of activist 
research with attention to impact along the three dimensions of ideology, 
materiality, and scale.

*   *   *

C H A P T E R  F O U R
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Urbana-Champaign, 2011

When we first arrive in Urbana-Champaign, we welcome the hot, still air. 
Winter is encroaching on spring’s mildness back in our east coast towns 
and we are tired of the cold, wet weather. However, two days of sticky, 
humid Illinois heat take their toll and we are relieved to enter the air-con-
ditioned coolness of the building where the afternoon conference sessions 
are underway. Rather than attend an afternoon session, we decide instead 
to find a table in the cafeteria to work on a co-authored paper we have 
been neglecting.

As we walk toward the cafeteria, Colette’s 6-year-old daughter wheels 
ahead on her scooter, dodging in and out of couches in the lounge. As we 
pass one of those couches, Eric recognizes a colleague relaxing with her feet 
propped up on the arm.

“Hey, Deborah! I don’t mean to interrupt you. I just want to say a quick, 
‘Hello.’ How are you? Are you enjoying the conference?”

Deborah looks up, her face breaking into a welcoming smile. Colette, 
who doesn’t realize that Eric has stopped, continues walking toward the caf-
eteria, holding an animated conversation with the space that he occupied 
moments earlier. When she finally pauses the one-sided conversation to get 
his input, she realizes that he isn’t there.

“Salihah! Red light. I’m going to give you a speeding ticket if you don’t 
slow your roll,” Colette calls ahead jokingly. She knows Salihah is ready to 
go to the park; scooting through the conference hallways is a poor excuse 
for playtime.

“Colette, come back. I want you to meet a friend of mine from Clark.” 
Glancing at Salihah and then quickly at the clock over the cafeteria door-
way, Colette heads back to Eric and his friend, who she notices for the first 
time. “Colette, this is Deborah, a colleague of mine from Clark.” Colette 
smiles and reaches out to shake Deborah’s hand. She points to Salihah who, 
despite the warning, is still scooting (albeit in a circle) and says, “That’s my 
daughter, Salihah.”

After greetings are exchanged, Deborah asks, “Are you two—I mean 
three—headed to a session?”

“Actually,” Eric grimaces sheepishly, “We’re heading to the cafeteria to 
grab something to drink. Would you like to join us?” Colette looks at him 
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with an expression only Eric picks up. She had thought they were going to 
get some much-needed work done. It is rare that they are in the same place at 
the same time; so, this is an opportunity to work through their framework for 
activist educational research. 

“Certainly!” Deborah says and she begins to collect her bags and 
books. Colette tells them that she’s going to walk ahead to get a table. 
Eric sees her head toward the ever-in-motion Salihah, lean over to have 
a whispered conversation with her and then fold up the scooter and walk 
hand-in-hand with Salihah to the cafeteria. By the time Eric and Deborah 
catch up, Colette has already set out a coloring book and crayons for Sa-
lihah and is perched on the edge of her chair, leaning forward on the table 
with wallet in hand. She asks Deborah and Eric if they’d like anything from 
the cafeteria.

Deborah, holding up a water bottle replies, “No thanks.”
Eric says, “I’ll go and look in a minute to see what they have. Just get 

something for you and Salihah. I’ll watch her while you’re up there.” Sali-
hah is already into her coloring book. Eric reaches out to push her chair a 
little closer to the table. After Colette leaves, Deborah leans over to Eric and 
asks in a hushed voice, “Are you two together?” Eric’s eyebrows come to-
gether slightly. Deborah clarifies, “Are you two a couple? Is she,” indicating 
Salihah with her chin, “your daughter?”

“Oh, no,” says Eric. “I am married, but not to Colette. And I have chil-
dren, but this little cutie is not mine.” Eric smiles awkwardly.

“Oh, I didn’t mean to overstep or make you uncomfortable. It’s just that 
Salihah looks biracial. Colette’s Black. You’re white. You seem to know each 
other well. Salihah is obviously comfortable with you.”

“Colette’s the godmother of one of my daughters and our families spend 
a lot of time together. And, of course, we collaborate often in our research 
and writing. But, no. Salihah is not my daughter.” He and Colette get that 
question often since Salihah travels with them to conferences frequently, so 
he has a ready response.

“Where’s Colette from? Is she also in Massachusetts somewhere?” 
Deborah queried.

“No, she’s at Vassar in New York,” Eric answers.
“How do you know each other, then?”
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“We were in graduate school together and, by coincidence, both moved 
east for our first academic positions.” Eric reaches over to grab a crayon. 
He settles into the conversation and begins coloring a picture opposite Sa-
lihah’s. Salihah raises her head to check out his artistic work, nods in what 
seems like approval and goes back to her own coloring.

“Hmm, where did you two go to graduate school?”
“At Cal.”
“I think I may have known that already,” Deborah says, more to herself 

than to Eric. They fall into a conversation about what other sessions they’ve 
been to while Eric continues his coloring.

Colette soon returns and listens in on Deborah’s description of her pa-
per presentation from earlier that day while she lays out Salihah’s snack. 
Eventually, the conversation shifts to Eric’s and Colette’s present writing 
project on activist educational research. Deborah, in the field of sociology, 
is interested in possible connections with her own work.

Deborah asks, “Did you two study activist research together in gradu-
ate school?”

Colette and Eric look at each other before Colette says, “Well, yes,” while 
Eric, simultaneously answers, “No.”

Eric explains when he sees Deborah’s confused expression, “Well, the 
graduate program has a critical foundation and some mentors encourage 
participatory action research or PAR. But, for the most part, the school 
trained us in so-called ‘traditional’ forms of research. If activism plays a role, 
it is on the level of influencing policy and contributing to legal court cases.”

“Don’t get us wrong—that’s certainly activist educational research. That’s 
why I responded ‘Yes,’” interjects Colette. “It’s just that there are many possi-
ble ways that researchers might engage in activism that we didn’t get trained 
in nor get much practice in formally.”

“If it wasn’t supported formally in your graduate program at the time, 
then how did you both come to it?” Deborah asks.

“Well, it wasn’t an easy process—for me anyway,” begins Colette. “I re-
member my entry into academic research and the realization that ‘traditional’ 
research often takes more than it offers.”

*   *   *
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Oakland, 1999

With my backpack straps hooked over both shoulders and a legal pad 
and pen in hand, I walk down the hallway as both ballet dancer and football 
running back. I side-step where necessary, hold my ground when possible, 
and go with the flow of traffic more often than not. As I turn down the third 
hallway, I lose my easy smile when I realize that it is returned by confused 
if not disdainful grimaces from students. With locks, jeans, running shoes, 
randomly chosen t-shirt, and backpack straps on both shoulders, I already 
glow in the fluorescent hallway lighting as an outsider. The smile is overkill. 
I settle into the quick upward head nod when eye contact is made. 

This is my first day back in a high school since I left teaching to return to 
graduate school. My hope is to find math teachers to participate in a study 
on teacher tracking. I’d read a phenomenal study on teacher tracking by 
Merilee Finley (1984), which looked at how English teachers tracked them-
selves into high-tracked courses to avoid teaching underprepared (Black and 
Brown) English students.1 I am interested in how this phenomenon extends 
to math departments. There is nothing revolutionary about this research. It 
is doable, it is bounded, and, importantly, it can contribute to a larger body 
of research that identifies how inequities play out in schooling practices. 
Hopefully, the findings can inform school level policy.

Over half of the teachers in the department agree to participate in the 
study. I struggle while conducting classroom observations because, as a for-
mer math teacher, it is hard to remain a passive observer. More often than 
not, I unfold myself from the “researcher’s desk” I’ve been assigned to help 
a student with a math problem during class.

After I complete my research and prepare to present it in class, I am 
embarrassed to realize that, while the findings and implications sections are 
robust with ideas, none of these ideas will change the reality for students 
and teachers in the present classrooms. I was invited into the vulnerable 
spaces of teacher’s classroom, witnessed how they and students struggle to 
find meaning in their work together, and left those rooms exactly as I had 
found them.

I do not have a plan, just a misguided sense of guilt mixed with the hu-
bris that I can make a difference. I want to give the always vague something 
back to the school’s teachers and students for participating in my research 

SAMPLE CHAPTER - NOT FOR RESALE 
PUBLISHED BY MYERS EDUCATION PRESS



64 The Activist Academic

project. After sitting in countless classrooms over the previous months, I 
know students need more opportunities for one-on-one tutoring. So, I offer 
to tutor students in math after school three days a week. A teacher who 
struggles perhaps more than others, a teacher I witness kicking more stu-
dents out of his classes than he keeps in his classes on any given day, offers 
his classroom for use after school.

Three times a week, I go to his classroom and interested students drop 
in for homework help. Or, that is how it is supposed to go. Instead, I end 
up with a core group of four students who show up regularly. All four are 
failing this one teacher’s class. Over the remaining months of the semester, 
we become an odd little community of an unpopular teacher, an unknown 
graduate student, and four seemingly unmotivated students.

Over this same period of time, I witness a change in the relationship be-
tween these four students and their teacher. The students begin joking with 
the teacher and he finds himself joking back. They notice his efforts to clean 
his room (daily) after it is destroyed (daily) and how much time he spends at 
school after hours. He notices that they aren’t always rude and disrespect-
ful. In fact, they never are during the tutoring sessions.

At the end of that semester, though, I am burned out. I cannot imagine 
starting and running a tutoring program in every school in which I do re-
search—even if only for four students. It isn’t sustainable for me. Not doing 
so, though, strikes me as exploitative and wrong. It feels wrong to say, “I 
hope my research is published one day and that it will somehow change how 
you experience school.”

*   *   *

Colette pauses in reflection as the table falls silent. She picks up a crayon 
and starts coloring with Salihah, enjoying the meditative outcome of shad-
ing the characters in the coloring book. Deborah isn’t sure what to say. She 
wants to reassure Colette but feels intuitively that now is not the time. She 
barely knows Colette and is unsure of the right words.

Eric leans forward and says, “I remember when you presented that re-
search in class that semester. But, at the time, you didn’t present the difficul-
ties you were having in making research meaningful and important in this 
way. If we hadn’t embarked on this paper, I wouldn’t have known that you 
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were struggling with this even back then. Why didn’t you share that during 
the presentation?”

“I think I felt pressure to sanitize the research process for the presentation 
to prove that I was objectively distant from the topic and the participants.”

“Well, I wish you had shared it,” Eric replies. “I would have benefited 
from knowing that others were struggling with issues that I had similarly 
on my mind.”

“Please! When I was muddling my way through these early efforts, you 
had already begun working with schools to define research questions side-
by-side,” interjects Colette. “In fact, you’re the one who got me questioning 
what schools really got from so-called ‘traditional’ research work.”

“Don’t underestimate what I (and others) gain from sharing our work, 
especially our struggles. But, yes, you are right. I had been thinking about 
these issues for a little while. I was particularly focused on how to share the 
power to define the research—that is, to define what is important to study 
and how to go about studying it. However, my thinking about issues of 
shared power wasn’t very sophisticated back then.”

*   *   *

San Francisco, 1998

It is the start of my second semester in graduate school. Though I no longer 
teach in K12 schools, I know that I want my research to be directly useful 
to the school where it is conducted. So, my first step is to visit a former col-
league who is now the principal of an urban public middle school.

The school is remarkably quiet as I make my way up the old white 
marble stairs and towards the main office. The school secretary eyes my 
approach through the tall windows and meets me at the counter with the 
question she must ask hundreds of times each day, “Can I help you?”

“Hi. I’m a graduate student at…” I pause, realizing that I’ve already of-
fered her more information than she wants. She’s already started sorting pa-
pers on the counter waiting for me to get to the point. “I used to teach with 
the principal, Mr. Edwards. I have an appointment with him this morning.”

“Eric!” booms a voice from an inner office. The principal emerges and 
greets me with a wide grin, offering his hand.
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“Mr. Edwards!” I say clasping his tight handshake. He raises his eye-
brows at my formalness. “William,” I say correcting myself. “How are you? 
How’s middle school?”

“Fine, fine,” he replies warmly. He turns to the secretary and asks that 
she hold his calls. He puts his hand out to indicate his office space and fol-
lows me through the door, closing it behind him. He starts to head around to 
his chair, then stops abruptly to ask, “Can I take your coat or get you some 
coffee or something?”

“I’m good. I don’t want to take too much of your time.”
“Not a problem, not a problem. So, you want to conduct research here. 

What are you thinking?” Mr. Edwards asks settling into his desk chair.
“I need to conduct a research project as part of my graduate training. 

Rather than designing my own project to simply earn a grade, I want to 
do something in collaboration with a school. I want to do research that a 
school needs done but hasn’t had the time or resources to conduct. I thought 
I would ask if you had anything in mind that you’d like me to research with 
your administrators or teachers.”

As if he was ready for this offer, he jumps right in, “Help me and my 
faculty understand why most of the kids who get sent to my office are Black 
when Black students are only a third of the school’s population.”

I wait for him to say more. When he doesn’t, I ask, “What’s there to 
understand?”

He elaborates, “I’m having trouble helping teachers make sense of this. 
I mean look, I am not denying that Tanisha said, ‘Fuck you,’ to her teacher, 
nor am I denying that that is unacceptable. But how do I get my teachers 
to think about this differently? How do I get them to focus on pedagogy, 
relationships, and school climate rather than blaming Tanisha?” He pauses 
and leans in. “What is going on in a classroom that any kid would say that 
to a teacher? And when it only happens in some classes but not others, how 
can I help teachers acknowledge and learn from this?”

I open my notebook, prepared to take notes. But, when I hold my pen 
over the paper, I realize that I don’t know what to write. What is the research 
question? Is this about teachers? Is it about students? Is it about context and 
culture? I am both excited about the prospect of conducting useful and rele-
vant research, but also feel terrified because I don’t have a model for how to do 
this work. My graduate classes have not prepared me for this type of a study.
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William notices my hesitation. “I know this is a daunting task.”
“And one that more than one researcher has attempted to answer. I’m 

not sure I’m the one to take this on for you. It is too important to leave to a 
first-year graduate student,” I answer honestly.

“Oh, but you are the perfect person to take this on. You are equity 
minded, have the teaching experience to speak to teachers with legitimacy, 
and you have worked successfully with the very same students who are be-
ing implicated as troublemakers in class. I trust you to engage in respectful, 
yet challenging conversations with my staff.” And with that, the matter is 
settled. He moves on to the logistics of the types of data he thinks would be 
most useful to collect initially. After 10 minutes, we have laid out a research 
plan that will include compiling quantitative performance and disciplinary 
data and conducting focus groups with teachers to review this data and dis-
cuss its implications. Over the next two months, I collect the data, develop 
charts and tables to help teachers make sense of it, and coordinate focus 
groups of students and faculty to go over the data.

The focus groups result in some difficult conversations among the fac-
ulty. The statistical data place in stark relief the large proportion of disci-
plinary incidents that involve only a small number of teachers. Teachers see 
that some classrooms work well for all students. School leadership examines 
those classrooms and shares practices with other teachers. However, the data 
also show that a few students have disciplinary issues across all classrooms. 
Despite my own efforts to steer teachers away from deficit frameworks, 
teachers interpret this data as evidence that these students are permanent 
troublemakers and should be excluded from regular classes. Thus, initial 
deficit conceptions of these few youths are solidified for several teachers. In 
the end, I walk away feeling unsettled by the outcome of this research for 
that smaller group of students and am unsure of its overall impact.

*   *   *

 “Now was that activist?” asks Deborah.
“In terms of process? Perhaps. In terms of impact? Probably not,” an-

swers Eric.
“So, then what do you mean by activist research? How is it that you 

want to do research differently?”
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“That’s a timely question!” laughs Colette. “By coincidence, that is ex-
actly what we’re exploring in our presentation tomorrow morning. A few 
years ago, we embarked on a larger project to reflect on what it means to be 
an activist academic. When we moved east to begin our careers as academ-
ics, we moved away from the schools and communities that we knew and 
in which we were invested. Eric had started a small, public community high 
school focused on social justice. I had been working with new administra-
tors committed to urban schools, assisting them in thinking through their 
action research projects.”

Eric continues, “We don’t want to lose our activist identities just be-
cause we’ve entered academia with new identities as professors. We want to 
figure out how to engage in work that continues to be meaningful to us. So, 
the question we pose to ourselves in this presentation tomorrow is the very 
question you are asking us now: How can we create research agendas and 
methodologies that are activist, sustainable, and that push our professional 
goals to publish and achieve tenure?”

 “Indeed!” Colette interrupts. “Thinking through this question helped 
me to frame a community gardening participatory action research project 
I began last year. We called the project, Harvesting for Social Change (see 
Cann, 2012 for a description of this project). This project brought togeth-
er two community farm groups, a mental health juvenile justice (MH/JJ) 
agency, an urban school district, a youth community center, a housing 
community, one of my college students, and me. Together, we tried to 
imagine a peace education program that could teach conflict resolution 
skills to youth from MH/JJ while also growing food for the communities 
they were from.

“We chose to grow food as the central activity for this work for several 
reasons: There are high levels of obesity in this community, families in the 
community do not have easy access to healthy food, and the garden creates 
a space for people to gather in a positive way. We wanted the youth to cre-
ate something that could address the structural violence that poverty and 
institutional racism inflicted on their lives. And, indeed, the youth did create 
two beautiful gardens. One garden is at the local high school and is used by 
science teachers and an afterschool program. The other, located at the youth 
community center, produces food for the food pantry and provides a space 
where young people at the community center can work.
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“Initially, we framed this as a participatory action research project and all 
the adults associated with the program were initially considered co-research-
ers in this project. And while everyone helped to member check the analyses, 
the research primarily remained the work of the college student and me. The 
reality was that everyone else had full-time jobs and so they had little extra 
time for the research. As well, disagreements among the organizers led to dif-
ficulties in sustaining the program long-term. Though the gardens continue, 
the collaboration ended after a year.”

Deborah, absent-mindedly playing with her bottle cap, asks tentatively, 
“And so it is this that you define as activist research?”

Colette furrows her brow as she shakes the ice in her cup. “I’m not entire-
ly sure that this was an activist research project either. I think it started out as 
one and in many ways achieved outcomes that make it appear to be activist.”

“I ask because your project reminds me of what educators, generally, 
do daily in their work; they design programs and lessons to effect change 
in the lives of youth. Educators conduct informal research every day in the 
work they do in the classroom. So, really, isn’t all educational work consid-
ered a form of activist research?” asks Deborah.

“What do you mean?” asks Colette.
“Let me explain. Educators, especially classroom teachers, make a plan 

for how to work with a group of students. Then they work that plan through 
their teaching. Then they collect data to see how students are doing. They 
adjust the plan and implement the adjusted plan. The only thing they don’t 
do, perhaps, is write up their work formally to get it published in journals.”

“If only all the student-teachers in our credential program would do 
that,” laughs Eric.

Colette acknowledges Eric’s quip with a quick smile and then turns to 
respond to Deborah’s intriguing challenge. “Ideally, most teaching would 
be as purposeful as that—it would approximate what has been termed 
teacher action research (Mertler, 2009; Phillips & Carr, 2010; Pine, 2009). 
In fact, I might even agree that a lot of educational work—policy, legal, 
teaching and research—can be framed as action research because action 
research implies the formulation of a plan to improve student outcomes, 
implementation of that plan, reflection on how students perform, and then 
tinkering with the plan to increase student outcomes even more. But not 
all action research is activist research. Activist research must have a critical 
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edge. It must be focused on social justice work: it is about the pursuit of 
justice—racial, gender, and economic justice, for example—in schools.”

“Okay, but what do you mean by critical?” questions Deborah. “Are you 
implying that activist research must have some political agenda to it?”

“Of course!” Eric exclaims. “Education is a political project (Freire, 
1970; hooks, 1994; Shor, 1993). True social justice in education means we 
need to challenge the existing structures that reproduce social inequities. If 
we simply help a few students navigate a purportedly meritocratic system 
without challenging that system, we are not being critical. We might affect 
the material reality for a few students, but we reinforce the ideological hege-
mony rooted in the myth of meritocracy (McNamee & Miller, 2009; Oakes 
& Lipton, 1998).”

“By critical,” offers Colette, “we mean research steeped in critical theo-
ry, critical pedagogy, and critical race theory.”

“Ok,” replies Deborah. “I’m familiar with critical theory and the Frank-
furt School. But I am not sure I would equate the writings of Marcuse, 
Adorno, and the like with activist scholarship. Are you trying to say that all 
research that has a critical edge is activist research?”

“Colette and I had this discussion earlier. She tried to convince me that all 
critical research is necessarily activist. But I think, for two reasons, that crit-
ical research is not necessarily activist research. First, ‘traditional research,’ 
even from a critical perspective, often maintains the ‘colonial-like relation-
ship’ between the researcher and the researched (Nygreen, 2006, p. 11; see 
also Collins, 1991; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Fine, 1994; Foster, 1994; Sud-
bury & Okazawa-Rey, 2009; Wolf, 1996). That is, even with the best inten-
tions of telling the stories of those with whom they feel politically aligned and 
even when, in some instances, they share an affinity with those researched (as 
People of Color or as women, for example), researchers cannot disentangle 
that colonial relationship.2 In the process of researching, the voices of the sub-
altern become secondary to the voice of the researcher who frames, narrates, 
discusses, analyzes, and otherwise interprets the words of the researched. Sec-
ond, it may not actively create any change. Activist research is about social 
change. If the only theory of change in a critical research project is to affect 
the thinking of those reading the publications, then I’d argue that not much is 
going to change. The piece may not even be widely read, in which case it then 
only really benefits the curriculum vitae of the researcher. Even if the research 

SAMPLE CHAPTER - NOT FOR RESALE 
PUBLISHED BY MYERS EDUCATION PRESS



71YEAR FOUR

is framed by a political agenda, it often only hovers over the action space in-
stead of being engaged in the transformative process. Nygreen (2006) argued 
that some of this research, in attempting to explain the so-called achievement 
gap, for example, reinforces notions that students themselves are to blame for 
their own school failure even when they intend to do the opposite.3 Which is 
exactly what happened with my first research project. Others, most notably 
in the field of anthropology make similar arguments.4 Activist research has to 
be committed to bringing about change at the spaces and sites of research; ac-
ademics hoping to create social change cannot assume that change will occur 
because their articles are published.”

“And I’ve come around to seeing it this way reluctantly,” agrees Co-
lette, “as much as I hate to lose an argument to Eric.” Her eyes dart over to 
Eric and she can’t resist smiling. “There is an important need for research 
that both theorizes critically while also creating material change.5 Freire 
described this as praxis: ‘reflection and action upon the world in order to 
transform it’ (1970, p. 36).

“Building on Freire and the tenets of critical race theory, critical race 
theorists such as Dixson and Rousseau (2006) made an impassioned plea for 
a critical race praxis in educational research—a call for research that creates 
radical educational change and that addresses racial injustice in our schools. 
Stovall (2006) described his own work as a response to this call. He framed 
his teaching of a high school course on race and media as critical race praxis—
bringing critical race theory in line with teaching practice to simultaneously 
address issues of racism in schools, while imagining and implementing an 
alternative curriculum and pedagogy. Critical race praxis aligns nicely with 
our conception of activist research or even what he termed in a later piece, 
‘community-engaged research’ (Stovall, 2010). This activist research allowed 
him to meet the very real demands of his position as a professor and respond 
to the call for social action in the educational community.”6

“Indeed, Stovall and several others represent Gramsci’s concept of the 
new intellectual—the academic who refuses to stay locked up in the ivory 
tower and instead goes to the streets to work with and on behalf of the least 
privileged,” adds Eric.

Colette continues, “In Carter G. Woodson’s (2006) framing, these new 
intellectuals must become the servants of the people. If I am educated and 
am paid to theorize, I have a higher duty to use my awareness, academic 
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power and privilege to join in solidarity with others to struggle for authentic 
social change.”7

“Alright, so it cannot simply be action-oriented,” Deborah reframes. 
“It has to be critical. But it can’t simply be critical. It has to be engaged in 
action towards social transformation. So then what does this activist re-
search look like?”

Colette looks down at the draft of their paper and then launches into an 
explanation that sounds suspiciously like their presentation for tomorrow. 
“Our colleague Kysa, (Nygreen, 2006) identified three categories of activist 
research: 1) research that informs policy/legal cases, 2) education interven-
tion research, and 3) participatory action research. The first is research that 
is used to create or change policy that brings about social change.8 The sec-
ond is research that involves the implementation of an educational program 
and then, ‘collect(s) data on its participants,…draws from their experience 
to theorize and write about issues relevant to education’ (Nygreen, 2006, 
p. 13).9 Participatory action research10 pulls the researcher completely out 
of the role of expert. Instead, the researcher works as just one of many on a 
community project to create social change and one of many to collect data 
for reflection and writing of the project. Nygreen argued that these types of 
research projects, engaged, collaborative and participatory research can and 
should work in concert with more traditional research. She didn’t argue that 
one form is more important than any other, but that they can complement 
each other.”

“Are you saying we should understand these on a continuum from re-
search for legal and policy work as less activist and participatory research 
as more activist?” asks Deborah.

“I think an argument might be made for that,” agrees Colette. “Certainly 
others have placed these on a continuum with legal and policy work at one 
end and PAR at the other end. They place types of activist research on this 
continuum according to how successful the research is in avoiding colonial-
ist tendencies that often arise between the researcher and the ‘researched.’ 
And, I think it makes sense to organize the types of activist research that 
way in some discussions because it reminds us that we need to problematize 
those relationships.”

“But,” Eric continues, “we also think that constructing a hierarchy of 
forms of activist research creates a unidimensional view of social change 
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research that doesn’t acknowledge the complicated overlap between types 
of activist research. For example, research conducted by Michelle Fine (see 
Clough & Fine, 2007) was a complex mix of participatory action research 
and research designed to inform policy and legislation. Fine conducted re-
search with imprisoned women, graduate students, and faculty; together, 
her research team interviewed and conducted focus groups of imprisoned 
women participating in college programs, those who did not, prison guards, 
children of imprisoned women, and others central to the life worlds of in-
carcerated women. The research produced was taken to legislators and pol-
icymakers with the purpose of convincing those in power to reinstate college 
programs in prisons. So, using the continuum model, this research sits at 
both ends of the continuum.”

“And I think we want to remain flexible not only because these differ-
ent types of research cross boundaries,” says Eric, “but also because there 
are other forms of activist research that don’t neatly fit into any of those 
three categories.”

“Right,” interrupts Colette. “Like Fine’s work, other examples of ac-
tivist research sit tenuously in more than one category. For example, youth 
participatory action research might be more closely aligned with an edu-
cational intervention, as Nygreen argued. Looking at the work of Soo Ah 
Kwon, we see another example of activist research that might be categorized 
in multiple ways.”

“Right!” exclaims Eric. “Initially, Soo Ah Kwon joined a youth com-
munity organization called Asian and Pacific Islander Youth Promoting Ad-
vocacy and Leadership (AYPAL) as an educator volunteer because, as a ‘1.5 
generation Korean American [from] Los Angeles’ (2008, p. 61), she shared 
an affinity with, was intimately connected to, and felt politically aligned 
with the youth. Her background as an educator no doubt played a role in 
her decision to volunteer with a youth organization. As she became more in-
volved in the organization, she expanded her role in AYPAL from volunteer 
to activist researcher. Her racial identity and experiences as an immigrant 
youth placed her within the community authentically; the issues the youth 
raised were issues with which she was intimately connected. And, as an 
educator and researcher, she was able to share her skill set to contribute to 
AYPAL’s work.11 She occupied this unique space as an educator, using her 
research skills to help youth make sense of their experiences.”
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“Okay, then. If you don’t want to make use of a continuum to orga-
nize these different forms of activist research, then how do you differentiate 
among these different forms?” asks Deborah.

Colette replies, “Clearly, we are not the first to try to wrap our heads 
around activist research. In thinking about the literature on activist research 
across disciplines and in looking at examples of activist educational re-
search, we found that what distinguishes these projects is the type of impact 
they have. Let me sketch this out for you.”

Colette asks Salihah for a piece of paper from her coloring book. While 
she negotiates the transaction, Eric smiles at the complex negotiations and 
continues for her. “In other words, we look at the type of impact the re-
search has as a central organizing concept. And by impact we are not talking 
about the ‘impact factor’ of journal rankings. We are talking about the im-
pact on the communities in which the research is conducted.

 “We’ve framed our thinking of impact along three different dimen-
sions. First there’s the ideological dimension. As activist research, each of 
these forms attempts to challenge or disrupt ideology. They are counterhe-
gemonic in purpose and in action. That is, they attempt the work of con-
sciousness-raising. We can attempt to understand the impact of different 
forms of activist research based on the degree to which that research dis-
rupts dominant narratives.12

“The second is the material dimension. Moving beyond ideology, we 
might analyze the degree to which a research project results in material 
change for participants and others in the community. How has life been 
materially improved? At one end, we might examine how individual lives 
are affected by the research. At the other end, we might consider the degree 
to which structural change is created.”

“And the third dimension,” finishes Colette, “is scale or how many peo-
ple are affected by this work.” She has managed to get Salihah to part with 
the blank page at the back of her coloring book and has started to draw the 
axes of a graph to represent the three dimensions.

“Are any of those three dimensions more important than any other?” 
asks Deborah while she watches the drawing materialize.

“To communities and to researchers, different dimensions are more im-
portant than others, I’m sure,” replies Colette. “And across different con-
texts, different dimensions probably matter more than others. But I think 
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for us, this is a tool for reflecting rather than a yardstick for measuring and 
ranking.” Turning to Eric she encourages, “Tell Deborah about your project, 
while I finish this. We can use your project as a starting point for explaining 
this graph and, more importantly, the usefulness of this graph for pushing 
researcher reflection.”

“I’m not sure what type of activist research I would categorize this as—
whether it would be considered an educational intervention or participatory 
action research,” Eric begins. “But I think that is part of the point. The label 
of the research type is less significant for me here than the impact.”

He continues, “It started with a small critical inquiry group comprised 
of teachers…”

*   *   *

Worcester, MA 2008

In my first year as a professor at Clark, I facilitated a small critical inquiry 
group comprised of local public school teachers. We recently finished reading 
and discussing Freire at length and the teachers are as inspired as they are frus-
trated by their initial attempts to translate Freire into their classroom practice. 
Two of the teachers approached me at the end of the school year to ask wheth-
er we can all co-teach a course the following year that employs what they call, 
“a true Freirian pedagogy.” Their enthusiasm for the possibilities this might 
bring was contagious and, therefore, I now find myself sitting in the hot Au-
gust sun preparing our syllabus for a course that is to begin in just a few weeks.

Charles, one of the two teachers, has invited Teagan and me to his house 
to hammer out the details of the course. Sitting in Charles’ backyard with our 
heads nearly touching so that we can squint through the glare on the com-
puter screen, we produce a rough outline for the entire year in an exhausting 
six-hour meeting. The course is a senior seminar, listed as “Sociology” on 
the students’ transcripts. Informally, though, we decide to call the course, 
“Roots and Routes.” The only requirement of this senior seminar, as man-
dated by the principal, is that we prepare students to apply to and face the 
non-academic challenges of college. How we accomplish this is left entirely 
to us. We decide to build the course around our areas of expertise: literature 
(Charles), visual arts (Teagan), and history and sociological theory (Eric). 

SAMPLE CHAPTER - NOT FOR RESALE 
PUBLISHED BY MYERS EDUCATION PRESS



76 The Activist Academic

We are also committed to creating a new type of classroom culture to dis-
rupt the dominant school practices that often push students out of school 
(DeMeulenaere, 2012; Fine, 1991).

On the first day of class, students enter our darkened classroom. On the 
back wall, a projector flashes the question, “Why are we here?” On another 
wall, phrases like, “Write a novel,” “Hike the Appalachian Trail,” and “Raise 
a child” flash in turn. The bell rings and the loud anecdotes of summer ad-
ventures slowly dissipate as students find seats in the circle of chairs. Minutes 
pass and no teacher has spoken. The classroom is silent as students look at the 
walls, glance at each other and steal furtive peeks at the three teachers sitting 
quietly in the dark corner. Finally, Charles walks to the center of the circled 
students and begins to read his memoir about sitting on his deck, conversing 
with his father over how his father left his mother after her incapacitating 
stroke. When he finishes ten minutes later there is complete silence.

Over the course of the year, we tell more stories and read more mem-
oirs. Our students produce powerful memoirs that we use to create artist 
books and generate powerful college essays. We engage students in a diverse 
array of challenges—intellectual, reflective, social, and physical. A commu-
nity forms. One of the students describes the experience of being involved 
with the course this way:

We were a group of minority students who felt alone, worthless of 
education, oppressed by society, and envisioning no future beyond 
working part time at the local McDonald’s and attending the lo-
cal community or state college. This course showed us we were so 
much more than that. It taught us the power of our stories, that 
we are the ones who need to be heard in order to move away from 
social injustice and the cycle of poverty and towards a better world. 
Through this class I gained confidence to strive, believing that I have 
the power to create change in the world…rather than passively live 
day by day.

In our classroom sit students from different academic tracks. This is the only 
academic opportunity they’ve had in four years of high school to sit in the 
same classroom.
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In her college statement, a student from the high-tracked classes writes 
about a student from the lower-tracked classes, a person she didn’t know 
before taking this class, but whom she had always feared: 

He was a physical manifestation of what society taught me to think 
about a person who looked like him—an intimidating, slang-us-
ing Latino with scars on his body from gang fights…Society, our 
school, and even I had painted an unjust mask on him…For three 
years I lost the opportunity to get to know Juan13 due to meaning-
less academic barriers and absurd social stereotypes. He taught me 
to look beyond the mask.

Beyond the relational and composition work, the students in this course make 
dramatic gains in more traditional ways. Their class’s average grade point 
average (GPA) rises from 2.76 to 3.34 over the course of the year. 26 of 27 
students improve their overall grades. Eight students achieve honor roll for 
the first time in their secondary schooling experience. All students except 
one are accepted into college and all but five matriculate the following year. 
The previous year only seven students in the entire graduating class went 
on to college.

*   *   *

“Wow!” exclaimed Deborah. “I had no idea anyone from Clark was doing 
that kind of work.”

“No, no. Don’t be impressed. In terms of scale, we only worked with 
27 students. Our goal had been to affect the whole school and that didn’t 
happen. In fact, the opposite happened. We were marginalized because of 
our success with the very students that most of the faculty had written off 
as uneducable. We only affected a small group of students, making no real 
structural change. The school continued to be an unliberated space for 
most youth and adults. Indeed, the district reconstituted the school a few 
years later.”

“That might be true, but it was a significant action in the lives of those 
27 students,” encourages Deborah.
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“And that’s why I wanted Eric to share his experience. It allows us 
to explain why our three-dimensional framework can be a useful tool for 
thinking about activist research,” says Colette.

“So, here I’ve drawn a graph,” explains Colette. “Along the x-axis we’ve 
placed the degree of ideological impact. On the y-axis we’ve placed the degree 
of the material impact. The size of the dot reflects the scale. Eric’s research 
project might be placed here,” she says, pointing to a dot drawn in blue crayon.

She places a slightly smaller dot to the right of the first and slightly high-
er. “Soo Ah’s (2008) might be here,” she says, pointing to this second dot. 
And then above it, she draws a dot the size of a quarter and says, “Stovall’s 
(2010) might be here. I am giving him a bigger dot because in his communi-
ty-engaged research, creating a new public school, his work touched more 
lives than Soo Ah Kwon’s program and Eric’s class.”

Eric chimes in, “The point is not to get an exact measurement. Heaven 
forbid we focus so much on measuring in this era of No Child Left Behind 
(2002). The goal of this chart is simply to provide a framework for thinking 
about impact. It serves as a powerful strategic tool in our engagement of 
praxis, so we can continually reflect and increase the impact of our work.”

“Where would you put the first projects you described?” asks Deborah.
“Way down here,” Colette says as she draws in a tiny dot where the x 

and y-axes intersect. 
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“Well, you did have an impact on those four students and maybe that 
teacher. I mean that wasn’t really a part of your research project, but you 
could move your dot up slightly, I think,” contends Eric.

“Should I put your early research project here too?” Colette begins to 
draw a light blue dot next to the purple one representing her first project. 
“And yours would be bigger too since you had an impact on a larger space.”

“Perhaps, but I think I might have had a more negative ideological im-
pact than any positive one. So, try over here,” Eric says pointing to a space 
on the other side of the y-axis.

“So, going back to your research, Colette, with the garden,” says Deborah.
“Harvesting for Social Change?”
“Yeah, where would that fall on this graph? You said you weren’t even 

sure it qualified as activist research.”
“I think I’d put it on here. After this conversation, I’m beginning to 

realize that perhaps it does find its way on the graph. Kysa (Nygreen, 2006) 
warns that we have to be humble about what we call our research. It is and 
should be a humbling experience to call one’s work activist because it im-
plies a close relationship with community organizing work. Nevertheless, I 
believe there were both material and ideological impacts. It didn’t have the 
type of impact that I was hoping. It was not, in the end, participatory action 
research. And the impact, in the end, was probably more material and not 
ideological enough for my liking. So, I guess I would place it high on the 
material axis and low on the ideological one.”

“What about scale?” asks Eric.
Colette colors the dot larger and says, “That’s complicated too. We worked 

with a small number of youth. But we also found that when we started to 
build the garden, we had a lot of other children in the neighborhood join in. 
Families got invested in protecting the garden as well. In fact, they wanted 
to build a fence around it because they were worried other residents in the 
neighborhood would destroy the garden. The community gardeners con-
vinced them to trust their neighbors and leave the area without a fence. 
They argued that if we could get beyond perceptions of food as scarce and 
deficit notions of each other, we might be surprised. And, indeed, a year 
later, the garden was still healthy and thriving.”

“With that in mind, perhaps we would increase its location on the ideo-
logical scale if the thinking of the community shifted to more positive views 
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of its residents. And there is definitely a material impact if food is provided 
to the community,” adds Deborah.

“Most definitely,” agrees Colette, “and the purpose of the chart is to 
help us reflect. The actual placement of the dots is not what is important; it 
is the way this schema helps us to organize our thinking about the impact 
of activist research that is important. The real goal is not to measure or 
compare the impact of various activist research projects; rather the goal is 
to figure out how and where to improve our impact.”

“I see that,” responds Deborah, “I can see how useful this would be for 
thinking about some of my research projects. I am most definitely coming to 
your session tomorrow morning.”

“Well,” responds Eric raising an eyebrow, “I think we’ve probably spoiled 
it for you.”

Recognizing that they are nearing the end of their work for the day, Co-
lette begins to gather Salihah’s coloring supplies and says, “I’m going to take 
Salihah outside to ride around. It was wonderful to meet you Deborah, and 
hopefully I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” Turning to Eric, she says with a 
straight face, “I hope you wrote all this down for our presentation tomorrow.”

“Ha, ha. Funny stuff. Funny,” Eric says, grabbing a pen from his bag 
nevertheless. “Go take Salihah out and I’ll jot down some notes. We can get 
back together around dinner to go over what we’ve got.”

Colette looks over at Salihah who is uncharacteristically packed up and 
ready to go. Backpack on back, scooter unfolded, she is a vision of impa-
tience. Colette laughs and says, “I guess that’s my cue. Thanks again, Deb-
orah, and we’ll catch you later, Eric.”

*   *   *

Conclusion

We offer this framework to assist in reflecting on the impact of activist re-
search. Much of the reflection of activist scholars considers the relation-
ships and differentials of power in the research process. Breaking down the 
hierarchical divisions and making the process of research more socially just 
are important aspects of our research and important to reflect upon. How-
ever, such reflections should accompany considerations of impact. We have 
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sought to provide a three-dimensional framework for assisting scholars in 
critically examining the impact of their activist research. In the schema of-
fered, we look at the ideological and material impacts along with the scope.

In offering this schema, we do not suggest that any one aspect is more 
important or useful than another. At times, it might be more important 
to focus on ideological change, while in other projects, addressing the 
material reality is more important. We do not even claim that we have de-
finitively captured where each of our projects, and those of our colleagues, 
fits on our graph. The point is not to create a precise measuring device, 
but rather to offer a heuristic for reflection. As we have shown above, the 
actual impacts of projects often differ from the original intentions. It is 
important to understand such shifts and to consider how the relationship 
among the material impact, the ideological impact, and the scale of impact 
affect each other. We hope the model and schema offered here help others, 
as it has helped us, to refine and redesign their work to create ever greater 
social change.

Endnotes

1 Building on Bowles and Gintis’ work (1976), Merilee Finley (1984) explored the in-

formal process by which English teachers are assigned to teach courses in different 

educational tracks, identifying the unwritten means by which the most well-prepared 

and privileged students get the most experienced, high-status teachers. Her work 

provided an example of the ways in which schools become implicated in the process 

of social reproduction.

2 Cammarota called for a, “dissolution of several disempowering binaries, including 

contrived separations between knowledge-based subjects and objects, between re-

searchers and the researched, and, most importantly, between activists and anthro-

pologists” (2008, p. 56). It is when these false dichotomies are deconstructed that 

research can potentially undermine hegemonic ideologies erected by longstanding 

norms and values of academia to maintain societal power structures. Thus, when 

activism and research—the political and the scientific—become one, academia has 

the potential to become relevant to social justice work.

3 Nygreen wrote, “With so much attention focused on the ‘problem’ of minority un-

derachievement, and so much scholarly gaze focused on underachieving minorities 

SAMPLE CHAPTER - NOT FOR RESALE 
PUBLISHED BY MYERS EDUCATION PRESS



82 The Activist Academic

themselves, it is not surprising that education research would reinforce prevailing 

myths of cognitive and cultural deficiency—despite conscious attempts to re-case 

these cultural ‘differences’ or to construct counter-narratives of oppression and 

resistance” (2006, p. 4).

4 Speed (2006), for example, contended that prior anthropological research (often 

inadvertently) supported the further oppression of indigenous communities. This 

research was used by government agencies seeking to exploit labor or steal land. By 

contrast, what she called “critically engaged activist” research proclaims an intentional 

alignment with historically and politically marginalized communities.

5 Hale referred to critical research in anthropology as “cultural critique” and juxta-

posed it to activist anthropology; while they share a commitment to academic work 

on behalf of subaltern populations, the political nature of cultural critique is in its, 

“ethnographic writing and theory building” (2006, p. 103), not in its alignment 

with the, “principles and practices of people who struggle outside of the academic 

setting” (2006, p. 104). The first is committed to knowledge production for the 

sake of changing paradigms while the latter is committed to changing the social 

realities in the margins. The central difference is that activist research then becomes 

about “collaboration, dialogue, and standards of accountability” to a social justice 

movement (2006, p. 105) as well as to the Academy and, thus, must be committed 

to rigorous ethical practice, political work and theory building.

6 It is only in the practice of activist research where the typically separate identities of 

academic research and community activism can come together. David Stovall found 

that in engaging in the work of creating a school and teaching in that school while 

simultaneously researching that process in which he was an integral participant en-

abled him to “streamline [his] work as a professor at an urban public university with 

the community initiatives aimed at securing useful, relevant, community-controlled 

schools” (Stovall, 2010, p. 411).

7 In The Mis-Education of the Negro, Woodson wrote that true leaders of the people, 

true new intellectuals, must be the servants of the people: “You cannot serve people 

by giving them orders as to what to do. The real servant of the people must live 

among them, think with them, feel for them, and die for them…. The servant of the 

people, unlike the leader, is not on a high horse trying to carry the people to some 

designated point to which he would like to go for his own advantage. The servant of 

the people is down among them, living as they live, doing what they do and enjoying 

what they enjoy. He may be a little better informed than some of the other members 

of the group; it may be that he has had some experience that they have not had, but 
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in spite of this advantage he should have more humility than those whom he serves” 

(2006, p. 131).

8 Dyrness (2008) referred to this type of research as “research for change.” Research 

for change is academic work that supports educational policy and reform for social 

change in schools. Knowledge construction and proliferation are done by academic 

researchers on behalf of marginalized communities. Dyrness argued that, much like 

traditional social science research in which the duality of subject and researcher is 

entrenched, research for change runs the risk of further marginalizing the very popu-

lation on whose behalf this research is conducted. Indeed, Speed acknowledged that 

calling academic researchers as expert witnesses reinforces the dichotomy of powerful 

and powerless and maintains that marginalized communities cannot be considered 

witnesses on their own behalf. It also reinforces what can be considered data and 

evidence—only research conducted by those considered official researchers can be 

included. In addition, researcher knowledge occasionally collides with indigenous 

knowledge and shifts the political agendas of indigenous populations. This said, 

Speed argued that what is different in the case of activist research is that this collision 

of researchers and researched agendas is visible rather than thick with secrecy and 

opaqueness. As well, the righteousness of this activist work does not depend on whether 

the court case is adjudicated in favor of indigenous folks. Speed pushed us to think 

about the success of activist research efforts not in such unidimensional ways, but in 

whether they “address neocolonial power dynamics,” “engage” rather than simply 

“protect…research subjects,” and “maintain a critical focus even as they make explicit 

political commitments, thus creating a productive tension in which critical analysis 

meets (and must come to terms with) day-to-day political realities” (2006, p. 74).

9 Nygreen described the work of researchers conducting youth participatory research as 

a program more akin to an educational intervention than to participatory research (see 

category 3 above). An example of an educational intervention that used participatory 

action research with youth is the work of Cammarota (2008) at a high school that 

tracks its majority Latinx youth population out of AP and other upper-tracked courses. 

A history of institutionally racist practices created a dual system within the same school 

with white students disproportionately represented in upper-level classes. Amidst this 

social and political reality, a course using a praxis-based pedagogy was created for Latinx 

youth to use ethnography to deepen their understandings of self and structural forces 

prominent in their experiences of the educational institution. Cammarota argued that 

ethnography serves to raise their critical consciousness, making visible how oppressive 

representations falsely imprison hope, self-efficacy, and social action.
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10 Koirala-Azad and Fuentes (2009/2010) provided an overview to PAR in the introduc-

tion to their volume on activist research. In particular, they noted that PAR is research 

committed to sharing the process of knowledge construction across populations—

that the division between researcher and subject becomes blurred and both become 

researcher and subject. PAR is a process that simultaneously raises the consciousness 

of those oppressed by sexism, racism, and classism as well as the consciousness of 

those from the Academy who are compelled to work with them (and who are, occa-

sionally, also subjected to the same structural violence). Fine (2007) described PAR as 

a “methodological stance rooted in the belief that valid knowledge is produced only 

in collaboration and in action…[and]…recognizes that those ‘studied’ harbor critical 

social knowledge and must be repositioned as subjects and architects of research 

(Fals-Borda, 1979; Fine & Torre, 2004; Martín-Baró, 1994). Based largely on the 

theory and practice of Latinx activist scholars, PAR scholars draw from neo-Marxist, 

feminist, queer, and critical race theorists (Anzaldua, 1987; Apple, 2001; Crenshaw, 

1991; Lykes, 2001; Matsuda, 1995; Weis & Fine, 2004; Williams, 1998) to articulate 

methods and ethics that have local integrity and stretch topographically to sight/cite 

global patterns of domination and resistance (Katz, 2004)” (p. 305). Dyrness (2008) 

described her participatory action research project as “research as change” which she 

contrasts with a more traditional form of research, “research for change” (see earlier 

footnote 2). Her notion of research as change aligns importantly with Nygreen’s 

notion of the participatory research form of activist research—it is research in which 

both the process and the outcome are consistent with radical social change goals. It is 

research with communities, where the goals, knowledge, and outcomes are determined 

collectively. As an example of research as change or activist participatory research, 

Dyrness recounted the research she conducted with Madres Unidas, a group of five 

mothers who met regularly to organize on behalf of youth at a new small school in 

the district. Silenced at the official parent meetings, the mothers found another venue 

to testify about what they (and their children) experienced in the new small school. 

They also conducted research, interviewing other families, about their experiences 

as well. This culminated in a report to the very school actors who had previously 

alienated them and, as a result, a parent center was created at the school—a parent 

center that was used frequently by families to continue to provide testimonies that 

were not given space at rigid official meetings.

11 Kwon’s own reflections on her work captured not only her positionality within the 

research process, but also how that position evolved in the course of the work. Later, 

reflecting on the project with AYPAL she wrote, “As I got to know them better, I came 

SAMPLE CHAPTER - NOT FOR RESALE 
PUBLISHED BY MYERS EDUCATION PRESS



85YEAR FOUR

to realize the significance of their efforts and the role I could play as an ethnographer 

in theorizing, documenting, and understanding their experiences. Thus my ethnog-

raphy can also be described as activist-research or participatory research as I shared 

in the actions, analysis, and reflections organized by AYPAL” (Kwon, 2008, p. 61).

12 See for instance, the call to activist research by critical race theorists Dixson and 

Rousseau (2006) and Solórzano and Yosso (2002b). There has also been a push for 

this dimension of activist research in various calls to promote indigenous research 

(Ellis, 2004; Tuck, 2009).

13 All names of persons and schools in the “Worcester, MA, 2008” narrative are pseud-

onyms to protect the identity of the youths and teachers who participated in the research.
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