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Abstract 

Two factors have inspired to the present study. One factor is the societal challenge of the 

motivational crisis that prevails among youth in the formal education system and the question of 

how to design educational measures that can counter this and promote inclusion and democratic 

participation. The other factor is guided by the promising perspectives from primary education in 

using school gardens to promote a broad range of learning goals. With these factors as guiding 

perspectives the study has looked towards the informal educational framework of the American 

youth food justice movement with the general aim of exploring the interplay between pedagogy and 

learning in this context. The theoretical framework for the study draws on educational anthropology 

and critical youth studies and the intersection between critical pedagogy, environmental education 

and research on the food justice movement. The research questions have focused on the impact of 

the farming framework for the educational activities with a special interest in the relation between a 

staff role design management perspective and a youth agency, learning and identity construction 

perspective. The methodology in the study was an anthropological case study of a specific Californian 

youth food justice program with a long term fieldwork with participant observations and 

ethnographic interviews as main methods.  The main finding is a conceptualization of a pedagogical 

practice that uses the food and farming framework as a pedagogical resource for two main agendas – 

job training and food justice. A central element is the way staff and youth roles are dynamically 

constructed.  As staff roles change from being employers to mentors, partners and friends the youth 

learning process changes from being primarily focused on skills and work ethic to become more 

identity formative, expressed as increased self-confidence and being ‘life changing’. A central factor 

in this is the way the program succeeds in establishing a ‘safe space’ through a combination of 

physically challenging co-work with farming and with a general focus on relation building that makes 

youth mobilize resources to overcome issues of personal struggle that in other educational contexts 

would have been considered private. On a general level the analysis points to the youth food justice 

movement as a context where central criticisms directed towards both critical pedagogy and 

American environmental education can be met. This points to more research on the intersection 

between formal and informal educational contexts as having big potentials for addressing both the 

motivational crisis and supporting marginalized youth in becoming agents of change. 
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Dansk sammenfatning 
To faktorer har inspireret til dette studie. Den ene er den samfundsmæssige udfordring ved 

’motivationskrisen’ blandt unge i det formelle uddannelsessystem og den deraf følgende debat om 

hvilke former for uddannelsesinitiativer, der skal til for at imødegå dette sammen med et overordnet 

mål om at fremme inklusion og demokratisk deltagelse. Den anden faktor er de lovende perspektiver 

ved den store interesse, der er opstået i den danske folkeskole for at bruge skolehaver til at fremme 

en bred vifte af lærings- og dannelsesmål. Med disse faktorer som afsæt har nærværende ph.d.-

studie vendt sit blik mod det uformelle læringsmiljø, der findes i den amerikanske ’youth food 

justice’-bevægelse med det overordnede mål at undersøge samspillet mellem pædagogisk praksis og 

læring i denne kontekst. Den teoretiske ramme for studiet trækker på uddannelsesantropologi og 

kritisk ungdomsforskning i skæringspunktet mellem kritisk pædagogik, uddannelse for bæredygtig 

udvikling og forskning i den amerikanske ’food justice’-bevægelse. Forskningsspørgsmålene har 

fokuseret på betydningen af en jordbrugsramme for en pædagogisk praksis med særlig interesse for 

forholdet mellem medarbejderes rolleudvikling og -forvaltning og unges udvikling af agency, læring 

og identitet. Metoden i undersøgelsen var et antropologisk casestudie af et specifikt californisk 

’youth food justice’-program med et længerevarende feltarbejde med deltagende observationer og 

etnografiske interviews som hovedmetoder. Et centralt fund i studiet er en begrebsliggørelse af en 

pædagogisk praksis, der anvender en mad- og landbrugsramme som pædagogisk ressource i forhold 

til to hoveddagsordener - jobtræning og ’food justice’. Et andet centralt element er den måde, 

hvorpå medarbejder- og ungeroller er konstrueret dynamisk. Hvor medarbejderrollerne ændrer sig 

fra at være arbejdsgivere til at blive mentorer, partnere og venner, ændrer de unges roller sig fra 

primært at være praktikanter og ansatte med fokus på tilegnelse af praktiske færdigheder og 

arbejdsmoral til at blive et læringsprojekt hvor det identitetsdannende er i centrum - af de unge 

udtrykt som øget selvtillid og 'livsforandring'. En central faktor i dette er den måde, hvorpå 

programmet lykkes med at etablere et "sikkert rum" gennem en kombination af et fysisk 

udfordrende arbejdsfællesskab med jordbrug, hvor der sker en opbygning af relationer, der støtter 

de unge i at mobilisere ressourcer til at overvinde problemer med personlige udfordringer, som i 

andre uddannelsesmæssige sammenhænge ville have været betragtet som private. På et generelt 

niveau peger analysen på den amerikanske ’youth food justice’-bevægelse som en kontekst, hvor 

centrale kritikpunkter rettet mod både kritisk pædagogik og (amerikansk) uddannelse for bæredygtig 

udvikling kan opfyldes. Dette peger på et behov for mere forskning i skæringspunktet mellem 

formelle og uformelle læringsmiljøer i en jordbrugsramme, idet der her anes store potentialer for at 

tackle både motivationskrisen og for at støtte udsatte unge i at blive agenter for forandring. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction  

The recent years have shown a growing interest in farming and gardening as educational frameworks 

for a broad agenda of promoting different forms of learning for children and youth. The emergence 

of a school garden movement in the western as well as in the ‘developing’ world is documented in a 

vast body of research that has highlighted much potential in replacing and rethinking teaching 

practices through gardening and farming in order to promote learning outcomes in areas like 

academic learning, food and health education and environmental education (Ozer 2007).  

This study will look beyond the formal education and school system to a pedagogical arena where 

there is also a focus on using gardening/farming as a tool and frame for different goals. Defining 

themselves as being part of the American food justice movement (Dixon 2014, Alkon, Agyeman 2011, 

Gottlieb, Joshi 2010), more than 125 youth programs have emerged in the last decade across the 

United States (Broad 2016). These programs use farming and food as a central approach and tool in 

building alternative learning environments for personal and social change among different groups of 

marginalized youth. These programs are institutionally mainly non-profits placed outside, but in 

different forms of collaboration with the formal education system1. 

With this educational setting as the general framework the PhD study has been designed as an 

ethnographic case study with a long term anthropological fieldwork as the main method. The main 

focus in the study is an exploration of the interplay between the pedagogical practice and agency, 

learning and identity formative outcomes for youth participating in a specific Californian youth 

empowerment and food justice program. The applied and scientific relevance of the study will be 

argued for in the following. 

1.1 Background and applied relevance 

The conceptualizations ‘at-risk’ youth and the ‘motivational crisis’ in the current educational debate 

are main elements in the starting point for the applied relevance of the research project. The project 

wishes to contribute to these debates with a critical approach to the classificatory categories where 

concepts like ‘at-risk-youth’ – or ‘challenged’, ‘vulnerable’, ‘marginalized’ youth’ dominate as well as 

to the different societal measures designed to deal with these realities through different kinds of 

                                                           
 

1
 More than 125 of these similar programs are connected in the network Rooted in Community 

(https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z-
0HXSKvapiU.kkKX2vCItl7E&hl=en&ie=UTF8&msa=0&ll=40.178873%2C-
117.443848&spn=8.273315%2C19.753418&z=6) 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z-0HXSKvapiU.kkKX2vCItl7E&hl=en&ie=UTF8&msa=0&ll=40.178873%2C-117.443848&spn=8.273315%2C19.753418&z=6
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z-0HXSKvapiU.kkKX2vCItl7E&hl=en&ie=UTF8&msa=0&ll=40.178873%2C-117.443848&spn=8.273315%2C19.753418&z=6
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z-0HXSKvapiU.kkKX2vCItl7E&hl=en&ie=UTF8&msa=0&ll=40.178873%2C-117.443848&spn=8.273315%2C19.753418&z=6
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educational initiatives2. The study wishes to contribute to the solution of challenges around youth, 

education and democratic participation in different educational settings and systems and other 

conceptualizations of current problems regarding youth in transition. Setting off from the current 

expansion of ‘green learning’ in primary education the study will explore the pedagogical as well as 

the individual relevance of growing food as a vehicle for designing pedagogies for youth with 

different challenges. More specifically the study wishes to qualify the pedagogical and didactic 

knowledge base and value-based approaches in a number of current initiatives, strategies and 

educational agendas where cultivation, processing, cooking and redistribution of food are put to 

pedagogical use.   

Being organizationally anchored in a Danish university of applied science a specific goal is to 

contribute to the capacity building around profession didactics in general and specifically in the 

strategic area of ‘Food, Body and Learning’.  This institutional affiliation and the applied interest in 

the study has played a central role methodologically in the negotiation of access to the field as well 

as in the positioning of the researcher – all to be unfolded in the following.  

As it will be described and discussed in the methodology section, the pre-history of the research 

project contains several important parts, the main ones being that the first encounter between the 

researcher and the specific program which became the pivot point of the research occurred as early 

as in 2011, and a dialogue with program staff through a sequence of meetings negotiating the 

framework for a research project took place through 2012 and 2013. The program describes itself as 

a youth empowerment and food justice program where food, sustainable agriculture and health are 

used as vehicles to grow strong, healthy and inspired teens. The process of dialogue generated 

further knowledge that was incorporated in the preparations and amongst other things helped to 

focus the literature searches. The new knowledge created in the project will be directed and 

integrated in the ongoing development of a ‘food and meals pedagogy’ (Nielsen 2013) and sought 

integrated in bachelor level education programs for social educators as well as training programs for 

practitioners. The relevance and possibility of further use of the new knowledge to initiate the 

establishing of a similar program adapted to a Danish socio-political and pedagogical context has also 

been a major motivational driving force for the applied dimension of the study. 

                                                           
 

2
 A working group under the Danish government has recently advocated for a national reform and coordination 

in the area http://www.uvm.dk/aktuelt/i-fokus/reform-af-de-forberedende-tilbud/bedre-veje-til-en-
ungdomsuddannelse  

http://www.uvm.dk/aktuelt/i-fokus/reform-af-de-forberedende-tilbud/bedre-veje-til-en-ungdomsuddannelse
http://www.uvm.dk/aktuelt/i-fokus/reform-af-de-forberedende-tilbud/bedre-veje-til-en-ungdomsuddannelse
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The next step will be to discuss the scientific relevance and theoretical framework of the project. 

1.2 Scientific relevance of the project 

In this section the main fields of research that have informed the study – and to which the study 

wants to contribute - will be presented. These fields consist of critical youth studies and educational 

anthropology, critical pedagogy and a cluster of research that combines the relatively recently 

established field of research on the American food justice movement with the broad area of research 

in environmental education. The study also wishes to follow the call in the conclusion of a recent 

review conducted by the Danish University of Education DPU (Wistoft, Nørtoft 2014). This review 

asked the question: what can a gardening and farming context offer in relation to the development 

of social skills and identity formation. The review was framed by the question of the social and 

identity formative potentials of gardening and farming and concludes that there are big potentials for 

this through the different ways the practical work is framed as experience- and action oriented 

learning. The main pedagogical tool in this was the community formative character and shared 

responsibility that were main factors in influencing individual identity formation and social skills in a 

positive direction. The review points to more research on how these factors of community building 

and shared responsibility around farming/gardening is operationalized pedagogically and which 

broader forms of learning and identity it produces. 

1.2.1 Searching the literature 

Strategic literature searching was performed at two stages in the course of the study.  

The first search strategy at the beginning of the study was informed by the empirical knowledge I had 

gained about the specific program and through this the general characteristics of the network of 

similar programs across the United States.  The goal of the search at this stage was to capture the key 

literature on the topic in order to locate the key trends and gaps in the way the subject area has 

been conceptualized and analyzed and on this basis construct a synthesis that can direct the scope of 

the study and the formulation of the specific research questions.  This search process helped identify, 

re-define and specify the subject area as a complex with reference to different areas of research: 

youth (youth culture, youth studies); food justice (social justice, environmental justice, eco-justice); 

empowerment; farming or gardening; education, identity formation; critical pedagogy; learning; non-

formal and informal settings; environmental education and education for sustainable development.  

The second search strategy was performed later in the study as a part of the data analysis following 

an analytical strategy where theoretical concepts and positions emerged from re-readings, mappings 

and interpretations of the empirical material – fieldnotes, ethnographic interviews and different 
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forms of curricular documents that were collected during the different phases of fieldwork. The 

outcomes of this search will not be presented here but be integrated in the upcoming analysis and 

discussion. 

Databases and other sources used were primarily Eric, Google Scholar, Scopus and JStor. 

In the following I will sketch the main findings of the initial literature search and the synthesis on the 

basis of these that led to the formulation of the general research purpose and the specific research 

questions in the study.  

1.2.2 Critical youth studies and educational anthropology  

In the theoretical base of the study two major fields of research play a central role – critical youth 

studies and educational anthropology – the former due to the empirical topic of the study and the 

latter due to my background in social anthropology. Both areas also play a central role in the 

methodological framework and design of the study that will be introduced later. 

The broad interdisciplinary field of critical youth studies (Best 2007, Furlong 2013, Kelly 2001, 

Furlong 2011, Kelly 2006) will be included as an important frame of reference for the study. This field 

has informed the study with its meta-level perspectives and explorations of youth culture, identity 

formation and risk in late modernity and the complex challenges for contemporary Western youth 

struggling with the structural consequences of austerity in their transitions between education and 

work, transitions that are characterized by a strong individualization inherent in the reflexive 

modernity that also is blurring structural level explanations (Beck 1997 (1992)).  

Mac Donald et al. (Macdonald, Mason et al. 2001) outline two traditions in British youth studies – the 

youth cultural studies tradition and the youth transition studies tradition. Historically, there has been 

a movement from a sub-culture oriented focus to a focus on policy-oriented research on youth’s 

fractured transitions, for an example see Walther (2006).  Youth studies in the Nordic countries share 

the same interest in transitions and policy oriented research, often with the more expanded but also 

changing contexts of the social democratic welfare states3.    

Critical youth studies, according to Best  (2007) “utilizes frameworks emerging from cultural studies, 

queer studies, critical race studies, feminist studies and postmodernism to  engage questions of 

                                                           
 

3
 For an example see the mission statement of The Danish Centre for Youth Research, source: 

http://www.cefu.dk/service/english.aspx  

http://www.cefu.dk/service/english.aspx
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writing and representation, youth agency, research collaboration and social change, and the politics 

of the field” (ibid:7) with central questions related to “power/authority, the researcher’s 

insider/outsider status, the relationships between rapport building and knowledge and 

understanding, representational practices and “Othering” – all with attention to the dynamics of 

age” (ibid:8).  

Within youth studies the concept of agency has been conceptualized in its relation to ‘structure’ 

(White, Wyn 1998) and also more recent discussions about the relation between agency and power 

(Spencer, Doull 2015). These two perspectives will now be presented. 

In their discussion on the relation between agency and social structure White and Wyn (1998) sketch 

three different definitions of or dimensions in the concept of agency (ibid:316). The first definition or 

dimension interprets agency as linked to immediate circumstances and as a ‘conscious, goal-directed 

activity’. This perspective is found in youth studies that focus on young people’s choice of ‘fashions, 

lifestyles, modes of speech and dress and so on’ (ibid) and related to a level of analysis that is 

‘generally pitched at individual or personal choices about over which individuals have some measure 

of control’ (ibid). Another trait of the exercise of this kind of agency is that it is – quoting Anderson4 

‘inscribed within social relations and typically reproduce them’ given the way the cultural and 

material resources already on offer make specific actions possible (ibid).  

The second definition or dimension sees agency as linked to limited change or maintenance of 

existing circumstance or institutions. Here agency is defined as collective or individual projects with 

goals that ‘are not simply personal in character but are projected into the public domain. Agency in 

this sense aims at modifications, reforms or retaining aspects of the existing social order. Agency in 

this sense is around tackling specific social problems (ibid) often by lobby groups, experts, youth and 

community workers with a focus on changing particular laws or protesting against government 

interventions or to gain more resources – all of which White and Wyn describe as types of ‘limited 

collective agency’ (ibid). 

The third definition or dimension is agency as a collective project, linked to fundamental change in 

the overall social order – White and Wyn here mention the new social movements such as the 

feminist, green, gay and lesbian movements - with the interesting comment, that it here is clear “that 
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there are significant limitations with regard to youth action, insofar as relatively few young people 

are directly engaged in social transformation activity of this kind” (ibid:317).  

White and Wyn use these three dimensions of agency in a discussion of how they have been dealt 

with in youth studies research. Here three perspectives are described – a deterministic, a 

voluntaristic and a contextual.  

The deterministic perspective has tended to “deny agency (by universalizing youth experience 

according to fixed stages and attributes)” (ibid:317). The voluntaristic perspective in contrast has 

tended to over-state agency “(by downplaying the impact of social structural relationships on young 

people’s choices and behavior)” (ibid). Finally, the contextual perspective “attempts to conceptualise 

agency as specific kinds of social practice which take place within certain social structural parameters 

(by grounding questions of agency in the historically constructed lived practices of young people)” 

(ibid).  

White and Wyn comment on the deterministic and voluntaristic perspectives as appearing to be 

opposites but in fact as both building on a “static, unidimensional approach in which youth is 

understood as primarily an age category” (ibid:318). Both these perspectives fail in providing 

adequate understanding of how youth may have active roles in shaping of their lives and futures nor 

do they problematize the different meanings of ‘youth’ as positioned in relation to structured 

relations of social division such as gender, class, race or ethnicity or the institutions that shape these 

positions (ibid:318). The field of youth studies that apply a contextual perspective on agency focus on 

the interplay between identity and society (ibid:323). A number of studies with this perspective on 

high school youth in different Anglophone countries portrays the youth’s lives in these contexts as 

complex and with a “constant, changing and critical nature of their negotiations with the institution 

of schooling” (ibid:323). A specific thing that these studies reveal – with high relevance for the 

present study – is that “one of the most profound things that young people are learning at school is 

how they are situated, socially and politically” (ibid). A further general trait of contextual 

perspectives on agency is that they “offer insight into social practices through which young people 

construct identities, negotiate their space and place and are in turn defined in an ongoing struggle 

which has many dimensions. Taking a contextualized approach to researching and writing about 

young people exposes the extent to which young people negotiate, contest and challenge the 

institutionalized processes of social division. Youth agency becomes visible as more than just the 

exercise of predetermined choices. By taking an approach which places the development of social 

practices at its centre, a contextualized approach to youth exposes the power relations that are 
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integral to the processes of our society – for young people and for adults” (ibid). White and Wyn 

point to the importance of such a perspective because it raises consciousness about relationships 

and issues that can support “further development of emancipatory projects involving young people 

and those who work with young people” (ibid:324). 

White and Wyn conclude that effective agency embodies the three dimensions outlined above – it 

involves “consciousness of the potential to take action, the willingness to engage in collective action 

in the interest of the group, and the knowledge, power and ability to challenge existing structures. 

“Thus, agency is about knowledge, power and the ability to activate resources. Social divisions and 

inequalities have an impact on the extent to which individuals and groups have access to each of 

these aspects of effective agency. Furthermore, agency is a continuous process, involving constant 

ebbs and flows depending upon immediate material circumstances and group dynamics” (ibid:318). 

A more recent discussion on the use of the concept of agency in youth studies is Spencer and Doull 

(2015) who point to the fact that though the concept of agency has become more popular in youth 

studies in recent years, a clearer definition of the concept, and especially how it is related to a 

concept of power is needed. They argue that “the term agency cannot be understood without a 

thorough engagement with the related concept of power. By engaging with a full-fledged 

theorization of power, we aim to illustrate the varying ways in which agency has been defined as 

being both a potential for, or producer of, power, as well as offering evidence of the effects of 

power” (ibid:902).  

Power is conceptualized as ‘power to’ (the power to influence others), ‘power within’ (individual’s 

belief in their personal mastery and control over events and actions), ‘power over’ (highlight varying 

forms of domination – crucially, underscoring the power of those to exert control over others) and 

‘power through’ (draws attention to the more ideological forms of power and the micro-politics of 

power operating through discursive practices) (ibid:903). 

Spencer and Doull distinguish between two basic forms of agency – agency as affect and agency as 

effect. The distinction is established in order to differ between agency as a potential producer of 

power (affect) as different from the agency that is the outcome of that power (effect). This 

distinction is productive methodologically as it directs a focus on the processes where agency is 

produced – here conceptualized as affective experiences – emotions, feelings, perceptions – as 

subjective experiences in triggering the production of power.  
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Spencer and Doull also point to an important methodological reflexivity that is supported by this 

analytical perspective on agency because it can direct attention to “uncover[ing] the role of both the 

researcher’s ontological, epistemological and affective position in shaping the conceptualization of 

agency/power and of the researcher her/himself in defining what might be taken as evidence as the 

effects of that power” (ibid:902).  

Within anthropological youth research the study of youth agency has had a central role, especially 

since the paradigm shift that took place in the 1990s where ‘the new childhood studies’ (James, 

Prout 2015, James, Jenks et al. 1998) challenged reigning developmental paradigms in studies on 

children and adolescence (Best 2007:9). Researchers within this paradigm challenged a prevailing 

characterization of children [and youth] as passive actors with studies that focused on their 

autonomy and competence as actors in their own right – here Best cites Qvortrup (Qvortrup, Bardy 

et al. 1994) that describes this as a change from being interested in children’s becoming (that is, what 

they might be) to a rising interest in children’s being (what they are).     

Linking anthropological youth research to the general field of educational anthropology is another 

central element in this study’s theoretical and methodological framework. This area is as broad a 

field of research with a theoretical and empirical diversity as in anthropology itself (Levinson, Pollock 

2011, Anderson-Levitt 2012). According to Levinson and Pollock, what binds the subfield of 

educational anthropology together is an engagement in both core tensions in the field of 

anthropology and in core tensions of the interdisciplinary field of education (ibid:23). The tensions 

are sketched here: 

The first core tension - When and what is ‘education’? - covers wider debates about where learning 

happens – though a large portion of educational anthropologists are concerned with research in 

schools an important point is that ‘learning’, teaching and pedagogy happens everywhere. An 

important scholar in this regard – how learning fundamentally is a social process - is the works of 

anthropologist Jean Lave who formulated the concept of situated learning from studies on how 

individuals acquire professional skills through apprenticeship roles and membership in a community 

of practice (Lave, Wenger 2012). Learning in this understanding is less a question of acquiring of 

knowledge, cognitive processes and conceptual structures as it is a question of which kinds of social 

engagements that provide the proper context for learning to take place. The study will incorporate 

this perspective on learning but also maintain a core of exploration and analysis that focuses on 

learning as knowledge production created in the interplay between on one side the pedagogical 
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intentions and practice of the staff and on the other side different forms of agency and learning 

among the youth.   

The second core tension - Group claims versus analyses of the complexity within groups - addresses a 

core question to anthropology about distinguishing between “which claims about ‘groups’ that are 

warranted and which are oversimplifications or even stereotypes” (Levinson, Pollock 2011) and 

advocating for a more nuanced analysis and opposing essentializing presumed racial and ethnic 

differences. Levinson and Pollock state that ”ethnography can find patterns in everyday life without 

stereotyping, and anthropologists of education have a particular responsibility to keep asking and 

showing how this can be done” (ibid:5).  

The third core tension - Distributed versus focused attention to various aspects of difference - 

encompasses whether an approach is isolating attention to specific forms of difference or inequality 

or distributing that attention. I interpret this as a question of having the analytical focus on the 

micro-level or the macro-level - or, with Anderson, Gulløv and Valentin’s formulation, using micro-

ethnography to inform macro-structural analysis (Anderson, Gulløv et al. 2012). 

The fourth core tension - Education as development versus education as domination - covers the 

paradox that education can be an effort to enforce cultural continuity and an effort to promote 

cultural change. It is around this tension that the broad field of critical pedagogy, that will be 

introduced later, is situated.  

The final and fifth core tension - Advocacy versus science - covers the fact that anthropologists of 

education often are committed to challenging dynamics of inequality that harm young people and 

their families or to research for the general improvement of children’s lives but also a number of 

critiques of research that explicitly seeks to challenge social injustice. Here Levinson and Pollock call 

for educational anthropologists to remain committed to analysis that is accurate and empirically 

grounded and that none should recommend advocacy without ethnographic evidence (ibid:7). 

These tensions have guided the general epistemological approach in the study.  The tensions have 

also informed the continuous design of and ethical considerations related to the researcher role, as it 

will be discussed in the upcoming methodology section.  

Another central condition for the study is the awareness of how its Scandinavian point of departure 

and with the American non-welfare state subject field for the study both can draw from, and 

contributes to, central debates within Scandinavian educational anthropology. Anderson, Gulløv and 

Valentin (Anderson et al. 2012) argue that any educational anthropology developed within the 
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Scandinavian region resonates with the cultural norms and political priorities. The authors sketch the 

main topics in focus: school ethnography, the anthropology of children and youth and 

anthropological development studies. Dominant perspectives in these studies are in line with the 

perspectives in the ‘new childhood studies’-paradigm mentioned earlier and have been the social 

experiences and agency of children and youth and processes of enculturation and identity formation 

within different educational institutions and settings (ibid:201). In other words, how educational 

experiences are interpreted and given meaning by social actors themselves (ibid:203). This 

perspective will be further explored in the concrete empirical context of the study.  

A general question for the present study is how both the point of departure can generate a specific 

perspective to be integrated in the wider theoretical framework to guide the research inquiry and 

convey how the results can be used to address current debates and challenges in the area of 

pedagogical initiatives directed at marginalized youth - concretely by exploring how the field of food 

and farming can function as a contributing resource and frame of reference. 

Though identity construction is an integrated part of an educational anthropological approach some 

specific reflections on this concept are necessary. Here I wish to include Stuart Hall’s discussion on 

the construction of identity (Hall 1996) who states that “because identities are constructed within, 

not outside discourse, we need to understand them as produced in specific historical and 

institutional sites within specific discursive formations and practices, by specific enunciative 

strategies. Moreover, they emerge within the play of specific modalities of power, and thus are more 

the product of the marking of difference and exclusion, than they are the sign of an identical, 

naturally-constituted unity – and ‘identity’ in its traditional meaning (that is, an all-inclusive 

sameness, seamless, without internal differentiation).  

Hall here draws on a Foucauldian understanding of discourse and power as socially constituted and 

negotiated. Discourse and discourse analysis has been widely applied and debated within the social 

sciences (Hook 2007) and though the present study does not aim at performing a discourse analysis it 

will be guided methodologically by the perspective above with an anthropological exploration of 

social practice as discursive practice and a focus on an exploration of the social interactions and 

negotiations where social practice is given meaning. The specific implication of this will be discussed 

in the methodology section. 

In line with this, I also wish to draw on Jenkins’ (2008) definition where “[identity] is a process – 

identification – not a thing. It is not something that one can have, or not; it is something that one 

does” (ibid:5). In his thorough exploration of social identity Jenkins builds an argumentation to the 
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effect that “identification in an interaction between relationships of similarity and of difference; 

individual and collective identity are as much an interactional product of ‘external’ identification by 

others as of ‘internal’ self-identification; and identity is produced and reproduced both in discourse – 

narrative, rhetoric and representation – and in the practical, often very material, consequences of 

identification” (ibid:201).  

Thus the study will situate itself with reference to central concepts and approaches in the area of 

educational anthropology: from a general awareness of which of the core tensions that may be at 

stake to the specificities of applying an actor oriented approach with a focus on meaning making, 

discourse (in the understanding of narrative, rhetoric and representation), agency and identity 

formation. 

The next step in building a theoretical framework of the study will set off from how the literature 

search revealed that empirical field has been, and can be, approached scientifically with reference to 

three specific neighboring, and overlapping, areas of research – these are critical pedagogy, the area 

of research on the American food justice movement and the broad area of environmental education 

and education for sustainable development.  

1.2.3 Critical pedagogy 

The central position of personal and social change, of social justice and empowerment in the 

empirical framework of the study additionally points to the relevance of incorporating critical 

pedagogy in the theoretical framework.  An empirical finding that supports this is Sutton, Kemp et al. 

(2006) who incorporate a number of farming based programs in their study of American urban youth 

justice programs. The finding here is that though many of the programs in the study had social justice 

as a goal, the actual use of critical pedagogies was low and the study advocates for a general need of 

intentionally framing of the guiding principles and pedagogies in this direction (ibid:73).  

In his discussion on the future for critical pedagogy Biesta (1998:275) describes the many faces and 

histories of this field and that “the varieties of critical pedagogy in general agree in their emphasis on 

the political character of education. Critical pedagogies claim that education is not a natural, 

ahistorical phenomenon but that it should be understood in its socio-historical and political context. 

Moreover, critical pedagogies are in one way or another committed to the imperative of 

transforming the larger social order in the interest of justice, equality, democracy, and human 

freedom”(ibid:275). In line with this, critical pedagogy sees education as an important context for the 

development of critical reflexivity as a central learning goal.  
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According to Biesta critical pedagogy has had two geographical strongholds – a German and a North 

American. The German is closely related to the works of the Frankfurt School and scholars like 

Adorno, Horkheimer and Habermas - and I would add: also Negt (critical experiential pedagogy and 

exemplary learning processes with high value of transfer), Klafki and Ziehe.  In North America the 

historical roots of critical pedagogy can be traced back to Dewey who saw education as a mechanism 

for social change, explaining that “education is a regulation of the process of coming to share in the 

social consciousness; and that the adjustment of individual activity on the basis of this social 

consciousness is the only sure method of social reconstruction” (Dewey, Small 1897). Another central 

figure in the North American development of critical pedagogy is Paulo Freire, whose early work was 

formulated during the 1960’s in a rural Brazilian socio-historical context where half of the population 

was illiterate and with a political context of a de-facto dictatorship and a public educational system 

that had no vision for democracy. It was in this context that Freire, with inspiration from both Marx 

and catholic Christianity, formulated his ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’ (Freire 2007 (1970)).  The main 

elements in this pedagogy as a process of dialogue in which participants (farmers and farm laborers) 

learn about their own social situation through image and word, leading to a growing awareness 

followed by actions that could improve and transform their living conditions in more democratic and 

egalitarian direction  Main methods are ‘reading’ and ‘naming’ the world, promoting critical 

reflection and ‘conscientization’ and promoting collective thinking through experiential learning, all 

in the context of everyday situations and experiences known by  the participants.  

Biesta also states, that “to the extent to which that critical pedagogy incorporates Enlightenment 

ideals – and the idea of emancipation through critical reflexivity is the central mission of 

Enlightenment – it has especially been the postmodern critique of the Enlightenment project that has 

raised fundamental questions about the possibility of critical pedagogy” (Biesta 1998:2). Apart from 

this more paradigmatic challenge, Biesta also states that critiques of the possibilities of critical 

pedagogy have pointed to the limitations of the classroom as a site for practicing critical pedagogy. A 

critique that not see the space of the classroom in itself as the limitation but a more specified 

context for relating the teacher’s perspective in the center of attempts to relate pedagogy to larger  

problems in the student’s own life situations, experiences and selves.  

An example of a discussion of this is Flores (2004) who elaborates on a number of paradoxes around 

the practice of critical pedagogy in an American university and college context. A main paradox she 

discusses is between the two main notions of ‘hidden curriculum’ and ‘empowerment’ and 
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specifically why the project of empowerment often goes wrong. Flores quotes Michael Apple5 in 

defining hidden curriculum as “a network of assumptions that, when internalized by students, 

establishes the boundaries of legitimacy … since at no time are the assumptions articulated or 

questioned”6.  

Flores defines empowerment quoting Simon7: “Its referent is the identification of oppressive and 

unjust relations …. To empower in this perspective is to counter the power of some people or groups 

to make others “mute.” To empower is to enable those who have been silenced to speak. It is to 

enable the self-affirming expression of experiences mediated by one’s history, language, and 

tradition”8.   

Flores also quotes Simon9 to illustrate how the central learning goal in critical pedagogy - critical 

reflection - must imply critical self-reflection: “Endorsement through discourse of our beliefs, 

however, is not critically reflective thinking, but validation of our own existence – selfish, indulgent 

reification of ourselves as centers of an egocentric universe of our own design. Rather, it is by 

seeking to transcend or exceed the limitations of our own truths as inherent in possible collective 

social realities, and in a process of critical self-reflection that we can begin to confront the often 

painful possibilities resulting from analysis of the “taken-for-granted ways of thinking which justify 

war, racism, and indifference to human suffering”.  

For Flores a central point and recommendation for critical pedagogues is not to stay with “revealing 

the injustices or oppressions in the world – as if students are nothing more than unenlightened 

members of the masses who simply need to be told false truths – but to interrogate existing truths to 

consider them in alternative ways we may never before have thought possible. This seems to me a 

call for conscious envisioning of current social realities for a more radical one. In Simon’s view, for 

example, such interrogation for better and alternative systems requires “a serious dialogue (perhaps 

even a struggle) over assigned meaning, over the interpretation of experience, and possible versions 

of ‘self’””10. 

                                                           
 

5
 Apple, M. (1975). The hidden curriculum and the nature of conflict. In W. Pinar (Ed.), Curriculum theorizing: 

The reconceptualists (pp. 95-119). Berkeley, CA: McCutchan. 
6
 (Ibid:99) 

7
 Simon, R. I. (1987). Empowerment as a pedagogy of possibility. Language Arts, 64(4), 370-382. 

8
 (Ibid:374) 

9
 (Ibid:377) 

10
 (Ibid:379) 



 
 

22 
 
 

Risks in not incorporating students own selves in the learning processes are that students are trained 

to produce a reasoned critique that is neither individually transformative nor that brings change in 

student practices or aspirations (Flores 2004:3). Flores also points that “[t]eaching students about 

difference does not translate into confidence, skill, or desire to put that knowledge into practice. 

Reaching the point of a willingness to change, or what Foucault describes as the moment we are 

unable to think the way we usually do, instead involves a commitment to move beyond who and 

what we know, and be willing to see ourselves “…in the unflattering light of another’s angry gaze”11.  

In general, the field of critical pedagogy will contribute to this study with the perspective of 

education as a vehicle for individual and social change and critical self-reflexivity as a central skill in 

order to make individuals aware of factors that shape their world-view and possibilities for action 

and change. The study will have a special focus on whether the challenges related to and critiques 

directed at critical pedagogy mentioned above are applicable to the empirical field. One point of 

interest here is a perspective on how/whether youth’s own life situations and selves are 

incorporated in the pedagogical activities around critical reflexivity, as well as the significance of an 

informal learning context outside classrooms and the traditional education system for the 

pedagogical practice and learning.  

The literature searches also revealed a number of interesting studies of the empirical field where 

central themes, concepts, critiques and paradoxes within critical pedagogies are discussed. These 

studies that will be presented in the following can be categorized as referring to a cluster of 

overlapping research around food justice, environmental education and education for sustainable 

development.  

1.2.4 Food justice and environmental education 

As ‘food justice’ also is a central part of the mission statement of the specific program in this study 

some presentations of and reflections on how this concept is defined and analyzed is relevant for the 

further identification of the theoretical framework and analytical scope of the study. Gottlieb and 

Joshi (2010) define food justice as a framework that seeks to “ensure that the benefits and risks of 

how food is grown and processed, transported, distributed, and consumed are shared equitably”. 

The emergence and increased usage of this concept can be seen as reflecting an increased interest in 
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addressing the structural inequalities and social and democratic dimensions in problems as well as 

strategies for change among both scholars and activists in the food movement. 

As stated by Cadieux and Slocum (2015) ‘food justice’ – together with ‘food sovereignty’ has 

emerged a key concepts in food movement scholarship and activism aiming at distinguishing 

between an industrial food system and a more equitable, ecologically viable alternative (ibid:2). The 

conflict between the dominant food system and a possible alternative food system stems from the 

posing solutions to the challenge of global food insecurity that is one of the most pressuring issues of 

the 21st century. The conflict is between a “techno-corporate position that advocates for increased 

food production through technological innovations and [an] alternative movement of scholars, 

activists, NGOs and farmers who point to increasing evidence that smaller scale and ecologically-

oriented farming has had better outcomes for both societies and environments and is also able to 

feed the world” (ibid:3). 

Wekerle (2004) quotes Allen12 in a description of how food security movements over time ”have 

matured and shifted in their critique and strategies from emergency food services to a transition to a 

focus on the right to food as a component of a more democratic and just society, and most recently, 

a reframing as food justice movements” (ibid:378). Wekerle also states how this change involves an 

explicit critique of and a means to de-linking from the global corporate food system and a reframing 

of local initiatives as practices of democracy – and that the food justice frame “highlights the focus 

on systemic change and the necessity for engaging in political and policy processes, as well as 

consciously addressing issues of movement mobilization and strategies” (ibid:379).  

Based on several years of ethnographic and survey work in the area Cadieux and Slocum also point to 

a dilemma in the wide use of the word ‘food justice’ that rarely involves a deeper refection on how a 

specific initiatives can contribute to more justice and systemic change. To specify what ‘doing food 

justice’ actually means, Cadieux and Slocum draw from research and literature studies in the area to 

define food justice as transformative change at four key points of intervention: trauma/inequity, 

exchange, land and labor and note that more successful food interventions use processes that enable 

people to effect systemic change while dealing with power relations across relevant scales (ibid:2). 

The four key points are unfolded here:  
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“1) acknowledging and confronting historical, collective social trauma and persistent race, gender 

and class inequalities; 2) designing exchange mechanisms that build communal reliance and control; 

3) creating innovative ways to control, use, share, own, manage and conceive of land and ecologies in 

general, that place them outside the speculative market and the rationale of extraction, and 4) 

pursuing labor relations that guarantee a minimum income and are neither alienating nor dependent 

on (unpaid) social reproduction by women.” (ibid:13). 

Moving on to how this specific area of the youth food justice movement has been studied, the 

literature search revealed a number of non-peer reviewed research. Examples are an evaluation in 

the form of an alumni follow-up study of long term impacts among youth that participated in The 

Food Project in Boston (Brigham, Nahas 2008) and a study of motivation and commitment among 

youth in the same program (Irisova 2005).  

Peer reviewed research on the pedagogical, learning and identity formative dimensions of the food 

justice movement in general and the youth food justice movement in particular has until now been 

scarce. Two examples of critical studies of youth food justice programs are Ceaser (2014) and 

Weissman (2015) that both label the programs as forms of environmental education. These will be 

introduced and discussed here. Main topics in these studies are discussions on the role of age 

inequalities and hierarchical power dynamics as well as a risk of the programs (re-)producing neo-

liberal values in spite of claiming to use a critical pedagogical approach and contributing to social 

justice.  

In the first example - in his ethnographic study of a youth urban environmental education program - 

Ceaser (2014) finds a conflict between the overt philosophy of empowerment and social justice and 

the actual learning experience of the participating youth that with reference to a central concept in 

critical pedagogy is described earlier, the hidden curriculum (Giroux, Penna 1979, McLaren 2009). 

Adding to the earlier definition from Michael Apple, McLaren (2009) defines hidden curriculum as the 

non-subject related sets of behaviors produced in student and states that the hidden curriculum 

“deals with the tacit ways in which knowledge and behavior gets constructed, outside the usual 

course materials and formally scheduled lessons. It is a part of the bureaucratic and managerial 

‘press’ of the school – the combined forces by which students are induced to comply with dominant 

ideologies and social practices related to authority, behavior, and morality” (ibid:75). Ceaser explores 

the paradox that while the program claimed to operate under an egalitarian, empowering 

‘community of practice’ framework, the experiences of youth and the researcher revealed a 

hierarchal power dynamic that put unequal demands on youth – one empirical finding being that 
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adults often let the youth do the hard work on their own - and left them feeling disrespected (Ceaser 

2014).  Ceaser calls for an increased focus on the power dynamic related to this inequality that is 

labeled ‘adultism’13 within educational settings and reflexivity among educators own adultism in 

order to truly educate for social and environmental justice (ibid:180). 

In his study of urban agriculture in Brooklyn, Weissman (2015) shows how youth programming has 

emerged as an important part of urban farming in its effort to build alternatives to the present agro-

food system in response to concerns over food safety, expanding American hunger, the social and 

environmental impacts of food and the human health-related consequences of the American diet; all 

of which are on the forefront of the popular conscience like never before in American history 

(ibid:352). Weissman also states that the real impacts of urban agriculture are found when educating 

youth about food en route to learning healthy eating habits, creating an ethic of consumption, and 

for developing actors to participate in alternative food networks (ibid:352). Weissman opens for an 

interesting discussion about how/whether micro-level action can impact macro-level policy and 

structural change. Defining the core problems of the current food system as rooted in the ‘deep 

neoliberalisms’ of the present deregulation of free markets and public welfare and increased 

commodification (ibid:353) as an hegemonic ideology that often goes unnamed and unnoticed 

(ibid:353), Weissman’s focus is whether urban agricultural youth programs are actually working to 

challenge these core problems produced by conventional agro-food at the roots – more specifically 

how the programs see themselves as a struggle against neoliberalization.  

Weissman draws on Allen et.al (Allen, FitzSimmons et al. 2003) in a review of the longstanding 

debate within the literature about tendencies of alternative food networks. Two approaches stand 

out, the one sees these networks as “alternative, creating small substitutes to conventional agro-

food that do not challenge the overall functioning of the system, or oppositional, posing fundamental 

challenges to the status quo” (ibid:354). According to Weissman the academic literature follows suit 

is either celebratory or critical of the alternative food networks.  

The celebratory approaches explore the work done by these networks within the current material 

realities while recognizing their own limitations – but fundamentally seeing these networks as having 

the potential to create a more just and inclusive urban development models (ibid).  
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The critical approach central to the mission of food justice is to highlight that the privileged access to 

alternative food networks is highly racialized and classed and the ambition of movement is under the 

ideological influence of neoliberalism. In this perspective, much of the contemporary food politics 

can be seen as ‘anti-politics’ that, quoting Guthman (2003), ‘devolves regulatory responsibility to 

consumers via their dietary choices’. Critics of this ‘critical’ approach have pointed to a lack of 

evidence in actual achievements and potentials of different alternative food networks – and 

Weissman builds on this claim to go beyond the discourses of urban farming in Brooklyn and look at 

their actual ‘material work’ (ibid:354).  

Weissman states that “in Brooklyn much urban agriculture is less a challenge to neoliberalization and 

more a form of entrepreneurialism. On the one hand, the youth involvement provides much-needed 

jobs in neighborhoods sorely lacking economic opportunities, engages youth in educational projects 

that build knowledge, and help youth to develop important skills. On the other hand, the youth 

projects are all framed as ‘entrepreneurial’, disciplining youth to be good neoliberal subjects, trained 

in the skills and modes of conduct required by the neoliberal economy and its ‘cult of 

entrepreneurship’“ (ibid:360). Weissman found a clear pattern among the participants in his study 

(staff, volunteers, youth) of the individual strategy, ‘one meal at a time’, and poses a central criticism 

towards the fact that the projects do not develop leaders of social struggle – he finds no 

development of political awareness and activist tools (ibid: 360).  

These studies have clear relevance in relation to a number of topics regarding to the above 

mentioned critiques and challenges around critical pedagogy. One topic is the demonstration that a 

discussion about hidden curriculum also must be applied in analyses of pedagogical frameworks that 

claim to be critical and promote social justice and empowerment. Another topic is the importance of 

directing a research focus on the dynamics of power and empowerment in the social relations 

between staff and youth. A further topic that these studies point to is how and whether the learning 

in youth food justice programs entails a critical reflexivity that develops political awareness and make 

youth inhabit roles as activists - or limits it focus to what Weissman sees as a neoliberal disciplining 

through forms of ‘entrepreneurialism’. 

A general paradox in both of these critical studies is that they explicitly categorize the programs they 

discuss as forms of environmental education but refrain from relating their discussion to an 

environmental education theoretical framework. This points to the call for connecting the food 

justice movement and environmental education as put forward by Crosley (Crosley 2013). Crosley 

discusses a lack in mainstream (American) environmental education of critical engagement with 
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urban areas, of being concentrated mainly on non-urban wilderness contexts and as conflated with 

lecture-based science education. Crosley suggests an integration of environmental education with 

the food justice movement for several reasons. One is the existence of a synergy between 

environmental education theory and practice and the food justice movement. Another argument is 

that food justice can help expand environmental education’s critical explorations of race, culture, 

economics and politics – and providing with contexts for place-based pedagogies that among 

environmental educations scholars have been pointed out as a solution to ‘the many ails of 

environmental education’ (Crosley 2013).  

An interesting point in relation to the possible implications of this is made by Schusler (Schusler, 

Krasny et al. 2009). Here it is stated that “Environmental Education practice and research in the USA 

are at an earlier stage in [the] transition from a moralistic to a democratic paradigm than other 

countries (e.g. Denmark, South Africa)” (ibid:111). The ‘action competence approach’ that is s central 

concept in a Scandinavian contribution to such a democratic paradigm is presented by Mogensen 

and Schnack (Mogensen, Schnack 2010). 

Categorizing critical pedagogy as belonging to a democratic paradigm, this point can be seen as 

supporting the earlier mentioned finding by Sutton, Kemp et al (2006) of a low use of critical 

pedagogies in urban youth social justice programs in the United States - as well as in the main points 

of critique presented by Ceaser and Weissman. 

An elaborate argument for combining critical pedagogy with environmental education as a form of 

place-based education is presented by Gruenewald (2003).  Gruenewald calls for a ‘conscious 

synthesis’ that blends the two mutually supportive educational traditions of ‘critical pedagogy’ with 

‘place-based education’ – a broad category of different educational practices such as experiential 

learning, outdoor education, problem-based learning etc. to which Gruenewald also count 

environmental education.   

Gruenewald performs an analysis of both traditions in his argument for why they can supplement 

each other. Critical pedagogies “are needed to challenge the assumptions, practices and outcomes 

taken for granted in dominant culture and in conventional education” (ibid:3) – and here Gruenewald 

points at the current era of standards and testing and the general non-existence of critical 

incorporation of context in formal schooling. A central relevance for place-based pedagogies is how 

the “education of citizens might have some direct bearing on the wellbeing of the social and 

ecological places people actually inhabit” (ibid: 3) – a position that is more needed than ever in an – 

American - educational climate where education mainly is seen as supporting “individualistic and 
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nationalistic competition in the global market”  with another consequence being “denying students 

and teachers opportunities to experience critical or place-based education” (ibid:3) .  

Gruenewald argues that both educational traditions deal with ‘context’ but puts forward a critique of 

the way this contextualization is practiced. In regard to critical pedagogy Gruenewald refers to 

Freire’s original emphasis on the importance of learners to critically reflect upon their life situations – 

their ‘situationality’ - and then act upon it. Freire does not however reflect more about the spatiality 

of this ‘situationality’ and it is here – in acknowledging the spatial aspects of ‘situationality’ - that 

place based pedagogies can contribute. Unfolding this, Gruenewald quotes Bowers’ critique of 

critical pedagogy that it “often betrays a sweeping disinterest in the fact that human culture has 

been, is, and always will be nested in ecological systems (Bowers 1997,2001). In regard to place 

based education – and in this also environmental education – Gruenewald sees a “parallel history of 

neglect” in the way this tradition has “developed an ecological and rural emphasis that is often 

insulated from the cultural conflicts inherent in dominant American culture.14 [A]dditionally in its 

focus on local, ecological experience, place-based approaches are sometimes hesitant to link 

ecological themes with critical themes such as urbanization and the homogenization of culture under 

global capitalism (ibid:4) .  Gruenewald calls these shortcomings ‘silences’ and that have led to 

missed opportunities for each tradition to be strengthened through borrowing from each other.  

Gruenewald’s argument is in line with Flores’ argument put forth earlier about the need to 

incorporate the students’ own spatiality and life contexts in the critical reflection and context for 

acting upon these reflections. Where Flores can be understood as arguing for incorporating a form of 

experiential learning in order to make the individual and social change possible Gruenewald’s 

argument is that an ecological and environmental place based tradition is exactly what is needed in 

order to provide the context for change because the environmental and ecological aspects are 

inseparable from wider problems related to social justice.  

Gruenewald notes that educational theory that synthesizes ecological and social justice concerns are 

still in an early stage of development (ibid:6) and that “if, for example, the environmental crisis 

cannot be resolved without social justice, then ecological educators and critical pedagogues must 

build an educational framework that interrogates the intersection between urbanization, racism, 

classism, sexism, environmentalism, global economics, and other political themes” (ibid). 

                                                           
 

14
 Although I will refrain from a deeper discussion of this, I here note that Gruenewald is using terms such as 

‘cultural conflicts’ and ‘dominant American culture’ and not ‘social conflicts’ in a ‘societal’ perspective.  
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Gruenewald states that this is challenging because of the very diverse social experiences produce 

very diverse and even divergent perspectives towards cultural and ecological politics (ibid) – and sees 

this as a prime argument for a ‘critical pedagogy of place’ that can challenge people “to reflect upon 

their own concrete situationality in a way that explores the complex relationships between cultural 

and ecological environments” (Gruenewald 2003).  

One may ask whether this 2003 statement – that educational theory that synthesizes ecological and 

social justice concerns is in an early stage of development – is still the case. The outcome of literature 

searches around the complex of food justice, education, pedagogy and learning however supports 

that this still is the case, which then again points to the scientific relevance of the present study.  

The literature search also revealed a number of studies that have focused on learning outcomes from 

youth gardening and farming programs but not situate themselves within the theoretical tradition 

and discussion of environmental education.  Studies of urban youth environmental education 

programs find positive impacts that can lead to individual, physical, intellectual, psychological, 

emotional and social development (Schusler, Krasny et al. 2009, Schusler, Krasny 2010). Rahm’s 

(2002) analysis builds on ethnographic methods and video recordings and finds that science learning 

improves through practical participation in gardening, cooking and distribution and that these 

activities inform questions and discussions among the participating youth. Lautenschlager and Smith 

(2007) shows how youth increase their knowledge on nutrition, cooking and gardening  as well as an 

increased respect and openness toward other people, the environment and food they don’t know. 

Grier (2014) applies a mixed methods study design in an analysis of community gardens for focuses 

on low socio-income youth of African-American ascent in improving fruit and vegetable intake.  

1.2.5 Synthesis – theoretical and conceptual framework of the study 

The literature review and discussion above points to the relevance of approaching the specific 

empirical field of inquiry – the food justice movement in general and the youth food justice 

movement in particular - with an awareness of how central concepts and debates within critical 

pedagogy, food justice and environmental education can inform the study theoretically and 

methodologically. These concepts and debates circle around challenges on several levels of change – 

on the program level with a focus on both the professional perspective on how to design pedagogies 

that ‘work’, on the participant or youth perspective, when it comes to forms of agency, learning and 

identity formation that takes place – and, finally, whether these are ‘empowering’ and/or 

‘entrepreneurial’ and/or promoting political participation - and on the systemic political level, when 

it comes to also invoke more profound changes in the food and political system.  
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Before moving to identify the specific research goals and questions, a brief recapturing of the main 

points in the theoretical and conceptual framework of the study will be presented.   

The area of educational anthropology is chosen partly due to my own background in social 

anthropology, partly due to a wish to explore the topic from within this broad field of research. On 

the micro level this position informs the study’s actor-perspective on agency, meaning making, 

discourse and identity construction as closely related to the social learning approach that the study 

wishes to pursue. On the macro level the position informs the study’s awareness of how it situates 

itself in relation to the different ‘core tensions’ within the field – all relevant but of specific interest 

towards tensions like ‘when and where is “education” and ‘education as development versus 

domination’. Both are tensions that have been demonstrably visible in central debates within studies 

on the food justice movement, on environmental education and in critical pedagogy. 

Combining this educational anthropological perspective with a critical youth studies perspective adds 

macro-structural concepts and understandings of the global forces at stake. Debates within youth 

studies about socio-cultural categorizations of youth (at-risk) and the general societal interest in 

securing smooth transitions into adulthood are at the same time making these transitions even more 

challenging in the face of neo-liberal cuts in welfare provisions. Thus in the American context of the 

study, special attention is paid to defining a space in which non-profit programs can establish 

themselves in more informal contexts. 

The overview of research about the food justice movement provides the knowledge about the 

specific empirical framework of the study as well as an insight into how this movement has been 

conceptualized theoretically, the central research perspectives and debates around this – showing a 

need for a youth perspective on pedagogy and learning which this study wishes to pursue. The 

analytical focus will be directed by the themes found in literature of how similar programs have been 

analyzed and conceptualized but at the same time I will strive to maintain an explorative approach 

and seek for other and maybe more relevant ways to conceptualize central elements in the youth 

food justice movement as a site for pedagogy and learning. In other words, the study will be aware of 

the limits of using these perspectives and through an ethnographic exploration and theoretically 

informed analysis strive to re-conceptualize a pedagogical practice and the learning and identity 

formative outcomes – that then again can pose questions back to the different research fields. I am 

aware of the need for analyzing the youth food justice movement as a specific phenomenon – using 

existing knowledge to understand and discuss whether these and how programs are familiar with but 

also different from existing approaches in practice and research.  
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With Gruenewald’s (2003) call for a ‘critical pedagogy of place’ in mind and with central concepts 

from critical pedagogy, environmental education and education for sustainable development the 

study wishes to contribute to the complex debate of the role of ‘education’ in society – specifically in 

how youth food justice programs can promote democratic participation, social justice, health and 

sustainable development.  In the Scandinavian context this participatory and citizen formative 

approach is far more integrated in the formal school system than in the US (Schusler, Krasny et al. 

2009) – an important point in how the study situates itself with reference to Scandinavian 

educational anthropology and a point to be dealt with in the final reflection on how the findings in 

the study can be applied in a Danish context. 

Summing up, this study wishes to contribute to contemporary debates within these research areas 

and especially the potentials of interaction between them by exploring and analyzing the new and 

specific research area of food systems as a pedagogical framework for designing pedagogical 

practices that can promote learning, identity formation, democratic participation and social inclusion 

for youth from different structurally disadvantaged backgrounds.  

This study will therefore look at a specific youth food justice program and how food, farming and 

food justice is operationalized pedagogically and which forms of learning this produces and, in 

relation to this, to explore its critical pedagogical dimensions, especially how youth are positioned 

and capable of practicing agency.  

1.3 Research aims and research questions 

The research aims consist in exploring the interplay between pedagogical practice, learning and 

identity formation in the American youth food justice movement.  

The overall research question is: How can a food-systems and farming-based pedagogical practice 

function as an educational framework for supporting agency, identity formation and learning 

among structurally disadvantaged youth? 

The following sub-questions will help answer the overall question: 

A: What impact has the specific farming framework (growing, harvesting, cooking meals, 

processing and distribution) for the way the different educational activities are practiced, 

experienced and given meaning by adults and youth? 
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B: Which values, choices and strategies are formulated by the staff and how are roles designed on 

this visible in the social interaction and pedagogical practice with the youth? How does staff 

manage the dynamics of power in an ostensible empowerment process? 

C: Which forms of critical reflexivity, agency, learning and identity formation are established 

among the participating youth? 

1.4 Structure of the dissertation 

The structure of the dissertation reflects the special epistemology of an anthropological research 

project. First the area of interest was reconstructed in theoretical terms and the present state of 

academic knowledge about the topic explored. Then a theoretical frame of reference was 

constructed in combining different areas of thematic relevance to the specific field of interest leading 

to the formulation of a goal for new research in the area of a number of specific research questions 

that the study endeavored to answer (chapter 1). On this background the next task was to design a 

methodology that could guide an ethnographic exploration of the topics. This exploration situated 

the researcher in close interaction with the local experts and actors in the social field under study in 

the form of a long term fieldwork (chapter 2). The fieldwork produced a large body of data that 

subsequently was been interpreted in the form of an ethnography that presents the central empirical 

outcome of the study in a narrative form where also the positioning of the researcher is reflected 

upon (chapter 3). Epistemologically the ethnography becomes the frame of reference for the next 

step into a theoretically informed analysis where the starting point of the analytical task has been to 

locate theoretical positions and conflicts in the data and thus produce new knowledge (chapter 4). 

The analytical outcome is then discussed with the perspective of the theoretical frame of reference 

that ignited the study (chapter 5).  The narrative of the ethnography is briefly revisited and finished 

with two anecdotal descriptions of the collaborative dimensions in the study (chapter 6)  and finally 

conclusions and perspectives for further research as well as for practice are elaborated (chapter 7). 
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Chapter 2 Methodology and empirical outcome  

This chapter will present and discuss the methodological and philosophy of science foundations of 

the research, reflect on the ethical considerations and introduce the specific methods that were 

applied. The chapter ends with a general overview of the empirical outcome of the study.  

2.1 Philosophy of science approach 

The philosophy of science approach in the study situates itself with reference to central debates 

around main challenges in the current post-post-modern era regarding anthropological epistemology 

which will now be reviewed and discussed. The reflections on the philosophy of science approach will 

refer to general debates and positons within social anthropology about implications for the specific 

forms of knowledge produced in anthropology – its epistemology – and specifically how this relates 

to challenges for anthropological methodologies in the present post-postmodern era.  

I will set off with a review and discussion on the general perspectives put forward by Hastrup (2005, 

2004) and then move on to Davies’ (Davies 2008) who on the grounds of a similar diagnosis of the 

current epistemological challenges for anthropology presents a concrete ‘reflexive ethnography’ and 

‘critical realist’ methodology .        

Hastrup’s discussion starts off from a review of the different ‘turns’ in anthropology with British 

anthropologist Edwin Ardener’s suggestion that an understanding of the development of British 

anthropology moved along the following path: from an early ‘historicism’ that built on evolutionism 

and diffusionism into a ‘modernism’ which in the early stages was dominated by functionalism. This 

then proceeded to structural functionalism and a late modernist period where structuralism as the 

main ‘grand narrative’. One of his observations is that all classical theories are “symptoms of the 

modernist ambition to explain everything social or cultural by reference to one comprehensive 

scheme” (Hastrup 2005:135).  

Functionalism and structural functionalism is by Hastrup connected with a ‘biological turn’ 

characterized by the strive to “unify [anthropological] scholarship in the image of the natural 

sciences, and base it on rigorous positivism” (ibid). The ‘linguistic turn’ according to Hastrup 

displaced the biological with the arrival of structuralism around 1960 with French structuralism, and 

the works of Levi-Strauss, as “the grandest of all grand modernist narratives because it potentially 

embraces all of human history and thinking” (ibid) . 

According to Hastrup the French structuralism can be seen as the ‘pinnacle of modernism’ that at the 

same time “contributed to the undermining of the rationalist legacy including one of the basic 
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premises of modernism, i.e. that the world can be known as it really is. Instead it became implicitly 

clear that the world could only be known as something else, for instance a language or a structure. 

The point is that the complexity of the world defies clarity of description except by way of some sort 

of model or theory. The terminology and metaphors, in short the ‘turn’ of any science fashions the 

theoretical possibilities and directs the attention towards some phenomena rather than others“ 

(ibid).  

Hastrup argues that structuralism in this sense can be seen as a precursor of the following 

postmodern recognition that “cultures are not objectively existing entities out there but have merely 

been written by anthropologists” (ibid) and debate on representation that was articulated by the 

American anthropologists Clifford and Marcus (1986).  

Postmodernism is by Hastrup defined as “a summary term for that phase in the human and social 

sciences in which increasingly strong arguments were voiced against the exemplary status of the 

natural sciences, as expressed in the biological turn, and against the high-powered rationalism 

associated with the linguistic turn in general, and with structuralism in particular.” (ibid:136).   

A central feature of this phase according to Hastrup was skepticism about well-established 

anthropological categories such as culture, language and society comprised in the various trends of 

post-structuralism (ibid). Hastrup connects the postmodern phase with the replacement of the 

linguistic turn by a ‘literary turn’ where literature rather than language became the exemplar for 

society and culture – the narrative construction of reality and the increased focus on (auto-

)biography as central topics. According to Hastrup the literary turn “implied both a methodological 

device allowing the world to be analyzed in terms of narratives of different range, and an 

epistemological attack on the modernist idea that the world is immediately accessible to the 

scholarly gaze or can be positively known as it is” (ibid).  

This is seen by Hastrup as the background for the various social constructionist trends with an 

interesting comment on that these often forgot the social [my emphasis] part of the equation (Ibid).   

Another important implication of the literary turn was what Hastrup calls a strong ‘hermeneutical 

bend’ where she quotes Geertz15 in his formulation that ‘anthropologists read the culture over the 

shoulders of natives’, in other words “how it became known as a fact that culture was a ‘text’ in its 
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 (1973:454) In: Geertz, C. 1973. The interpretation of cultures. New York: Free Press. 
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own right and that the task of the anthropologist was to critically read those texts that floated 

around in the world and increasingly became known as ‘discourses’ “(ibid).   

The other dominant point of view in the last two decades of the 20th century anthropology closely 

related to the ‘hermeneutic bend’ – the phenomenological – are a number of viewpoints that not 

sees the world ‘as simply constructed discursively or ideologically’ and contributed to what Hastrup 

calls the most significant shift from modernism – including both the biological and the linguistic turn 

– to “post-modernism, which came to be conflated with the literary turn, was the implicit shift from 

clarification to radical interpretation as the basic objective of anthropology” (ibid:137).  

Hastrup sums up that phenomenology “has given form and substance to a necessary double 

consciousness in the anthropological practice – that is, a consciousness of a world of ethnographic 

detail and practical, embodies lives on the one hand and of the conditions of knowledge on the 

other” (ibid). Hastrup sees the constructive legacy of phenomenology – and of post-modernism – is 

the awareness that in anthropology ethnography and epistemology constitute part of the same 

picture (ibid:138).  

The present challenge for anthropology is to strive to move beyond implicit determinism that 

Hastrup sees in both the modernist and the post-modernist epochs. In the modernist epoch with a 

‘methodological nationalism’ and ‘culturalism’ that “gave logical and historical priority to the system 

– the whole – over individuals” (ibid) followed in the postmodern epoch with a ‘methodological 

individualism’ that according to Hastrup through various trends “made the opposite claim and gave 

logical primacy to the individual act” (ibid).  

According to Hastrup, what makes these approaches is the fact  that they “reproduce an untenable 

opposition between the whole and the part, whether they are named structure and agent, society 

and individual, or history and biography” (ibid).  

Hastrup moves on to discuss the methodological implication of this in the concrete practice of 

fieldwork that no longer is seen as a matter of “mapping social systems and clarifying their nature” 

(ibid) but rather as “a matter of engaging and radically interpreting lived social worlds” (Ibid) and 

being “bound to address the mutuality between the whole and the part” (ibid:139). This is very much 

in line with the contextual perspective on agency that White and Wyn (1998:317) argued for earlier. 

This explains why the primary object for anthropologists is the constant interplay between the 

individual and the community which then again makes the anthropological object emergent rather 

than fixed. And here Hastrup emphasizes that “it does not mean that the field is constructed by the 
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anthropologist, as opposed to being real, but it does mean that the field is contingent on analytical 

objective and scale. It also implies that anthropological knowledge attaches itself both to those 

processes by which the social is defined and negotiated in individual practices and to those processes 

and institutions by which the emergent whole is recurrently objectified and given social form, thus 

providing some of the shared images to which people may attach subjective understandings” (ibid).  

For Hastrup, an important point is that what she calls the ‘mutual constitution of wholes and parts’ 

which has “profound implications for our sense of the field and the kind of knowledge that fieldwork 

produces. It is not automatically knowledge about culture, nor does it allow for a blowing up of 

biography to all there is to be said about history. The question is how to make connections between 

the individual and the community – the one and the many – without reducing either to a side-effect 

of the other” (ibid:140). Hastrup points out that “methodologically we get there by way of fieldwork” 

- quoting Fabian16 seen not simply as informative but as performative mode of knowing” and here to 

“engage the social worlds that others live, and there to situate oneself in the amorphous field 

between the subjective and objective” (ibid:141).  

Hastrup describes a central challenge for anthropology as the way it is “a science on an awkward 

scale, having to find its way between the inconsequential narration of the particular and the 

‘violence of abstraction’” – here citing Comaroff and Comaroff17.  

The central role of ethnography in the anthropological contribution to knowledge is also reflected on 

by Hastrup and here a central point is how ethnography is so much more than the debasement of the 

concept that has been a part of the way it has been imported into other disciplines and now for 

many is reduced to meaning a ‘method’ that often implies no more than the researcher talking to 

people – or a way to represent data with direct quotes from informants. Hastrup’s point is that “in 

anthropology ‘ethnography’ is so much more; it is neither simply a method (a synonym for fieldwork) 

nor a particularly thick description of local realities” (ibid:141). What is important is that “both of 

these are subsumed by a particular sensitivity to the world – a mode of perception that includes a 

reflexive awareness of, and respect for, local particularities and complexities on one hand, and the 

theoretical intervention implied by representation on the other” (ibid) – in this way, as Hastrup 
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 Fabian, J. 1990. Power and performance. Ethnographic explorations through proverbial wisdom and 

theater in Shaba, Zaire. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press. 
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 Comaroff, J., and Comaroff, J. 2003. ‘Ethnography on an awkward scale. Post-colonial anthropology 
and the violence of abstraction’, Ethnography 4: 147–79. 
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formulates it “ethnography and epistemology are simultaneously present in the anthropological 

object” (ibid).  

The present challenge for anthropology is to what Hastrup calls the intersections that are at stake 

when the part and whole mutually are constructing each other – an endeavor that goes beyond what 

can be observed and thus has to be theorized – not by a return to ‘grand narratives’ but what 

Hastrup calls a renewed sense of connectedness. A concrete suggestion to how this is done is 

presented by Davies below. 

Hastrup refrains from giving specific directions to how this should be practiced apart from in general 

terms during fieldwork to be oriented towards the unobservable connections between parts of the 

obvious – and here quotes Jenkins (1999:7) in ‘how anthropology is engaged in re-casting the 

relationship between what is obvious and what is not”.  

Hastrup ends her general discussion of suggestions to the present state of anthropological ontology 

and epistemology with a suggestion of a possible emergence of new ‘topographic turn’ that can 

provide the discipline with a new understanding of both social form and individual action. A turn that 

acknowledges the pragmatic character of anthropology where theories not are “final answers to 

human riddles, to paraphrase William James [Ref in footnote] temporary instruments through which 

we can handle social complexities (ibid:144) and where the balance between the material and non-

material dimensions of social life, what Hastrup calls the ‘socio-material space’, are redressed – and 

theorized.   

A proposal for such a theorizing of ‘socio-material space’ that on essential points are in line with 

Hastrup’s points above about a new ‘topographic turn’ is the call that Davies’ (2008) presents for a 

reflexive ethnography with a ‘critical realist’ ontology.  

Davies addresses the philosophy of science challenges for anthropology in a post-post-modern 

perspective: “Postmodernist relativism can lead to an over-emphasis on reflexivity that denies the 

possibility of social research. Reflexive Ethnography utilizes postmodernist insights – incorporation of 

different standpoints, exposure of the intellectual tyranny of meta-narratives – but proposes that 

reflexive ethnographic research be undertaken from a realist perspective.”  

Davies goal is to “develop epistemological and methodological foundations that encourage and 

incorporate genuinely reflexive ethnographic research while maintaining that such research can be 

based on a realist ontology, which assumes a social reality independent of our knowledge of it” 

(Davies 2008:6). 
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Davies makes a general discussion on the concept of ‘reflexivity’ and an example of a very 

transparent guise of this an expression of the researchers’ awareness of the possible connection to 

the research situation and what follows from this the possible effects on it – also called ‘reactivity’. In 

anthropology there is a longstanding debate on the different researcher positions that can be 

inhabited in the continuum of participant observation – from participating as fully as possible in 

order to “reduce reactivity by participating as fully as possible, trying to become invisible in their role 

as researcher if not as human participant” (ibid:8).  

A consequence of an increased recognition of the role of reflexivity researchers have increasingly 

been moving “beyond naive attempts to objectify the research encounter” and here Davis quotes 

Okely18 in formulating how this move has been towards an acceptance in social research that ‘the 

specificity and individuality of the observer are ever present and must therefore be acknowledged, 

explored and put to creative use’ (ibid:8).  

How this reflexivity and the specific challenges around it have been approached in the present study 

will be described and discussed in the upcoming section of the present chapter, where the research 

design and the specific methods applied will be introduced. And as a consequence of this, it will also 

be a guiding principle in the following ethnography chapter where the positioning of the researcher 

is acknowledged and attempted to be creatively used.  

A central methodological challenge for the present - ethnographic - study is to how the relation 

between ontology and epistemology should be practically addressed. As Davies suggests:  

“The search for a philosophically sound basis for ethnographic research which fully accepts its 

inherent reflexivity while still maintaining that its products are explanations of an external social 

reality requires both an ontology that asserts that there is a social world independent of our 

knowledge of it and an epistemology that argues that it is knowable. Such an enterprise also involves 

overcoming the dichotomy between a positivist understanding of social science and various 

hermeneutical perspectives, especially the interpretivist position in the ethnographic tradition” 

(Davies 2008:18).  

                                                           
 

18 (1996b [1975]): Okely,J: ‘The self and scientism’, in J. Okely, Own or Other Culture, London: Routledge. 
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Davies refers to the works of the British philosopher Roy Bhaskar19, who is known as the initiator of 

the movement of critical realism: 

“Bhaskar argues that the debate between positivist and hermeneutic perspectives has tended to 

concentrate on epistemology, on ways of knowing, in that it has been centered on the distinction 

between the objects of natural science and human subjects. Thus both sides have accepted the self-

conscious nature of human subjects as providing the main difficulty in the study of human society, 

with positivists attempting to reduce the resulting reflexive effects while interpretivists 

(phenomenologists and, especially, ethnomethodologists) have argued that the understandings of 

their human subjects are their proper, and only, subject matter. Bhaskar’s realism in contrast 

concentrates ‘first on the ontological question of the properties that societies possess, before 

shifting to the epistemological question of how these properties make them possible objects of 

knowledge for us’” (ibid). 

This is very much in line with Hastrup’s argument above about the central objective of anthropology 

in the current post-postmodern era being to focus on ‘the intersections that are at stake when the 

part and whole mutually are constructing each other’.  That these intersections can be understood as 

reflective processes where society is both reproduced and transformed is explained by Davies’ 

interpretation of Bhaskar who “proposes a much more subtle and complex view of society in which 

human agents are neither passive products of social structures nor entirely their creators but are 

placed in an iterative and naturally reflexive feedback relationship to them. Society exists 

independently of our conceptions of it, in its causal properties, its ability to exert deterministic force 

on individuals; yet it is dependent on our actions, human activity, for its reproduction and can be 

transformed by this activity. It is both real and transcendent” (ibid). 

As a consequence of this “[a] fundamental premise of critical realism is that social reality is stratified. 

This can be seen in the two distinct but interrelated levels of society and human individuals, or 

structure and agency” (ibid) – again the interrelated levels should not with Hastrup’s formulation be 

seen as opposites but as mutualities.  

A further elaboration of the methodological relevance of a applying a critical realist approach to 

ethnographic research is seen by Davies with the argument that “[t]hus critical realism provides a 

                                                           
 

19 (1998:25) In: Bhaskar R.(1998) The Possibility of Naturalism: A Philosophical Critique of the Contemporary 

Human Sciences (3rd edn), New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf. 
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philosophical basis for ethnographic research to provide explanatory (law-like) abstractions while 

also emphasizing its rootedness in the concrete, in what real people on the ground are doing and 

saying. Critical realism promotes a creative tension between the empirical, the actual and the real to 

produce explanation without encouraging flights of theoretical fancy. Such a position is ideally suited 

to ethnographic practice, which in its knowledge-seeking activities is continually forced to evaluate 

and rework theoretical abstraction in the face of concrete experience” (ibid:22). 

The interrelatedness of the agency that human actors practice and the surrounding social structure 

or material conditions is further elaborated upon in relation to the relevance for the critical realist 

approach:  

“Another aspect of critical realism that is particularly well suited to ethnographic practice is its 

recognition of different ontological levels. Both human actors and social structure are accorded 

ontological reality. Neither is fully determined by or produced by the other; rather they are 

interrelated in that each level may affect the other. Hence ethnographers are encouraged to explore 

the phenomenological reality of actors’ understandings and interpretations and their effects on 

social structure, but not to take these interpretations as fully constitutive of social structure. The 

level of social structure may not be studied directly but only observed in its effects on human actors, 

yet this is not to deny its reality or to suggest that it cannot be a legitimate object of study and 

theoretical attention” (ibid:22). 

And further “Critical realism requires a continuing reflexive awareness as part of the condition of 

ethnographic practice, without allowing such awareness to blind us to the existence of a reality 

beyond ourselves which provides a legitimate basis for the production and critique of theoretical 

abstractions” (ibid:23).  

The philosophy of science reflections above has a number of consequences for the concrete 

methodology of the study that wishes to combine the ‘topographic turn’ and ‘mutual 

constructionism’ of part and whole in line with Hastrup’s points with the reflexive ethnography and 

critical realism in Davies’ call. 

The present study will aim at incorporating and make use of the main points above, especially in 

acknowledging the  ‘particular sensitivity’, as Hastrup formulates it, in the methodology as well as in 

an orientation towards exploring the interplay between the part and the whole in the fieldwork as 

well in the analysis. Where one challenge here lies in reflecting over what is to be identified as ‘part’ 

and what as ‘whole’ a general strategy here could be internally in the approach an exploration of the 
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program activities with a focus on valued references and contextualizations that made by the social 

actors – the staff and the youth primarily - to the bigger issues at stake. One concrete example could 

be the social and cultural construction of categories such as ‘youth’ and ‘empowerment’ from the 

different perspectives of the actors.  

In relation to the general use of theory in the study an important point is the way Davies agrees with 

Hastrup in that the time of the grand narratives are over. Here Davies uses the term ‘middle-level 

theories’ – a concept that appears to be applicable on the present study’s theoretical framework 

with its complex of different theories – a complex that both guides the initial preparation of the data 

collection through an anthropological fieldwork and is expanded through the analysis and 

identification of theoretical concepts and conflicts in the collected data. 

Summing up in the form of an expansion of the conclusion made by Davies (ibid:23) in relation to 

what a reflexive and critical realist methodology should entail, the present study’s methodology will 

focus on: 

a) The interdependencies or mutuality between whole and part, between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ – 

how I will understand this – what is ‘structure’ and what is ‘agency’ in my study? Here I will link to 

the earlier discussion on the concepts of ‘agency’ and ‘power’ as a basic set-off point, especially the 

contextual perspective on agency that is in line with this. The pedagogy as the structure and the 

different decisions youth choose to make within this framework of the program under study, and in a 

wider perspective – the way the material living conditions are given meaning (the broken food 

system, the labor market etc) and interpreted by the informants (staff and youth) in the study. 

b) Though the study incorporates pre-defined categories (the locally used terms by the informants - 

empowerment’, ‘leadership’ as examples) the empirical inquiry and reporting form of them shall 

make no claim to reproduce the social situation studied. A methodological point is here - illustrated 

through the examples above - to explore what ‘empowerment’, ‘leadership’ as well as the other 

explicated concepts means for the informants and seek for possible theoretical translations, conflicts 

and discussions that then again can produce new understandings of the social practice in the area.   

c) To compare or contrast the study with studies on similar topics – for a discussion on the possible 

differences in findings as related to theoretical approach through a methodology that focuses on a 

stratified view of social reality that permits investigation of the non-occurrence of events (ibid:23). 

d) To show reflexive awareness in contextualizing findings and reflections on researcher positioning. 
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A further perspective and reflection on the study’s methodological agenda is the consequence of 

combining the general anthropological perspectives above with specific educational anthropological 

perspectives and on critical youth studies, here citing Best (2007:9): 

“a. A sustained concern for and consideration of the complexities of power and exploitation in the 

research encounter.  

b. An acknowledgment of the connection between power and knowledge. Such an acknowledgment 

requires that we recognize that the accounts we provide shape and construct reality as much as they 

describe it. Youth researchers play a significant role in shaping the social experiences of children and 

youth through the discursive constructions or accounts we provide.  

c. A desire to conduct sound ethical research that empowers youth and children and to find ways to 

improve the conditions under which their lives unfold.  

d. A commitment to a radical reflexivity that interrogates the varied points of difference that 

intersect in our own lives and those we study”. 

With these general considerations as guiding principles the following part of the section will expand 

reflections on how the methodology was designed and dynamically applied throughout the course of 

the study.  

2.2 Research design and dynamics 

Building on the philosophy of science perspectives above now follows a presentation and discussion 

of the design and dynamics of the research methodology. An important point to make here is the 

temporal perspectives that comes from the fact that the presentation both will be oriented towards 

the ‘future sense’ of the forthcoming ethnography, analysis and discussion chapters and it will be 

oriented towards the ‘past tense’ with a broad and critical reflective perspective on the way the 

methods were applied and lived by the researcher in the field. Thus, the background behind the 

usage of past tense in the following.   

 The section will be structured in relation to:  

 The way access was negotiated and the researcher role was designed;  

 A  presentation and reflection on the central methodology applied in the study - a long term 

anthropological fieldwork with participant observation and different forms of ethnographic 
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interviews as main methods – and as a part of this the dynamics around expanding or specifying 

the research focus as well as in relation to researcher positioning;  

 A reflection on the production of fieldnotes, diaries and temporary analyses and reflections on 

the general dynamic of the fieldwork process;  

 The background and specific methodology in the longitudinal follow-up study that was applied.  

2.2.1 Negotiating access and researcher role design 

An important part in the general design of the methodology for the study was the process of 

dialogue and negotiation with the staff in the specific program that became the primary empirical 

framework in the study. The first encounter happened in the summer of 2011 when I - through an 

internationalization grant from the Danish government agency for skills development as a part of a 

temporary stationing in the California School Garden Network was introduced to the specific youth 

program and was invited to join the activities for a few days. Having a background in research on 

youth and health promotion and a general interest in pedagogical frameworks that used food as 

means as much as an end, I grew an applied as well as theoretical interest in getting to know the 

practice of this program better. The basic purpose, goals and expectations around making the 

program a site for the PhD research was discussed and finally agreed upon in two meetings with the 

staff held during the first and second half of the year before the fieldwork.  

The first meeting focused partly on the applied and theoretical perspective from the researcher and 

partly on the possible benefits for the program in opening its doors to the research. Here a general 

goal was expressed by the director in that though they as staff had a very structured and explicit 

awareness of their work they also described their practice to a certain degree as being intuitive.  In 

my interpretation the director here acknowledged the fact that there still was a large amount of tacit 

knowledge in their practice and saw a big potential in inviting a researcher to explore, describe, 

analyze and discuss their everyday pedagogical practice to shed more light on this practice and thus 

supporting the program to become more self-reflective. 

After the meeting and during the course of the following months, a memorandum of understanding 

(MoU) was formulated together with staff, which then was finally revised and signed at the second 

meeting that was held 3 months before the fieldwork began. During this second meeting an ethical 

aspect was a central element in the negotiations with the staff about finally agreeing upon opening 

their doors and accepting the program as a research site. Specific details of this negotiation will be 

unfolded in the following ethnography chapter and here I just rehearse a central theme which was a 

primary concern among staff towards how the continuous presence of a researcher would interfere 
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with the social atmosphere as a ‘safe space’ that the staff saw as crucial for the pedagogy they want 

to practice.  

This put the specific design and practice of the researcher role on the agenda as a topic that had to 

be agreed upon before the Memorandum of Understanding could be signed. Though it took some 

time to discuss, it was not difficult to agree upon a researcher role that would stress the active 

‘participant’ more than the ‘observer’. Further and more specific reflections on the application of 

‘participant observation’ as a central method in the study will be discussed below.  

Ethical considerations have been a central element in the methodology throughout the study. In this 

section I will present and reflect an overview of the central methods that were applied in the study 

and integrate ethical considerations in relation to these methods in the different phases of the 

research process. The following ethnography section will contain a number of specific tales that 

provide more contextual descriptions in which methodological and ethical aspects also play a central 

role.  

2.2.2 Long term anthropological fieldwork(s) 

A decision to answer the research questions through data about the changing goals, practices and 

actor experiences in the different elements of the yearly cycle of the program made the choice of 

performing a long term anthropological fieldwork relevant. With this general methodological 

approach and as a consequence of applying a reflexive ethnography and critical realist perspective as 

discussed earlier, it was sought to produce deeper insights and understandings of the social relations 

and material frameworks for the interplay between the pedagogical practice and the youth agency, 

learning and identity formation.   

The longest period of fieldwork took place in 7 sequential months and covered the initial recruitment 

process of the youth, the 10 week extensive ‘spring internship’ and the 7 week intensive ‘summer job 

training’. After the fieldwork followed a period of 2 months of working with the data material, 

primarily transcribing interviews and systematizing of field notes. After this I returned to the field 

and a further period of fieldwork was performed in the last 2 out of the 7 weeks of the extensive ‘fall 

business management positions’-program phase.  Finally, a longitudinal follow-up study was 

performed in the fall of the following year. 

For the first 7 years of its existence the program had been managed by 2 core staff that founded the 

program. Both were trained as organic farmers and had several years of experience from different 

food and social justice organizations. During the fieldwork year, two more persons were part of the 
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team of adult staff. One was a Food Corps20 volunteer that began her first of a 2 year function in the 

program. The other was hired as a substitute to one of the original staff members that went on a 4 

week parental leave in the beginning of the summer program. Introducing these 2 new persons into 

the program structure and practice made the specific program year atypical in the sense that staff 

was in a role of having to communicate the practice of the program pedagogy to these two new 

colleagues. This I saw as a big advantage for the study as it meant that I was able to take part in a 

number of presentations and discussions of the program pedagogy that may not have been 

explicated in the same way had it only been the two ‘old’ staff persons that were running the 

program alone.    

In the following, I will reflect upon how the long term fieldwork as a basic methodology was applied, 

how the research focus on ‘pedagogical practice’, ‘agency’, ‘identity’ and ‘learning’ have been guiding 

perspectives in participant observations as well as in ethnographic interviews. The reflections will 

illustrate the challenge of moving from theoretically informed research questions to the design and 

practice of a researcher role that can constructively interact with the actors in the field and become a 

co-constructor of the empirical reality. I will also include reflections on how, during the fieldwork 

process, I have worked analytically and dynamically refined and expanded  my focus between the 

long period of fieldwork in and in the follow-up study one year later. 

Figure 1: Cycle of main program activities covered in the fieldwork 

 

Prior to making the final decision on which sites to include in the study it was considered to also 

incorporate the high school context in order to explore youth perspectives on the relation between 

the formal high school and the more informal learning context of the program. It was decided to 

have the program as the primary site to incorporate the potentially relevant significance of the high 

                                                           
 

20
 FoodCorps is an American non-profit organization whose mission is to work with communities to "connect 

kids to healthy food in school." Source: https://foodcorps.org/about. “FoodCorps places service members in 
limited-resource communities where they spend a year working with teachers and students to establish farm 
to school programs, incorporate nutrition education into school curricula, plant school gardens, and engage in 
other initiatives to improve school food”(Bittman 2011). 

Outreach and 
recruitment  in local 

high schools 

(February)  

Spring Internship  

3 hrs/week for 10 
weeks between 
March and June 

App. 50 youth  

Summer Job 
training 

28 hrs/week for 7 
weeks between 
June and August 

App. 20 youth 

Fall Business 
Positions 

Between 3 and 9 
hrs/week  

September/October 
through November 

App. 20 youth 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Non-profit_organization
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school environment in the ethnographic interviews with the youth. This choice of the program as the 

primary site for the fieldwork did not mean, however,  that the study turned out to be mono-sited. A 

central part of the pedagogical practice is to situate several of the activities in different locations in 

the local community - to contextualize the learning in specific ways. The study therefore de facto 

turned out to be multi-sited.  

This next part of the section will present and reflect on the different perspectives on participation 

observation as a continuum and researcher positioning and how these have guided me. The actual 

application of participant observation in the study situates itself with reference to main three main 

points in general methodological discussions about argument for the value of this method:  

The first point is that the researcher can identify the possible discrepancies between what informants 

say they do and what they actually do, and through these questions to how meaning is constructed 

and attributed to social action.  

The second point is the discussion on applying different methods in pursuit of methodological 

triangulation in order to produce a more substantial perspective on the situations and practices in 

this study by using concrete events as a frame of reference in the interviews, and to design the 

interview guides. This will be discussed below.  

The third point is the discussion on participant observation as a continuum, as discussed by Davies 

(2008:83): “Complete observer; observer-as-participant; participant-as-observer; or complete 

participant. These four roles are “sometimes conceived as if on a scale measuring degree of 

acceptance by the people being studied, gradually achieved in the course of long-term fieldwork” 

(Ibid). An important point is here made by Davies in the way she refers to classical anthropological 

discussions of this continuum where a degree of full participation was seen as an ideal sign of 

acceptance in the field –thus supporting an argument of the study as resulting in less reactivity.  

Davies’ point here is that a better indication of good research is “the nature, circumstances and 

quality of the observation” (Davies 2008:83) and further that “Such observation must also include 

reflexive observation – that is, the ethnographer needs to be sensitive to the nature of, and 

conditions governing, their own participation as a part of their developing understanding of the 

people they study. Complete participation, even when the researcher’s identity is disguised, is not a 

guarantee that the researcher is not unduly influencing the data” (Ibid). 

In the relation to researcher role design and positioning, I aspired to develop a role sensitive to 

ethical considerations – and expectations towards me as a participant that did not disturb too much 
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– following the concerns of staff to let me in in the first place. I decided to focus on the co-worker 

role and then slowly introduce and practice the researcher role. My strategy was thus not to avoid to 

‘go native’ but actively strive to being accepted – by staff as well as by youth by approaching the 

program activities with sympathy and a strive to be immersed into it, engaging my own body in the 

work, and at the same time maintain a degree of critical reflection on this process.   

This reflective positioning of the researcher was framed by choosing apprenticeship as the essential 

method and a strive to be accepted as a co-worker along with the youth through participation in all 

the same practical tasks and slowly build new skills around farming and cooking as the dominant 

program activities.  Apprenticeship as an essential method has been argued by different 

anthropologists as a channel for achieving social inclusion and opportunities to navigate and chart 

interpersonal power, access to emic types of knowledge, first-hand experience of the pedagogical 

milieu and avenues to require cultural proficiency – and because apprenticeship includes 

mechanisms to socialize emerging skills it encourages informants to collaborate with the 

ethnographer and allow for critique and locally-meaningful feedback of the ethnographer’s 

performance in familiar, locally-meaningful ways (Downey, Dalidowicz et al. 2015).   

In relation to the concrete way I participated in the program activities, some specific reflections are 

important to mention as they are central to an understanding of how I interacted with the youth and 

ended up having ‘recruited’ a group of youth as key informants.  

It turned out to be of crucial and positive significance that the participation took place in a very 

practically and embodied context, very different from how the research would’ve been in a class 

room. The general and diverse character of the program activities gave many opportunities both for 

me to make choices in how to participate actively in the practical tasks around farming and cooking – 

and for the youth to make choices to work with me.  

In the context of the more theoretically oriented workshops, I often chose to maintain a more 

observant role but not holding back if staff wanted to use me as an example – “how do you do this in 

Denmark??” - or asked me to be part of one of the 2-4 person groups of youth that often were 

assigned to make small presentations etc.  

An essential factor for my positioning springs from the both applied and scientific foundations of the 

research and how this was concretely communicated as a part of my introduction to the youth.  A 

central element here was the way I was introduced by the staff as coming from Denmark to study the 
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program both as a researcher and an educational practitioner with an emphasis on my hope of using 

the research to establish a similar program for Danish youth.  

The actual performance of my researcher and participant role was also reflected upon by the staff 

regularly as part of the weekly staff planning and evaluation meetings where a returning theme on 

the agenda was staff giving each other feed-back. The forthcoming ethnography chapter will present 

a number of tales with descriptions and interpretations of this. 

With these general reflections on participant observation and researcher positioning, I will proceed 

with a brief overview of the concrete and different activities in which I participated with a special 

focus on the development of the participating and observing researcher role and the dynamics of my 

positioning. The following ethnography chapter will provide a more detailed description, 

contextualization and interpretation of these phases with a focus on the pedagogical practice.  

- The outreach process: participation in introduction meetings in high schools and the subsequent 

recruitment meetings with the local contact teachers where it was discussed which of the applying 

youth that should be hired. Participation in this phase gave insight into the values and challenges 

that staff and contact teachers express and navigate in relation to and during the process of selecting 

the youth. The dialogue between the director and the teacher also gave insights into a consensus 

about the learning impact of the program in the way this was related to a discussion about whom to 

hire in order to decide for the ones that would ‘have the most to gain’. 

- The spring internship: Participation in the first meeting in high schools with the newly hired youth. 

At these meetings staff also presented me and I presented myself and the purpose of my presence 

during the weeks to come. As it will be later described and discussed, the spring internship is the 

entry point to the program and positive completion of this as the prerequisite for the possibility to 

choose to apply for participation in the following phases. As such this program phase is a period, 

where the youth are introduced to the programs main activities and forms of learning in a kind of 

extensive way where the following summer program continues with the same framework but in a 

much more intensive way. Thus the spring internship is a period of introduction and trying out – and 

that with a social dynamic of getting to know each other through the different activities that are 

performed. A methodological point here is that where this was a period where youth and staff 

learned about each other, it was also a social process where I as a researcher got to know the youth 

and the staff and vice versa. As earlier agreed upon in the negotiations with the staff, my initial role 

in this phase was to ‘find my legs’ as an intern – not as staff and not as youth but something in 

between - with different practical assignments. A very practical role for me in this very early phase of 
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the fieldwork was assigned to by the staff who asked me to pick up youth from two different high 

schools in my car and drive them to the farm two afternoons every week. In general I participated in 

all of the activities in the spring internship: the games and ‘ice-breakers’ that opened every program 

afternoon, the different workshops and the practical work with farming and cooking – all with the 

ambition of being accepted as a natural part of the picture and slowly build the trust and gain the 

acceptance necessary for the further development of the researcher role. Further reflections on the 

researcher role and recruitment of key informants for the ethnographic interviews will be presented 

below.  

An element parallel to the trajectory of the spring internship in which I participated was the training 

of a group of youth that had completed the program cycle the previous year and now had been hired 

as ‘junior staff’ as a form of peer-to-peer’ educators. Outcomes of participating in this process is also 

described and interpreted in the next chapter. 

- The summer job training program 

The participation in the ‘summer job training’ mirrored the intensity of this part of the program. Here 

a group of 20 youth were hired for a 4 work day schedule spanning over 7 weeks that thus covered 

the majority of the high school summer holiday. The basic framework of the spring internship with 

farming, cooking and workshops was continued but also expanded with further elements especially 

around public speaking, presentation, communication and feed-back techniques.  

An element where I also participated was the weekly planning and evaluation meetings for adult and 

junior staff which gave an opportunity to follow how the staff was reflecting on the general and daily 

practice and how the function of junior staff was performed, for example how staff encouraged the 

junior staff with feed-back on reflecting on individual youth in need of special assistance. 

- The fall business management positions 

In the phase of the ‘fall business management positions’ I mainly participated in the ‘harvest job’, the 

‘farm stand job’, the ‘flower business job’ and in the ‘blast job’ – the latter taking place in different 

school and community gardens in the county. This participation had two purposes, one being to get 

first-hand insight into how this program phase was practiced and experienced by staff and youth and 

on this basis formulate and add specific topics for the round of interviews that were scheduled in this 

phase. Another purpose was to reconnect with the youth prior to the actual conducting of the 

interviews, one aspect being that I had been away from the field for 2 months and thus acknowledge 
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the potential need for boosting the relations and the trust that was built during the spring and 

summer.  

2.2.3 Ethnographic interviews with key informants 

Ethnographic interviews (Spradley 1979, Holstein, Gubrium 1995) form a large body of the collected 

data. Pursuing methodological triangulation (Denzin 1978), the ethnographic interviews were 

conducted with the same group of key informants during different phases of the fieldwork. Apart 

from the staff persons the group of key informants consisted of 9 youth out of the 20 youth that 

were hired for the summer job training program. A main goal of these interviews was to collect a 

variety of individual reflections and narratives from different program phases in order to gain insights 

into individual reflections of possible changes over a longer time span.  

Interviews were made in different phases in the study with both staff persons and the group of key 

informants that was recruited among the participating youth. In this section I will reflect upon the 

process of how the group of key informants among the youth was selected and reflect on the 

concrete use of ethnographic interviews as well.  

All interviews with staff as well with youth were prepared with background partly in the general and 

specific research questions of the study as well as themes and topics that emerged as relevant during 

the ongoing dynamic interpretation of actual events during the fieldwork.  

The long period of weekly co-working during the spring internship before I moved on to make 

arrangements for the recruitment of the youth to become key informants and conduct a first round 

of ethnographic pilot-interviews proved valuable for several reasons. One reason was that it helped 

me gain insights into the practice and discourse of the program and thus identify what topics from 

this practice that would be interesting to have individual youth reflect upon in ethnographic 

interviews. Another reason was that I could slowly build relations to different youth that eventually 

could result in agreement about being interviewed.  

An important factor in the research process, both in general and specifically when it comes to the 

process of recruiting informants for ethnographic interviewing, is to reflect on the significance of 

power differentials between researcher and youth. (Spencer, Doull 2015:909). A now growing body 

of literature has explored the potential significance and effects of the assumed power differential 

between the adult researcher and younger participants (see e.g. (Soto, Swadener 2005, Best 2007)) 

and aware of the impossibility of completely dissolving this differential I aimed at diminishing it in the 

following ways. One strategy was during the many co-working situations around farming and cooking 
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– as well as during the many weekly car rides between the high schools and the program farm – to 

use this awareness to let the youth take initiative to work with me as well as taking initiatives to 

conversation.  Another strategy was developed later in the spring internship when I announced to 

the group my wish to interview and in this way invited youth to consider taking part and to decide to 

contact me in order to become an informant21. Given the decision to interview the same group of 

youth at different stages of the program participation during the whole period of fieldwork it was 

also not relevant to do this until the last 3 weeks of the 10 week spring internship where the youth 

that had applied for the next phase – the summer job training – had been hired.  

The strategy of inviting youth collectively proved fruitful in the sense that it made 11 out of the 20 

potential youth come to me to ask if they could be interviewed, all of whom I had been talking to 

regularly in different co-working situations. This group consisted of 4 girls and 7 boys.  When the 

summer program began however, 3 of the girls and one of the boys for different reasons had decided 

not to join the program any longer. This left me with the challenge to either stay with the remaining 

group or find youth that would be interested to join. I chose to ask 2 youth that I had both had many 

good conversations and co-worker experiences with – both of them boys. They both agreed very 

positively. I was aware of that the group of key informants thus ended up having a gender imbalance 

that did not represent the general gender ratio in the summer program - which was slightly more 

boys than girls. I ended up prioritizing the two boys as the ‘newcomers’ to the group due to my 

impression of their potentials of being ‘good informants’ in the sense that I already had built a high 

degree of trust and rapport and knew their personalities enough to expect them to be willing to 

share and reflect on their experiences.   

After the oral agreement on being interviewed was made I introduced the youth to the 

consent/assent forms that had been designed as a part of the approval by UC Berkeley’s Committee 

for Protection of Human Subjects. I handed over the forms and asked the youth to read them 

thoroughly and ask me any questions they might have about the specific collaboration as becoming 

an informant and in the case of the 3 that were under 18 – to discuss it with their parents before 

signing it and giving it back to me22.  

                                                           
 

21
 This verbal invitation to participate covered the same questions that are structuring the consent forms (see 

Appendix B), including the offer of paying the youth 20 $ as a symbolic gesture for their time and effort (this 
was only offered for the spring interviews as they were scheduled to take place after the afternoon program 
hours). 
22

 For an example of the consent/assent forms see Appendix B 
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Each youth was interviewed once in the spring internship, twice in the summer job training and once 

in the fall business position. The ethnographic interviews (Spradley 1979, Holstein, Gubrium 1995) 

were prepared on the basis of topics originating from the theoretical perspectives in the research 

question in as well as relevant topics identified through the observations23.  Additionally, the staff 

perspective on the pedagogical practice was explored through 8 interviews with staff members. All 

interviews were transcribed verbatim and subject to open coding (Corbin, Strauss 2008).  

Additional ethical considerations in relation to the relationship with the youth have been guided by 

the awareness of that though the formal consent was agreed upon prior to commencing the first 

round of interviews in the spring I also acknowledged the need for seeing- “‘Consent in fieldwork 

studies … is a process, not a one-off event, and may require renegotiation over time”24. The 

awareness of this need meant that though the youth had agreed to be interviewed several times I 

actively included asking to their continued willingness to participate before each interview session. 

The ethnographic interviews with the staff were performed at 4 different stages in the annual cycle 

of the program and structured to cover partly concrete reflections on the experiences and challenges 

in the current program phase as well as more general themes. The general themes were the history 

of the program, the pedagogical intentions of different program elements, the backgrounds of the 

staff and reflections on the general role design and management of staff. The first interview was 

performed in the early period of the spring internship and focused on staff’s perspectives on the 

recruitment process. The second was performed at the end of the spring internship and focused on 

exploring the staff’s general and specific experiences with the crew of youth interns at that point in 

the program cycle. A further interview was performed in the fall and this covered topics around the 

general pedagogical approach and reflections on the professional role and interaction with the 

youth. As in the interviews with the youth a general strategy was to invite for answers in the form of 

narratives that could provide more contextual insights into the topics and events where meaning was 

constructed and values attached.  

The long period of practical participation and building the researcher role from the perspective of 

apprenticeship provided time to prepare for the topics I wanted the youth to reflect upon in the 

interviews. I wanted the interviews to be a space for mutual reflection where the meaning of general 
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24 Davies is here quoting Association of Social Anthropologists (ASA) (1987) Ethical Guidelines for 

Good Practice, London: Association of Social Anthropologists, p.3. 
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and specific experiences could be explored, described, and interpreted. As Spradley’s ethnographic 

interview was the main source of guidance for the interviews that were conducted throughout the 

fieldwork a brief introduction of this specific method is necessary.  

The ethnographic interview can, according to Spradley, be examined as a speech event that shares 

many features with the friendly conversation (Spradley 1979:58). In fact, he recommends seeing this 

form of interviewing as a series of friendly conversations where the researcher slowly introduces 

new elements to assist the informants to respond as informants. The exclusive use or too quick 

introduction of these ethnographic elements will make the interviews become like a formal 

interrogation – this would be counterproductive to the rapport that is important to build (Ibid). 

The three elements are explicit purpose, ethnographic explanations and ethnographic questions. 

The explicit purpose covers the obligation of the researcher to communicate the purpose and make 

sure that the informant is informed about this. This was met both in the verbal negotiations prior to 

agreeing about the interview process and was included in the consent and assent forms that were 

designed and signed by the youth (and their parents in the few cases of youth being under 18 at the 

time of the collection). It was also guiding the opening introduction at the commencement of each of 

the interviews in the cycle – reciting the overall purpose of the research and the specific goal of the 

present interview – often starting with a rehearsal of what we talked about last and thus both 

communicating the purpose as well as supporting the youth to feel comfortable and to direct his og 

her thoughts in a productive and expressive direction.  

The ethnographic explanations cover the need to continuously offer different forms of explanations 

that facilitate the process of helping the informant to become a form of teacher for the researcher – 

who aspires to learn about the culture of the informant - from the informant’s point of view. 

Spradley names five different types of explanations. The first is project explanations where the 

researcher explains to the informant why the researcher is asking the questions – and here was the 

applied purpose of the research proved valuable in motivating the youth to participate as well as to 

share their perspectives. The second is recording explanations – here the negotiation around how 

the researcher will record – in writing or on an audio file - the interview. The third is native language 

explanations where the researcher encourages the informant to talk in the same way they talk to 

others in the ‘cultural scene’ – and not to translate it into scientific or theoretical terms but to keep 

the telling as close to the talk in the situations in focus. The fourth is interview explanations that may 

occur when the researcher after a longer period have been building the relationship with the 

informant and the informant has become an expert in providing ‘cultural information’ may begin to 
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ask more analytical questions e.g. to draw a map or reflect on a special term that is used in specific 

situations – and thus needs to be explained as differing form the way the interviews to that point has 

been conducted. An example of this occurred during the third round of interviews when I asked 

about the specific meaning of terms that were repeated in the everyday practice of the program by 

staff (e.g. ‘leadership’)  in order to explore the meaning of this for the youth. The fifth is question 

explanations that cover the importance of explaining the different kinds of questions that are used – 

remembering that it is the questions that are the main tool to discover the informant’s perspective 

often just to say – now I want to ask a different type of question.  

The ethnographic questions cover three main categories of questions – descriptive, structural and 

contrast questions.  

According to Spradley, Descriptive questions are the easiest to ask and used to collect ongoing 

samples of informants’ language – and to collect thorough descriptions of situations, events and 

emotions that are experienced as meaningful or significant for the informant. 

Structural questions makes it possible to explore how informants organize their cultural knowledge. 

Examples of questions in this category directed at the youth were asking to different kinds of 

situations where they were making decisions or it could be asking to different kinds of tasks around 

farming or cooking that they either favored or found challenging.  

Contrast questions enable the researcher to discover the dimensions of meaning which informants 

employ to distinguish the objects and events in their world (Ibid:60). An example of the use of these 

types of questions was to ask about how the program space or the learning in the program was 

different from the space or learning in the high school context or it could be asking to the difference 

in cooking in the program compared to at home.  

An additional focus in the interviews was to ask for experiences that for different reasons had been 

significant for the informant – the earlier described theoretical understanding of identity as 

constructed in discourse and narrative directed the methodology also to be especially interested in 

making the informants – staff as well as youth – to give specific examples of important or illustrative 

situations. This strategy proved very fruitful and a broad range of narratives where collected. The 

narrative strategy was further elaborated as a part of the follow-up interviews which will be 

introduced below.   

The topics in the youth interviews were: Personal background and school experience; Motivation for 

joining the program (prior knowledge, reaction to the outreach, role of teachers etc.); Experiences 
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and learnings from taking part in the program: farm work, workshops, cooking and eating and 

relationship to food, interaction with other youth, role of the staff and interaction with them, 

examples of important experiences (narratives), questions to what the youth had learned from the 

program and where or if the youth had changed, future plans and ending with an invitation for open-

ended reflections. 

A specific reflection I made during the preparations as well as during the evaluations of the first 

round of interviews with the youth that I have labeled ‘pilot-interviews’ is to emphasize that the 

primary purpose and function of these interviews were twofold. The one purpose was in regard to 

my own practice of becoming comfortable in performing an interview in English and the other 

purpose was to make the youth comfortable in the role of being an informant in this more formal 

situation very different from the informal conversations and small talk during the practical co-

working situations.  

Specific strategies I followed in the interviewing were to get broad reflections of how youth 

perceived the program participation, to explore the different experiences of agency through asking 

to which decisions that were made and to the meaning that was ascribed to the activities. In the 

second and third round of interviews I had a specific focus also on asking for critical perspectives in 

asking where and how the program could be improved.   

Reflecting and evaluating on the actual experience and outcome of how the interviews turned out, a 

number of points are important to mention. One was how the quality of the interviews improved 

over the sequence– in the sense of the conversation made the youth express a range of detailed 

reflections and thus gave the impression to enjoy the sessions.   

2.2.4 Collection of curricular and program documents and photographs 

A number of documents were also collected. These were mainly the application forms that youth 

were to fill out on the winter information meetings on the high schools; blank versions of the 

evaluation forms staff would hand out to youth at specific times during the different program 

phases; the standard movements chart that was handed out in the beginning of the summer job 

training program; different curricular documents that were handed out to make presentations from.   

The documents have been integrated in the general data analysis that will be presented later. The 

photos were made throughout the different phases and depict the wide range of activities and a 

number of these have also been integrated in the ethnographic chapter where they function as 
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illustrators of central elements in the pedagogical practice in specific workshops, in farming and in 

cooking.  

2.2.5 Fieldnotes, diaries and the reflections on the dynamics of the fieldwork process 

Where the ethnographic interviews represent one central bulk of the data that was produced in the 

study, fieldnotes and diaries represent the other. The role of fieldnotes and diaries in anthropological 

research has been a topic heavily debated in the last decades of the 20th century especially during 

the period where the ‘literary turn’ as earlier discussed by Hastrup gained momentum. In this period, 

also labeled as post-modernism, a de- and re-construction of the discipline’s claims for validity and 

authority were dominating topics. It was a period where the fieldnotes and diaries of famous 

anthropologists became more central in the curriculum in anthropology studies than the 

monographs they were attached to – examples here are Rabinow’s reflections on his fieldwork in 

Morocco (Rabinow 1977) and the more profound reaction and disciplinary self-criticism that was 

fueled by the publishing of Malinowski’s diaries of his early 20th century fieldwork in the Southern 

Pacific (Malinowski 1989).    

The fieldnotes were made in different forms –or stages as Sanjek (Sanjek 1990) formulates it. The 

first form, or stage, was the scratch notes written if not in the situation then as close to the situation 

as possible. The second form, or stage, was the more expanded and narratively coherent notes, that I 

would make with the scratch notes as the basis, often in the same evening or the following morning.  

The scratch notes were made on the farm in a pocket size notebook, occasionally during the 

programmed activities but always in a context of being alone – with the earlier point about 

downplaying my presence as primary being an observer. A challenge in producing fieldnotes and 

diaries is the scratch notes, as Sanjek notes quoting Mead25, must be written ‘before the scratch gets 

cold’. My intention was to as accurate as possible to describe the present day’s activities in detail as 

well as the different informal dialogues I took part in either as an active participant or it could be 

dialogues between the youth or between the youth and staff in different co-working situations. My 

intention was first to record as much of the day as possible in detail and then move on to specific 

interpretations or analytical comments if the specific events in the day had been of a character that I 

found either representing a pattern that began to emerge and thus also was a question of reminding 

me to be more aware of this concrete aspect or it could be an event that for different reasons was 

interpreted as unusual.  The fieldnotes were mostly made every afternoon in the program office, 
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after the youth had left, as hand writings in a small note book. Later at home I would unfold these 

scratch notes on the computer in longer texts recalling the events and incidents of the day. The tales 

that are presented in the following chapter – the ethnography – are all based on these fieldnotes. 

An important function of the making of fieldnotes – and to the extent to which they, with few shorter 

periods of exemptions, were made on a daily basis – was that they provided a space of reflection on 

both the actual events and on the present status of the researcher role. This may be more of an ideal 

than what turned out to be the actual practice on the everyday writings – both perspectives were 

however present in general outcome of fieldnotes. Where the more descriptive and interpretive 

fieldnotes connected to the program events were written daily, the reflections on my researcher role 

management were especially performed after specific events like presenting my presence to the 

youth or after doing interviews or other concrete events that inspired to self-reflection. 

In a few situations towards the end of the summer job training program - after I had conducted the 

last interviews with youth in that phase- I chose to make audio recordings of an evaluation workshop 

and the final dinner shout-outs to the youth. In the evaluation workshop I recorded how staff was 

instructing youth in filling out a form as well as collecting group feed-back in the form of ‘positives 

and improvables’ for the summer job that was noted on a blackboard.  The final dinner shout outs 

were recorded in the context of the 20 youth and their siblings and parents – an event with 

approximately 60 participants and consisted of the staff giving each individual youth a feed-back in 

front of the audience of other youth, siblings and parents. 

2.2.6 Expanding the longitudinal study – follow-up interviews 

The methodology in itself can be argued to be of a longitudinal character in the way the fieldwork 

followed the interaction between staff and the specific group of youth key informants in order to 

explore the yearly program cycle as the temporal frame for seeking answers to the research 

questions.  

During the final months of fieldwork a curiosity to also incorporate longer term impacts of 

participating in the program was emerging. As it will be described, interpreted, analyzed and 

discussed in the coming chapters a central element in the program is the way it seeks to continue in 

different ways to have the youth stay in contact not only with program staff but also with other 

youth in order to maintain the ‘community’ as a resource in the lives of the youth.  

It was this that became obvious during the fieldwork and thus deemed relevant to include in the 

exploration of the more long-term use meaning of the learning for the youth. After the preliminary 
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analyses that followed the return from the field it became even more interesting to incorporate data 

on the longer term impact of program participation and it was decided to return to the field and 

make a follow-up exploration of this perspective.  

A central question here is how/whether youth see their present life situation informed, supported or 

in any way affected from what they experienced and learned from being a part of the first ‘full circle’ 

year? In order to explore this, the interviews were framed with one central question: “Tell me your 

program story from the first decision to apply to the present day”.  

A principal strength in a longitudinal study lies according to Davies (2008) in its greater sensitivity to 

change, quoting Foster et al.26 and “an increased likelihood  of being able to distinguish between 

superficial fluctuation and fundamental change, and the greater depth of ethnographic 

understanding achieved from the multiple perspectives that such research facilitates” (ibid:213).  

With a specific interviewing methodology inspired from narrative interviewing (Holstein, Gubrium 

1995), the general purpose of this additional study was in line with this to explore how different 

kinds of personal change that youth expressed during and especially at the end of the first year’s 

participation in the program had persisted.   

2.2.7 The empirical material – an overview 

The application of the methods presented above resulted in the production of the following 

empirical material – here presented in the form of an overview: 

 41 individual ethnographic interviews conducted with youth at the following periods – once 

during the end of the spring internship; twice during the course of the summer job training 

program; once during the fall business management program; and finally a round of follow-up 

interviews 1½ years after the youths’ first encounter with the program. The spring program pilot 

interviews: 11 youth (7 boys and 4 girls); The summer job interviews: 9 youth (8 boys and 1 girl); 

The fall job interviews: 7 youth (6 boys and 1 girl); Follow-up interviews: 5 youth (4 boys and 1 

girl) 

 8 individual ethnographic interviews with staff persons during the spring internship, during the 

summer job training program and during the fall business management program. 
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 60 field diaries written throughout the different periods of fieldwork 

 3 audio recordings of specific events like evaluation workshops, staff shout-outs to the youth at 

the family closing dinner after the summer job training program and youth testimonials at a 

program benefit dinner 

 A large number of photos and video clips of program activities – games and ice breakers, 

farming, cooking, eating, distribution, workshops, parent orientation night, alumni gatherings, 

local and regional food justice events etc.  

 Documents related to the program curriculum and schedule 

Figure 2: Overview of the collected data 

 

As earlier mentioned the empirical material will be further presented in the following ethnography 

chapter.  

 

  

  41 individual interviews with youth  

 8 Interviews with staff  

  60 field diaries 

 Audio recordings   

 Fotos and videoclips of farming, 
 cooking and workshop activities 

 Documents related to the program 
 curriculum and schedule 
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Chapter 3 Tales from the field - an ethnography of space, pedagogy and learning 

This chapter will present the empirical material collected in the course of the different phases of 

fieldwork in the form of an ethnography. The structure will mirror the chronology of the fieldwork 

and aim at balancing between the descriptive and the reflexive, thus laying the ground for the 

subsequent analysis. 

The aim of the chapter is twofold. One aim is to extend the methodological reflexivity presented in 

the previous chapter in a more thorough contextual presentation of the fieldworker in the field. 

From this position the other aim is to provide the reader with a detailed portrayal of the complexities 

of the curricular and social practice and actors related to content in different phases, spaces and 

events. In other words, the reader will be introduced to the program through a chronologically 

structured description of events in the fieldwork process as a sequence of participation in different 

activities depicted together with a description of the physical context(s) of these activities.  

The ethnography also functions as the first step in constructing and analyzing the data, because, as 

Davis notes, “[t]he process of analysis is intrinsic to all stages of ethnographic research, and not 

something that begins once data collection is complete. [..] However, virtually all research projects 

eventually reach a stage of withdrawal from the field when analysis becomes more formalized” 

(Davies 2008:231). This distinction between two ‘modes’ of analysis – the one that was performed 

during the fieldwork and the other that was performed in a more formalized and systematic way 

after the withdrawal from the field  – is also applied to the structure of the dissertation. The present 

ethnographic chapter will ‘rehearse’ the process of the data production during fieldwork and in the 

succeeding – analysis - chapter the analysis will be more formalized.  

The ethnography mainly draws on the big source of data that consists of field diaries written 

throughout the fieldwork and different forms of curricular documents that were collected. The 

ethnography as a genre will be more thoroughly defined below. At this point it is necessary to further 

emphasize the analytic function of the ethnography in the sense that it aims at presenting the reader 

to the ‘big picture’ before the analysis dips further into theoretical elaborations and abstractions of 

the data. The ethnography will thus describe and interpret a series of actual social interactions as 

experienced and interpreted by the researcher with the editorial guideline provided by the research 

goals and questions. The other big source of data that was produced, the ethnographic interviews 

with staff and youth, will mainly be presented as a part of the following analysis chapter.  
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3.1 Introduction to the ethnography – between impressionist, critical and collaborative 

tales 

A major source of inspiration for the strategy in the data collection and for the presentation that now 

follows is Geertz’ concept of ‘thick description’ (Geertz 1973). A central feature of this concept is to 

provide the reader of the anthropological writing a possibility of interpreting the credibility of the 

author’s interpretations through a detailed description of the researcher’s observations and the 

contexts in which these took place. The concept of ‘thick description’ has been expanded by Denzin 

(Denzin 2001:107) who offers criteria to evaluate ‘thick descriptions’: “A full or complete thick 

description is biographical, historical, situational, relational, and interactional. But not every thick 

description is full or complete. Some thick descriptions focus on relationships, others on individuals, 

some on situations, and so on. Accordingly, it is possible to classify thick descriptions in terms of the 

dimensions that are their primary focus” (Denzin 2001:107). 

The following ethnography will attempt to present a complete or full ‘thick description’ and with 

Denzin’s (2001) words attempt to “rescue and secure the meanings, actions, and feelings that are 

present in an interactional experience [..]. Description is necessarily interpretive [..]. It captures the 

interpretations that persons bring to the events that have been captured. It records the 

interpretations that interactants make as the interaction unfolds. It provides the grounds for the 

researcher's (and the reader's) interpretations of the events and meanings that have been captured. 

The words that record description are also interpretive. Thick description involves capturing and 

representing the meanings a particular action or sequence of actions have for the individuals in 

question. The capturing of meaningful events is done through the triangulated use of the several 

methods of recording and capturing life experiences [..] (personal experience stories, self-stories, 

collecting slices of interaction, interviews). Thick description is biographical and interactional. It 

connects self-stories and personal histories to specific interactional experiences” (ibid:116)). An 

important addition to this is the way the study is guided by the ‘socio-material’ understanding 

discussed earlier and thus having a perspective on the meaning making among the social actors from 

this mutual perspective. 

I would like to note before entering further into the ethnography, that the ‘thick description’ is not 

limited to the present chapter but not ‘completed’ before the inclusion of the analysis in the next 

chapter. Here, a more theoretically driven analysis will dip further into the data and present the 

outcome of the ethnographic interviews.   
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The approach to write the ethnography is inspired by Van Maanen’s (1988) discussion on different 

styles in ethnographic writing and representation and Gullion’s (2015) expansions of these. Van 

Maanen conceptualizes ethnographies as ‘tales’ and distinguishes between ‘realist’, ‘confessional’, 

and ‘impressionist’ tales. In short, the ‘realist’ tale focuses more on the culture than on the 

fieldworker, the ‘confessional’ tale focuses more on the fieldworker than on the culture and the 

‘impressionist’ tale focuses equally on the fieldworker and the culture.   

The realist tale is characterized by four conventions: (1) experiential author(ity), (2) typical forms, (3) 

the native’s point of view and (4) interpretive omnipotence. The experiential author(ity)-convention 

is characterized by ‘a studied neutrality’ and an almost complete absence of the author from most of 

the text where the ethnographer ‘simply vanishes behind steady descriptive narrative justified 

largely by the respectable image and ideology of ethnographic practice (ibid:46). The quality of the 

fieldwork authority in this convention rests on the expectancies of an audience that rely on “the 

status of the fieldworker as a scholar or scientist, trained in the latest analytical techniques, allergic 

to the imprecise, and able to get to the heart of a culture faster, with greater sensitivity, than rank 

amateurs” (ibid:46).   The typical forms-convention is characterized by a strive for describing ‘typical’ 

traits and routine elements of the studied culture, where particular experiences of the people 

studied are less in focus than “the categories and institutions that are said to order their lives” 

(ibid:48). The native’s point of view-convention is an element that has become more acknowledged 

in the realist approach and giving more space for indigenous meaning systems and thus has 

observation given space to interpretation (ibid:51). The precise meaning of the ‘native’s point of 

view’ is also, according to Van Maanen, subject to much debate in fieldwork circles. The interpretive 

omnipotence-convention addresses the final word of the ethnographer and inherent in this a lack of 

self-reflection and doubt. Van Maanen quotes Clarke27 who uses the term ‘didactic deadpan’ as a 

style where each element of a chosen theory is carefully illustrated by empirical field data – a form 

that Van Maanen calls “aseptic and impersonal but convincing insofar as an audience is willing to 

grant power to the theory” (ibid:51). 

The confessional tale has emerged as a response to the realist conventions that “have proved most 

embarrassing” (ibid:73) with the result to explicitly demystify fieldwork or participant observation by 

showing how the technique is practiced in the field” (ibid:71). In the confessional tales the 3rd 

person of the realist tale is changed to the 1st person – the ‘I’ of the fieldworker. Here Van Maanen 
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sees 3 conventions at work: (1) personalized author(ity), (2) the fieldworker’s point of view, and (3) 

naturalness. Van Maanen notes that confessional tales normally don’t replace realist accounts but 

typically stand besides these – “all are distinct, however, from the ethnography itself” (ibid:75). The 

personalized author(ity) places the ethnographer as the visible actor in the confessional tale as 

“often something of a trickster or fixer, wise to the way of the world, appreciative of human vanity, 

necessarily wary, and therefore inventive at getting by and winning little victories over the hassles of 

life in the research setting” (ibid:76). The prevalence of autobiographical details in these tales makes 

it clear that it is the fieldworker’s point of view that is being represented. Often the story being told 

is one of becoming an insider or even ‘going native’ which often makes confessional tales deal with a 

“paradoxical, if not schizophrenic, attitude towards the group observed” (ibid:77). Another trait of 

confessional tales is often an inherent argument for longer periods of fieldwork in order to “allowing 

for a greater opportunity for lightning to strike” and an understanding of fieldwork as something 

which is “as much a matter of luck and being in the right place at the right time as it is a matter of 

good training” (ibid:78).  

Van Maanen places the confessional tale as very relevant for methodological reflections on possible 

choices of role management in the research process but also criticizes many ‘confessionals’ of 

understating the possible range of role options to their concrete study. The last consequence of the 

fieldworker’s point of view in this genre is that “in confessional tales, then, cultural knowledge may 

rest securely on the testimony of personal experience and can be presented to readers in the form of 

explicit behavioral norms or interpretive standards the ethnographer learned to follow in the field in 

order to in the field” (ibid:78). Van Maanen uses ‘naturalness’ to describe how many fieldworkers do 

use the confessional genre to critically address and reflect on their roles as researchers but 

nevertheless always end up not to question but supporting the realist writing about the same culture 

done elsewhere. 

With the term ‘impressionist’ tales Van Maanen lends from art history to describe a ‘third way’ or 

third tale that in a novelistic form “present the doing of fieldwork rather than simply the doer or the 

done” (ibid:102). In other words, this genre is a proposal to merge the realist and confessional tale. 

He also points that “the story itself, the impressionist’s tale, is a representational means of cracking 

open the culture and the fieldworker’s way of knowing it so both can be jointly examined. 

Impressionist writing tries to keep both subject and object in constant view. The epistemological aim 

is then to braid the knower with the known” (ibid:102). Also this type of tale can according to Van 

Maanen be described as applying to a number of conventions: textual identity, fragmented 

knowledge, characterization and dramatic control. The convention of textual identity speaks to the 
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form of the impressionist tale as “dramatic recall” and to draw an audience into “an unfamiliar story 

world and allow it, as far as possible, to see, hear, and feel as the fieldworker saw, heard and felt” 

(ibid: 103). The impressionist tale suggest a learning process similar to that experienced by the 

fieldworker unfolded in a series of events that with suspense keeps the audience unsure of where 

the story leading and thus slipping cultural knowledge “in fragmented, disjointed ways” (ibid:104). 

The convention of characterization refers to the way the fieldworker’s individuality is expressed 

through the thorough description of the range of ‘poses’ (like “befuddlement, mixed emotions, moral 

anguish, heightened sensitivity, compassion, enchantment, skepticism, or an apparent eager-beaver 

spirit of inquiry” (ibid:104) that are occupied throughout the story. This convention also speaks to the 

element of characterization of the people under study and the obligation to give individual voices to 

the natives under display. The last convention of dramatic control speaks to the artistic skill and 

nerve and ability of the narrator to meet an audience’s expectations and judging of the tale “on the 

basis of its plausibility or believability, not on the basis of accuracy or representativeness” (ibid:105). 

Comparing these tales with the ‘turns’ that Hastrup discussed earlier, one can argue that the 

‘impressionist’ tale is well in line with Hastrup’s  ‘socio-material’ as well as Davies’  ‘reflexive 

ethnography’ and ‘critical realist’ approaches that the study wishes to position itself in relation to.  

Gullion (2015) builds on Van Maanen’s typology and describes two additional genres, the 

critical/advocacy tale and the collaborative tale that both have relevance in a reflection and 

discussion of the methodology of the study. The critical/advocacy tale is written with a social change 

agenda and the collaborative tale as a means to dismantle the research/researched hierarchy by 

‘inviting participants to jointly writ[e] the narrative’ (Gullion 2015). 

Both these genres relate to the applied goals of the study in both the American and Danish contexts 

as well as to the specific ways the participants are related to during and after the research process.  

With regard to the Danish context and the question of whether the study in general can be said to 

present a critical/advocacy tale, I will deal with this in the concluding chapter with reflections on the 

potentials of the findings’ contribution to the Danish debate on ‘challenged youth’.  

With regards to the American context the ‘collaborative tale’ can be useful to direct attention to 

different elements in the process. From the very onset of the research project it was an explicit goal 

that it should contribute to the program by presenting new perspectives on its practice. In practice 

this meant both a presentation of the main findings towards the end of the thesis writing as well as 

engaging in two different areas of program practice during the process of the fieldwork. Both 
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occasions of engagement during and after the fieldwork will be presented in tales in this final part of 

the thesis.   Moreover my daily interaction with the youth can also be argued to have had 

collaborative dimensions. This relates primarily to the initial presentation of the research project as 

applied and with the potential for starting a similar program in the Danish context. As a result of this 

many youth showed a continuous interest and curiosity in my research resulting in their choice to 

both sharing their own program experiences with me in informal talks as well as in the more formal 

ethnographic interviews. This indicates that youth to a very high degree positioned me more as a 

social entrepreneur – with questions to Danish society and youth culture - and to a lesser degree 

with questions to my other role, as a researcher.  

Drawing back to the central theoretical and methodological positions in debates around 

anthropological research and in my reflections on the concept of ‘ethnography’ I have been inspired 

by Tedlock (1991). Tedlock is in line with van Maanen in her reflections on the change from 

‘participant observation’ to the ‘observation of participation’, where the Self and the Other is 

represented together within a single narrative ethnography focused on the character and process of 

the ethnographic dialogue (1991:69). 

As Davies (2008) notes, an important instrument in an ethnography is to employ rhetorical devices to 

“render the argument more interesting, compelling and convincing” (ibid:217) – through metaphor, 

narrative and the presence of other voices in the text. Davies also notes that “because the collection 

of narratives is such an intrinsic part of most forms of ethnographic fieldwork, the process of writing 

and ethnography can be seen as a sort of meta-narrative, an organizing of these narratives to tell yet 

another story” (ibid:218). Davies also states that as the use of narrative is embedded in human 

communication and appears and reappears both as data and as product in the ethnographic research 

– and that this is both appropriate and unavoidable – making it crucial to be sensitive to the variety 

of ways in which narrative may be organized (ibid). 

This point is in line with Bruner, (1997) who argues that ethnographies are guided by implicit 

narrative structures. I will aim at making explicit these structures as different parts or arcs: The first 

arc is the pre-history that made entering the field possible; then the second, third and fourth arc is 

the fieldwork as it unfolded during the phases it followed – spring, summer and fall. Then follows a 

fifth part with a follow-up study one year after the fieldwork in which the last interview data was 

collected. The last and sixth arc of the ethnographic narrative took place when the study was 

reaching its termination and draft versions of the analytical findings were presented to the program 

staff.  
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Finally, a general purpose of including an elaborate ethnographic chapter is the wish to argue for - 

and demonstrate why - an ethnographic approach and a long term anthropological fieldwork is 

relevant to answering the research questions in the study. And in line with this as discussed by Davies 

(Davies 2008:216) as a strive to establish validity of the ethnography in balancing it as both a literary 

creation and a social scientific report. 

With these reflections of ethnographic genres as ‘tales,’ the door can now be opened to the first arc 

in the ethnographic narrative: the pre-history of the study and the immersion in the field.   
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3.2 Approaching the field  

This section will present and reflect upon the main events that made the fieldwork possible – from 

the context of the first encounter with the program to the series of dialogues that shaped the frame 

for the study leading on to the events in the initial months of fieldwork. The section ends with an 

introduction to the physical space(s) of the program.   

3.2.1 The first encounter  

In this paragraph, a long story short of my approaching the field will be presented. The first seed of 

what should later develop into the present study was laid 2011 when ‘garden based learning’ was 

defined an area of strategic interest as a part of the consolidation of a ‘Food Education Lab’ at 

University College Lillebælt, a Danish university of applied science. My role at that time as a leader of 

this group was primarily to mobilize awareness, resources and  networks between different actors in 

municipalities, education and research programs and also to establish ‘food based learning’ as a 

strategic means to address other agendas by developing new methods for the emerging field of using 

food and meals as a vehicle for learning and socialization in different pedagogical agenda such as 

equity in health, sustainability and inclusive learning environments in Danish kindergartens and 

schools.  

Searching the international literature about garden based learning, especially from the perspective of 

training professional didactics in this area showed that the US, and especially California proved to be 

a stronghold with a flourishing school garden network. In order to get first-hand knowledge and 

gather inspiration to define a role for how the Lab could support the growing professional interest in 

garden based learning a study tour was prepared. With a grant from a government agency28 and 

positive contact with key actors in the Californian school garden network, I set off in the summer of 

2011. The journey lasted for 3 weeks and brought me in contact with a large number of initiatives in 

California.  

One of my Californian hosts and contact persons introduced me to another type of non-profit 

programs that used different processes around growing food in a practice directed at high school 

youth and with different broader learning goals. My contact told about the program that at that time 

had been running for 4 years and said that the two staff persons were doing ‘amazing things’ with 

the youth. With my background in research about youth, health and learning this immediately caught 
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 SCKK – Statens Center for Kompetence- og Kvalitetsudvikling [The Danish Government Center for 

Competence and Quality Development] 
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my interest and I asked more about the people, goals and activities of the specific program. At the 

end of the day I had been talking to the two staff persons of the program and got permission to work 

with them for a few days at the end of my 3 week stay. One of the staff persons, Byron, said that it 

was very early in the ‘summer job’ that had only begun a few days earlier and my presence at this 

early stage would disturb too much, but I was welcome to work with them later, in two weeks’ time. 

In the following days, I consulted the website of the program and got even more interested in 

learning more about its pedagogy. What I found especially interesting were formulations like ‘using 

food and farming as a vehicle to grow strong inspired teens’ – these seemed very much in line with 

values and approach to the pedagogical and didactical mission our Food Education Lab was pursuing 

in Denmark, and very different from the more nutritionist oriented thinking that dominates many 

health promotional and educational activities towards children and youth (Nielsen, Høyrup 2012). 

Finally, in the last week of my stay, the program opened its doors to me and for 3 days I followed 

different activities, mostly around farming, harvesting and cooking. One experience that stayed in my 

memory for a long time after was the day I worked with the crew cutting and making small bouquets 

of lavender at a local partnering organization that provided income-generating activities for 

homeless people. Actually the task of cutting lavender was rather monotonous in itself and my 

attention was mainly on how the youth were working together as a group, engaging in talk about 

music, housing, food and many other things. I remember the co-working space as very friendly and 

communicative, and especially how the youth interacted with the former homeless people also 

working with us in the field. I had hoped to be able to take part in the workshop that was scheduled 

the same day, but Byron told me that this specific workshop was dealing with very personal issues of 

the youth that might even be opening up experiences of trauma. Therefore my presence as a 

stranger would disturb the focus and instead I kept on cutting lavender with the other staff person 

that weren’t taking part in the workshop. The scope and intensity of this element in the program 

made me even more interested in getting to learn more about its pedagogy, but several years were 

to pass before it was possible. 

3.2.2 The study is emerging 

In the months and years to follow I began to discuss the possibilities of a trans-Atlantic education and 

research network building with a professor at Aalborg University. With funding from the Innovation 

Center Denmark in Palo Alto, California, The Danish Ministry of Research and Innovation, we visited 

California in two rounds contacting different key actors with practice and interests in research and 

education around school gardens and school food. 
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Parallel to this process, the Danish Government in 2012 decided on a new applied university law – 

building research capacities into the social educator and teacher education programs and directing 

funding for this purpose. In the fall of 2012, I was offered to establish a new research center, Food, 

Body and Learning including existing Food Education Lab-projects and aiming for strengthening the 

research dimension.  I later got the chance to do a PhD and contacted the leaders of the youth 

empowerment program asking if they would be interested in having the program become the 

empirical framework for my study. The director of the program was positive, and in January 2013 the 

first meeting with the program staff was held and the wider framework for a 3-year collaboration 

was discussed. One of the main points of interest from the staff was a wish to get the program 

described as a whole – the director said that to a certain degree he saw their work as ‘intuitive’ and 

that an outsider-perspective would be very appreciated in order to help them get new knowledge 

about their work with the youth. Parallel to this process, I developed an interest in also applying the 

research results to the Danish educational context. I formulated two goals for this – one being a 

discussion of which of the findings that could be transferred to the Danish social education program 

(social pedagogy), another being a discussion of which of the finding that could support the 

establishing of a Danish version of the program. Both these goals were explicitly communicated 

during the negotiation process with the program staff (as well they later became a part of my 

presentation towards the youth and a significant element in my positioning not only as a researcher 

but also as a potential fellow practitioner in the same professional area). Later in September the 

same year I visited the program staff again to finalize the agreement and in the meantime we had 

been co-writing on a draft for a MoU (Memorandum of Understanding).  

At the meeting the staff were clearly very positive about making the deal, but also wanted to discuss 

more specifically what role as a researcher I concretely was imagining for myself. One of the staff 

persons expressed a concern about the concrete way I imagined to participate and explicitly asked 

me: “You’re not going to sit in the corner writing in a little note book while we are doing workshops 

or working in the field or in the kitchen?” My response was that my intention was to develop an 

anthropological researcher role based on the ideal of full participation and a high degree of 

downplaying a strict observational role, and also by communicating to the youth the purpose of my 

presence as a researcher with both a scientific and an applied goal. I also referred to my 2011-stay as 

an example of how I imagined to participate as a co-worker and this made another staff person refer 

to how well it went back then and how easily I bonded with the youth on that occasion. We ended up 

agreeing upon the importance of my participation of all the daily practical activities, not as a staff 

with pedagogical responsibilities but as an active and participating member of the group as much as 
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this could be developed and negotiated once the actual research was begun. After that the MoU was 

signed and I returned to Denmark for the final preparations, primarily literature studies and 

paperwork related to obtaining a study visa with the help from Institute for Studies in Societal Issues 

(ISSI) at UC Berkeley.  

3.2.3 Entering the field  

I arrived in California for the final fieldwork preparation in the US in early January. A primary task to 

deal with was to get my research approved by the Human Subjects Protection Committee at UC 

Berkeley. Compared to the Danish university system’s very trust-based practice in this area it was a 

very different experience to meet the American requirements (Johnson 2008). That said, the process 

proved to be a very fruitful experience in having me reconsider the ethical aspects of my research 

and assisting me in formulating the necessary letters of consent and assent to be signed by the youth 

and/or their parents prior to beginning my research participating observations and interviews.   

In late January I had the first planning meeting with the program staff where we made a ‘nuts-and-

bolts’ plan of which activities I was to participate in the months to come. We agreed that one of the 

first things was to join staff in the outreach on different presentations at the local high schools in 

order to recruit youth for the upcoming spring internship that was scheduled to begin early March 

and last for 10 weeks. At these meetings staff would hand out application forms that the youth 

would be asked to fill out and hand back immediately after the presentations. I would also join staff 

in the meetings with the local contact teachers, where the applications were discussed and it was 

decided who would be hired.  

3.2.4 The program farm – physical space and reflections of racial geographies 

Before I turn to descriptions of the pedagogical approach and tales with descriptions of concrete 

events during my fieldwork, I will make a brief introduction to an important part of the material 

framework – the physical space(s) in which the different forms of activities within the program take 

place. The geographical and socio-demographic situatedness of the farm space will also be 

introduced briefly as this is an important element among the program staff’s reflections that mirror 

central debates in food justice practice and scholarship about how the need of linking food security -  

access to healthy, affordable, culturally appropriate  food – to contexts of institutional racism, racial 

formation and racialized geographies (Alkon, Norgaard 2009).   

The program farm is beautifully located on a hill on the edge of a university campus in a coastal 

Californian city overlooking the Pacific Ocean. The program shares space and a number of facilities 
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with a school garden training center - a ‘garden classroom’ – an office building, an outdoor kitchen 

and a number of outdoor meeting spaces.  

Focusing more on farming than on gardening, the program has two larger plots of land of its own, 

bordering the educational space and fields of an organic farming training program that also is placed 

in the same part of the campus. This neighborhood of different educational programs means that the 

physical space enhances a high degree of social interaction – informal as well as formal - between 

very different age groups working with training, education and learning around growing, farming, 

harvesting, cooking and different workshops that all take place in the transparent and open space: 

summer camps with primary school kids in the school garden center and the everyday field teachings 

and farming of the big group of apprentices in organic farming mainly in their 20s and 30s.  

The farm beds are divided in two large areas, each bed having a specific number. At the side of the 

farm area closest to the office building a large blackboard with two sides is situated. One of the sides, 

facing the beds, is used by the staff to listing up the different tasks that needs attendance,  e.g. 

planting of kale seedlings and rolling out of t-tape in beds 1 and 2, compost making, or later in the 

season which crops that are ready to be harvested etc. On the other side the program is presented 

with individual photos of the app. 50 youth that is taking part in the spring internship the current 

year. On the back side of the office building is the outdoor kitchen area, the tool shed. The farm also 

has a number of different gathering spaces either permanent open-sided tents or straw bales placed 

in the shade under big walnut or avocado trees. 
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Photo: The outdoor kitchen 

The outdoor kitchen is placed in conjunction with the office building facing different designs of 

elevated school garden beds. The end wall of the kitchen is covered with different shelves and 

cupboards where the utensils – silverware, plates, glasses, knives, bowls, pots and pans are stored. 

The kitchen is a large shed and open on 3 sides, covered with a transparent shadow roof. The largest 

entity is a big working table covered with tiles and with a small sink and a gas cooker on the side. The 

design of the table makes it possible for a large group of youth to form a circle with a working space 

in front of each and visible access to the instructions from the kitchen staff and to see how the other 

youth is working, making the sharing of tips for the tasks and the passing of raw materials easy. 

Later in the spring, after the end of the spring internship, and as a part of the junior staff training – a 

central pedagogical element that will be introduced later - the function of the kitchen area was 

expanded and remodeled into also containing a communal eating space.  This remodeling implied 

that 3 more table benches were moved together with the one table that already had its places under 

the kitchen roof. This had a number of consequences for the way the meal as a social and 

pedagogical event in the summer job training program was framed, which also will be discussed 

later.  

The largest part of the program activities take place on the farm but in all of the different phases of 

the program throughout the year (spring, summer and fall) there are also a number of off-farm 
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activities that in different ways link the program pedagogy to the local community. One example is a 

part of the summer job training - the weekly ‘blast’ where the youth spends half a day at a local 

school- or community garden doing mostly weeding and other practical tasks. The other regular off-

farm activity in the summer job training is the weekly work day at a local organic farm. I will later 

return to the features of this element in the program and what the context of a ‘real’ farm work day 

with the associated endurance of hard labor is utilized in the program pedagogy.  

The geographical position of the program on a university campus in the more urban, affluent and 

ethnically mixed north county with a physical distance to the rural, poorer, agricultural and 

predominantly Latino/a south county – where the socio-economic group of youth that the program 

wishes to serve, mainly live – was a continuous concern for the staff and was debated at several of 

the evaluative and strategy development meetings I attended during my fieldwork.  

As a consequence of these concerns and visions among the program staff, an effort was made to get 

the program closer to these youth and the spring internship program was also established at a 

location in the south county where one of the 4 weekly program days takes place. The host for this 

location is a 150 acre organic farm - one of the major farms in the area. Here the program has access 

to an indoor kitchen and different outdoor spaces for gathering as well as specific beds cultivated by 

the program. The same farm is also an important part of the summer job training program that will 

be introduced later. In this part of the program the youth spend one full day every week working in 

the different fields and cooking lunch in a small kitchen shed.  

Another recurring concern among the staff in line with this ‘racialized geography’-awareness is that it 

is integrated in the wider food justice agenda and pedagogical practice. So an effort was made to 

have the backgrounds of the youth better reflected in the ethnic backgrounds of the staff.  At the 

time of fieldwork, the two key staff persons were both white and at different strategy meetings it 

was discussed how the program could counter this and increase the exposure of the youth to adults 

with similar ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds – in line with the modeling that was found to be 

a crucial and central aspect of the program pedagogy.  One solution to this was to prioritize this in 

future staff hiring, which had a longer time perspective and another was expanding an already 

established practice of including different guest staff, some being former program participants that 

now had pursued different activist and social justice related careers.   

This sensitivity about the socio-political ramifications of the program’s vision and mission in the 

concrete pedagogical practice reflects one of the central discussions in food justice movement 

scholarship and activism about race and class. Here studies have pointed to the problems related to 
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the fact that many food justice programs are being run by staff with privileged, mainly white 

backgrounds and maintain the target group of under-privileged groups of people of color at the 

margin of leadership and influence (Allen 2008, Alkon, Agyeman 2011, Alkon, Norgaard 2009). An 

essay (Yakini 2013) on this issue by one of the leading voices within the movement, Malik Yakini29, 

was discussed at a local food justice workshop that took place during my fieldwork. Staff from the 

program participated in the panel and the debate continued with staff on several occasions where 

visions and strategies for the future development of the program were on the agenda.   

  

                                                           
 

29
 Malik Yakini is director of the Detroit Black Food Security Network  
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3.3 Tales of pedagogy and learning 

In the following, I will present the ethnographic outcome of the different periods of fieldwork 

attempting to follow a hybrid of genres as discussed earlier and maintain a double focus on the 

socio-cultural setting of the program as well as on the construction of the position from which I as a 

researcher am participating and observing. 

An important methodological reflection regards the importance of an awareness of the social 

interactions that were either ‘invisible’ to me as a researcher or in which I,  for various reasons was 

either unable to take part in or I actively chose not to participate. These interactions were primarily 

in the many conversations, check-ins, between staff and individual youth where I assessed that my 

presence would have disturbed the balance of mentorship in action, a perspective that instead was 

explored through the ethnographic interviews.   

3.3.1 Overview of the pedagogical approach 

Before dipping into the ethnographic realm of tales, I will briefly present the main elements, 

principles and values of the pedagogical approach in the program. This introduction is intended to 

help the reader maintain an overview while reading the more thorough ethnographic descriptions 

that follow. Data that I draw from in this section is the program website, ethnographic interviews 

with staff members and fieldnotes from a course where the program’s youth empowerment 

approach was introduced to outside professionals working with youth. 

In the program website the program’s mission is presented:  

“NN is a youth empowerment and food justice program using food, through sustainable agriculture 

and health, as the vehicle for growing strong, healthy, and inspired teens. We partner with low-

income and at-risk youth to grow, cook, eat, and distribute healthy, sustainably raised food and 

address food justice issues in our community. Youth from Alpha-town to Beta-ville join the NN Crew 

through spring internships, summer jobs, fall business management positions, and leading big 

community events on the farm. We create a safe space where youth engage in leadership 

development, personal growth, and job training. At NN, we inspire personal transformation by 

supporting teens in finding their voices and developing lasting confidence in themselves.”30 
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 Retrieved from the program website before commencement of the fieldwork. 
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At this point, I shall refrain from analyzing the mission as a text in detail, but an interpretation of a 

few of the formulations is important – as well as brief repetition of the perspective I would to direct 

to them through as specific research questions in the study.  

A key formulation is that food, sustainable agriculture and health are used as a vehicle for the goals 

of the program. This formulation was one of the early recognized characteristics that inspired the 

study, as it reflected the agenda among a growing interest in Danish research and development 

around pedagogies with food and meals to move away from nutrition(ist) approaches (Scrinis 2008) 

to approaches that recognized the interconnectivity of food to issues as culture and identity, and on 

a more theoretical level to the central discussion of the role of education for social change and 

democratic participation. This guided the research interest into the general explorative question of 

the creativity of how this is implemented into pedagogical practice.   

The following ethnography is a concrete exploration of the social practice and discourse of the ‘emic’ 

categories (Headland, Pike et al. 1990) in the mission statement. What does the program do when it 

works for creating a ‘safe space’, what does it mean with ‘leadership development’, how is ‘personal 

growth’ understood and supported and what is the significance of the ‘job training’ element in this. 

Also to be explored is what is understood as ‘personal transformation’, ‘finding one’s voice’ and 

‘developing lasting confidence’ as well as the practice of ‘growing strong, healthy and inspired teens’. 

The term ‘at-risk’ youth was actually changed to ‘struggling’ after the end of the summer job training 

program in the year of the fieldwork. This took place following a rising concern amongst staff about 

the implications of using the term not only in the external communication but primarily in the 

internal discourse with youth and parents. I interpret this change as an example of an aspiration to 

have internal as well as external discourse correlate, to counter the potentially stigmatizing labeling 

of the youth with another label that instead reflected the agency of the youth – youth as actively 

struggling - instead of the more objectifying label of being ‘at-risk’. A specific event that pushed for 

the decision to change was a final evaluation meeting with the junior staff – a group of peer-to-peer 

educators that each year were/are hired from the participants in the year before. Here staff asked 

the junior staff youth what they thought of the label ‘as-risk’ – and where the whole group of four 

youth advocated for changing it to ‘struggling’.   

In youth studies, the concept of ‘youth at-risk’ has been problematized by Wyn and White (1997) and 

discussed by Kelly (2006) – this connected to the general meta-theories of ‘risk society’ as discussed 

by Beck (1997) and reflexive modernization as discussed by Beck, Giddens & Lash (1994) but to a 

lesser degree the actual stigmatizing effects of the concept when it is used in daily pedagogical 
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practice close to the youth. In relation to this problem field, a finding that will be presented later will 

show how the several of the youth in the program had very specific reflections on the societal 

categorization of them as a group, and saw their program experience as shaping a counter-narrative 

to this – youth as responsible. 

It is my analytical choice to use the term ‘pedagogical approach’ or ‘pedagogical practice’ and as the 

coming descriptions will show how this is empirically composed of my explorations of what the staff 

is doing and how they reflect on their interaction with the youth.  

The pedagogical practice in the program is constructed with inspiration from several sources 

combined with the experience gained by the staff that had been running the program for 8 

successive years at the time of the fieldwork. One source is exchange of know-how and experience 

with other programs in the youth food justice movement that contributes to a constant refinement 

of the pedagogical practice. Another major source of inspiration is The Food Project in Boston, 

Connecticut - in many ways a similar program with youth empowerment and food justice as central 

goal and frame of reference, and also a part of the earlier mentioned national network of similar 

programs – Rooted in Community. The basic approach of using health, farming and cooking and 

contextualizing it within a critical view on food systems or the food system as well as several of the 

curricular elements in the program are developed in The Food project (Gale 2001, Coblyn 2001).  

An important factor that structures the pedagogy is the yearly cycle of the program.  It starts each 

year with the spring internship as the entry point for the youth. Where other similar programs start 

their cycle with a full time program in the summer period, the staff shared their strategic arguments 

for having an extensive 10 week internship in the spring as the entry point for the program. The first 

was that it gives staff the opportunity to get to know the youth and find out who had the most to 

gain from being hired in the more intensive summer job training program  – and vice versa for the 

youth to get acquainted with the elements in the program before deciding to apply. The second is 

the buy-in that arises from following the natural cycle of farming, in a very concrete material way 

allows the youth to harvest the fruits of their own labor – from sowing the tiny carrot seeds in the 

early spring, the watering and weeding through the 56 day growing cycle ending with the harvest, 

preparation and eating on the farm – or carrying it home to parents and family as a part of the 

weekly CSA31-element. 
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 Community Supported Agriculture – for a definition see DeMuth (DeMuth 1993) 
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The program is targeting youth with low-income backgrounds and a socio-demographic profile in line 

with the social justice agenda of the program – in the outreach section below it will be presented 

more thoroughly what this implicates. Another central element that will be unfolded and discussed is 

the fact that youth are not volunteers but are participating as hired and thus also have a status as 

employees. In the spring internship youth receive a stipend of $175$, in the summer job as well as 

the fall business management positions the payment is following the local minimum wage of 9$$ per 

hour.  

The spring internship and the summer job training, though very different in intensity, are structured 

by similar kinds of activities – farming, cooking and different kinds of workshops with presentations 

and discussions about issues like nutrition, food justice and activism as well as different topics 

related to public speaking and to getting - and keeping - a job. In the fall, the activities have a similar 

scope but now with youth in more independent positions as managers and the workshop dimension 

omitted. Activities mainly take place on the program farm but also in local schools and businesses 

like larger organic farms in the community. 

On a general level the program cycle can be seen as framing a career trajectory were youth can 

inhabit different kinds of paid positions but also, at this is central, perform tasks with ring levels of 

responsibility and leadership.  The program staff calls this the ‘increased leadership model’.  

Participation roles for the youth change from interns in the spring internship, to employees in the 

summer job training, and to managers in the fall business positions. During the following winter 

interested youth offered to be hired to become ‘community educators’, where youth run peer-to-

peer workshop on food justice issues at local high schools. Additionally a few youth are hired in the 

following year and trained to function as peer-to-peer educators in the summer, so called ‘junior 

staff’.  

Apart from the specific participation of program alumni as guest teachers (mentioned above), the 

program also has an extended network of alumni that are invited to specific events on the farm 

throughout the year. Youth that in earlier periods have been part of the program are keeping in 

contact in many ways throughout the year. Youth are actively invited to come by and use the 

physical space and some passi by the farm to chat and others are active parts of the curriculum as 

guest teachers. This may be in the form of leading a workshop on farm worker rights or a workshop 

on the nuts and bolts of doing activism. Another involvement of alumni youth is to be referred to as 

specific examples by the staff to illustrate a point in a workshop, i.e. on how to act in a job interview, 

etc. Staff are also keeping contacts with a large number of alumni and continuing to function as 
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mentors for these youth and help them in situations of personal challenge. The alumni network is 

also a source of retrieving knowledge in the way staff collects feedback from alumni on long term 

impact of program participation as a part of the ongoing evaluation practice. ( might want to keep 

the same verb tense throughout this paragraph- not sure what you want, past or present??) 

The program trajectory reflects the pedagogical intentions – which the program staff calls a ‘theory 

of change’ - of supporting what I interpret as a dynamic reconstruction of youth. A reconstruction 

that can be described as rising levels of responsibility through the performance and management of 

different tasks and skills. This expressed in the program terminology and pedagogical intention 

expressed in the ‘increased leadership model’ and through a strong focus on ‘professionalism’. 

Additional aspects of the complexities in this journey for the youth will be described, interpreted and 

discussed in the following. 

I will move on to describe the main ways of framing the work the staff perform as formulated  along 

the lines of building on a ‘philosophy of empowerment’ and the creation of a ‘safe space’ as 

foundational values that relate the ‘theory of change’ and the ‘increased leadership model’ to the 

specific applications of a curriculum. Relation building, different feed-back techniques and hands-on 

activities play a central role. The curriculum is not a single printed entity but rather understood as 

the combination of the different elements that will be introduced in the following ethnography. The 

exploration and investigation has also incorporated a wide range of texts produced by the program 

such as web documents, application forms and different curricular material handed out to the youth.  

3.3.2 Exploring the theory of change - empowerment in a safe space  

The exploration and interpretation of the emic concepts of ‘empowerment’ and ‘safe space’ that are 

explicated as central program elements is a central interest in the study. In this section I will present 

a perspective on these concepts as explored through a series of ethnographic interviews with staff 

persons in a dialogue with main findings from my general participation.  

In an interview, one of the staff persons describes the challenge of describing the central pedagogical 

approach, which is formulated as a theory of change, in a few words:  

So last fall we attempted to actually write out the theory of change as like a you know, one 

sentence, two sentence type of thing, and we realized that because the work we are doing is 

so multifaceted and so holistic, we don’t really have a short sweet theory of change. I think 

what we have are elements of a theory of change so I’d say probably the first few most 

important elements are safe space and empowerment. So if we had to, if a funder let’s say 
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forced us to say: ‘well, what’s your theory of change?’ in one line, I would probably say 

creating a safe space and interacting with youth from an empowerment lens of perspective or 

approach. Now under that falls everything [Interview with staff person B, October 27:2]. 

On the program website and written materials as well as in the regular presentations to external 

visitors, the staff often refers to the program as being a ‘safe space’ in which youth can find their 

voices and grow as persons. This concept is relevant for a discussion of how staff constructs different 

kinds of youth ‘at risk’ that can gain and grow from the program experience. Data shows how the 

program staff prioritizes recruitment of youth from a variety of different but specific positions or 

categories: Youth that may struggle with diagnoses as ADHD and depression, vulnerable socio-

economic backgrounds, ethnicity and race, youth with low self-esteem as well as youth that is 

identified as possessing different kinds of personal qualities that can contribute positively to group 

dynamics. The further meaning of these categories must be scrutinized in a further analysis, but as a 

starting point the social construction of the main target groups for the program is an important part 

of building the analysis towards an understanding of how the program pedagogy is constructed as 

addressing the different but specific positions of the youth.  

The staff person reflects about the concept of ‘safe space’:  

The safe space is critical because without that youth can’t dive into scarier places or insecure 

places or even forward thinking (or) exciting places because there’s always the, you know, the 

peer pressure, the fear, the trauma or whatever. I think also part of our theory of change 

which leads into how do we, how do we work as a staff with youth is we really treat them as 

adults’ [interview with staff person B, October 27:1-2].  

Two important points stand out here – one is that the making of a ‘safe space’ is directly linked to the 

processes of personal transformation that the program seeks to sustain and the other is that this 

space making seeks to eliminate factors that are constraining for this process such as peer pressure, 

trauma or fear.  

The concept of ‘safe space’ has its origins in the women’s movement in the second half of the 20th 

century (Kenney 2001) and is widely used as a space free of oppression, a space where one can 

explore identities without the risk of being condemned or harassed (Ibid). The Roestone Collective 

describes how the concept of safe space has gained momentum in the American school system as 

part of seeing safety as an ethical obligation of teachers and school administrators. The Roestone 

Collective cites a number of studies that point to that in many cases the school as a safe space is 
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more rhetoric than what students actually experience, and call for a paradigm shift that I interpret as 

a call for a more active pedagogical use of the concept where safe space begins, here quoting 

Stengel32, with the “excavation of fear and the deconstruction of the social imagery that creates and 

supports a world organized around distance and separation”. Challenges around this are as hooks33 

note related to creating a classroom that sees difference and diversity as a resource for learning and 

acknowledge that no space is free from domination or risk and “such classrooms, when successful, 

encourage people to embrace and critique individual and collective representations of 

identity”(Roestone Collective 2014:1354).   

An implication of constructing the program as a safe space is the possible presence of other spaces 

that are unsafe. I will keep this awareness present but also as The Roestone Collective argues, 

instead of focusing on this opposition explore how the ‘safe space’ is cultivated relationally 

(Roestone Collective 2014). The emphasis on the importance of creating a safe space can be 

interpreted as how staff understands the general situation and need among the youth they are 

working with. In the following ethnographic journey I will maintain a focus on how this space making 

is relationally practiced and experienced by staff and youth.  

A central element in this definition of empowerment by the staff person is the element of personal 

choice – or agency - in the relation to what the curriculum offers: 

I think a big part of the empowerment piece is that we’re not an A to B, we’re not a linear 

program. We are very much, a young person will have an experience here and then they’re 

going to pull, they’re going to be exposed to a wide array of opportunities both personally and 

professionally and academically and social emotionally and they are going to pull from it what 

they want and that is, that’s the definition of the empowerment approach. We don’t have a 

prescript in that we are creating enough opportunities for everybody to get something out of 

this if they want [Interview with staff person B, October 27: 1].  

A question that arises from this is which are the options to choose from and how are concrete 

choices given meaning, by staff as well as by youth. In this, an understanding of process is central: 

                                                           
 

32 Stengel B (2010) The complex case of fear and safe space. Studies in Philosophy and Education 29(6):523–

540 
33

 hooks b (1989) Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black. Boston: South End 
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It’s really hard to define our theory of change. I think part of our theory of change is all of the 

different elements that in some create the community that create the family. Some of our 

theory of change is about the process, which would be that young people can have 

tremendous personal breakthroughs if they’re willing to see themselves clearly, see where 

they’ve been, kind of engage in a process like positives and improvables to know what do they 

like about themselves, what do they like about their life situation, what could be improved 

about themselves and their life situation or the world structure, what could be improved you 

know talking about food systems or racism or gay rights or whatever if might be. I think part of 

the theory of change is also having the encouragement and the safe space to constantly 

examine, examine, examine and then do something. So it’s not just, it’s not just explore .. and 

understand, it’s both. It’s examine, feel and then do [interview with staff person B, October 

27:2]. 

Here is presented the central way the program seeks to invite youth to work reflexively with 

themselves through the way different elements are contributing to creating a community, 

metaphorically also described as a family. A main communicative element in this – the ‘positives and 

improvables’ – that is mentioned by the staff person is in fact a key feed-back technique in the 

program that is central to the character of a space for reflection that the program seeks to establish.  

Introduced in the spring internship and extensively applied in the summer job training program, the 

regular practice of ‘straight talk’ involves an exchange of ‘positives’ and ‘improvables’ as a structured 

feed-back exercise. ‘Straight talk’ has an oral and a written practice. The oral practice is introduced 

early in the spring internship in the program by the staff exemplifying how they use this technique to 

give each other regular feed-back on how they manage their staff roles etc. In the summer job 

training program, the regular practice of the technique is introduced again to the youth as an 

invitation to reflect on two concrete examples where one noticed a) an action assessed as being 

positive and b) an action assessed as something that could have been done in a better way and thus 

can be seen as an ‘improvable’. The technique is gradually intensified over the weeks starting with 

practicing in two-person groups, moving on to each youth giving her/himself straight talk in the 

bigger group and ending with each youth receiving straight talk from the whole group in the last 

weeks of the summer program.  

The written practice is performed by the staff once a week where they in this way evaluate each 

youth by describing concrete situations from the work interactions that they see as being positive as 

well as that can be improved upon. These written feed-backs are given anonymously and placed in 
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the binders that each youth are asked to keep for different program materials, e.g. standard 

movement chart and the time sheets that are filled out in the end of each working day keeping track 

of the actual work hours.  

One can argue that ‘straight talk’ has a pedagogical intention of supporting central program goals of 

helping youth to ‘find their voices’. In the interviews with the youth this has also been a returning 

topic and later an analysis of this will inform a wider discussion of the reflective practice of giving 

straight talk as a core element in the program pedagogy.    

Another central element in the program pedagogy is formulated by the staff person as a continuous 

process of self-examination, of feeling and of doing. Examples of this are unfolded in relation to 

specific elements in the program practice. The examination happens from the first day, when an 

exercise called ‘my favorite word’ where the youth are invited to tell their favorite word that is then 

written on a board and briefly asked by staff to be reflected upon by each youth.  

Another is the daily practice of ‘doing triumphs’, which is a communicative technique where each 

youth in a circle is invited to share what they see as the biggest achievement during the day (in the 

spring internship) or during the week (in the summer program). Using the triumphs at the end of the 

spring program is formulated by a staff person as an indicator of the program was ‘effective or not’. 

The staff person recalls an example when a youth during the final round of triumphs said that ‘you 

know, this program really opened me up’. For the staff person that was seen as an interesting 

comment, because as he formulates it:  

If you look at her, she's very closed, so if she internally is seeing that this really opened her up, 

and we're externally seeing very little, then this program was instrumental in her growth” 

[Interview with staff person B, May 2014)  

Staff person B formulates more implications of this continuous examination:  

I think having opportunities to practice, succeeding and failing in a different way than at home 

or in school, and the farming does that. I think cooking and eating together you’re practicing 

and examining one piece of yourself, your physical health. Some of the workshops a little bit in 

the spring, definitely in the summer, but in the spring even workshops like how to get a job 

and keep a job is examining what do you know about, there’s a lot of inquiry, there’s all of the 

workshops even if they are seen like they’re superficial or external topics they’re like how do I 

get a job and keep a job. At the end of the day there’s so much relevance, which is another big 

part of our theory of change, that I think a young person has the opportunity to dive into.. 
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even just thinking about themselves, well what’s holding me up from getting a job or what are 

my skill sets to get a job. When we do the public speaking exercise, that’s a huge you know, 

what is my voice, right. So even though they look like .. skills that you put in tool box there’s a 

thread of relevance that goes right into the identity, in the best ones that we do. And then in 

the summer, in the spring it’s, there’s a thread.. In the summer it’s very clear like when we do 

the poetry workshop and the first prompt is ‘I’m not who they think I am’, that is crystal clear; 

we are now talking about your identity and then in the summer we spend a lot more time as 

staff ..ehm in mentorship coaching roles like one-on-one, talking with youth (Interview with 

staff person B, October 27:3). 

What stand out here are two central points. One is about the development of the staff role and how 

it gradually also involves mentorship and coaching. The other is about the processes of choice – or 

agency – that the youth is presented for during the different program phases as a wide range of 

possibilities for examinations that the program seeks to offer the youth and also referring one of the 

general principles in this – relevance. This principle is part of an additional cluster of principles that is 

called ‘The 4 R’s and a C’. This cluster was introduced34 by the staff on a one-day workshop organized 

by the program staff that I participated in during my fieldwork – ‘Growing Healthy, Strong, Inspired 

Teens’. The workshop was directed at persons interested in youth empowerment or who are working 

with teens in a garden or farming setting. I was invited by the staff to join and saw this as an 

opportunity to gain insight in how the program would communicate its vision and mission to a group 

of different outside professionals also working with youth. In this workshop staff conveyed the basic 

philosophies of the empowerment philosophy illustrated with different hands-on activities and also 

unfolded another central part of the theory of change - ‘the 4 R’s and a C’ that will be resumed here: 

Relationships, Relevance, Responsibilities, Rigor and Context.  

The relationships dimension stresses the intention to create meaningful relationships as an important 

part of the program, included in this the ways the staff manages different roles towards the youth – 

e.g. as boss, as mentor or co-worker and the different ways relationships between the youth plays 

and important role;  

                                                           
 

34
 This cluster of interrelated principles is an interpretation of recommendations for secondary school change 

formulated by Wagner (Wagner 2002) as ‘The 3 R’s of reinvention’ introduced to the program staff in a 
workshop at The Food Project in Boston.   



 
 

86 
 
 

The relevance dimension stresses that the work has to be relevant to the lives of the youth in relation 

to applicability in their practice and goals in everyday end future lives;  

The responsibilities dimension is reflected in the program phases and changing roles of youth from 

being interns to become e.g. managers of local farm stands or organizers of educational food justice 

events;  

The rigor dimension stresses a goal to develop the youths’ capacities to endure challenges and hard 

time in academic as well as employment related aspects. As a staff person formulates it ‘we are 

stronger than we think we are, but we need those experiences to feel it’;  

Finally, the context dimension stresses the ‘why?’-dimension of how program activities are 

contextualized in ways as different as why onions due to shallow roots need extra weeding or the 

political ramifications of the ways the social and historical aspects of the organic farming practices 

are framed. 

The following series of tales will present how these central elements in the program’s pedagogical 

approach were explored. 
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3.4 The outreach 

The outreach is a series of actions that take place every year in the late winter with a primary goal of 

selecting the approximately 50 youth for the spring internships. Central in the outreach is short 

information meetings run by the program staff in the (8-10) local high schools – both regular and 

alternative/continuation schools - that collaborate with the program. The meetings all follow the 

same structure and are set up in collaboration with a contact teacher on every school – a teacher 

that knows the program well and also plays a central role in the recruitment of the interested youth. 

Here follows two tales that draw a picture of this process.   

Tale: Information meeting at a high school, February 13th 

I’m meeting the program director at the stairs in front of the high school and together we go directly 

to the school library where I help unfolding and placing 2 boards filled with photos of youth from 

earlier years in the program. Next to the boards is a bucket with freshly picked tangerines from the 

program farm. The bell is ringing and shortly after the all the chairs are occupied by 15 to 20 youth 

accompanied by two teachers. One of the tables have only boys around it, another table only girls 

and the rest of the group, mainly girls, have seated themselves at the other vacant chairs in the 

room. The director presents himself to the youth with his first name and says that they can call him 

‘Farmer B’. He then starts throwing tangerines out to each youth and at the same time asking for 

their names. One of the two teachers also taking part in the meeting says loudly that this is a rare 

opportunity to eat in the library supplemented by saying ’I can’t believe this is happening..’ to the 

other teacher with a smile on his face. 

The director continues saying that this will only take 5½ minutes of their time, after which they can 

decide to stay and fill out an application which will take an additional 5 minutes. He proceeds with a 

brief introduction to what is on offer – an internship that takes place over 10 weeks, that the 

program is running with students from a number of high schools around the county on different days 

of the week and that for this high school that means every Thursday right after school. He moved on 

to talk about how the internship also has a number of perks: you get credits, have fun, and you learn 

a lot about growing and cooking healthy food. If you attend all 10 weeks there is a bonus - a stipend 

of 175 $ plus the option of getting a letter of recommendation. An additional perk is that if you have 

succeeded in the spring internship you have the opportunity to apply for the following summer job 

training program where there is a weekly pay in the minimum wage which sums up to 1300 $ for the 

7 weeks this takes. The director asks the youth whether they know a specific youth from the high 

school that was a senior the year before and how he used the job and recommendation to get a job 

at a local ice cream shop – where he still is working. At the end of the presentation the director talks 
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about the physical site of the internship at the edge of the university campus and how to get there by 

bus and asks whether that will be a problem for anyone. The talk is over, and the director is handing 

out the application forms that most of the youth want to receive and ask them to fill it out as 

accurate as possible and feel free to ask any questions they might have. Slowly, as the youth finish 

their filling out a small line in front of the director is forming and he receives each form with a thank 

you and quick check if all fields are filled out. 

The contact teacher who is also the education counselor of the school is also present in the room. 

While the youth are filling out the forms, I present myself and the purpose of my attendance. I also 

ask if I can join in at the selection meeting she is going to have with the program director the 

following week, where the 12 spots the school have in the program are to be selected.  

A teacher is approaching and speaks warmly about a student that couldn’t make to the presentation 

meeting but whom the teacher says would gain a lot if hired in the program. Byron tells  me, that he  

always listens to requests like this – and that he sees it as a sign of how well the teachers know the 

program and what a difference it can make for the youth.  

While still in the room after the presentation and the students and teachers gone back to their 

classes Byron tells me about the coding he uses in order to be able to remember the individual youth 

from each other – how he is noticing their presence during his presentation – their gender, race, 

special traits in clothing and first hand impressions, Today a boy appeared very ’cool’ during the 

presentation but submitted his application expressing great warmth and presence. First-hand 

information that he later can revoke when looking more thoroughly into what each youth has written 

in the motivated application. Byron hands me an empty application form to keep and I notice the 

way it invites for a reflexivity that both points to personal background and interests and invites the 

youth to relate themselves to bigger issues in world and community. 
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Photo: The Spring Internship application form 

 

Tale: Recruitment meeting with a contact teacher 

One week after the information meeting, the program director is meeting with the local contact 

teacher to discuss and select which of the youth are to be hired for the spring internship. I have been 

invited to join the meeting that takes place in in the science class situated in a small building 

surrounded by a school garden. The room also has a kitchen and a lot of vegetables are stored at the 

table. Byron has prepared the meeting by dividing the applications from last week’s information 

meeting in 3 categories – the A’s as the ’safe’ ones, the B’s as the may-be’s and the C’s as not 

possible. The task in the meeting is to agree upon which 12 out of the more than 20 applications that 

should be granted. After running through all the youth in the 3 categories the contact teacher 

comments on the selections. Byron tells me, that the teacher knows the program very well from 

several years of collaboration and this knowledge of which challenges the youth are to expect in the 

program as well as what they can expect to gain from it are at the core of the dialogue. I find several 

of the dialogues between the director and contact teacher very interesting. One of the boys is placed 
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in the ‘A’ category but the contact teacher tells that this youth often doesn’t show up in school on 

Mondays and Fridays, probably because he’s working harvesting cannabis in a central Californian 

valley, a presumption that she feels supported by his big engagement and many specific questions in 

the garden class where she also is teaching. The contact teacher also says that she isn’t proud to be 

biased in relation to another of the specific youth in the ‘A’ category. Byron asks her if it is a positive 

or negative bias, to which she responds that it is negative – the youth keeps saying how much he 

wants to be in her class, but constantly refuses to do the tasks he is given, one being to weed in the 

garden. Byron responds that this could exactly be an argument to why he should be hired. A third 

example from the dialogue between the contact teacher and the director is a boy and a girl who are 

in a relationship and, as the contact teacher tells, do everything together and that she would 

recommend that they both get hired. Byron then asks if it would be a good idea to hire either the boy 

or the girl – who both were in the ‘A’ category -  as a chance for one of them to become more 

empowered as an individual. He recalls that this specific girl was recommended by a teacher who 

came to him at the end of the information meeting. The teacher said that this girl was prevented 

from joining the meeting but that he really thought she should have a spot. The teacher then asked 

whether it was ok, that she submitted her application later. When discussing the possible hiring of 

each youth Byron several times share how he experienced their presence and personality at the 

meeting – whether they seemed shy, sad, insecure, self-confident etc. and uses these observations in 

the dialogue with the teacher in drawing a bigger picture than what the applications themselves 

reveal. 

On the way back from the meeting Byron tells me, that the program is very dependent upon a good 

collaboration with the local high schools and the different contact teachers at this stage. It is they 

who select the groups that are to hear the presentation by the director. In alternative and 

continuation schools it may be the whole school that attends, because these schools tend to be very 

small. On the traditional high schools it is typically a selected group of youth that by the contact 

teacher is categorized as ‘having the most to gain’ from the program – and that these are youth who 

struggle with some sort of challenges - personally, academically or behaviorally.  

Byron tells me about some of the considerations in the selection process that were part of the 

picture when he was negotiating with the contact teacher about whom to decide to hire. Here, there 

is a prioritizing of the older students, primarily the ones who are in their last and senior year in the 

high school because they have 1) less alternatives for finding a summer job and 2) are transitioning 

into college and/or the job world and are in a situation where the skills that are promoted in the 

program can be very supportive of this transition. It becomes clear to me how the program sees its 
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mission as a supporter of transitions – with Byron’s own words: “all of the professionalism and job 

training is key, all of the communication is key, the personal strengthening and confidence building 

and empowerment is key  to be able to make transitions into the job world and to college”. It also 

strikes me that these very specific – and personally transformative - goals were not among the perks 

that were communicated to the youth at the information meeting. The program was also mentioned 

as being about ‘empowerment’, but without any further speaking of what that would entail. 

Byron also tells me, that another one of his concerns when forming the groups for the spring 

internship is about balance – that it’s ok with having maybe 2 or 3 very demanding youth in the 

group if there is also 2 or 3 that are very giving and maybe 2 or 3 between these characteristics. I 

decide to ask him expand on that in the interview about the recruitment process that I have planned 

for next week.   

3.4.1 Staff reflections on which youth the program wishes to recruit 

In the week after the selection meeting I conducted an interview with the director about the 

recruitment process in order to expand on my observations and interpretations of the first 

interaction between staff and youth at the information meeting as well as the selection meeting with 

the contact teacher. When asked about the form of the information meetings Byron reflects on his 

intention for this event as to communicate a narrative about being “visual, short and sweet” with a 

concrete emphasis on what’s to gain in form of credits, stipend and letter of recommendation. When 

I asked why he was throwing fruits as part of a name game he answered that he sees this as an 

interaction that both has an element of surprise, that – as also commented by the teacher also 

present in the room – can be interpreted as openly breaking the norms of social interaction in a 

school setting and creates attention through bodily movement – and a way to get an interaction with 

the youth with elements of play, joy and presence. Another aspect of the role the director was 

communicating was his invitation to be called by his first name, and not by surname as still is the 

practice in the American school system.  

The director sees these aspects of the interaction with the youth at the information meetings as a 

way of ‘tone-setting’ from the very day one, especially in practicing communication in speaking to 

the youths’ decision making – specifically to decide whether to apply or not to apply – as well as in 

inviting youth to call back if they change their minds about applying – as stated in the  phrase that 

also was said at the meeting: “This is a youth empowerment program – it’s your choice …”. 
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Regarding the details around which youth the program wants to work with, concretely why the 

program prioritizes low-income and non-white youth, made Byron expand on this and its wider 

structural and systemic connotations with poverty:  

There's just the straight economics, but everything that comes from that the potential for 

substance abuse, for physical violence or the lack of education of the parent to support the 

student and their professional or academic goals .. maybe the lack of resources of clothes or 

something to get a job .. you need to wear nice clothes to your interview .. or lack of food on 

the table that hinders your success as a student .. these are the effects of poverty and your 

success as a young person .. It's understood that black, white, latino, asian, mixed .. every who 

is low income will interact with that set of challenges .. and because of the history in this 

country and because of systemic inequity we do add extra weight to students of color who 

apply and prioritize them .. they have an edge over a white equivalent.” [Interview with staff 

person B, March] 

Byron also unfolds how the selection process in dialogue with the teacher can be very excruciating 

because most applicants fit all of the criteria. One specific dilemma in this process can be about a 

youth that has a very poor attendance in high school and the question is whether the program is the 

opportunity that can learn the youth the skill of showing up. This awareness is very present among 

the staff that each year has to reject a large number of youth that apply, but also feeling a 

responsibility to help the youth deal with this ‘No’ in as Byron formulates it “giving context to the 

decision so that the ‘no’ not just is added to a long list of rejections”. In relation to this Byron tells me 

a narrative that exemplifies how negotiations between staff and youth also can be the history of 

which youth ends up being hired:  

I had one student who after he got his ‘no’ the first time said that he was very bummed and 

the second time he got a ‘no’ he actually cornered me in the school and it was like 'I applied 

last year and I why didn't I get it this year?? .. And I told him .. I gave him the honest truth.. 

'Your teachers said you're bringing drugs into the school and you're smoking weed in the 

school .. and that you right now can't be trusted to be in a program like ours and not bring it 

down .. and I didn't say that to dismiss him, I said it as a challenge .. I said, here's the deal: If 

you can turn around the situation in school .. I will guarantee you a position next year .. 

especially after you have applied for 3 years .. that has cred ... So he did .. and I did .. and he 

was great .. and he loved the program, and I see him around town .. and he says 'Okay farmer 

B, what's up?' “ [Interview with staff person B, March] 
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An interpretation of this narrative could point to the interesting aspect that the becoming hired in 

the program has such an appeal to the youth that it motivates him to stop bringing drugs and 

smoking weed in the school and thus becomes eligible to be hired.   

Participating in different key events in the outreach and recruitment process as well as doing an 

ethnographic interview with the program director at this stage produced data and insights into staff’s 

central intentions and challenges when it comes to decide who to work with, which youth to hire. 

The process also shown meb examples of how staff concretely seeks to interact with the youth, as 

well as how the program was communicated and how the approach to do ‘empowerment’ was 

explicated as the youth’s own decision to apply – or not to apply.  
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3.5 The spring internship 

Below are a number of tales that will build a picture of the main elements and practice in the spring 

internship. As an arc in the ethnographic narrative is where the soil is prepared and the seeds are 

sown. The tales follow the cycle of the spring internship and will explore the farming, the cooking 

and the different kinds of workshops. As a part of the program’s intention to develop leadership 

among the youth, a small group of 4 youth that were working in the summer job training the 

previous year were hired to function as ‘Junior Staff’ (JS). During the spring, I took part in the training 

of these JS and participated while observing how this group of youth was trained to be part of the 

staff.  i exercised pedagogical responsibility in the summer job training which gave me important 

insights into the values and practices of the program.   

Tale: Week one - Introduction meeting and the first day on the farm 

The week after the selection meeting I’m joining the other staff member Astrid in going to the same 

high school. Here we’re doing a brief check-in meeting for the youth has been hired and through the 

contact teacher has been giving notice about this. The purpose of the meeting is to provide the youth 

with some important information before the launch of the internship in the following week. The 

contact teacher is meeting us at the stairs and together we walk to the science class where the 

selection meeting also took place. She tells us, that one of the boys hired was not going to be able to 

use his space and that we needed to look at the waiting list in order to find another one. We seat 

ourselves together with the 13 youth around a big table and Astrid starts the meeting with saying 

‘congratulations, you made it! Welcome to the program! Today we are going to talk about what’s 

going to happen, about clothes and transportation and to answer the questions you might have’. 

After informing everyone about what’s going to happen on the first day on the farm, Astrid is asking 

if anyone has doubts about anything - several youth ask more about the transportation time and 

about what shoes to wear. Towards the end of the meeting Astrid is asking the 2 youth that had been 

silent till now if they had any further questions which makes them smile and reply that they were 

happy to have been hired.    

One week later - it’s a sunny Thursday in the first week of March and I arrive at the high school 

finding Byron sitting on bench already waiting for me under the shade of two big palm trees. The 

contact teacher is coming out of the school entrance door holding a list of the youth which have 

arrived and which are absent. Out of the 13 chosen, 3 girls were absent, only one of them with a 

legal excuse. Byron asks me to wait at the bench while he receives the group of youth beneath the 

stairs, and after that we all walk to the bus stop close by to catch a bus to the farm. After arriving at 

the farm, we gather in a circle outside the office building under a big walnut tree for a name game.  
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Astrid instructs the youth to present their name, their school and their favorite music. After that we 

have an ‘ice-breaker’, where we repeat what Byron did at the information meeting – throwing a 

tangerine to another youth while they say her or his name.  

Both staff members Byron and Astrid are leading a tour around the farm. Youth are asked if they can 

tell what it is that is growing in the soil right now – a boy asks if it is a cover crop and Astrid is 

responding positively and returning the question to the other youth, inquiring if they know what a 

cover crop is? As nobody is responding, she tells them that it is creating nutrients and through the 

roots giving the soil a good structure. She then talks about the hand cream we are going to make and 

then we continue our walk around the farm - looking for and collecting herbs that can be used for 

that. After the tour around the farm we gather in a big greenhouse and are seated in a half circle. 

Each youth is invited to get up, take a pen and then note on the board their favorite word or what 

means most to them. Everybody is writing:  Music, My values, Strength, Money, Community, Mom, 

Family. After being seated again Byron invites youth to tell why they wrote what they did. A girl talks 

about why being strong is important for her – and to be able to make those around her feel strong as 

well. A boy talks about the music he is making and who inspires him for that. Byron then invites 

youth to tell what they would like to experience during the next 10 weeks in the program. Byron is 

writing all the wishes, goals and intentions on the board - Respect, Helpful, Joy, Cooking fresh food. 

Again, the youth are asked why they have chosen exact these goals and intentions. Byron wraps up 

the meeting by stating that all these goals are important and a very good base for the work we are 

going to do together for the next many weeks.  

We all get up and the tour continues to the compost piles nearby – everybody is handed a spade or a 

fork and in 11 minutes we have moved  two old piles into a new one.  While we work, the staff is 

explaining that this is an activity that will be returning as the production and use of compost is an 

important aspect of organic farming. 

After the intense but quick labor with the compost we continue the walk towards the shed at the 

farm where the weekly CSA-shares are packed and stop facing a large field with beds that have just 

been made ready with a tractor for sowing and planting. Byron asks youth what they would grow 

here if they could decide and suggestions are given - melons, strawberries or carrots. Byron replies 

that all of these in fact are going to be grown here, not by us, but by the apprentices who are 

studying to become organic farmers. 

The last stop on the farm tour is the kitchen. Here the Astrid instructs the group of youth in the two 

things we now are going to make – one is butternut squash muffins and smoothies.  After the 
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cooking I am doing the dishes and being joined by Arturo and Gabriel who are very interested in 

where my home country is, which are the neighboring countries, whether it is close to UK where the 

driving is on the left, which then again leads the conversation to whether it is expensive to rebuild a 

car from there to drive on the right. 

Reflecting on the impressions of the day leaves me in an optimistic mood about the weeks to come. I 

have noticed several strong personalities among the youth in the group and in general the group 

appeared very lively – filled with laughing and quite a lot of small talk going on while the staff 

persons were talking. Conversely, I also notice quite a few of the youth that who appear very shy and 

taciturn. During the wrapping up for the day with Byron, he suggests that I follow the coming 

Tuesday crew instead of tomorrow’s Friday crew which also is meeting for the first time – the reason 

is that tomorrow there will be two additional ‘adults’ joining the day - both the Food Corps worker 

and a photographer and that it therefore would be too many adults for the youth to relate to.  

Tale: Week two - Balm making, bed preppin’ and letter writing 

It’s the second time that I’m participating in the Tuesday crew, a group that consists of youth from 

two different alternative high schools. I arrived at the farm where a small group of youth already 

were waiting under the walnut tree while peeling tangerines from the farm. As soon all the youth 

have arrived Byron asks us to gather in a half circle after which he presents the agenda of the day. 

First an Icebreaker and a name game, then preparation of the balms for which the youth picked the 

herbs the week before, then 45 minutes of farming where the main task is to make the beds ready 

for sowing. After the farming, a workshop called ‘Food Jeopardy’ and after the workshop cooking 

quesadillas and eating them to end up with saying ‘Triumph of the Day’. 

My general impression of this group is that it is very joyful and easygoing – I had much more small 

talk with several more of the youth compared to the Thursday crew, mainly the youth approach me 

with questions like: how is it in your home country? And ’Say something in Danish!’. I reflect upon 

the fact that the program seems very condensed and structured and at this point at least, directed by 

the staff – and I decide to increase a focus on how the youth receive and react to the delegation 

tasks and what kinds and forms of choices they are invited to make. Will this change through the 

following weeks when the youth may become more confident with the workflow? I also look forward 

to hear more from the youth themselves about this and other perspectives on the program content, 

experience and processes when I later begin to make interviews.  

The icebreaker is to say hello to someone you don’t know and instead of shaking hands Astrid asks us 

to connect differently each time – first ’toe-to-toe’, then ‘heel-to-heel’, ‘elbow-to-elbow’, ‘shoulder-
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to-shoulder’ and finally ‘back-to-back’. After connecting, participants tell each other your favorite 

dancer, whether you want to live on the Moon or under the sea and what super power you would 

like to possess.  

Then we move on to balm-making in the kitchen. The herbs collected last week are now dry after 

having been stored in the green house. We crush them into a glass and soak them in olive oil after 

which they are put on the stove in a water bath to make sure that the temperature is increasing 

slowly. Astrid is telling about the process and how the next thing is to add bee wax to make the balm 

and then pour the liquid mass into a small can or lip balm container.  

Right after the balm-making we move on to farming. We are divided into two groups and I’m working 

together with Astrid and 6 youth. Astrid shows us how to take a spade or a shovel and cut the cover 

crops just below the ground, collect them and drive them in wheel barrows to the compost piles. 

Then we loosen the soil with forks and collect the last roots from the cover crops. The soil is raked 

and sticks with line are put into each of the ends of the bed to mark where the sowing lines are to be. 

Astrid tells us that there’s room for 4 lines as this is the space that carrots and peas need. The tiny 

seeds are put into the ground and Astrid tells that both will be able to harvest before the end of the 

internship, in 56 days to be precise! After the farming, we gather in the kitchen and Byron hands 

back the ‘Policy and Procedure Manual’ that each youth has signed35. The last thing is an exercise 

where each youth is asked to write a letter to her/himself, to be opened and read only by the youth 

her/himself in 10 weeks when the internship is finished.  

Tale: Week three – ‘Youth $ Power’ workshop 

Today I’m joining the Tuesday crew again. Since last week two of the youth have been able to borrow 

cars from their parents or siblings and offer the rest of the crew a ride from the high school to the 

farm. This was very welcomed, because now the expensive bus ticket could be saved. A third car is 

needed to have all of the youth from the high school on board and I have offered Byron to pick the 

remaining youth up from now on. We agreed that this would also be an opportunity to give me a 

regular function in the program and get an additional opportunity to build relationships with the 

youth. I’m meeting the three boys who will be joining me outside the high school – Laurio, Diego and 

Arun. 

                                                           
 

35
 See Appendix D: Spring Program Policy and Procedure Manual 
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Besides Byron and Astrid, Rita who is working in the program as a Food Corps worker is present 

together with a student from the university who is going to take portrait pictures for the 

presentation board that is placed next to the main farm bed.  The program of today is an icebreaker, 

making compost, a workshop called ‘Youth $ Power’, preparation of a soup, ending with eating and 

‘Triumph of the Day’. 

Compared to the last week the icebreaker today involves more close contact. After a quick round of 

names and declaration of which school one comes from, Byron asks the youth to form 3 groups with 

4 in each. He then gives each group a big blank sheet of poster paper and asks them to imagine that 

this is a raft in The Caribbean Sea and that all 4 in the group have to fit on it with responding to 

different changing instructions. First there can only be 3 feet and 3 hands on the raft; then there can 

only be 2 feet on the raft; and finally – now there can only be 1 foot on the raft. The exercise has a 

very energizing effect on all of the groups with a lot of screaming and laughing. In the kitchen, Astrid 

is instructing students how to make a stone soup and asks if anyone knows it from kindergarten – all 

the produce is ready on the table together with knives and cutting boards. Astrid gives brief 

instruction in how to place the knives, how to keep it at the table at all times and also asks the youth 

if they know the names of the different vegetables that are on the table.   

We leave the kitchen when the pot is set to boil and go to the farm beds. First we are divided into 

small groups of two and Manuel ask if I want to work with him. We are to finish the work with 

removing the cover crops that we started last week but first Byron is repeating the instruction and 

showing how he is using the shovel almost horizontally in order to cut the roots of the cover crops a 

few inches below the ground.  He explains that this process is called ‘skimming’. The crew is very 

engaged in the work with the shovels and with removing the plants with the wheelbarrows and only 

10 minutes later the 300 feet long bed is cleared.  

Then there is a small break in the activity when Byron is talking about compost and pointing to a 

small poster with a drawing of compost pile. He asks: ‘Who is making the compost?’ Someone replies 

that we do, but Byron explains that the right answer is that it is made by bacteria, microorganisms 

and insects. He also explains what a compost must contain – greens (like fresh vegetables or leaves, 

browns (like straw or dry leaves), food waste and water. We are divided into two teams like last 

week and now the job is to build a compost pile from the bottom and up. Byron is asking Geraldo to 

lead the task and hands him a sheet with some questions for the team – What will you call your 

group? Diego suggests ‘Dirt Bags’ and everybody laughs and agrees. He then looks at the sheet and 

asks the team what they want to start with – greens, hay or food waste? Within a few minutes the 
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new and almost 3 feet tall compost pile is finished and all leave to the neighboring gathering tent 

where the workshop ‘Youth $ Power’ is about to begin. Byron has placed a range of bottles and cans 

with different sweet beverages on a bench and starts to read out from the nutritional declarations 

and as youth if they can calculate how much sugar each drink contains. He then asks two youth to 

volunteer – Omar and Luz join – and they are instructed to weigh out the amount of sugar in each 

drink and fill it in an empty glass and then place it besides the specific drink.  

He then asks the group about how they understand the confusing concept of ‘servings’ and the group 

discusses how this often can misleadingly give the impression of how much sugar the whole drink 

actually contains. The workshop is finished by tastings of the different drinks – a local apple cider 

from the south county is very popular and presented as a good alternative to the regular soda’s that 

many youth drink in large quantities, because it contains less sugar and because buying this drink 

supports jobs in the local area where many of the youth actually live. Then Byron is handing out a 

small questionnaire with 6 different questions that he asks the youth to use 5 minutes to reflect 

upon and then answer. The questionnaire lists a number of statements36 that are to be labeled as 

either true or false.  

After the individual reflections Byron asks to how the youth have labeled the statements and this 

leads to an interesting conversation about how food and drink is a part of the youth’s social life and 

how it also opens a window to understand how youth in different ways have responsibilities and 

expectations related to food in their close social relations and families. Emily explains that she cooks 

food for her boyfriend every day, because otherwise he wouldn’t get anything to eat and Arturo 

states that he gets angry when he gets home and his sister has not prepared food for him. Both 

statements point to how the topic of food can reveal interesting aspects of the lives of the youth, 

here about a prevalence of more traditional gender roles where girls are providing food to boys. I’m 

curious to see how this reflexivity about food and drinking may evolve over the coming weeks and 

how youth use it to make connections between the different aspects of health and wellbeing that the 

program seeks to establish.  

After the workshop we walk to the kitchen were the other half of the group has finished preparing 

the soup. I notice that only one of the youth, Geraldo, doesn’t want anything to eat. The eating takes 

                                                           
 

36
 The statements are: (1) What I eat affects my body; (2) What I eat determines if I am healthy; (3) What I eat 

affects the grades I get in school; (4) What I eat affects how I treat my boy/girlfriend; (5) What I eat affects if I 
feel good or not; (6) What I eat affects my anger. 
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place at either the bench that stands at the kitchen – and as this only can seat a small part of the 

youth the rest is standing in small groups close to the kitchen while they eat. After the eating and 

doing the dishes we gather in a half circle around the kitchen and each is asked to present his or her 

triumph of the day. Several mention specific tasks they have been doing and for a few the triumph 

was to get out of bed in the morning.  

After the end of the program, I have a conversation with Astrid about how the program is going, 

whether this year’s crews are different from last year’s and also what she focuses on right now in her 

interaction with the youth. She says that in this early phase of the spring program an important goal 

for her is to getting to know the youth, but in a way that it is the youth that decide what to share. 

She says that especially in this point in the season she doesn’t ask too much and comes with an 

example from yesterday where she was working alongside of a boy that she hadn’t talked much with. 

She described him as pretty shy and not wanting to have that much of a communication with her. 

She told me, that she was hoping to make a little break from some of those boundaries, and asked 

him, why he decided to sign up for the program and whether he had any brothers or sisters. She 

pointed out that she did not ask questions like ‘are your parents married’ or ‘where were you born’. 

He had responded that he was interested in a job to which she asked if he had had a job before. She 

points that she is interested in the background of the youth and that she tries to cultivate a 

conversation and at the same time try to be delicate enough so as not to alienate anyone. 

Tale: Week five - How to get a job and keep a job 

Today I picked up youth at the high school. Eduardo and Daria went with me and the other youth 

went in Susan’s car. Eduardo, who is a senior, tells me that he is going to join the Air force after high 

school. He has already made a contract for 6 years and looks forward to the good pay and that he will 

be able to retire when he gets 30. He asks me again how it is to drive on the left side of the road, 

forgetting that I already told him that I’m not from the UK. Daria is talking about her summer holiday 

and that she would love if it were possible to visit a different country than Mexico; Italy would be 

nice. Arrived on the farm and after the icebreaker we are seated in the open ended gathering tent 

and the workshop is titled ‘How to get a job – and keep job’. Compared to the Tuesday crew that I 

also have been joining since the beginning this day’s crew is very lively and at the beginning of the 

workshop several parallel conversations a taking place at the same time as Byron is trying to 

maintain a shared focus. I notice that his strategy is not to call the lack of concentration out but 

instead he moves around in the group and places himself next to the ones that talk most while he 

proceeds with introducing the topic. One of the examples he uses in his introduction is how youth 

from earlier years’ program crews have been fired because they continued to be late. The first 
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exercise in the workshop is similar to the one that was used last week in the workshop about sugar in 

beverages.  A range of statements are passed out that have to be labeled either true or false. After 

the youth have had time to reflect on their answers Byron asks Geraldo whom he already knows is 

working at a local department store how he got the job and how the interview went. Then he asks 

about whether the employer asked Geraldo about his expectations for the salary – which also is one 

of the statements in the questionnaire (whether it is ok for the employer to ask about pay during the 

interview). When Geraldo says that he actually was presented to that question, Byron asks how he 

responded. To this Geraldo says, that he wished to be paid in the same way as the other with the 

same responsibilities. Byron responds – ‘You flipped it! That’s an awesome way to respond, to turn 

the question back to the employer!’     

The second exercise in the workshop circles around how to communicate with an employer during a 

job interview as well as how to communicate in different situations that may arise when one is late 

or has to call in sick – concretely by rehearsing a phone call to the employer. Byron asks the youth to 

think of a situation and then asks them to improvise the scene with him as the employer. I notice 

how Manuel, who actually was late today, is very shy and appears to be uncomfortable with the 

exercise. Arun who also was late today repeated the call he had made to Byron earlier today when 

explained his tardiness on  a school-related reason that he couldn’t say aloud in the context of the 

workshop.  He also stated that from now on he will always be 40 minutes late.   

Eduardo is today even less concentrated than last week and repeatedly comments on the other 

youth’s improvisations and when it is his turn he loses the focus to which Byron responds in a 

supportive way ‘I’m totally with you, go on!’ But he resigns and says that he instead will use the 

excuse of having to miss the day because his girlfriend is having an abortion. To this Sarah reacts very 

strongly and shouts that this is not a thing to say! After the workshop, she is walks over to Byron and 

tells him why this remark – due to  her own experience - really hurt her.  She explains that she can’t 

stay in the program if something like this happens again.  Byron responds that he sees two options 

for what to do – either he has a word with Eduardo about it or she does it herself. She decides to 

walk over to Eduardo to tell him how his remark impacted her. At the ‘triumph of the day’, Sarah tells 

the group that her triumph is to have found the courage to stand up against a hurting remark. 

Eduardo on the other hand tells the group that his triumph is to have acknowledged that he had hurt 

another person.  

Another interesting incident today happened during the discussion of the true/false questions, 

specifically whether it is ok to ask for the salary during the interview. Here one youth said, that it 
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would be a good idea in order not to get cheated, to which another youth, Dana, responds: ’Yes, so 

you don’t get “Jewed” …’. To this Emily, who has Jewish background, reacts very strongly and says 

that this is not an acceptable thing to say. During this exchange of words Byron was talking to a 

group of youth at the other end of the circle and didn’t hear it in the first place but when he hears 

Emily’s reaction he tells the whole group that he also would be very offended by such a comment. 

After the workshop Byron tells me that similar situations have arisen in many workshops before and 

that it can go two ways – either lead to a full blown quarrel or it can be followed up upon bilaterally 

and if dealt with in the right way, it can lead to empowerment in the sense that youth experience a 

success in finding the courage to react to an offending action that they normally may have held in 

themselves. I also ask him about how I noticed he didn’t address the lack of concentration in the 

group today by walking around and placing himself close to the most noisy of the youth to which he 

told me that he often adds a question to the youth in these situations – or right after – if there is 

anything he can do to help them keep the focus.  

Tale: Week seven - Trace your Taco 

It’s a Tuesday towards the end of April and today I’ll be picking up youth from high school. Prior to 

arriving at the high school, I have been at Taco Bell to buy a meat taco that is going to be used in 

today’s workshop. Today’s icebreaker is called ‘The Light tower’. It’s a 2 and 2 exercise where one is 

blindfolded and the other is guiding the blindfolded through a route of plastic pots that are placed 

very close to each other on the ground. The farm work today is continuing to clear the beds by 

stemming and to plant out small seedlings of kale. While doing the farm work with Mario and Brian 

they both tell me that they want to apply for the summer job. Brian tells me that he plans to save the 

money for when he starts college, where he wants to study astronomy. I’m asking him more about 

this and he tells me he is very fascinated by white holes in the universe that should be the opposite 

of black holes. After planting out a very long row of tiny seedlings, the staff gives us a big hands-up 

for today’s achievement with the beds and says that it is very impressive how far we have come with 

the skimming and planting.  The topic in today’s workshop is where the different ingredients in a 

meat taco come from. Small drawings of different ingredients are fixed on magnets. After Byron has 

asked the youth if they know where the specific ingredients are grown they are each placed on a 

map of the US with a red line and the distance in miles specifying where the specific food has 

travelled before arriving on the plate in California.  The workshop ends with an exercise where youth 

in small groups are asked to place themselves on a space as limited as the one that cattle are 

exposed to – and this leads to a vivid discussion of animal rights and the general ethics in industrial 

meat production.  
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Tale: Week ten - Building your resume  

It’s the last day in the spring internship. I notice again how Byron has a very positive and 

acknowledging approach to the youth and in different situations manages to catch their attention. 

Today, in the beginning of the workshop, he started saying welcome to everyone who had something 

in their hands, addressing those who are fumbling with a bottle and making a noise, resulting in them 

directing their attention to this and laughing at themselves. The topic of the workshop today is ‘Build 

your resume’ and Byron starts asking if everyone has an email and moves then on to asking what is a 

good email address and what is not. He tells a story about a girl in the program crew a few years back 

who had an email called sexysmalltownbitch_24@yahoo.com, to which the youth giggle, and also 

asks the youth about the importance of the welcome greeting on a cell phone and asks: ‘Does it help 

you to get a job?’ He then uses the majority of the time in the workshop to instruct the youth to put 

their individual resumes together by asking to their experience with the present internship and 
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condensing it into a good text to be written in the spread sheets that he has handed out. I notice 

how elegantly he manages to include individual recognitions in the answers he gives to the youth – 

for example when he asks a youth what he has written under ’personal skills’ and either confirm 

what is written or remind the youth of things that he knows about them that should also be included 

– ‘Didn’t you also play music? That’s a good thing to add!’ I also notice that everyone have put 

‘community service’ on their list of volunteering experiences – except Juan. Byron then advises Juan 

to just find a volunteer job for a few hours so that he can write that on his resume as well. This leads 

me to reflect upon how doing volunteering work or community service seems to be a highly valued 

experience and maybe even an expectation among the local employers.  

Apart from following the course of the spring internship and conducting the first round of pilot 

interviews a third major element in the fieldwork in this period was to follow the training of the small 

group of 4 junior staff who completed the program cycle the previous year and have a central 

function in the summer program every year youth. One important aspect of the function of junior 

staff is that it represents an advanced stage in the career opportunities that are implicit in the 

increased leadership model of the program pedagogy where youth can make experiences with a level 

of responsibility and leadership that is close to the one of the adult staff. Another aspect is the 

potentials this function of peer-to-peer educators has for the youth in the daily activities of the 

program. This important element of the program pedagogy will be presented in the four tales that 

now follow.  

Tale: Junior staff training I, April  

It’s Monday after one week of spring break and the second time we meet for junior staff training. We 

are seated on one of the benched beneath the big walnut tree and Astrid is saying welcome to the 

second day of junior staff training and asking each of the youth how they are doing and what each 

has been doing in the past week off. Astrid starts herself by saying that she feels a little ill but 

otherwise is ok. She also tells about a film festival she joined in San Francisco that where she saw a 

film about an urban farm on a roof top in New York City that was huge and actually was one of the 

few urban farms that produced an economic surplus. Theo continues, he has been at a form of 

festival outside LA with a lot of ’crazy’ people and some interesting houses that were built for the 

occasion. Frida tells that she has been together with her brother and played videogames for the most 

of the week. Stella and Oscar have been together with their families. Rita tells about a meeting she 

had joined where she did the ’food jeopardy’ workshop. 
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Astrid asks if everybody is feeling ok, and if everybody is ready for the day? Like last time the youth is 

a bit taciturn but very smiling. Astrid asks if we should begin with a game? The youth say ‘no…’, but 

she says ‘Yes, I think we should’. The game is toe-tip, where two persons hold each other’s hands and 

then try to step on each other’s toes. The one that first succeeds three times is the winner. I’m 

partnering first with Theo and then with Oscar and it’ extremely funny and we laugh a lot. Astrid then 

asks us to drink some water, it’s the first hot day in a long time, the sun is baking and there is no 

wind. We take a short break and are asked to meet at the farm beds after 5 minutes with each one 

spade and a fork. The task is to skim the remaining beds that still have cover crops on them. Astrid 

introduces the task – it’s the first time since the youth more than one year earlier were joining the 

spring internship that they have been doing this task. She asks what it is that grows in the beds, and 

Theo quickly responds what he remembers about cover crops. We engage in the skimming and 

driving all the greens from the beds to the compost pile. This is the main task today as we are not 

going to cook any food afterwards. While working I am talking to both Theo and Oscar. Theo has 

another job besides this, he is doing dishes at a local café and he invites me to come by and have a 

cup of coffee one day. I ask Oscar where his family comes from and he tells me it is a small town 

outside Mexico City, and that he is born here in the US, in the south county. I ask him what different 

things we are doing is called in Spanish and whether he has visited Mexico – he say that he hasn’t 

because it’s too dangerous. Stella comments some ants that come out of the soil and that it looks like 

they are mating – Theo makes a quick comment to this that I don’t hear but it makes Astrid react and 

say that he should mind his language. After 2 hours the bed is totally transformed, empty and raked 

and ready to be filled with compost and seeds. We end the day with eating pears.  

Tale: Junior staff training II, May 

The second tale of the junior staff training takes place in the middle of May. I meet Stella and Frida at 

the entrance, Theo has already arrived and Oscar has called that he is running a little late. Byron is 

introducing the day - we are going to work with public speaking, practice some games and towards 

the end also work a little with farming. Byron asks if we want to sit in the sun or in the shadow and 

the most of the youth prefer the shadow though it’s a bit windy today. Byron starts with talking 

about the alumni come-together on the farm last week in which the 4 junior staff youth played a 

central role in cooking and serving the food. Byron praises the youth for the way they had engaged in 

the cooking and the different activities on the day. He also says that today we are also going to work 

with ‘straight talk’ and asks if everyone remembers what that is? ‘What did you do well and which 

are the improvables. Theo starts and thinks for a moment of what could be his positive and then says 

that he had done a good job with preparing the food. As an improvable he mentioned to get better 
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at talking to people he didn’t know. The next topic is to practice presentations and each youth is 

asked to repeat the presentation they did of themselves at the alumni come-together. Byron asks the 

youth to begin with saying their name and he constantly comes with small encouragements where 

he both praises their presentation and uses his own body language to show tips to what each could 

change and says that it’s about small steps, a lot of small steps and a lot of practice. The next exercise 

is to use 30 seconds to tell how you make your favorite sandwich. Theo tells about how he makes 

one with a special Brazilian fruit which I hear as acia, Oscar tells about how he once made a sandwich 

with ice-cream and caramel, Frida’s sandwich is with peanut butter, jelly and banana and Stella’s is 

with a lot of tomatoes. In commenting on the presentations Byron talks about a special shoe from 

basketball that can be inflated to protect the foot better. He then asks the youth to imagine 

themselves as the shoe that can be inflated to feel completely ready to do the presentation. He then 

suggests that each youth gets a code word, which is a synonym for the short speech each just made 

about the favorite sandwich ’Acia’, ‘Caramel’, ‘PB and J’, ‘Tomato’ . In future situations when the 

youth are about to make a presentation he can then say the code word and the youth can use it to 

remember to ‘inflate’ themselves and feel better prepared to speak. We try the presentations again 

beginning with Byron saying the code words. I specially note how it improves Stella’s presentation to 

be with a stronger and louder voice and more fluid and engaging. Byron repeats that this is only the 

beginning at assure the youth that they all will end up being very good presenters and successful in 

doing the leadership task it is to be a junior staff. He also refers to Maria, an alumnus that was 

present at last week’s come-together and says that what brought her to be such a good speaker and 

presenter is a lot of practicing. The last exercise it to train how to start a game. Each of the four 

youth are asked to choose a game they want to practice with us others. I am impressed how many 

games the youth know and realize that this has been a very valued element in the program.    

Tale: Junior staff training III, Early June 

Today’s agenda is to continue the training of the youth to become ready to function as junior staff 

when the summer program begins in two weeks with a special focus today on making a community 

contract with agreements of how the team of staff and junior staff wants to work together. Since last 

week however an important thing has happened and a silent almost depressed mood is prevalent 

among the crew who is seated around the table. Byron takes the word and asks if we should talk 

about the pink elephant in the room and whether all was thinking of the same thing as he was. Stella 

says yes, and Frida nods confirming only Oscar doesn’t know what it is about. Byron then tells that 

Theo has been fired because he had been arrested possessing more than 15 pounds of weed and a 

big amount of money together with a few other guys. He says that this is partly the reason for the 
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decision to fire him, the other is that after having talked with him he wouldn’t own it, that he would 

not admit that he had messed it up and that it was a wrong thing to do – and that he therefore not 

could continue in a position where he was to function as a role model for other youth in the 

upcoming summer program. Byron then asks the other youth how they feel about it and whether 

they are angry with him because he fired Theo. He gives the youth good time to think and react and 

after a few minutes Stella starts by saying that she was very sorry that she was not going to be 

together with him through the summer. Frida says that Theo is like a brother to her, and that it 

affects her hard because her ‘real’ brother also is in prison. Oscar says that he doesn’t know what to 

think and day about it. Astrid then says how hard it has been for them as staff to fire him, how much 

they care about him and she the tomorrow will meet up in court to testify in his favor. Byron then 

asks if the youth wants to continue as a team of 3 or if we should try to find a new fourth person for 

the junior staff crew. Stella says no, Frida yes and Oscar maybe and Byron says that we’ll wait till the 

end of the day with a decision about it.  

Today Will who is going to stand in for Byron when he later in the summer is on parental leave is 

leading the game which is about coordination of movements using one’s hands. First one has to clap 

the right hand 8 times into the table saying from 1 to 8, then go on to clapping the right hand 4 times 

saying from 1 to 4, continue clapping the left hand 4 times saying from 5 to 8, then continue clapping 

one and two with the right hand, three and four with the left hand and five and six with the right 

hand  and seven and eight with the left hand. The last round is one clap and number with shifting 

hands after which the whole round is repeated with increased pace. Frida doesn’t want to do the 

exercise and after Will says that he would like the junior staff to introduce this game to the other 

youth on the first day of the summer program Astrid remarks that as a junior staff it is also 

sometimes necessary to do things that one may not feel like doing – and still give the impression that 

one wants to do it.  The next topic is to run through the standard movements37 that will apply in the 

summer. Byron says that it is not the junior staff’s responsibility to give warnings if a standard is 

violated but to remind the other youth of the importance of the different standards. He uses an 

example of a fictitious conversation among a group of boys about sex and that the reaction then 

would be to ask them to wait with the talk till after work. Will then ask Oscar if he will react like that 

if it would occur – to which Oscar smiles and says, yes, her is sure that he will be able to do that. The 

last topic of the day is a brainstorm of how the whole crew wants to work together in the coming 

                                                           
 

37
 The content and pedagogical function of the Standard Movements chart will be introduced in more detail in 

the next subchapter in a tale about the first day of the summer job training program. 
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weeks – each puts small stickers with goals and wishes up on a poster and we end reading them up 

and sign our names on the poster as contract.  

Tale: Junior staff training IV, Mid-June 

This is the fourth and last tale of the training of junior staff and it will complete the tales from the 

spring internship. This tale has some collaborative dimensions as it contains a story of a situation 

where my role as a researcher differed from the role development in the period before – and to a 

large degree also after the specific situation that is about to be described. When I introduced myself 

to the staff at the beginning of my stay I also talked about my work back in Denmark with using food 

culture as a pedagogical tool in schools and kindergartens. I also told about the research that I had 

inspired me in this work and how different studies had pointed at the social and cultural significance 

of meals as a socially constructed and -constituting situation and as a resource that can be used for 

and integrated in many different pedagogical goals. In these conversations referred to one especially 

interesting finding by a French anthropologist named Claude Fischler that based on a big empirical 

study describes how the American food culture in general terms has a tendency to downplay the 

social meal in family as well as work life and instead promote individual eating  ‘grazing’ and eating 

throughout the day – and that for instance the social values associated to eating alone encouraging 

in opposition to tendencies in the French food culture where eating alone tends to be socially 

stigmatizing – at least that was a clear pattern in the large scale study I was talking about. The study 

also discussed how the social meal has a remarkably lower value in the American society compared 

to many European countries.  

It’s the last of the junior staff training days and after of having cooked a meal together the crew is 

sitting with Astrid and evaluating the day’s work. Astrid invited me to tell about my work back in 

Denmark to the youth and I told in brief terms about how we had been working with the social meal 

in schools. This resulted in an interesting talk about traditions and rituals related to eating in 

different cultural contexts – for instance the widespread American tradition of ‘saying grace’ before 

commencing eating and how this was mirrored in the Danish tradition that I could describe where it 

is more usual to say ‘Tak for mad’ (=Thank you for the food) after everyone has finished eating and 

that this ritual is more directed at the physical host sitting at the table more than a metaphysical 

being somewhere else. After talking about this Astrid asked the junior staff crew whether they were 

in favor of trying something new this year and create a better space for eating together in the 

summer job. Astrid says, that the previous years there had been no focus on communal eating 

resulting in youth usually standing alone or in very small groups around the kitchen and the farm 

while eating – and also that it often took a lot of effort and time to get people gathered after the 
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eating and get ready for the transition into the next program task – typically a workshop or farm 

work. Everybody agrees that it would be a good idea and immediately we get up, search the area and 

end up finding and adding 3 tables to the single one standing under the shade of the outdoor 

kitchen.     

An anecdote to this tale related to later in the summer when the new space around the meals was 

evaluated. The staff that very positive towards the improvement and I noticed that the main 

argument to why it had been seen as a success was the fact that it kept the youth close to the 

kitchen and dishwashing area/sink and made the transition to the next program element – typically 

either farming or workshop activities smooth. An analytical anecdote for me in this is the reflection 

over me introducing a setup that had been valued in a Danish pedagogical context as a social 

meeting space was transformed into the American program context but was valued through its 

logistic contribution to securing smooth transitions between program elements. This invites to a 

discussion that can be expanded through the analyses of the series of interviews with the youth with 

reflections on the significance of the different program elements, also the meals, is explored. Though 

these analyses yet have to be performed a clear pattern deals with very positive experiences of 

engaging in communal meals that was valued as a space to make choices over where to sit with 

whom and get to know one’s ‘co-workers’ better - but also a space that was described as an unusual 

experience because the majority of youth in their family lives mostly ate alone in their rooms and not 

with their parents or siblings. 
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3.6 Summer job training program 

The program activities in the summer represent the next arc in the ethnographic narrative where the 

intensity in the program is increasing from a single afternoon each week to 4 days per week. On the 

farm, plants are nurtured and the harvest begins. Youth are no longer interns but are now 

employees. Narratively the climax is being built. This section will set off with a presentation of the 

schedule and structure of the program. The section will then present and interpret the central 

pedagogical complex of farming, cooking and eating. The section continues with a number of tales of 

the interplay between the staff’s pedagogical intentions and the youth’s agency, learning and 

identity construction as it takes place in the different contexts of workshops and events.  

As mentioned earlier, the content of summer job training program in many ways is an extension of 

the main elements in the spring internship – farming, cooking and different workshops related to 

nutrition, food justice or job training – but the summer program is also expanded with a range of 

additional elements. These elements are for example the weekly whole day of working at a local 

organic farm, a weekly workshop with body-mind exercises and an increased focus on public 

speaking, presentation, systematic sharing and feed-back through the practice in different 

workshops and especially the one of ‘straight talk’.   
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Figure3: The summer job training program schedule 

 

SUMMER SCHEDULE 
Tuesday – PROGRAM FARM--Starting at 9 am SHARP! 
9-9:30 Welcome and Game 
9:30-11 Program Field (group a)----CSA Harvest (group b) 
11-12:15 Lunch Prep (group a)----Workshop (group b) 
12:15-12:45 Lunch 
12:45-2 Nutrition Workshop then Program Field (group a)----Program Field (group b) 
2-3 Body/Mind Practice 
Wednesday – PROGRAM FARM--Starting at 9am SHARP! 
Group A 
9-9:15 Stretching or quick game 
9:15-2  BLAST off site including lunch 
2-3 Workshop 
 
Group B 
9-9:15  Opening Game and Team Building 
9:15-1 BLAST at Social Farming Project including lunch 
1-2 Workshop 
2-3  Finish BLAST 
 
Thursday-PROGRAM FARM—Starting at 9am SHARP! 
9-9:30 Opening Game and Team Building 
9:30-11 Low Garden with Apprentices (group b)----CSA Harvest (group b) 
11-12:15 Lunch Prep (group b)----Workshop (group a) 
12:15-12:45 Lunch 
12:45-2 Nutrition Workshop then Program Field (group b)----Research Field with George 
(group a) 
2-3 Straight Talk 
 
Friday-***Organic Farm (Beta-ville) 
Meet at downtown bus station by 815am-we will be taking a van leaving at 820am sharp! 
***OR-pick up at Beta-ville Transit Center at 830am- 
We will be carpooling and leaving at 840am sharp! 
9-12 Farm Work (harvest, transplanting, processing) 
12-12:45 Lunch 
12:45-2:45 Farm Work 
2:45 Triumphs (and paychecks every other week) 
 

 

Where the youth in the spring internship were offered a ride to the farm and picked up right after 

school hours at the high school, the summer program is radically different as the youth now have to 

arrange for transportation individually. Apart from a few of the youth who are dropped in the 

morning by their parents, the majority have to commute by public transportation. Acknowledging 

that this involves a number of logistical challenges for many youth, (getting up in time another being 

getting on the bus, checking out transfer times and finally the duration of last walk from the bus to 

the farm) the staff uses the difficulties many youth had with getting used to this new rhythm and 
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being on time in the morning as a means to train and learn communicative skills – concretely to give 

notice if there would be a delay. 

 

Photo: Planting seed potatoes 

The farming, together with cooking and eating is a – if not the – central practical activity in the 

summer program. It takes place every day on the program farm and the daily tasks are written on a 

big blackboard by Astrid, who is the farm and kitchen manager. Every day when the farm work is 

about to begin the crew is gathering in front of the blackboard and one of the staff or junior staff 

persons is reading through the different tasks and asks the youth to choose what they want to do. 

After the crew has been assigned to the tasks specific advice or other things to be aware of are 

relayed, and if youth have any questions before the work begins this is also done. A central element 

in the farm work is that the staff person who instructs the tasks also is working together with the 

youth in one of the teams.  
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Photo: The farm blackboard with the tasks of the day 

Throughout the summer the way youth engage in and manage these tasks is continuously observed 

by the staff and also the context to which the big part of the feed-back in the straight talk sessions is 

related to. Several aspects of the way the farm work is practiced, verbalized and interpreted – in 

short, how it is instrumentalized as a pedagogical tool - are important to mention here. 

The first aspect is the way the gradual mastering of the different skills and the general ability to 

develop a work ethic encouraged by the staff that explicitly communicate how the youth should 

increase their performance – often with an invitation to ‘increase your pace’. This was a very clear 

pattern throughout the summer and can interpreted as a way that the farming is a tool – or vehicle in 

the program’s own discourse – to constantly challenge what the youth think they are capable of. 

Where the concrete and often strenuous farm labor on one side for the majority of the youth is a 

new experience that is trained extensively once a week during the spring, the intensity is increased in 

the summer with farm work at the program farm the first three days of the week and ending with a 

climax every Friday, when the whole crew is experiencing a full day with only farming as the main 

activity at a local organic farm in the south county. This day there are no workshops and the only 

activity is working with different tasks in the fields – picking strawberries, or harvesting carrots, fava 

beans or tomatoes or, as in the beginning of the summer, transplanting thousands of seedlings into 

the soil. This program element can also be interpreted as an example on how ‘rigor’ – one of the 
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earlier mentioned principles for the pedagogical practice, the 4 R’s and a C, is practiced. The 

pedagogical value can also be interpreted as exposing youth to a real-life working experience in the 

context of an organic farm that profoundly differ from the widespread harsh realities of labor in 

conventional farming that several of the youth have close knowledge about from their own parents 

or families. Here employees are exposed to pesticides, long hours with no or few breaks, lack of 

toilet facilities not to mention the general low pay and uncertain hiring conditions. Another aspect 

that points to the potential for transforming the general societal stigma related to farm work into a 

pride is the way the specific farm work and the general ramification and contextualization of the 

work as contributing to social justice and food justice that is so emphasized in the different 

workshops that will be presented in the following tales.  

The emphasis on developing a work ethic and responsibility towards completing the specific tasks 

around farming is also visible in the second aspect of the farming - that it is also a socializing space 

where youth connect in dialogue. This is encouraged by staff, as it is seen as a good place to build 

relationships and a space where staff model and help the youth and where staff sees, hears and 

responds to the verbal interactions between the youth if these inflicts on the performance. One 

example is if a conversation is going into a direction where it would violate a standard and the staff 

then responds in the situation by saying ‘language’. Another challenge is to learn the youth to keep a 

double focus – i.e. not to forget to engage in the concrete task they are doing while talking with each 

other. A much more frequently observed response that was given to the youth, especially in the first 

weeks of the summer was the phrase ‘work AND talk’ that was the typical response when youth had 

gotten so engaged in a conversation that they either slowed down or completely stopped working. 

‘Finish strong’ was often used as a comment to the teams working in the field acknowledging the 

hardship of the manual labor but striving for the feeling of success from pulling through after a hard 

day’s work. Another important aspect of the staff’s role as co-workers is the frequent presentation of 

specific theory and context related to the concrete task that is being worked with – for example why 

a specific kind of weed is important to remove before it spreads etc.  

The third aspect is the way the concept of ‘leadership’ is related to the concrete work with farming, 

specifically in relation to the social dynamics around co-working. One of the concepts from the 

mission statement that I have chosen to have a continuous focus on in the study is what ‘leadership’ 

entails. Though not explicitly explained as a concept (‘we define leadership as…’) staff often 

connected ‘leadership’ to the development of responsibility towards the solutions of practical tasks 

and very often in relation to farming and cooking. An often heard indicator of leadership skills was 

verbalized by the staff as being able to ‘think ahead’ and be prepared for a new task that could follow 
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a finished one. Later I will describe and discuss how the learning of ‘leadership’ is not limited to the 

practical management of different farming related tasks but also is connected to the more profound 

personal transformations as these are verbalized, especially in situations where staff give feed-back 

to the youth on their general learning from the program.   

A fourth aspect is the way the food grown as a material resource is used and distributed. Here three 

aspects are central. One is that the produce from the farm is a persistent part of the meals that staff 

and youth cook in spring and summer. Another is that in the second half of the summer program on 

weekly farm stands in front of a local hospital. In the fall program the farm stand continues as one of 

the project management activities, in this period based within the premises of a public school in a 

low-income neighborhood. The farm stand will be described in the section about the fall program. A 

final aspect of the use and distribution of the produce is the way it through the weekly CSA-bags also 

walks home with the youth with the potential of becoming a material resource in the cooking of their 

families as well as a potential vehicle for changing the family diet.  

As with the farming, both cooking and eating is a daily activity in the summer program and these two 

aspects above – need a further description.  

 

Photo: Cooking in the outdoor kitchen 
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The physical setting of the kitchen has already been presented and here the central pedagogical 

activities will be described. The whole crew of 22 youth is divided into two groups in a large part of 

the scheduled activities as with the daily cooking. Each day the kitchen manager, typically Astrid or 

Rita, the Food Corps worker, has prepared the specific menu and provided the raw materials. When 

the youth arrive at the kitchen, the raw materials are placed in the middle of the large working table 

as are the cut boards and knives. The kitchen manager starts with introducing the menu and what 

may be special in the present day’s process. In the early weeks of the summer time is also spent on 

introducing specific techniques as the proper use of knives and the general code of collaboration in a 

kitchen - that tools and utensils stay at the table, that youth who are finished with their tasks ask for 

what they then can do etc.   The general format of the food that is cooked is that is versions of 

popular dishes like pizza or quesadillas that the youth know but in healthier versions with more 

vegetables, alternative sweeteners etc. Throughout the summer different guest chefs are visiting and 

cooking with the youth. The pedagogical intention here is to present youth to possible career 

choices, guest chefs may also be alumni youth who now work with catering.    

 

Photo: Lunch is ready! 

The physical framework of the eating had, as earlier described in the tale in the spring, changed to 

become a communal space. Where the eating in the spring internship was practiced standing up or 

sitting, the space now presented the youth to a potential for a very different experience with eating. 
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How staff and youth experienced this is explored in the ethnographic interviews and will later be 

analyzed and discussed in relation to the central goal of challenging and changing the youths’ diets in 

a healthier direction.  

 

Photo: The communal meal in the kitchen 

A range of other and also important program elements that are part of the summer program are not 

‘covered’ by the following tales. These are: a workshop where local employers come to the farm to 

meet the youth for a talk about advice for job applications and job interviews; a workshop where 

alumni youth who are now in college come to the farm to tell the youth who are seniors about their 

experiences and give the youth tips and advice for the choices they are about to make; and finally, 

the weekly workshop with a local instructor of mind-body awareness and martial arts. This workshop 

appeared to be highly valued by the youth and the presence of this program element points to a 

reflection on the significance of embodiment that has also been explored in the interviews. This 

element can be interpreted as an important supplement to the pedagogical intentions of challenging 

and pushing the youth in their physical performances with a dimension of awareness building that 

both focuses on physical and mental wellbeing. On a physical level this element is providing the 

youth with knowledge of a range of stretching tools to counter the sore muscles from the farming 

work, and on a mental level a range of exercises that are inviting youth to develop awareness of 

breathing, of body language and a range of techniques related to building strength and body 
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awareness. An interpretation of this element could be that the program work is a concrete way is 

challenging the youths’ bodies but there is also a discourse offered to ‘deal’ with – and become 

empowered through - these challenges. 

The rest of the section about the summer consists of a number of tales. It begins with a tale of the 

first day where the new crew is meeting for the first time. Having in mind that though all the youth 

hired for the summer job have in common that they have succeeded the 10 week spring internship, 

the individual youth will only have met maybe a quarter of the total number of the 21 youth. So 

although the physical space of the farm is known by the ¾ of the youth that spent the spring 

internship here, the majority of the new crew is unknown to each other.  The staff put a big emphasis 

on the first day as the time and place where the foundation for the coming period of collaboration is 

laid. This foundation is labeled ‘tone setting’ and the following tale describes my experience of how 

this is practiced. Included in the first tale is also a description of the way I as a researcher was 

presented as a member of the crew. 

Tale: ‘Tone setting’ – the first day in the summer job training program  

It’s the first day in the summer job training program on the farm and the group of 22 youth that form 

the new crew is seated in the shade beside the blueberry field. Not all seats are in the shade and 

Byron asks if anyone is uncomfortable sitting in the sun. One of the boys would like to swap and 

Byron asks the youth sitting in the shade to make more room for him. All of the youth has been 

handed a personal binder and the topic right now is to go through all of the pages and introduce a 

range of practicalities. Byron is talking about the time-sheets that each youth must fill in every 

afternoon with the time of arrival in the morning and the time of finishing. Byron then moves on to 

the next sheet, the Standard Movements Chart (SMC), which deals with basic rules and expectations 

in the program - and the consequences if they are broken or not adhered to. He runs through the 

different standards and say that the first time one of these actions is observed by the staff it will 

result in a warning and if it happens again it we be labeled as a ‘standard movement’ and one hour of 

pay will be subtracted from the next paycheck. If the action is repeated a third time, 2 hours will be 

subtracted ending with the 5th time resulting in the youth getting fired. The chart is divided into two 

groups of ‘incidents’ – the ones that can be earned back and the ones that can’t. Movements that 

can be earned back are e.g. arriving late, poor attitude/poor role model, being unmotivated/poor 

work pace or glorifying drama/violence/sex/drugs/alcohol or using inappropriate language. 

Movements that can’t be earned back are e.g. verbal or physical abuse, vandalism, coming to work 

intoxicated etc. Earning back means that, say a youth had been observed swearing not only once but 

twice – the first time it resulted in a warning from the staff and the second time the youth was told 
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that this was a standard movement and in the next pay check one hour will be subtracted – that is IF 

the youth doesn’t swear again in the week to follow the movement will be earned back and nothing 

will be subtracted. Byron explains that the reason why the program is using this is that it should be 

seen as an incentive and tool for the youth that can be helpful in learning how to act if one is to meet 

the expectations in the jobs they will be applying for in the future. He says that in a regular job 

there’s normally a short road from breaking a rule to being fired, indefinitely – here you get the 

chance to learn from your mistake without the same consequence38. 

Figure 4: The Standard Movements Chart 

 

 

After the seated introduction to the different sheets in the binders we get up and move to an open 

space where we first stand in a big circle. Here we introduce each other’s names, class and high 

school. It is also time for me to introduce myself. I have agreed with Byron and Astrid that I do a little 

                                                           
 

38 When I asked the staff in the end of the summer about how many standard movements they had been giving the answer 

was only a few warnings and no standard movements at all. This made the staff reflect on this summer’s crew as being 

especially well functioning compared to the crew the preceding year. At that time, a small group of youth had been caught 

smoking weed during farm working after which they all were fired, followed by the option to reapply, that also is a part of 

the SMC, which ended with a re-hiring of 3 of the 4 youth. 
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more than just saying my name and why I am here talk and briefly about my double purpose of both 

doing research and also the plan of at a later stage to use the research to build a similar program in 

Denmark.  To show a little bit more about my background, I have also made three sheets of the three 

letters that are special to the Danish alphabet – Æ. Ø and Å. I show them and tell how the first one in 

a special dialect means ‘I’, that the second actually also is a word and means ‘island’ and that the last 

means ‘river’. One of the youth, Marisol, asks me to say something in Danish and I ask her what she 

would like me to say. She says ‘Unicorn’ and the whole group laugh when I respond with 

‘enhjørning’. Byron supplements with saying that ‘he’s more like one of you – he won’t give you 

standards’. Then he asks the whole group of youth to divide into two groups standing behind two 

lines with 50 feet distance. I decide to take the role of full observer during this and the following 

exercise. In the middle between the two lines two staff persons are standing holding a big white 

cloth stretched as a curtain between them making any movement on the line of the other team 

invisible for the youth. Now each team sends 4 youth crawling out to the cloth and instantly the staff 

is lowering the cloth so the two groups of youth become visible to each other. The task for each mini-

group is now - as fast as possible - to say the names of the other mini-group.  The fastest group wins, 

everybody goes back behind the lines and a new mini-group of 4 are hiding behind the cloth. The 

game creates a lot of screaming and laughing as the names become better remembered for each 

round.  After this exercise the atmosphere is much livelier and there is a lot more conversation and 

joking going on in the group. Immediately after the exercise the two groups are united and asked to 

place themselves behind one of the two lines from the name game that are kept in their place, but 

now reframed to symbolize a river that has to be crossed. The distance between the two lines – 

between the two shores – is more than 50 feet and Byron now instructs the whole group of the 

youth about the challenge which is that the whole team has cross the river, but each youth can only 

take 3 steps into the water. The staff is standing on the opposite shore and observing how the team 

is discussing how to solve the crossing. After maybe half an hour of discussing and trying different 

options of using the bodies as a bridge the group is close to giving it up saying that it can’t possibly be 

done without touching the ‘water’ with less than 3 steps – and asks the staff how much time there is 

left? ‘You have all the time you need’, Byron answers – ‘we don’t finish until you’ve solved it’. This 

notice appears to give the group a new energy and now a small group is discussing and trying out a 

new idea. The first person steps out in the river with one foot and the next steps on her feet and 

holding her hand – and thus a human bridge is slowly growing – now the third person is stepping 

with his over the second person’s feet, ending in a position with one foot on the right person’s foot 

and leaving the left foot open to the next element in the bridge. When all the youth are connected, 

they only reach out half the way to the other shore, but now a walk of the person closest to the old 
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shore begins over the feet of the human bridge and in a few minutes all of the youth are on the new 

shore with big but devastated smiles on their faces and with a lot of discussions on what just 

happened.   

The last exercise is a rehearsal of the one that was done at the first day of the spring internship – ‘my 

favorite word’ and I notice that many of the same words are put onto the board – respect, 

community, family, friends. I reflect upon the fact that the youth have already formulated and talked 

with staff about what personal goals they have for the summer as a part of the interviews prior to 

having been hired. I plan to include both formulations of goals in the interview I am going to make 

with youth during the summer in order to create data about this important aspect of the program 

participation. I also reflect upon how the day is structured and how youth may experience it as ‘tone 

setting’ and also how the different activities may contribute to making the program a ‘safe-space’. 

These two exercises definitely seem to have a team-building effect and create much joy and joking. I 

think of the several situations in the spring where one could say that the ambition of making the safe 

space did not prevent the emergence of situations that were emotionally challenging for specific 

youth – but also how the pedagogy here was clear in the sense that staff actively invited youth to 

solve the conflicts and thus contribute actively to making the space ‘safe’. I notice though, especially 

in connection with the exercise of ‘my favorite word’ that this is both a situation where youth can 

express in public what they value and framed by the staff in the wrapping up as something that all 

must contribute to making the program a safe space.  

Tale: Nutrition workshop 

In the summer job training program 3 of the 4 weekly days has workshops and one of the most 

frequent types is the nutrition workshops. These are mostly run by Astrid who also is the kitchen and 

cooking instructor. It’s Tuesday after lunch in the second week of summer program and I’m joining 

the nutrition workshop for the first time. The other group has returned to the fields and the group of 

10 youth has sought the shade inside the small building at the farm gate where we sit in a half circle. 

Astrid asks us to divide into small groups of 2 or 3. She passes a basket with the empty food bags and 

containers of various snack products and asks each group to select one and start with carefully 

reading the label for ingredients. While we are doing this Astrid is passing a bundle of small 

laminated cards – one bundle for each group. Each card has on the one side the name of a commonly 

used ingredient and on the back a description of the side-effects there may be related to the specific 

substance, e.g whether it is carcinogenic or under suspect for leading to cancer and so on. Each 

group gets 5 minutes to read the contents through and find one of the substances listed on one of 

the cards. Like in the whole of last week after lunch the youth is generally very tired, many are 
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yawning and hanging on the chairs. Yet all have found something, and we take turns telling what we 

have found. Astrid then shows a short video from an art action group called ‘Youth Speaks’ showing a 

young guy who goes around in a supermarket and go from ordinary speech to a rap about how our 

food provides us with diabetes. Eventually Astrid asks what the youth think about that there are so 

many dangerous substances in so many ordinary foods. Time is running short and very few of the 

youth know what to say except for Esther who sighs and says that this makes her feel helpless. 

Unfortunately there is no time to get a real discussion going, and we have to collect and store the 

chairs and move on to the next program element – the mind-body workshop. I can’t help to think of 

how the workshop ended – not that the energy in the group was rather low but how it appeared to 

me that the ‘tension’ related to all the bad stuff in food wasn’t relieved into a dialogue about what 

do with this knowledge. Later in the afternoon I turned to Astrid and asked how she thought about 

Esther and her reaction and that she apparently left the workshop with a sense of powerlessness. 

Astrid said that sometimes the workshops early in the summer can evoke feelings like this and be a 

frame for youths’ frustrations on the way things are but that the program seeks to confront this 

through the summer in different ways. One is to work with alternatives – for instance in making 

one’s own snacks and another is to connect the work done on the farm with changes in the local and 

larger food system and by inviting the youth to see themselves as a part of a wider social movement 

struggling for food justice.     

Tale: Family timeline-workshop 

It’s Tuesday in the second week and half of the crew is getting seated for a workshop and the other 

half is going to work in the field. I’m with the workshop and Will introduces the workshop ‘family 

timeline’ with these questions: why does the food system in the US look the way it does? And why do 

most black people live in the South? He doesn’t answer the questions right away but says that we 

will be discussing this in the workshop.  Will is dividing us into 6  groups, and the first task is to play 

‘bingo’ – each youth is handed a ‘bingo chart’ with 8 specific statements – ‘Has an ancestor that was 

enslaved to work in agriculture’ or ‘Has a family member that migrated to work in agriculture’ or ‘Has 

a relative that has diabetes or is overweight’. The first exercise in the workshop now is to stand up 

and walk around between the others and ask each person you meet if they can say yes to one of the 

statements and then write the name of this person in the sheet. After a few minutes we are all asked 

to be seated again, and Will asks who has put names under the statements and a few are invited to 

tell more about the story behind the name. Each youth is now asked to write a few lines about one of 

the questions that had put their name down. Will himself describes how his ancestors were enslaved 

and other stories from the youth are about relatives that have had amputations because of diabetes 
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or who still work as farm laborers. Now Will hands out 7 different fact sheets that each describes a 

historical case of how a specific group of workers migrated from different countries migrated into the 

US and found occupation in farming or fishing and how different issues of labor conditions and rights 

were highlighted in the same period. The cases span historically from ‘Indentured Servitude and 

Slavery’ that had its origins in the period after 1600 to the more recent topic of ‘Organizing’ that tells 

the story of Hugo Chavez and the Chicano movement in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The youth 

are divided into two-person groups and each group is to read, summarize and present the case to the 

others and after that place the case on a poster hanging on the shed with a time-line covering the 

period from 1600 to present day.  

 

Photo: Youth presenting historical cases 

After the presentations, each youth is asked to place the note with the small text they wrote earlier 

and place it on the time-line. The majority of youths’ texts is placed close to the present day-end of 

the line and tells broadly about similar stories about migration (e.g. how parents crossed the border 

illegally from Mexico and made the present life here in the US possible) or about disease, especially 

diabetes among family members that additionally suffer from amputations”.        
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Photo: Youth’s family stories on the time line 

This workshop is one of several activities in the program that are contextualized within an 

understanding of a food system and framed as contributing to ‘food justice’. In both cases youth are 

introduced to a perspective on making connections between food, farming and health and wider 

historical and social issues – and, as a central feature, to place their own personal and family history 

and life situation within this understanding. What strikes me as especially interesting in this 

workshop is the way the ‘smaller’ history of each youth is related to the ‘bigger’ history. Another 

interpretation of the workshop can be argued to be the way a frame of reference is constructed on 

the basis of different historical facts and at a personal level the different family stories of migration 

and also illness is constructed as being related to the existence of a food system and a movement for 

food justice.  

The following tales will describe further how a food systems-oriented and historical awareness is 

encouraged in the program with examples of how youth are invited into building identities as 

‘activists’, again by linking individual backgrounds, experiences and stories to a wider system of 

belonging? phenomena.  

Tale: Food as Activism-workshop 

It’s Wednesday in the second week and the crew is doing the weekly ‘blast’ were we spend the 

whole day working in a local school or community garden that needs specific tasks to be done – 
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typically it’s weeding or minor constructions. Today we’re in Beta-ville – the big town in the southern 

part of the county that has a predominantly Latino population and also is the home town of half of 

the crew. The site is a community garden that lies on the premises of a Lutheran church that also 

consists of a community center. The whole morning we have been working hard on flipping grass-

covered soil of concrete-hardness into a bed than can be sown. After lunch we gather on the patio of 

the community center and the two staff persons Byron and Will are introducing the workshop topic 

of today: ‘Food as Activism’. Byron and Will ask the group of youth what is activism and who is an 

activist? – and whether the youth can come to think of any person that they would categorize as 

such? The youth mentions persons like Martin Luther King, Cesar Chavez and Harvey Milk and the 

staff then asks what made these persons become activists? Byron is writing the suggestions down on 

a flip board and moves on to ask if any of the youth looking at the pattern in the suggestions on the 

board can sum up what characterizes an activist? One of the youth says that an activist is someone 

who is speaking up against injustice in society. Will then tells a story about how he sees his father as 

an activist and how he was beaten down by police in the 1960s when he tried to stop the police from 

beating another black man. His father still suffers from the injuries he got at that incident, but 

doesn’t regret that he stood up for the man that was attacked. Byron says that he sees himself as an 

activist and talks about how he started his career of activism working with food security with black 

communities in the Bronx through establishing community gardens that made fresh and healthy food 

available to one the poorest neighborhoods in New York. He also tells the youth, that they all can see 

themselves as activists because of the work they are doing right now with food justice in this job – 

and right now on this very day helping in the community garden. Then some sheets are distributed 

with 7 short texts and photos of different historical cases of food activism.  
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Photo: Food As Activism Workshop Sheet 

The youth is asked to divide into groups of two and choose a case that they will read and discuss and 

after that to present the case and what they discussed. The cases a.o. deal with The Greensboro sit-

ins about black college students who in the 1960s opposed the racial segregation, Gandhi and the 

salt march in India that initiated the non-violent struggle for independence, and the Black Panther 

Party-initiated Breakfast for Children Program that made the federal government adopt similar 

programs across the schools in the US.   
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Tale: Activism Workshop  

It’s the first week after the one week of summer break where a small group of 4 youth from the 

program have been in New Mexico to join the national Rooted in Community (RIC) gathering. Today 

one of the program alumni, Andrea, who has continued to work with different food justice activism 

initiatives is invited to lead a 1-hour workshop on how to prepare and run a campaign. The venue of 

the workshop is the small library room in the program office building and the 12 youth is sitting in 

the corner couch, on chairs and on the floor. Andrea runs through the list of topics to consider when 

planning a campaign: ‘Demand’, ‘Target’, ‘Strategy’ and is also handing out a list with the ‘Youth Food 

Bill of Rights’39 as possible topics to choose from. The youth is then given 10 minutes in pairs to pick a 

topic and pose suggestions for how to plan a campaign with these themes. Andrea talks about an 

example from the year before at RIC where a program chose to design a campaign related to ‘We 

have the right to poison free food’. Andreas asks the youth if poison-free food was the demand, then 

who should a campaign target? A girl suggests the FDA (Federal Department of Agriculture) to which 

Andrea responds ‘Yes, the FDA who regulates, cool’ and moves on to ask what a strategy to target 

the FDA could be? A boy suggests to hack them and steal their information and ransom it back to 

them, a girl suggests to write letters to consumers. Andreas says ‘Yes, there are a number of 

strategies, it sounds like you’ve got the idea’. The 10 minutes now pass with intense talk and note 

taking.  In the round of suggestions from the youth one is presenting the a campaign for  sustainable 

meat with positive feedback from Andrea because the demands are so specific, to which she says 

that the more specific demands, the more it’s likely to get people to do something. One group has 

chosen the right to save seeds and a choice to target Monsanto because they own some 80 percent 

of the seeds in the world. Another group has used the right to healthy convenient food to formulate 

a campaign and after the round the discussion about recent examples of hacktivism where activists 

have changed established food brands or commercials to tell a different and more honest story of 

what the products are either made of or the health effects of eating them. Andrea shows how a Coca 

Cola logo has been changed and instead says ‘Diabetes’ which leads to a big laugh in the group. She 

tells that the same thing has been made to Mc Donald’s and Orlando Wakes that was renamed 

‘Orlando Fakes’ She invites youth that are into graphic design or who knows someone who is into 

                                                           
 

39
 The Youth Food Bill of Rights is a statement and tool for change formulated by youth on the 2011 RIC 

national gathering. The bill states 17 rights: ‘We have the right to: culturally affirming food; sustainable food; 
nutritional education; healthy food at school; genetic diversity and GMO-free food;  poison-free food; 
beverages and food that don’t harm us; local food; fair food; good food subsidies; organic food and organic 
farmers; cultivate unused land; save our seed;  save the ozone layer; support our farmers through direct 
market transactions; convenient food that is healthy; leadership education. Source: 
www.youthfoodbillofrights.com  

http://www.youthfoodbillofrights.com/
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graphic design to use their talent and invent their own ‘re-designs’. To this a girl says that this could 

also be called ‘artivism’. Andrea continues the talk of another idea which is to get celebrities to join 

the cause, and here one could write a letter to them to get them to use their platform – and suggest 

the youth that if there’s a musician or athlete that they really like. A letter could start with ‘Hey, 

you’re such a big basketball player, but why do you support drinks that are harmful for our 

community?’ She then talks about Beyonce, whom she loves but asks what she is doing with the coke 

add? Andrea has also brought a green plant in a pot that she asks the group if they know. She says 

that it is a natural sweetener and a boy says that then it must be stevia. Andreas then talks about 

how this plant is a zero calorie sweetener good for people with diabetes, because artificial 

sweeteners are not good for the body and a lot of them are cancer causing. She passes the plant 

around and asks the youth to take a bit of the leaf and taste it.  

Towards the end of the workshop there’s a lot of laughing and small talk. Will, who also ahs taken 

part in the workshop returns from the kitchen with a poster with ‘artivist’ or honest labels from  the 

fridge in the kitchen– ‘heart disease spread’ or ‘colon cancer hot dog’ or ‘for sure diabetes drink’. The 

youth have seen it before in one of the nutrition workshops and one girl says that she also has it on 

her fridge at home. The staff preps for the event next week where we are going to a regional RIC 

meeting, that on the recent national RIC there was a regional meeting where it was debated how to 

keep the collaboration going regionally.  Andrea says that there’s probably going to be more people 

at the regional than at the national gathering. Will wraps up by thanking the youth for being so 

present in the hard hour after lunch and thanks Andrea for coming all the way to do the workshop. 

Andrea says that she would like to stay in touch and invites the youth who likes the idea of organizing 

and taking up ideas of action to come to the workshop in the upcoming regional gathering about 

discussing what to do next in the regional RIC network.  

Tale: Youth Day - Rooted in Community Regional Gathering 

As earlier presented the program defines itself as a being part of the Youth Food Justice movement 

and several of the program activities, especially from the summer and into the fall, takes place within 

contexts of this wider social movement. One of these frameworks is the Rooted in Community (RIC) 

network that consists of more than 125 similar programs across the US. Every summer the network 

organizes a national meeting and the program participates each year with 4 youth and a staff person. 

Early in the summer the option is presented to the youth that there are 4 spots available and that the 

participants will be selected after an application. I earlier talked with Byron about the pedagogical 

value of incorporating this in the summer program to which he answered that it not only has a value 

as an opportunity to expose youth to the national youth food justice movement and hopefully inspire 
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and motivate them to engage in this but also often has big individual impact. An example he 

mentioned was when a black girl from the program in this was had an opportunity to meet powerful 

black female leaders the year when the gathering another year was in large city on the east coast – a 

situation of the modeling that the program is seeking to offer that for this specific girl was harder to 

establish within the local socio-demographic context that is predominantly either white or Latino.  

Two weeks after the national RIC-meeting the program takes a day off from the regular schedule and 

joins a regional follow-up of the national gathering. This meeting is attended by more than 300 youth 

and staff from more than 20 similar programs in Northern California and takes place on ‘Pie Ranch’ - 

a similar educational farm on the central Californian coast. The gathering is opened with a ceremony 

with Native American drumming and burning of sage while all of the youth from the different 

programs are gathered in a large circle. Then each program is presented by two youth – one is talking 

about their program’s goals and activities and another is presenting which dish they have  brought to 

the potluck lunch.  

One example is the youth from ‘Planting Justice’ who brought food made from vegetables grown in 

the garden this initiative was leading inside San Quentin prison. Apart from opening and closing 

circles and the communal lunch the youth are free to decide which of the many activities and 

workshops they want to attend in the morning and in the afternoon. The program contains a wide 

range of workshops where local youth food justice initiatives present and debate their work as well 

different more open – both structured and informal - frameworks for sharing of personal experiences 

and stories.  

One of the more structured frameworks I am joining is a ‘Youth Healing Circle’ that uses a technique 

called ‘The Fish Bowl’ for communal storytelling. This takes place in the large circle where the 

opening ceremony was held. Everyone is seated on log benches and in the center of the circle a 

smaller circle of 4 chairs facing a small table is placed. Now 4 youth volunteer to walk to these chairs 

and sit themselves down after which they in turns tell each other a story from the prompt ‘What 

brought me here?’. I’m sitting next to Manuel, and when the first 4 youth have finished telling their 

stories and walked back to the bigger circle a new group of 4 youth who individually decide to join, 

walk towards the chairs – one of them is Manuel. He then tells about his background as a son of farm 

workers and how he two weeks ago was joining the big national RIC gathering in New Mexico and 

moves on to talk about how he has struggled to find himself and connect to his cultural roots as a 

Mexican and at the same time how he has become aware of and found courage to express his 

sexuality and how he now is identifying himself as non-binary in relation to his gender identity. He 
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then says that he has found support within the framework of the program to do this and also how 

being a part of RIC has helped him through being together with so many youth with similar struggles 

from all over the country.  

 

Photo: The set-up for the ‘Fish Bowl’ in the Youth Healing Circle 

After the circle I join a workshop held by youth from a group from San Rafael who are advocating 

against the way alcopops and alcohol is marketed to teenagers in their low-income neighborhood 

and after that I move on to another workshop about hip-hop activism in Oakland. After the lunch 

towards the end of the day I walk towards the stage of the circle where a small group of youth from 

‘my’ program is gathered sitting on straw bales forming a half circle around the microphone. Youth 

are taking turn in rapping, another is playing a drum. Esther is pushing Eliseo to get up and say 

something, first he is reluctant but finally he gets up and recites his version of what has happened 

today. Everybody is whooping and clapping to the rhythm and encouraging him to continue, which 

he does with a big smile on his face. On the way back in the minibus I think of similarities and 

differences between the two occasions today when youth from the program in different contexts 

made a decision to show something of themselves for a wider audience. In the situation with Manuel 

it took place in the ‘Youth Healing Circle’ that explicitly was introduced as a ‘safe space’ where a 

surrounding circle founded a larger ring of support around a smaller circle of sharing of the youth in 

the chairs. The structural framework of Eliseo’s rapping was on the contrary a rather informal 
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context where the program youth incidentally transformed a break after the lunch into a small circle 

of support and encouragement that made use of an ‘open mic’ and – contrary to the ‘Healing Circle’ 

involved a  more explicit ‘push’ as an invitation also to perform – the way Esther as a junior staff 

almost physically dragged Eliseo up from the straw bale where he was sitting and made him decide 

to tell – or rather rap - his story of the day. What both situations have in common is – as I come to 

realize – how a large part of making a ‘safe space’ is about giving youth courage or a feeling of 

support to tell stories of their own choice – with the phrasing from the program discourse – and to 

‘find their voices’. Stories that can be, as in Manuel’s case, explicitly about identity formation or as in 

Eliseo’s case, a sharing that though it arose out of a joyful situation of positive but clear peer 

pressure might be identity formative as well. As both Manuel and Eliseo are among the youth that 

are ‘key informants’ in the study I decide to ask explicitly about today’s events in my upcoming 

interviews with them.  

Tale: The final dinner 

It’s Thursday in the last of the 7 weeks of the summer program. Earlier today was the last full 

working day on the farm, where also the last round of straight talk took place. Tomorrow is the very 

last day where we’ll go for half a day’s work on the organic farm in the south county and after that 

finish the program with a picnic on the beach. This evening the final dinner is taking place on the 

program farm and all of the youth’s parents and siblings are invited. The 22 youth are standing in a 

half circle facing the parents and siblings who are seated around beautifully set tables under the big 

walnut tree. The staff is greeting the parents and then the youth one by one is saying thank you to 

different local cooperation partners of the program. Then dinner is presented and served and after 

the dinner, the parents and siblings are asked to walk to a corner of the farm where all are seated on 

3 rows of benches facing the youth who now again are standing in a half circle. The Astrid is 

presenting and handing out the cook book that has been made with all the recipes of the food 

cooked during the summer illustrated with photos of youth and staff.  Will, who has been standing in 

for Byron while he was on parental leave for 4 weeks, then says that now we wanna take the 

opportunity to shout each of our individual crew members. I decide to make a recording of the 

shout-outs and now follow a transcription of the sequence.  

“I’m going to start with Eduardo – where are you?” [Will points at Eduardo and everybody claps]. The 

first day I remember, it was about lunch time, and you came into the office and say that you would 

like to each your lunch .. and I say, but we provide lunch every day, you don’t have to bring your 

own. And then you said, yeah, I know, but I’m just a little picky about what I eat, so … [everybody 

laughs] .. and I said, okay, that’s cool .. you can do that .. and over the course of time I just wanted to 
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encourage him, and said, you know what – try some of the food that we have, just taste it .. and over 

the course of the program, he did .. and I want to just shout you out for the growth that I have seen 

in you! .. You are an awesone travelling partner, we went to RIC, Rooted in Community together, to 

New Mexico .. and just to see you from the beginning of the program to the end of the program  .. 

the transformation .. the growth that I have seen in you is awesome.. so I just wanna shout you out .. 

you are a very driven young man .. I really appreciate you .. thank you! [everybody is clapping] 

And Manuel, I’ve seen you sprout like a seed. You came here in the beginning, a very kind of reserved 

and taking your own space and time, and in the time you’ve been here, I have seen you burst out of 

your shell just like a little seed growing to a blossom. I really appreciate your presence, your 

gentleness and your thoughtfulness. I noticed how you really have been engaged in the workshops, 

and it has been wonderful just to see your growth. Thank you! [everybody is clapping] 

Bill! Bill is a dope! [everybody laughs] Bill helps everybody to get what they’re doing done. Your 

levity, your ability to make people smile and laugh out loud is for real extremely helpful for the 

program. I’ve seen you grow, I’ve seen you push through, I’ve seen you DO IT. Your coming here 

every day, your ability to be present is awesome! Thank you so much, you are very driven, thank you 

for your attention. [everybody is clapping] 

Thad .. something I really appreciate about you is that you are like a shepherd .. not in a bad way, not 

that you are all sheep [everybody laughs] .. but you are community minded, and you are really 

always thinking of the good of the whole and the all, and I really appreciate that perspective that you 

bring to the program .. you jumped into the junior staff position with a moment’s notice, and you 

jumped in as you were there for the whole time, so you really helped us out, helped the junior staff, 

helped the whole program .. and the concern for others that you show, and the care that you show is 

wonderful .. thank you for your presence! ..” [everybody is clapping] 

Now Rita takes over: “I would like to shouting out Alice .. Alice, you really brought a willingness to be 

open, and share yourself and your experiences with the crew throughout is summer, and I think it 

really showed a lot of strength and also created a space where others felt that they could do the 

same .. and I think you showed the same openness and maturity and the way that you paid attention 

and took to heart the feed-back that you were given this summer and really used it to learn and grow 

as a person .. and I think those are really beautiful qualities .. and I think you will do very well 

[everybody is clapping]. 
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Astrid moves on: “And I want to shout Laurio out .. You said it best today in straight talk when you 

said “I really committed to my commitments this summer” .. and you really did .. I really really saw 

that , that you every day you showed up and you’ve been so focused, and willing and eager to do 

anything that needed to be done, the attitude and presence that you’ve shown up here with .. it has 

been really a gift .. and the insight that you have shared during the workshops .. you have an extreme 

kind of maturity in the way you see the world .. you really added so much to the space  .. you have 

the willingness to share your thoughts in that way that has been a gift to all of us. Yeah .. you are 

responsible and it has been great to have you here, thank you! [everybody is clapping] 

Rita takes over: “Michael! What’s up brother! [everybody laughs] .. particularly in the beginning and 

throughout the whole summer you were relatively resistant to trying the program food aka 

vegetables [everybody laughs] on a daily basis here ..despite of that you rarely complained , you put 

your mind to gain skills and competencies in the kitchen, and did so successfully and by the end of 

the summer you were like the go-to guy for all things drinks because you made such a sick cucumber-

lime lemonade with very little guidance .. I really appreciate how willing you were to do that for 

others though you weren’t taking part in eating yourself much. And also how you really stick to who 

you are, and at the same time you are really willing to think about things and look at ways that you 

can change things that can improve your life that you can learn from others, I really respect that! 

Thank you!” [everybody is clapping] 

Astrid takes over: “Josh .. that’s exactly what I want to talk about [everybody laughs] Your big smile! 

When I think about you I think of the smile radiating, that you brought here this summer, every day, 

that has been so uplifting and so helpful for me to show up every day , I have really enjoyed working 

with you, and your spirit and attitude and .. like the presence that you bring, has been such a gift ..  It 

really brought me up, and I really appreciate you for that, thank you! And I have also seen you step 

up the last few weeks. I know that you, today you said that you had set a goal to really finish strong 

and push your game .. and I have really seen that in you , so I really want to congratulate you for 

setting that goal and meeting it, and finishing strong and having a really successful summer and job 

here and I look forward to however we continue!” [everybody is clapping]    

Rita takes over: “Alfonso .. hey hey .. How many people will break their arm into a physically 

demanding job and still be able to show up nearly every day, ready to jump in wherever possible and 

maintain a positive attitude, and I’m so impressed by your resilience and commitment and that has 

definitely been something that has motivated me in the course of the summer and a lot of other 

people in the crew, so props to you!” [everybody is clapping] 
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Astrid takes over: “Marisol, you shared two things recently that I really thought about , and one of 

those things is that.. I knew this about you in the beginning , that you had a hard time showing up on 

time and that throughout the course of the summer you have not only figured out how to show up 

on time to work but you figured how to show up on time to everything in your life, and how to 

organize yourself in a way, that like – you’ve got it! And that’s such an important life skill for anything 

that you do, so I really want to give you props for learning that because that is a really big key to 

success, and succeeding whatever you choose. And the other thing that you shared with me and that 

you shared a little bit with all of us is that you have this summer taken the opportunity to challenge 

yourself and then meet those challenges, and you recently said, ‘It’s actually really fun to try new 

things and then .. and then you give yourself a new goal .. And I really want to honor you for how 

hard that is, since to do new things can be really scary, and you’ve looked at it and you’ve stepped 

into that scary fire … and that is a key element of being a really strong leader, is to be willing to take 

that risk, because you know that you are going to grow more.. so I really honor you for that too!” 

[everybody is clapping] 

Rita takes over: “Eliseo, I didn’t get a chance to work with you a whole lot in the spring time but 

working with you has been one of absolute highlights of my summer, you are an incredibly kind, 

thoughtful, hardworking, helpful, just all round wonderful person, and as you have gotten less shy 

over the summer, you are also hilarious, great sense of humor, so it’s just been such a blessing and 

honor to be working with you this summer and I’ll be awaiting a phone call for when you take the 

program-band on the road, let me know! [everybody laughing] 

Astrid takes over. “Pablo, you just told us that you set this goal of getting everything you can out of 

this summer.. .. you have really done that! A rule of thumb is that what you get in you get out, and 

you have given this job your all .. I have really seen you shine .. you’ve stepped up! You’ve been a 

problem solver, you’ve been reliable , you’ve been super dedicated, you have built a fence ..[Pablo: 

“It’s done!”] [Everybody laughs] It’s done!! It has taken all season to fix, and you and Raul and Arun 

have really put your heart into it and you just really wanted to see that follow through .. each task 

you have done you have really followed through .. and I have also really seen you step up and help 

me problem solve in other situations that I asked for help, I really think more than anything you 

really supported me this summer , and you have really been looking out for where you could lend a 

hand , that’s meant a lot .. thank you for all you have given , you have really shown a lot of leadership 

in this work!” [everybody is clapping] 
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Rita takes over: “Esther – in stepping into your role for yourself this summer, as junior staff, I was 

really relying on you to support me and show the ropes and you have just been such an incredible 

support in the kitchen, and given so much honest and valuable feed-back that has helped me grow to 

do my job well, and helped me be a better person and mentor .. and I really see how strong you are 

in leadership .. a lot in your personal life .. I just really respect your strength and I’m really going to 

miss your smile every day .. and that laugh .. thank you so much for all your support!” [everybody is 

clapping] 

Astrid takes over: “Luis, on the first day right after we ate you were sitting on a planter box kind of on 

your own and you were saying ‘wow, I didn’t know thirty minutes could take so long to pass’ …. And 

by the end of summer you were really taking the risk to open and share yourself with the group and 

spend more time with people, and I think, as that has happened, time has gone a lot faster, and you 

are not actually sitting on your own and waiting for time to pass anymore, you have decided to 

participate and do what it takes to enjoy your time rather than just wait for the seconds to pass. And 

that being said you have been such an incredible time keeper this summer and I really want to honor 

you for the time management for the whole crew, and I really appreciate how you kept the whole 

group together and you have also been extraordinarily focused and desire to work hard .. last week 

when we were walking out to the field at the end of the day .. and we were walking the whole  

distance of the farm and everybody was pretty far behind and you were up in the front with me and 

when we got there you were just ready to go when we got there.. and while we were walking I 

thought, wow, it is just such a relief to have Luis, ready to go .. You also gave me some very 

important feedback40 about how you were ready to step into a leadership position more than we 

provided, and I really sat with that and thought about it  and  okay, let’s check some of the things 

that we can do so that you all have the opportunity.. and I really appreciate the feedback you gave in 

such a supportive way .. it’s been awesome to have you with us  this summer and it’s been amazing 

to watch you open and and blossom..[everybody is clapping] 

- I’ve got one more,  let’s shout out Janis .. when you started last year, you were pretty quiet, pretty 

shy ..and by the end of that summer you stepped into the flower business and you really ran that and 

I watched you step into your self much more and your responsibility and stepped up to it .. and then 

                                                           
 

40
 Astrid had shared the details of this feed-back a staff meeting a few weeks earlier. Luis had approached Astrid with a 

question that he had in relation to the program’s strong focus on everybody developing ‘leadership’. He saw this as a 
paradox because ‘if everybody is a leader then who is going to lead?’ They then had a longer talk about what leadership 
could mean for him in the program and how Astrid could help him step into roles in this direction. 
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this summer you chose at some point to step more into your power as a leader and you stepped 

more into your voice and your confidence and that has been really beautiful to watch   because you 

are such a strong amazing woman, that you have that to give and that you have actually stepped into 

showing that and share that  is really awesome .. And I really saw you in your strength and your 

power when you chose to get on a bicycle41 because that was scary and that was hard .. and you 

were like ‘I got this, and I’, just going to get going, I don’t know how far I'm going .. this is great ’ .. 

and 6 miles later you were still on a bike! And that really showed me the strength that you have to 

really push through when it’s hard .. and succeed .. And the amount of responsibility that .. I feel that 

I can ask you for almost anything and you take it on with confidence  - ‘I got it, I got it, I'm gonna do 

it, no problem’ ..  and then I can just stop thinking about it .. so thank you for that .. And more than 

anything, thank you for the friendship that you have provided!”[everybody is clapping] 

Byron takes over and says, “So if you haven’t been spoken to, you are about to” [everybody laughs] .. 

He then goes on – “Raoul, the man in the green hat over there .. Raoul, I'm incredibly impressed with 

your level of professionalism, so a part of this job is a job training program, we go through 

professional skills and .. for example just yesterday Raoul had a work on pieces of his college 

preparatons .. make sure that his finances were in place to go to college, and you left the most 

professional message that I have ever received .. there is tons of context, there was an apology for 

missing a day, but by the time you and I got to talk I actually felt bad, I was like ‘Oh, he’s so bummed 

he’s missing a day! .. And I'm so impressed by the way you hold yourself here and at the same time 

while you have this high level of professionalism, you also allow yourself to be silly, you allow 

yourself to play, and smile .. and what did you say today Esther? – ‘you have a cute baby face’  

[everybody laughs] .. and when I think of you when we first met at the high school in February till 

now I’ve seen you really step into what it means to be a hard worker and a smart worker and a 

strong worker and I really acknowledge that in you and I really respect that .. and I think as soon as 

you step through the door in college .. this is gonna work out! .. as soon as you step through that 

door you are just on that path to success because you’ve got that .. thanks! [everybody is clapping]  

- Moving down the line, I’ve gotta talk to the smoothest operator [everybody laughs] .. Edwin .. first 

of all, damn you look good! [everybody laughs] .. away are the jeans and the sweat pants .. man, we 

                                                           
 

41
 Here Astrid refers to the day when a local non-profit that promotes bicycling through advocacy, education 

and community building invited all of the youth for a 6-mile bike tour ride through the city. As a program 
element and activity the intention of empowerment is related to the fact that for many youth this is the first 
time they try to bike. 
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gotta go out! Nice job! .. Now, let’s talk about you .. today was the sweetest moment for me in my 

relationship to you when we were in straight talk .. and, so straight talk is something that we do once 

a week where we give each other positives and improvables, it’s a way that we give each other 

feedback .. and you did two things that were so impressive.. One was, you just smiled the whole time 

.. you have a really sweet smile, man .. it’s like watching your inner glow come out .. because 

sometimes things are tough, and I’ve seen you really push through at some moments where it’s hard 

to dive in, but you’ve gotta do what you’ve gotta do but then I see that smile .. and I see that, then I 

know Edwin is in full effect, I really feel you .. The other thing is, the first few weeks of straight talk, 

when I was here, I noticed that it wasn’t the most comfortable format .. and it’s not, it was a new 

format for all of us, right .. but by the end .. I saw you in weeks one, two and three and then I had a 

big break, and then I see you on the second last day and then today the thing that I noticed is you 

gave almost every single person in the circle straight talk, and I think that speaks to two things, one 

that speaks to your core and your confidence and also speaks to the relationships that you’ve built .. I 

think that is a really impressive thing .. it’s been a real pleasure to be working with you and I hope we 

get to continue into the fall .. thank you ..  [everybody is clapping]  

- Arun .. in the spring program Arun did fantastic, he showed up, he worked hard, he was really 

focused, always a pleasure on the crew, a really great spirit .. and then by the end of the spring 

program I just assumed, this young man is definitely going to go for the summer job .. and the 

summer job is not easy to get by the way .. the folks that are up here got it out of 50 youth who were 

in the entire program, so it really is not a small thing to get this position .. so it was really interesting, 

I did the interview with Arun, and I could kinda feel that he was low balling, or playing some sort of 

game, and so finally, in the final question I asked him something, he goes ‘Yeah, I’m just not sure..’ .. 

the last question is ‘If you get the job, could you commit to it?’ .. So the right answer is ‘Yes!’ .. but 

Arun was like, ‘Well, you know .. probably, I will be real with you, I don’t know’ [everybody laughs] .. 

and right there I saw incredible leadership, because he didn’t play the game at that point, right .. You 

could have been just ‘ Oh yes, I’ll definitely do’ .. right, but you kind of threw down and you were 

honest .. and you invited a conversation .. and actually what you did, I hope he goes into marketing .. 

actually what he did, is he made me sell him the program [everybody laughs] .. ‘Well, why should I do 

it?’ [everybody laughs] .. Great question to ask! You gotta know why you wanna do something, 

absolutely .. and then he spent some time talking with me about some of his other goals, right .. and 

we talked about how some of those goals could be met here, and some can’t .. but ultimately, you 

stepped into that power to make that decision on your own .. I just gave you the outline .. and the 

same thing yesterday on the biking, like you shared a little bit of that .. ‘Do I want to bike? - Do I have 
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to bike?’ .. and I said ‘no’ .. but you jumped on the bike .. What I have noticed Arun, is .. that you start 

with the questions, but you move pretty rapidly into very solid answers .. and even in straight talk 

today when I listen to what the crew around me gives you as feedback, they are really acknowledging 

your leadership, acknowledging your power .. so I hope that as you transition from the summer job 

hopefully to a fall job with us or into another opportunity, that you can walk away with that, and see 

that .. you are a powerful young guy .. thank you ..[everybody is clapping] 

One more .. and how could we not end with bike story [everybody laughs] .. so let me tell you 

another bike story .. Yesterday we got on bikes and we bikes to a partner farm and we did some work 

there and then we did their deliveries on the bike, right .. and what does that have anything to do 

with the program? I don’t really know [everybody laughs] but it’s fun to ride bikes .. and somewhere 

there is something about empowerment by getting on a bike and .. imagine all these people on bikes 

is pretty cool .. anyway, yesterday Marisol comes up to me with Esther and say .. ‘Do we really have 

to do this? I have never been on a bike’ .. and I was thinking, wow, we’ve got 6 miles ahead of us, and 

she hasn’t been on a bike .. this could take some time .. [everybody laughs] .. so I asked her, honest 

conversation, do you wanna do it? And she said .. ‘Yeah…’ - it wasn’t a solid yes, but more like, let’s 

see .. so we did what we all do, we got on a bike, we hold the seat and got the foot on and start 

running with a helper and pretty, in 20 minutes or so she had learned how to bike [everybody laughs 

and claps] .. And I feel that that is a kind of metaphor for what I have seen this summer .. I see you 

share with everybody how strong you feel and how powerful you are .. and that you have a really big 

voice, and that you have a lot of things to say, that the things that you have to say are important and 

that we shall listen to you [everybody laughs] and we do .. and Esther is heading off to college in 

UCLA and I have heard moments of excitement and moments of trepidation but I really feel that 

what I have seen this summer, from your quality of work, and your strength that you are gonna blow 

them away .. they’re going to want to keep you for 6 years .. thank you .. [everybody is clapping] 

Last but not least, Juan .. so much to say .. last year in the winter I had the privilege of teaching Juan 

in school .. and noticed that in his classroom Juan is somebody who was always silly .. like, always 

smiling always looking around, but he was really soaking up the material .. he was really interested, 

he was an interested person .. then I came back and asked, hey, how about spring internship? He did 

the spring internship, that was great, he did the summer last year, totally on point, then he got the 

fall job, and then the fall job .. Me and Astrid we were just blown away .. Juan and Janis ran the 

flower business, and we have some photos of Juan that are like, holding these bouquets that are .. 

Juan made the most incredible bouquets .. and making bouquets is actually not very easy, a lot of 

people what we learn here is called slapper rap, they take a bunch of flowers and put them together 
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and then they try to sell them and often you do, because people don’t care .. but Juan’s bouquets 

were of the utmost quality and it’s that same attention and attention to detail that I saw you bring to 

being a junior staff .. it’s a big leap, it’s a big leap to you to step into this position and move from 

being one of the crowd to being the leader of the crowd with your partners .. and it’s been really 

amazing to see you work out your concerns and your fears and step into the leadership role .. and 

then just showing up every day, showing up with focus, and especially showing up with so much joy .. 

you bring an incredible amount of joy to the group and that is an amazing skill to have in a profession 

.. to keep everybody happy, to keep everybody going, and the way that you motivate is through your 

laughter and your smile and your silliness and your joking .. and it’s so effective .. I’ve seen you lead 

everybody in this crew so effectively this summer, it’s been really impressive and I have appreciated 

that, and I shared this with you this afternoon, I have appreciated what you shared in last year’s 

straight talk .. and then today you really just threw down, and that’s a total marker for me how much 

you have grown that you are so solid in yourself that you could give your peers really critical 

feedback, both positives and improvables .. thank you!” [everybody is clapping]                

After the shout-outs Rita is handing out the fall job announcements to the youth that have applied – 

all have been put a position in view and which specific jobs they are getting is now revealed.  

A general interpretation of these shout-outs is that they function as a kind of climax of the narrative 

of the summer, as a conclusion of the learning outcome where the staff is giving the youth a 

condensed feedback of all of the feedback that has been given throughout the summer. Though very 

different in content and length a few similarities can be identified. One is to use a concrete event as a 

metaphor for describing a transformation or learning that has taken place since the beginning of the 

program participation, often with the ability or choice of working hard and pushing through in the 

challenging farm work situations. The strong focus on leadership is also repeatedly mentioned and 

how it is related to taking risks to dare oneself in accepting to do challenging tasks.   

The other is to dedication to the tasks and the professionalism, the willingness to risk sharing oneself 

in different contexts, often in the situations of straight talk, that often is referred to as an indicator of 

how much the youth have achieved in finding their voice as a concrete sign of an increased self-

confidence. A central thing that also is expressed by staff here is the way the building of social 

relationships is important. At the core of the shout-outs is the persistent observation that staff 

practices towards the youth and also the character of the relationship that has been built between 

staff and youth, as many referred to as friendship and mentorship.  
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3.7 Fall Business Management Positions 

The program activities in the fall represent the third arc in the ethnographic narrative – this is when 

the harvest is in full motion, the produce is distributed and new roles for the youth are emerging, the 

one of being co-managers. 

The fall job business management positions can only be applied by youth that have gone through the 

earlier phases of involvement in the program. The general goal of the program in this phase is to 

provide interested youth a range of different opportunities to use the skills and training they have 

gained through the previous phases, now with increased responsibilities to co-manage farm based 

business and community service projects. There is only a one week lapse between the summer and 

fall program and the application and recruitment process takes place at the end of the summer job 

training program and usually all the interested youth will be hired in on or more of the available 

positions. At this time, the largest part of the summer job crew is back in the high school, mainly as 

seniors and a few as juniors, and also a few youth that have graduated and have continued their 

educational journey as students in the local community college. The staff seeks to meet the different 

wishes and schedules of the youth in order to set crews on the different jobs. For some youth it 

involves having one position and for others it involves having 2 or even 3 positions during the week. 

Though the job-training dimension is strongly weighted, and there are no longer workshops, the 

social and food justice issues in different ways continue to play a central role in the jobs. Parallel to 

following the activities in 4 of the different jobs a series of ethnographic interviews were conducted 

with the 9 youth from the summer. Here the topics were partly asking about reflecting on the 

learning during the summer and the present status and experiences related to the current positions 

that the youth inhabited. Now the different job or business management positions will be introduced 

accompanied by tales where the content is situationally described and interpreted.   

Overview of the fall jobs and business management positions:  

The blasts introduced to the youth in the summer job training program is also one of the job options 

in the fall. Here the form and content continues with weekly visits to different local school and 

community gardens, where the crew is engaged in different practical tasks that the garden teacher 

may need help to do. 

The flower business is a new activity and the primary resource for this job are the several beds on 

the farm that throughout the summer were planted with different kinds of flowers. The flower 

business crew is managed by 2-3 youth in collaboration with one of the staff. The tasks consist of 
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cutting and arranging bouquets and deliver the bouquets on bikes to a number of local businesses 

that subscribe to having a weekly bouquet delivered.   

The harvest crew is also a well-known activity for the youth. The difference is that now the produce 

is not primarily harvested for preparation of meals for the youth on the farm but for the weekly farm 

stand, that also isone of the fall jobs, as well as for other events that may occur at the farm premises. 

Also here the crew is supported by a staff person. 

The farm stand played a minor role in the summer where a small group of youth were engaged in 

selling produce at the entrance of a local hospital. Now in the fall the farm stand is one the jobs 

offered in the program where 3 youth run the stand at a local public school in a low-income 

neighborhood. Here the produce is sold at for approximately half a the price compared to the price 

level at the local organic farmer’s market – a measure in line with the general goal of the program to 

make healthy and fresh organic food available for this specific group.  

The event planning crew consists of 2 youth and the task here is more in direction of project 

management – organizing a yearly harvest festival event on the farm premises where a wide range of 

local food justice and environmental organizations are giving workshops and presenting their agenda 

for 3-400 middle and high school students and their teachers. 

The cooking and catering crew is working in a more flexible schedule than the most of the other jobs 

in the fall season – related to the shifting forms of meetings etc.  

Here three tales will present the fieldwork in this phase – the blast, the flower business and the farm 

stand. 

Tale: Blast, October 22 

After 9 weeks in Denmark I’m back in California. Yesterday I met with Astrid and Rita and got a short 

update about how the fall program which now is in its last two weeks has been running since I left at 

the end of the summer program in mid-August. They told me about how Eliseo has marked himself 

as an activist and launched a campaign to change the school food in his hometown in the South 

County. Eliseo has two little brothers (5 and 8 years) that he looks after very often and it is their 

situation with the present and very bad food that is provided in the schools that has spurred him. 

They also tell that he has been active in a recent - and lost - campaign to prevent a Mc Donald’s from 

being opened just across the road from one of the city’s schools. 
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Today I am joining the Blast crew but first I’m driving with Byron to Beta-ville to pick up Eliseo at his 

high school where he now is a senior and then drive to Alfonso and Eduardo's high school and take 

them all to the school in the north county where we are going to do the blast. Along the way, Byron 

hands over the present day’s newspaper to Eliseo, where Eliseo is interviewed on yesterday's Harvest 

Festival. Byron tells Eliseo that he can write it on his resume and that it is a great thing that he now is 

able to include a quotation from the article. Arriving at the school we are being welcomed by 

[Caprice], who is the garden teacher. [Alora] also arrives, but [Lucas] and [Cesar] are sick today. 

Byron tells me that more of the youth may be a bit worn after the last few days, that has been 

intense with different program activities. One was the Bioneers conference that I didn’t have the 

opportunity to join and then there was yesterday's Harvest Festival at the farm where a lot of 

students and teachers from local schools were invited and were offered a range of different activities 

and workshops – all co-organized by the youth in the fall event-crew. 

Then a small group of students – I forgot to ask but probably from 5th grade – are welcoming us with 

some salsa they have made for us and together with taco chips. They are going to work with us and 

the teacher is introducing the tasks where the most important thing is to hatch in a small wetland 

area, Here some bindweed that is a porous plant is  the most important to remove. We work very 

intensely and the two hours pass quickly. The last task is to weed in what used to be a pumpkin bed 

and this is where we finish the day. We all gather in the in the street in front of the school and Byron 

asks the youth to give themselves a round of 'Positives and Improvables'. Everyone says they think 

they've worked hard and can work harder – Alice has an additional improvable to herself that she will 

remember to drink more water. This is the first time I observe a straight talk session after the 

summer and it I think about how different is to do it in this physical and temporal context. It takes 

place in the street, everyone is standing up, and the group is about to split in a few minutes and say 

goodbye – could this be the reason why everybody sticks to the  'working harder'-improvable? Or is it 

just because the youth are tired, not only from today’s but from the past few days of intense 

activities and just want to finish and get home? I have to remember to ask Byron more about how he 

the straight talk has been practiced and if there has been any developments in what youth choose to 

share – and if they have continued to give the youth written positives and improvables too.  

Tale: The flower business, October 27 

I’m joining the last day of the flower business crew with Arun and Maya. Had a brief talk with Astrid 

before that there would probably not be much time to interview Arun today, and I decide to ask him 

if we shall do the interview before the last dinner on Thursday. Apart from the main task of picking 

flowers and making bouquets, the plan today is to do an evaluation and write thank you cards to the 
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customers who have been subscribing to the weekly bouquets and finally to write the bills.  

I walk with Arun and M to the tool shed where we grab three buckets and clean them. Then Arun 

shows how he makes a solution of water and sugar so that the plants can stay fresh longer and add 

also bleach as a disinfectant.  

Then we walk to the field most far away from the shed where long rows of marigold and other 

flowers are in their last phase of blooming. Arun is instructing me in which to look for and which to 

avoid - we have to look carefully to find suitable ones, one can tell that the season is almost over. 

After more than an hour of picking and much walking we have enough flowers in the buckets to walk 

back to the working table and make the bouquets. 

We sit at the table and drink water and Astrid asks Arun and Maya to write positives & improvables 

for themselves on a piece of paper. Astrid starts by reading what goals she had set for the crew at 

the start of the season, 9 weeks ago:  time management, making quality bouquets, getting good 

contacts with the customers. Then Arun and Maya talk about their notes. Arun says that he feel that 

the job has helped him to 'grow up' and refers to his high school teacher who recently asked him 

what had happened to him. He also talks about how he no longer is afraid of bees (which earlier in 

the spring and summer were a recurring topic and challenge for him) and he mentions how he has 

learned to remember to drink water frequently and doesn’t have many headaches anymore. Arun 

then has a dialogue with Astrid, about the days where he had called her and expressed doubt 

whether he was ok to come to work, but nevertheless came and managed the tasks. Astrid praises 

him for this. Astrid also gives both Arun and Maya great praise because they have worked so well and 

been so self-employed and says that it has been the best flower crew so far – and that she now 

knows what to expect of next year’s crew. 

Finally, Arun and Maya write thank you cards for the restaurants and shops they have been 

delivering to – they write what this job has meant to them personally and thank the customers for 

the fact that they have been clients and helped create this job. Just before I went, Arun asks me if I 

think he had been a good teacher for me today. I answered that he very much had and referred to 

his precise instructions and in all the actions of selecting the right flowers and how to make a 

bouquet with the right mixture of colors and flower varieties. 

Tale: The Farm Crew and Farm Stand, October 28 and 29  

It’s the last week of the fall program and I’m following the harvest crew and farm stand crew. 

Tuesday I’m following Pablo, Isaiah, Laurio and Manuel, who all work in the harvest crew. We’re 

harvesting for tomorrow's farm stand at the Elementary School. At the same time, Rita is doing an 



 
 

144 
 
 

evaluation meeting with Eliseo and Marisol about the Harvest Festival, which they were co-

organizing on Thursday the week before. I agree with Astrid that it would be ok to do interviews with 

Marisol, Manuel and Pablo during the day when it fits with the tasks. I start with interviewing Manuel 

and then Marisol after she has finished her evaluation meeting and finally Pablo. After the two 

interviews I’m walking to the cleaning and packing station to ask Pablo if he is ready for the 

interview. He is very engaged in the last part of making bundles of carrots and small leaks and, as 

always, is very careful with the process of selecting and composing the bundles to look good. 

After the interview, I help Astrid cutting down faded dahlia plants and after that the whole crew who 

has finished the harvesting and stored the vegetables in the cooling shed turns to re-arrange the 

paths between the beds with shovels. Then Astrid is leading a final evaluation meeting. She starts 

asking the youth one by one how they would evaluate their own efforts. Isaiah says that he has never 

worked more efficiently and fast and generally has become more focused and Manuel says that he 

has ‘stayed in tune'. Pablo mentions two things. The first is that he feels that he has not been so 

bossy to his working partners as he had previously been to Laurio and that he has tried not to let his 

sense of detail slow him too much down. He also mentions a challenging situation that often arises 

during the farm stand where it stresses him when it becomes too busy when all the kids are in line 

during the break and want to be served and his reaction this this pressure was to retreat to check the 

box and change money and therefore let Isaiah alone to serve the impatient customers and thus 

made the line move slower. Astrid suggested Pablo to focus on the kid in front of the line and at the 

same time ask the next kid to wait and say that it will only last a moment before it is his turn to be 

served. Astrid then give the crew a big praise and say that they surpassed her expectations to a very 

high degree! In 8 weeks they had sold an average of 200 pounds of produce on each stand day and 

made an income of more than 2000 $! 
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Photo: Training customer service at the farm stand 

Wednesday I’m biking direct to the Elementary School where Astrid, Isaiah and Pablo have just 

arrived. It's 11 AM and we have to be ready before the bell rings for break at 11.30 and the big lunch 

break and the first group of customers - the students from the school arrives. The school has been 

selected as a location for the farm stand because It has the city’s largest proportion of students 

entitled to free school lunch - the same indicator that Byron is looking for when asking youth to fill 

out the applications for spring internship. The vegetables on sale are at almost half of the price of 

what they would cost on the local Farmer's Market - and is deliberately low priced in order to make 

the organic products available to the poorest groups as well. I especially note how Pablo is engaged 

in arranging the produce in an aesthetical way making special patterns with the different colors of 

the vegetables. Isaiah is more oriented towards getting all the crates emptied quickly so that all the 

produce is placed on the two tables. Astrid notes Pablo's care with the arranging and asks him if it's 
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not time to get the cardboard boxes packed and stored behind the car. The bell rings and a swarm of 

young students whose hands cling to dollar bills gather close to the corner of the stand table where 

the box of pineapple guava is located - a clear first winner. Astrid tells me that earlier in the fall it was 

carrots that were a big hit for the students to buy. One of the teachers is also in the line and orders a 

bag of 30 guava to his class – Pablo starts weighing the fruits and says that he will bring it to the class 

right after the break. After the first students have converted their dollar bills into guavas the box is 

almost empty and the bell rings again. Then Pablo, Isaiah and Astrid reorganize the remaining 

produce so that it looks good for the next rush which is actually after the last class. The costumer 

group has changed and now it is mostly teachers and parents who come to buy. Several people 

express their annoyance that this is the last day of the stand and that they are going to miss it. As the 

number of customers is decreasing and there are only a few products left, Astrid says that it's time to 

close. Isaiah and Pablo pick up the remaining produce, and write their number or weight on the list 

and then pack them down into 2 boxes. Then the tables are together with the tent pavilion is packed 

and we gather at a table to do the accounts. The primary check is to see if what is listed as sold 

corresponds to the amount in the money box. It turns out to look sensible and afterwards there is a 

short evaluation – both Pablo and Isaiah are very satisfied with the way it turned out today and 

Astrid praises both of them to be very professional and accommodating to the customers and notes 

the way that especially Pablo managed to be at the forefront of the pressed situation – as he also 

had been worried about how would turn out. 

Tale: Final dinner and shout-outs, October 30 

Today it’s the final dinner and everybody in the fall crew has arrived on the farm.  We gather in a 

circle under the big walnut tree as so many times before during the spring and summer. Astrid says 

welcome and Byron adds that it has now been 9 months since we started in the winter - and asks: 

‘What it is that also takes 9 months to do? He replies - to make a baby! So now we have all made a 

baby!’ Everybody laughs and Byron asks everyone to present a triumph. Alfonso starts with saying 

that his triumph was to be on time today. Others are more elaborate, including Eliseo, who tells 

about his involvement as organizer of the harvest festival. Mine was to be back and have been given 

a chance to follow the last two weeks of the fall program. Then it’s time for a game and we play ‘My 

biggest fan’ – which practically is a version of ‘stone, scissors and paper’ where the loosing part each 

time gets behind the winner resulting in two growing human snakes moving around. Then we all 

move into the meeting house where two big tables have been set with table cloths. The food is 

brought in by Manuel and Martha, who both have been working in the event cooking crew and also 

have made the food today. Manuel and Martha present the food and that there’s going to be a 
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dessert too. Then Byron, Astrid and Rita each give individual shout-outs to the youth. A general 

pattern in the shout-outs follow the same pattern as the ones after the summer program. Staff talks 

about how youth have managed the manager roles in the different job and with details to each 

individual about how staff was able to let the youth take over and perform very well. There is a big 

emphasis as acknowledging this as signs of how far the youth have come in developing a 

professionalism and concretely taken a lot of ownership and shown responsibility in the different 

jobs. Also several stories of acknowledging how youth managed to engage in the jobs while 

struggling with long standing or momentarily arrival of challenging live situations. One example here 

is a youth who carries a lot of responsibility at home with caretaking for a disabled sibling and still 

show up on time every day and showing a big capacity to engage in the job. Another example was 

one youth whose family had become homeless and how this has made him have to mobilize new 

resources in dealing with such a situation – though this was not explicitly mentioned by the staff who 

know about it, it was spoken about in an indirect way that still expressed the staff’s understanding of 

this youth’s specific life situation and the acknowledgement of having to become an adult very quick 

and shown big effort in managing the job so well in spite of this condition. Another was the specific 

feed-back to the group of youth who had been organizing the harvest festival on the farm with the 

acknowledgement of how these youth had engaged in the job with a goal to strengthen the food 

justice aspect of the different activities. Generally, I'm impressed with the detail the staff talk with, 

all speaking without notes, also how the atmosphere is very intense and how clearly the speeches 

make a big impression on each youth. After the dinner I reflect upon the shout-outs, both these here 

in the fall and the ones told when the parent and siblings were part of the audience, as narratives 

that staff gives to the youth and as something that contributes to the identity construction among 

youth. I also reflect upon that these narratives thus become part of a bigger picture of telling stories - 

of storytelling - where also youth voices and venues for storytelling are a part. Finally I reflect upon 

the importance of an analytical perspective on how these two perspectives – the one of staff and the 

one of youth in the forthcoming more formalized analysis of the interplay between the staff’s 

pedagogical intentions and the youth’s agency, learning and identity constructions.  

3.8 The follow-up study and benefit dinner 

As introduced in the methodology chapter it was decided to do a follow-up study one year after the 

fieldwork. The goals was to explore long term youth perspectives on whether the agency, learning 

and identity formative outcomes of the program participation had persisted and was still seen as 

relevant in the lives of the youth. The following tale tells the story of how the field was re-entered 

and the youth re-recruited for these interviews. 
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Tale: The benefit dinner – re-union and recruitment   

I returned to the field a few weeks before the interviews were planned to take place. As a first thing I 

discussed the intention of the interviews with the program director and asked to his knowledge of 

the present situations of the 9 youth that were key informants the year before, as a first step in 

making contact and inviting them to participate. My aim was to interview 5 of the youth with the 

main criteria for participation that these 5 represented different degrees of continuous contact with 

the program. As described earlier, the program in different ways strives to maintain an active 

network among its alumni ranging from continuous hiring of junior staff, using alumni as guest 

teachers or inviting youth to volunteer at different events that take place on the program farm or in 

the local community. In relation to this it was important to do the follow-up interviews with a group 

of youth that both had continued in a close collaboration with the program and thus stayed within its 

proximity whatever that may imply for an exploration of long term impact and with youth that had 

been in none or minimal contact.  

The director had knowledge of 5 youth that met these criteria – 4 boys and one girl. Different ways of 

making contact and inviting the youth to participate was discussed and as the annual benefit dinner 

was coming up the director suggested to invite the 5 youth to volunteer at this event where they 

then could work together with me and the youth crew of the present year and I could reunite with 

the youth and invite them to be part of the follow-up interviews. Contacting youth from the year 

before to be volunteers at different events, the benefit dinner included, was a returning practice, so 

the specific youth would have been contacted anyway. The specific contact in this case implied an 

information about that I would be there and that I would like to invite them to do a follow-up, 

without detailing further about the interview content.   

The benefit dinner takes place at the same venue every year under the open skies in the historical 

framework of an old missionary school. The more than 200 guests are arriving and welcomed by 

youth from the program who walk around the crowd with small tastings cooked and arranged by the 

youth together with professional chefs from a local restaurant. Under big redwood trees 10 

beautifully set long tables with white tablecloths and an abundance of flowers from the farm are 

waiting for the guests to be seated. In a corner of the venue colorful boards with big posters with 

photos and short texts are informing about the program. On a string between two trees, laminated 

papers are hanging with individual portraits and testimonials from different youth telling what they 

learned from taking part in the program. After everyone has been seated, Byron in his welcoming 

note says how happy the crew is to meet the community. Then 7 youth currently working in the fall 

program enter the small scene and one by one they tell the audience about how the program has 
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changed their lives. One youth makes a big impression on the guests when he repeatedly mentions 

that he has not had a sense of belonging to a family before now and this is the most important thing 

he found in the program. Another youth tells about how he gives the program a lot of the honor to 

help him in finally getting out of his drug habits. A youth tells about how she feels that the program 

has made her believe in herself and now has changed her self-image from being a bad girl and a 

troublemaker to be motivated to finish her high school and now gets only A’s. The very emotional 

oral testimonials from the youth have created an attention and responsiveness among the guests 

and people around me at the table where I am seated are very affected by the intensity of the 

stories. Then the dinner is served and the conversation at the table centers around the different 

stories told by the youth. After a while when the plates are getting empty the attention is again 

directed towards the stage when the mayor of the city enters the stage. In her speech she talks 

about that what makes sense for her to engage in politics is not sitting in the town hall and discussing 

budgets, but being in charge of a city where there are young people who experience such great 

changes as those in the program – after which she urges the audience to consider the importance of 

being generous in supporting these activities to continue. Then, and to the surprise of the program 

organizers, the mayor invites two youth to the stage to tell their stories. One tells how the program 

has helped him to come out of drug addiction, and the other talks about how he has been motivated 

to engage in politics and now has become a member of the city's youth council. The mayor 

comments on the two stories and says how they for her as a politician present pictures of hope for a 

better future, but also how the program actually makes a difference in the lives of young people - 

and in the larger picture helps to make the city a better place for all citizens. After a very big applause 

the focus is now returning to each of the tables where a table leader is opening a big envelope with 

smaller envelopes with cards where each guest can either place a check or they can note the amount 

they wish to contribute for later banking arrangements. After the envelopes have been filled and 

passed to the table chairperson the dessert I served.    

The socio-political and cultural practice of American benefit dinners in general and this specific event 

in particular can be interpreted in several ways. For this concrete event however I will suggest to 

connect an understanding with another interpretation that has gradually been emerging throughout 

the fieldwork, namely the central role of storytelling in the program’s pedagogical approach as well 

as in the way the learning is constructed. From this perspective the benefit dinner can be interpreted 

both as a story in itself with a tension curve that is slowly built up for the two climaxes – the youth’s 

personal stories and the mayor's speech AND as an event that communicates and produces learning.  
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The latter to be explored in the follow-up interviews that were about to be conducted with a special 

attention to how youth talk about what it does to them to see this year’s crew tell their stories.  

As hoped all of the 5 youth were eager to participate and appointments were mad for the interviews 

in the weeks that followed.  The purpose of the interview and the primary interview topic was also 

presented to the youth in an email I sent after they orally had agreed to participate at the benefit 

dinner. Here I invited the youth to tell me their program participation story – from the first contact 

and application decision to the present day. The interviews were scheduled to take place on the 

program farm in a newly established gathering tent at the corner of the field and took between 1 and 

2 hours.  

3.9 Final reflections on fieldwork methodology and ethics 

The critical reflective perspectives on the methodology that was presented earlier will now, with the 

tales of the ethnography in fresh memory, be concluded upon.  

As earlier mentioned an important element in the methodological preparations of the study was the 

affiliation with UC Berkeley’s Institute for Studies in Societal Issues under the visiting scholar 

program. This provided valuable assistance in the process of making the project eligible for approval 

in collaboration with representatives from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) under the UC 

Berkeley Human Subjects Protection Program. During this process the already formulated general 

ethical considerations of the study became if not redesigned then more operationally detailed. 

Specific examples of this were adjusting the pre-formulated UC Berkeley template forms for 

informed consent/assent (for an example, see appendix) with relevant information in collaboration 

with a representative from the IRB. Other examples were refinement of interview guides as well as 

formulation of scripts for oral presentations of the research in a context where all program 

participants were present. 

A number of reflections regarding how the study has dealt with issues of confidentiality are 

important to mention. As Davies put it, most social research “depends on the researcher’s ability to 

gain information about areas of life that are considered to be private” (Davies 2008:59) - and the 

researcher’s success with this often is a consequence of the assurance of confidentiality and 

anonymity.  

During the fieldwork it became clear for me that one of the central outcomes of the pedagogical 

intentions and actual practice can be phrased in the same way – the program as a ‘safe space’ with 

specific methods that contribute to a social contract where youth find themselves invited or 
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increasingly motivated to share personal experiences that in other educational contexts would be 

considered ‘private’. This anticipation of a central finding in the study will be unfolded, analyzed and 

discussed in the following chapters of the dissertation but for now the analogy is important to have 

in mind when reflecting upon how research ethics were dynamically applied in a sort of 

companionship with the development and change in the social life in the program.  

Davies also has an interesting point in relation to confidentiality regarding participant observation 

that is also relevant in a reflection on the way I strived to position myself in the beginning of the 

research process. Davies argues that because participant observation is “based on long-term and 

multi-stranded social relationships, discussions of confidentiality are normally inappropriate in the 

early stages since researchers usually only have access to the public life of their informants; instead it 

needs to be included in ongoing negotiations and explanations about the nature of the research and 

the conditions under which people are participating” (Ibid:59).  

I would like to emphasize several things in relation to this point. In one way it is in line with the actual 

researcher role I aspired to in the first weeks of my participation in the extensive ‘spring internship’ 

part of the program. In the first weeks of this 10 week program I focused on taking part in the ‘public’ 

life of the interactions between youth and between youth and staff. I was formally presented by the 

staff as an applied researcher that was here to learn about the program in order to start a similar 

program in my own country.  

And when it comes to qualifying the role as participant it was agreed that I should be explicitly 

delineated from the role and responsibilities of staff, i.e. in having leadership responsibilities in 

relation to running workshops and initiating different other activities, and more inhabit the role as an 

‘intern’, different in almost all aspects from the youth but still with the aspiration through a status as 

co-worker to see how this could sustain a positive authentic presence.  

A specific reflection that deals with the character of the relations I was able to build with the youth, 

compared to the relations that the staff were building to the youth is important to mention. An 

important aspect in the way staff talked about the learning and general process of change or 

personal transformation that they actively sought to address when relevant among some of the 

youth was ‘trauma’ and ‘healing’. This more therapeutic aspect of their relations to some of the 

youth will be described, analyzed and discussed in the forthcoming chapters but for now it is 

important to note a few points. One was that this was one of the main differences in the character of 

the relations I as a researcher was able to build with the youth as compared to the relations the staff 

builds to the youth. In the mentor-mentee relations that evolved between staff and youth, and that 
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gradually became clear for me were an important part of the program pedagogy staff would often 

become knowledgeable about specific traumatic conditions or experiences that the youth were 

struggling with – this could be parents or older siblings drug or alcohol abuse, chronic illness, 

homelessness, violence etc. The forthcoming analysis will discuss what it means for the staff role to 

support youth in such life situations. In a reflective methodological perspective a central point is the 

way this awareness for me as a social anthropologist and researcher made me conscious of the role 

of possible trauma in the lives of the youth and how to deal with it in both the daily interaction as 

well in the interview situations. My strategy was here not to ignore but to build a trust that would 

make youth feel safe and secure to talk about trauma or other more sensitive topics if they chose to 

– with a strong awareness of the often very grey zone between an ethnographic and a therapeutic 

interview (Kvale 2008:15). In the actual outcome of the interviews as it will be presented in the 

following several stories about overcoming depression were told by the youth in different narratives 

about learning, identity and change.  

In order to protect the anonymity of the individual youth that agreed to participate a few important 

aspects must be mentioned. Firstly I assured each individual youth that they would remain 

anonymous and that all names are changed to pseudonyms - as well as I would not mention the 

actual year of fieldwork. The latter was due to the potential of persons in the local context 

knowledgeable about the research could come to recognize individual youth identities. A specific 

challenge however exists in relation to the internal anonymization in relation to the staff’s potential 

recognizing of quotes from the specific youth that took part in the research and was interviewed.  

This goes specifically for the 5 youth that participated in the follow-up study due to the more 

individual life history level of the analysis in this part of the research.   

A similar challenge persists in relation to the necessary anonymizing of the staff that have all been 

given pseudonyms as well. As with the specific life history part of the analysis of the youth interviews 

the quotes cited from interviews with the staff persons will be personal referable for readers with a 

specific knowledge of the research project.  

The third challenge – and arguably the largest– is in relation to anonymizing the specific program 

that is the primary empirical frame of the study. Here the descriptions of program’s physical setting – 

and the organizational connection to a university campus with an organic farmer training program as 

well as a resource center for garden based learning instantly makes the number of readers that are 

able to recognize the specific context much higher. I have however chosen to include these 
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organizational aspects of the context in the descriptions as they play a role in the general 

pedagogical framework.  

3.10 Interpreting the tales - from ethnography to a theoretically informed analysis 

The tales from all the phases above – outreach, spring, summer and fall - have unfolded the emic 

concept of the program’s ‘theory of change’. The tales draw a picture of the different material and 

social contexts that the program establishes and how youth in different ways are positioned and 

exposed to a range of opportunities to practice certain forms of agency in relation to farming, 

cooking and different forms of workshops. The present chapter has presented the pedagogical 

approach starting with a reflection of the key concepts as extracted from interviews with staff 

persons and then moved to present, describe and interpret the big picture of the yearly cycle 

through a number of tales. The presentation of the large body of data about the youth perspective 

that was collected via the sequence of ethnographic interviews will complete the ‘thick description’ 

in the upcoming analysis chapter with elaborate analyses of both the youth learning perspective and 

of staff’s role management. Now follows brief interpretations of specific points of importance in the 

spring, summer and fall tales. 

The spring tales weave a picture of the spring internship where the different perspectives in the 

general goal of the research as well as a description of specific pedagogical/staff perspectives and the 

space this this creates for youth’s agency, learning and identity formation. In the tales a recurrent 

pattern is the way youth is approached by staff with encouragement and a resource oriented 

attitude – a pattern that finds support in a series of incidents. One example was when potential 

conflicts were solved by inviting youth to mobilize a courage, that one might interpret as an agency, 

to solve the specific problem themselves and not outside but within the social context of the 

program crew. Another example is to interpret the whole range of challenges that youth are 

presented to build on such a positioning of youth as capable of more than they see themselves 

capable of. On a more general level a picture and pattern that is emerging is the way staff uses the 

spring internship to make youth comfortable in the space and to encourage and monitor the building 

of relationships and teambuilding. A further interpretation is that the spring internship is both a 

chance for youth to check out the program – and build experience that can be used to decide 

whether to apply for the summer as well -  and for the staff to get to know the youth – and use this 

knowledge actively in the mentor role that also is emerging in this phase.  

Moving on to the summer and how this phase differs from the spring, a main characteristic is the 

increased intensity as related to the following interrelated and overlapping findings:  
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The first finding is the way the job training dimension as a material basis so to say plays a major role 

in structuring the program. The hard labor, and the constant focus on the relation between 

responsibility and performance that is seen in ‘increase your pace’ and in the increased expectation 

and invitation from staff to youth to show more leadership, often in the sense of being responsible 

towards the finishing of tasks and a consciousness of how one’s work ethic impacts both the group of 

co-workers and the shared interest in getting the job done. In the more theoretical and reflexive 

spaces of the workshops the job training dimension is clear in the way the program has clear learning 

goals in relation to initiating youth into how to ‘play the game’ and meet the expectations of the 

outside job world in the process from assessing one’s resume, to writing an application, to navigating 

in an interview as well as to navigate as an employee. Here an important factor is the overall 

meaning of using the Standard Movements Chart as both a non-negotiable expression of the outside 

labor market’s demands but also as an interesting tool that is intended to help youth to learn to 

meet these demands by allowing for stepping besides it.   

A second finding that was emerging especially during the summer was the interrelatedness between 

the different ways the program with the emic term of ‘finding one’s voice’ in different ways was 

seeking to push for a learning that was connected to self-reflection and self-expression, not only on 

an individual level but with consequences for the whole group dynamics and in this way came to be a 

central element in a community- or team-building. It appears that a central factor in the dynamic 

construction of the program as a ‘safe space’ is the way specific communicative methods are used in 

a way that contributes to a social contract where youth find themselves invited or increasingly 

motivated to share personal experiences that in other educational contexts would be considered 

‘private’.  

A third finding is the way tales presented show how a food systems and food justice framework is 

evolving as a main frame of reference and construction of meaning that takes place in the program. 

This framework can be interpreted as a way of inviting youth to critically reflect on specific aspects of 

their own life situations, possibilities, constraints and choices and then connect this reflexivity to 

wider historical and political events and processes where the concepts of social justice and food 

justice are central. An important part of this process of reflection and identification is the invitation 

to identify with the social movement around this and an identity as an activist.       

A fourth finding that permeates the interaction between staff and youth, the way the farm work is 

used as a central element in job training as well as the way youth is encouraged to dare to share 

more of themselves in the different frameworks for feed-back and self-expression is the way youth 
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are challenged – physically and mentally - to overcome different limitations of what they see 

themselves capable of. One might say that it appears to be a central element in the pedagogical 

practice and how youth individually experience this ‘push’ shall be analyzed shortly. 

A fifth finding that is integrated in the findings above is the way the relation between staff and youth 

is evolving as a mentor-mentee relation. In this relation a dynamic increase in presenting, meeting 

and overcoming different challenges is a central pattern. This appears not only to be central to the 

defining the space as safe, but also through the way different conflicts are approached as something 

that youth are encouraged to solve – and thus making the creation of a safe space an active and 

socially integrated process, that might starts as a rhetoric expected/demanded by staff but very 

quickly through the way staff interacts in different situations becomes socially established, or one 

might say, achieved or owned.  

Finally, the fall tales draw a picture of how the youth now are re-positioned as co-managers and the 

staff’s aspirations, as reflected in the shout-outs at the end of this phase, is to see youth take over 

and exert the professionalism and responsibility learned through the spring and the summer. What is 

characteristic about this phase, is that the intense and more community oriented summer schedule 

with cooking and shared meals as well as the weekly straight talk now is changed for a more 

fragmented schedule with no cooking and shared meals and the straight talk more applied in the 

situations right after a task has been finished. 

How these preliminary findings relate to youth’s agency, learning and identity formation as explored 

in the individual ethnographic interviews will be presented and analyzed shortly. How the research 

focus was directed towards how agents make meaning, especially how the pedagogy framed the 

agency of the youth – the part and the whole – with a basic and continuous alertness towards 

dialogue in different situations and contexts – that also is visible in the examples presented here in 

the ethnography.  

Interpreting the ethnography and the tales from a critical realist perspective will be continued in the 

upcoming more formal analysis and discussion, but a this place it can be useful make a few points 

from such a perspective. A starting question for such an interpretation could be what the program is 

constructing as ‘wholes’ or in other words, what is  constructed as material – and thus main 

legitimizing – factors towards which specific activities and strategies are directed. A preliminary 

suggestion here could be the following material factors:  
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A) The outside labor market – to which youth are in one way trained to adapt to and in another way 

through the program experience also trained to change in the sense that a food justice and social 

justice agenda can provide changes. The Standard Movements Chart (SMC) introduced in the tale 

above is one example of several features in the program where a vast number of actions are 

explicitly framed as contributing to ‘job training’. Among different things it will be relevant to analyze 

and discuss how the practice around SMC – from the introduction through the everyday practice of 

the 7 weeks of the summer program - was experienced and verbalized by the youth in the series of 

interviews, where a clear empirical pattern is that the youth in general finds the SMC a helpful tool 

which relevance not is questioned. Basically the SMC contributes to a construction of youth as not 

only participants in a job training program but also as potential workers/employees in their future 

work life. The SMC is positioned and justified as a) a tool to learn from, b) as an incentive, c) as 

directing behavior that is considered a prerequisite if youth is to succeed in other jobs. The way it is 

practiced in the program with the system of ‘earning-back’ opportunities can also be seen as an 

example of how a ‘safe space’ is constructed around the youth – the implications of this construction 

of space will be discussed more thoroughly in the analysis.   

B) The broken food system – to which youth are trained to engage in relation to as conscious 

consumers, as farmers as well as activists with a more political agenda of change.  

C) The program curriculum and the structure of the program – the argument to label this as a 

material factor connects to the way this was a relatively non-negotiable element. What speaks pro 

this is the fact that this area is not put in motion as something that should be reflected upon in itself 

and thus it can be argued that though the program strongly supports a critical self-reflexivity among 

the youth the limit for this is to invite youth to reflect on the change – the empowerment process as 

a process where they are gradually invited to inhabit more and more responsibility and – power. 

What speaks against is that on several occasions staff actually acknowledged youth for challenging 

their authority. One example was when Byron credited Arun at the final dinner for not ‘playing the 

game’ at the summer job interviews but instead made Byron ‘sell’ the program to him. Another 

example was at the same situation when Astrid credited Luis for challenging her in expressing his 

reflection of an experience to lack opportunities to ‘lead’ in spite of the program’s repeated 

emphasis on ‘leadership’.  

The shift about to be made reflects the shift that took place when withdrawing from the field and to 

enter into a more formalized level of analysis. In this process that happened over a longer time span 

an intellectual distancing from what Davies calls the ‘minutiae of ethnographic observations’ (Davies 
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2008:231) to pursue more structured and theoretically informed analyses where the data to a higher 

degree becomes text. 

 

 

Photo: Working in the field 
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Chapter 4 Analysis 

In this chapter, the data unfolded and interpreted through the ‘thick description’ in the ethnography 

will be analyzed and theoretically interpreted.  

The general approach and perspective towards the analysis is outlined by Davies: “Thus, the 

relatively formal analysis of ethnographic data nearly always begins with the consideration and 

development of concepts to establish and explain categories within those data and then proceeds to 

explore relationships between these concepts. Such concepts may then be refined, modified, 

extended, challenged, rejected, but it is essential that the evidence and the reasons for so doing are 

sought in the data and clearly specified. This process supports the claims of anthropological research, 

based in ethnographic fieldwork, to provide knowledge through theoretical inference and 

generalization of a social reality that is neither accessible directly through native understandings nor 

simply a reflection of the individual anthropologist’s psyche” (Davies 2008:237). 

In the previous chapter the ethnography ended with an interpretation of the tales that resulted in a 

number of preliminary findings that can be further developed into concepts. Introducing and 

incorporating the other part of the data that are represented in the ethnographic interviews will set 

the stage for a more systematic approach to the analysis. The analysis will therefore set off with a 

sketch of how I, with insight from situational analysis, have worked with the data in a process of 

translating main empirical findings into a ‘conceptual infrastructure’ (Clarke 2005) that subsequently 

is related to an existing conceptual framework. Another way of formulating this is to indicate how 

different theoretical positions and conflicts can be identified in the data - as a ‘sorting out the 

structures of signification’ (Geertz 1973:9)  – that then in the next chapter will be further elaborated 

in a discussion that relate the analytical findings to central discussions in the wider theoretical 

framework of the study.  

4.1 Building the analytical approach  

In this stage, a main source of inspiration is situational analysis as developed by Clarke (Clarke 2005). 

Clarke’s goal in regenerating and updating grounded theory, offering specific tools for a way to work 

with data of complex situations. She resumes her argument of how this ‘fits’ with the postmodern 

turn and the new social science approaches to this that also has guided the general methodology of 

the present study, e.g. in the way the researcher’s positionality is negotiated and reflected upon, and 

my general intention to emphasize  the context and situatedness of the study: 
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“Situational analyses can deeply situate the research individually, collectively, social organizationally 

and institutionally, temporally, geographically, materially, culturally, symbolically, visually, and 

discursively” (Clarke 2003:554). Clarke cites Fosket42 that parallels Geertz’ ‘thick description’ in 

claiming that the outcomes of situational analyses should be ‘thick analyses’. Clarke states that this 

form of analysis is moving from an original grounded theory approach that moves from open coding 

to theoretical sampling. Where the original grounded theory approach sees social processes as a root 

metaphor, a situational analysis supplements this original root metaphor of social processes with “an 

ecological root metaphor of social worlds/arenas/negotiations as an alternative conceptual 

infrastructure that also allows situational analyses at the meso-levels, new social 

organizational/institutional and discursive sitings, as well as individual level analyses” (Clarke 

2003:558). 

4.1.1 Inspiration from situational analysis 

Clarke’s situational analysis operates with three different types of mapping – situational mapping, 

social worlds/arenas mapping and positional maps. I have used adapted versions of the situational 

and the social worlds/arenas mapping as a tool to ‘open up’ the data and stimulate the analytical 

thinking towards the data. Clarke’s recipe for additional positional mapping in order to identify 

“major positions taken and not taken, in the data vis-à-vis particular discursive axes of variation an 

difference, concern and controversy found in the situation of concern” (ibid:560) has been the 

inspiration to use the different forms of mappings in an interpretation of changing positions among 

the social actors, as will be unfolded below. 

After the long periods of fieldwork and my deep integration in the participatory researcher role, I 

have found it crucial to apply this analytical tool that could guide the step from coding of the data 

through the use of different forms of mappings that could produce new perspectives on the data, to 

what Clarke calls the ‘sites of silence’ in the data – to locate what ‘seems present but unarticulated’. 

After the first two phases of fieldwork – the longer that covered the spring and summer phases of 

the program and the shorter that covered the fall phase – the analytical work with the data consisted 

mainly in producing the transcriptions of the ethnographic interviews and working with reading and 

coding the material. After the return from the follow-up study with interviews with staff and youth, 

the systematic and analytical work with the data that will be presented now took place. Here I will 

                                                           
 

42 Fosket, Jennifer Ruth. 2002. “Breast Cancer Risk and the Politics of Prevention: Analysis of a 

Clinical Trial.” Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, San Francisco. 
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briefly present the two main mappings that I made – situational mapping and mapping of social 

arenas. 

4.1.2 Situational mapping 

The first is situational maps to lay out ‘the major human, nonhuman, discursive, and other elements 

in the research situation of concern and provoke analyses of relations among them. Clarke notes that 

these maps are intended to capture and discuss the messy complexities of the situation in their 

dense relations and permutations – and that this can be used to intentionally work against what 

Clarke calls the usual simplifications of scientific work in particularly postmodern ways (ibid:559). 

The categories situational maps suggests through which to order the data are: Individual human 

elements/actors; collective human actors; discursive constructions of individual and/or collective 

human actors; political/economic elements; temporal elements; major issues/debates (usually 

contested); other kinds of elements; non-human element actors/actants; implicated silent 

actors/actants; key events in situations; discursive construction of non-human actants; sociocultural 

– symbolic elements; spatial elements; related discourses (historical, narrative, and/or visual). Clarke 

sketches a process of working with this mapping beginning with a ‘messy’ version, as a kind of brain 

storming, followed by a process of ordering.  

I have used this in drawing situational maps from ‘messy’ to ‘ordered working versions’ with the 

research aim and research questions as guiding tool. These mappings and the memos they resulted 

in: 
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Photo: The messy situational map43 

 

Photo: The ordered situational map 

                                                           
 

43
 Local place and institutional names have been removed from all mappings shown here. 
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Memos about the relations in the maps were made over a longer period and helped decide what 

stories to tell, but also helped me reflect on evaluating the methodology and researcher positioning. 

Examples of theorizing that emerged through this form of mapping – the pedagogy-learning 

relationships as it relates to changing roles of staff as well as youth; the silent actors – the possible 

significance of those youth who I did not talk to, who didn’t approach me during work or who might 

even have avoided me. 

4.1.3 Social worlds/arenas mapping 

The second is social worlds/arenas maps to lay out the collective actors and arena(s) of commitment 

within which they engage in ongoing negotiations. The purpose of these maps are to offer 

“mesolevel interpretations of the situation, engaging collective action, and its social organizational 

and institutional and discursive dimensions”(ibid:560). An important aspect in this is to approach this 

mapping with a postmodern assumption of fluid negotiations as central to the social processes – with 

Clarke’s formulation, these mappings portray postmodern possibilities. The goal of this mapping 

according to Clarke is to make ‘collective sociological sense’ of the situation and to answer questions 

like who is participating in the arena, why and how – the purpose is to identify patterns of collective 

commitment.  

 

Photo: A version of the social worlds/arena(s) map 
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The memos and analytical theorizing that emerged from this process helped visualize 3 central 

worlds/arenas that here are sketched together with some specific perspectives and questions related 

to them: 

I: A world/arena about youth’s roles and identities as a continuum between job-trainees and as 

agents of change/activists 

The continuum found covers a relation between two different aspects of the roles and identities that 

youth construct. The first is the job trainee socialization and role practice which both covers a range 

of externally legitimized and relatively non-negotiable elements (e.g. the skill of being on-time, of 

communicating absence etc.) and the different ways youth choose to identify with roles around this. 

The other is the socialization towards becoming an agent of change in one’s own life - and maybe 

also a social justice/food justice activist in the wider community – which covers a range of what one 

could call internally legitimized (through the way group dynamics are a central part of these) 

program elements with a more negotiable character that invites youth to different forms of 

reflection, expression and storytelling.   

II: A world/arena about staff’s roles as situationally reflective and dynamically constructed 

The implications of the changes in staff roles throughout the trajectory of program from the initial 

role as being bosses/employers that hire the youth in different positions – with the authority to fire 

them as well – to developing roles that more can be characterized as being mentors and partners 

and friends. 

III: A world/arena about storytelling as a central pedagogical pull in youth identity construction 

This arena is constructed by an interpretation of the interplay between pedagogy and learning and 

identity formation as a complex of different forms of storytelling that permeates both pedagogical 

intentions and youth agency in a way that is drawing from a multitude of factors in the program – 

with relation building, self-reflection and collective feed-back as central mechanisms. 
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4.1.4 Discovering theoretical positions and conflicts in the data  

This process of systematically approaching the data and making different types of mapping as well as 

a further scrutinizing and interpretation of the worlds/arenas sketched above led to a formulation of 

three main analytical clusters/categories44 that will be presented in the following three subchapters:   

1) A reconceptualization of the youth learning in the program through analyzing and theorizing youth 

perspectives identified in two main overlapping patterns in the data: a) youth learning as changing 

but integrated perspectives and b) youth learning as ‘triggered’ through self-reflection, self-

expression and storytelling.  The changing but integrated perspectives-pattern is founded in an 

analysis of how youth’s reflections throughout the different program phases show a change from an 

initial skills-oriented - ‘instrumental’ learning to an increase in expressions of surprise related to 

experiencing an ‘emancipatory’ learning founded in major changes in self-confidence and self-image 

as well as related to emerging identities as agents of change in families and local communities. The 

other pattern covers the communicative aspect of learning formulated in the emic term of ‘finding 

one’s voice’ as informed by a complex of different self-reflective and self-expressive practices and 

storytelling.    

2) A reconceptualization of the main characteristics of the pedagogical design and management of 

the professional roles. Here an analysis of staff’s perspective through the ‘pedagogical paradox’ 

(Løvlie 2008, Von Oettingen 2001) shows the social construction of empowerment as a process of 

changing positionings; 

3) A reconceptualization of the whole program pedagogy-learning dialectic is attempted in an 

additional analysis of the youth perspective above that draws on further data from the round of 

follow-up interviews conducted with a smaller group of youth. In this analysis the preliminary 

perspectives on storytelling above is expanded through a narrative analytical approach that 

interprets the relation between pedagogy and learning as narrative performance (Riessman 1993).  

 

  

                                                           
 

44
 These clusters/categories cover the research sub-questions B and C that circle around the youth and staff 

perspectives in relation to the overall research question. The analysis and discussion relating to answering 
research sub-question A will be performed as a meta-analysis drawing on the outcome of question B and C.   
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4.2 Food and Voice – perspectives on youth learning  

The first analytical touchdown will set off from a very clear pattern in the data about changes in the 

youth perspectives on the learning from participating in the program. Where the fieldwork and 

generation of data started off with a focus on exploring the learning in the program through the 

relatively wide concept of social or situated learning (Lave, Wenger 2012), the analysis will now show 

how an emerging and different conceptual framework and perspective on learning can prove to be 

more adequate in theorizing how the learning changed during the different phases.  

The pattern covers two perspectives in the data that informs the analysis. The first is the youth 

perspective on what made them apply in the first case and the second perspective is a reflection over 

what ended up being the main outcome or learning from participating.  

A methodological point here is that youth reflections on both perspectives were recorded in the pilot 

interviews that were conducted in the last weeks of the spring internship in late May and early June, 

during the two interviews that were conducted during the last 3 weeks of the summer job training 

program, between mid-July and Early August, as well as in the interviews that were conducted during 

the fall business management positions in the month of October.  

The two perspectives of this temporal shift in meaning and learning will now be illustrated 

empirically.   

The first perspective exemplifies how youth initially chose the program because of a number of perks 

– the stipend, the cooking and farming skills, the credits for their high school diploma, the offer of a 

letter of recommendation or the option of creating a network that could open doors to the new job 

opportunities in the community etc.  

The second perspective is the clear pattern that is emerging in the youths’ cumulative reflections on 

their learning. This pattern shows how the initial motivational factors are contrasted with the high 

degree of surprise about the how ‘life-changing’ the actual learning is experienced. These reflections 

of the learning experience that will be concretely exemplified below circle around themes like a focus 

on ‘finding one’s voice’, a changed relation to food and eating, feeling more self-confident and 

reflections that are interesting in relation to the strong pedagogical focus on ‘empowerment’, social 

justice and activism and how these intentions can be related to how youth express an agency that 

circles around becoming agents of change in their family and community.  

Here Pablo reflects on the initial motivation to apply for the internship and now wanting to apply for 

the summer job: 
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I definitely want to learn just how to maintain like a schedule and coming here with a positive 
attitude and working, and then the, the money is really going to be a really nice thing and I 
have never had a job before, so this is the first experience for me [..] I needed to start saving 
up for a car and to help my mother out because she is single and she just works super hard day 
and night to provide for me and I need to step in and help her out because I am 17 and I have 
the opportunity to do so with the summer job.  

I: So you knew that you were going to apply for the summer job?  

P: As soon as it was offered I knew [Interview 1 with Pablo, May].  

The quote illustrates a factor that is shared with a large part of the youth that participate in the 

program. The economic motivation can be immediately related to one’s own needs, like here saving 

up for a car, or the need for contributing to the family household finances. An interesting detail in 

Pablo’s reflections on learning and goals at this time at the end of the spring internship is when asked 

about what had changed during the past weeks and whether this is related to what he wants to gain 

from the summer job:  

I noticed that I do not really take that much of a leadership role. I kind of just go with the flow 
and I do just whatever Byron or Astrid wants me to do .. I think my personality is kind of 
passive but I think I can in certain situations, I would like to be the leader or team, team leader 
yeah [Ibid]. 

Another interesting sign of what Pablo had learned in the spring internship point to the role of staff: 

I am pretty sure that Byron is becoming sort of a mentor for me and Astrid.. Astrid is kind of in 
the back but Astrid is a leader for sure and an authority figure. I definitely respect them and 
see how hard they work and set this whole thing up, yeah [Ibid]. 

As earlier mentioned, the spring internship is a phase where the youth are introduced to a ‘light’ 

version or a kind of appetizer of the following a more intensive summer job training program and 

Pablo’s reflections here point to how this phase can produce a learning outcome that both identifies 

a personal goal for continuing in the program and reflections on the role of staff in reaching these 

goals. Later in the summer Pablo again reflects on what he has learned from the summer job: 

Um .. I know that I can step up from being a follower to being in a leader position now .. I 
always deemed myself as a follower and .. either school or with my friendships I’m pretty 
easygoing just go after the flow, but .. if I don’t wanna do something here or with my friends, I 
suggest something else .. and that’s kind of taking initiative and showing some sort of want to 
do something else and leave that..  

I: Yeah, yeah .. what do think is .. because that sounds very good .. [both laughs] .. what is it 
that has made it change?  

P: Um .. I guess confidence .. um .. I'm more confident with my ability to complete tasks and 
direct people, I guess .. get directions, too .. [Interview 3 with Pablo, July] 
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A central reflection Pablo made about his learning that is commented upon and exemplified in both 

this and the interview prior to this is his change from ‘follower’ to ‘leader’ – an observation that is 

primarily related to how he experiences himself in social interactions around the farming process. 

Another central reflection is how he has gained more self-confidence and here sees the 

communicative practice of straight talk as a central factor for this: 

I think straight talk is a real .. not only confidence booster and really lets you look to yourself 
and grow as a person .. um, just like this whole program was really about just finding yourself, 
your strengths, your weaknesses I guess. [Ibid].  

Another important learning that Pablo mentions is when he is asked to reflect upon the difference 

between the learning in the spring internship and in the summer program: 

It shifted from the spring internship where it was more like I guess an introduction to farming 
and farm work .. and the workshops weren’t as in depth as the ones that we are doing now .. I 
feel .. [..] .. I actually think when we do those we grow as a person and we learn more and .. it 
makes the job more interesting instead of just doing farm work all day .. you actually learn 
about the farming community and history and topics about human rights and how food is 
important .. every one eats .. so it affects everyone .. [Interview 2 with Pablo, July].   

Another youth is Marisol who here reflects upon why she decided to apply: 

Ehm first because they said they were going to pay me… the honest truth... But then they 
talked about like this farming stuff and where I live, I live in apartments and have like, have 
really nice communities and to have a farm in there we could have our own little spaces and 
like maybe I can find some cool stuff you know, so like yeah I will do it. And then when I got 
here I did not know it was going to be this fun … like I, you do not know nobody like maybe just 
a few people but we kind of all come together as one team and it is actually, it is fun .. like 
have, you are pretty tight because you are farming in the sun just like, oh gosh but it, by the 
end of the day it is pretty fun and you know, get water whenever you want. It is not like you 
are just starving and all dehydrated and it is fun. So because of the experience that I got a new 
good experience. 

I: It is good. So you are positively surprised? 

M: Yeah (laughing) 

I: Yes (laughing). Good. 

M: I did not know it was going to be this nice. Yeah. [Interview 1 with Marisol, May] 

Later in the fall when asked to reflect upon the relation between the learning in the summer and fall 

jobs: 

Related? Uhm, I feel like I can only think of the difference, like in the summer I feel like it 
helped me grow as a person, I grew little shifts in like different ways. Like my time 
management. Like it helped me now to not be late. And to come to every single meeting that 
we have, you know. And the summer helped me now to keep focus and finish strong. That is 
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always gonna be a quote, ‘finish strong’. Similarly would be both of them, but I just feel like the 
summer job helped me keep this job, you know?! [..] The summer job, I feel like it helped me, 
you know, and I proved so much from it. [Interview 4 with Marisol, October]. 

When asked about her plan to apply to become junior staff in the following year she reflects further 

on what she learned during the summer job: 

Yeah I feel like it is gonna help me grow even more. You know? Each time, like I feel every 
month I get something out of this. And it's pretty awesome. I feel more, I feel great, it just 
makes me feel more positive and I feel more sort of confident with myself. And my future. You 
know? It really did help me. [..] I grew as a person and it helped me a lot, the time 
management, the speech, I feel like I used to be like... I always feel good, i don't know why... I 
wanna be like confident in myself, and I felt like I couldn't do much and how like that helped 
me and now I feel like, you wanna go for this? I mean if it isn't too big of a dream, it will come 
true sometime, you just have to start somewhere, you know? So helping, feel more strong, 
you know, emotionally. And physically too. We worked hard .. [..] I think after we just kinda got 
used to it, so we wouldn't feel it as much... And like after the job, since I wouldn't work this 
hard, I felt lazy, like oh my god, I have to go do something... I can't stay here. Yeah. [Ibid]. 

Here it is interesting the way Marisol is linking several of the elements in the program – the 

dimension of professionalism of learning to be on time, on learning to communicate and do public 

speaking  and the hard work with farming - to the way she now feels more positive and confident 

and both emotionally and physically stronger.  

A topic that currently was reflected upon in the interviews with the youth was the relation between 

the learning and the space of the program compared to the high school. Here Josh focuses on the 

social relationships and how farm work plays a role in seeing new sides of other people: 

I think it’s more personal here. And then you kinda see, you definitely see a side of the people 
that work here, rather than what you would see them do in high school. You kinda just see 
them.. In school you only see what they are educationally, like what their skills are in like math 
and stuff like that. Like it's important to see that, but here you see, you really see what kind of 
person they are. Through the kind of work they show. Because, uhm, not everybody is the 
same. So it's nice to see how hard working people are here, cause they want to finish what 
they are being told to do. So it's really nice to see how, like dedicated they are to the work 
here, rather than seeing how they are in school. Because you also get to know people here 
more personally. Cause there are so many in high school. Also you can't talk to everybody. And 
it's nice with a small group, everyone can share what they wanna share, and not feel guilty or 
judged in what they say. So... [Interview 2 with Josh, July] 

When asked about comparing what can be learned in the program and what can be learned in high 

school he sees this as a contrast between ‘real life skills’ and a learning that is primarily directed to 

succeeding in tests:  

Uhm, this job teaches you more skills with real life, rather than getting good scores on a test, 
so.. I think this is kinda more important than what we learn in school. It's just more in depth 
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with what happens outside in the real world compared to like, ‘Oh, you have to learn this 
subject so that you can grade good grades in this test, so that our school can look good and 
your GP is high, and stuff like that. And it's just, it's both this job and the school is stressful, but 
it's just that this kind of stress is just good... I don't know, it's like a different stress. [Interview 
2 with Josh, July] 

When asked what it has meant for him, he both emphasizes the central role of constantly being 

pushed and related to this, the surprise over the actual outcome of having being able of doing things 

he did not know he was capable of and the role this has played in motivating him:  

I think it means like being in touch with nature. Just knowing that like the fundamentals of like 
how to start a garden, and how to like keep up a garden, like growing food and harvesting 
food, I think. I mean I didn't realize what I was getting in to. Just because I kind of came in with 
no idea what I was gonna do, but .. I like what I've done, I’m proud of what I have done. I have 
never worked this hard before, so.. I think it's also a program that pushes someone’s character 
just to see what they can truly accomplish and kind of reflect on yourself. So I think, that's 
what I get from this program at least [..] .. it pushes you both physically and mentally because 
you have to get in to that mental state of, ‘I can do this and I’m capable of doing it’. So it really 
pushes you to go past like what you think you can do. And also physically it just shows what 
you can do. I don't usually do this, I never thought I could do it, but having done it, I’m like, i 
know I can do more now. So I think it's important that I was able to experience that [..] I was 
pretty like lazy before this. I don't usually do much outside. I did sports for like one year, but I 
don't really push myself there either. Just cause I didn't have like kind of the motivation. But 
here I know that I am making an impact on like my community, and it helps, pushes me more 
because I know that I am leaving something behind that helps other people [..] What really 
motivates me is that, this makes me like eating healthier and like having like physical activity. I 
feel better, like cause I know, like this is a kind of exercise for me. So, I mean I’m out there 
doing weeding, I’m in all these like hard, like awkward positions, bending my back, and then 
I’m like on the floor and then I’m going back and like that, and also like the heat [..] I feel like 
I’m passed my limit of what I can do. I wanna give up, I just wanna sit down, but I know that 
this is a job, I signed up for this. And it helps pushes me cause they took me into the program, 
so they considered me, and they actually like, oh yeah, your capable of doing it, so just 
knowing that they accepted me into the program is a push in the back of my head, like they 
saw what I can do, that I didn't see in my self, that helps push me, like don't give up, just keep 
up with your pace, increase your pace and then I can do as much as I can, and then... Yeah. 
[Interview 2 with Josh, July] 

An additional topic in this reflection is the mechanism of reciprocity – to have been hired and thus 

wanting to ‘pay back’ a trust in him being able to actually do the job –  which is central to his buy-in 

of the push and the centrality of work-ethic.  

A final example is Arun, who talks about his initial goals for the summer job and motivation for 

applying that adds to the perks the program. When interviewed towards the end of the spring 

internship he reflected about his motivation for applying for the internship. Here he mentioned 

learning to farm so that he could help his father in the family’s home garden and now felt a learning 

that: 
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[H]elps me choose a career of work and like, a condition where you have to push through.. and 

I have learned a lot more, I have opened up when it comes to eating, definitely, and cooking. I 

think working with people too, like outside of school. Definitely..[Interview 1 with Arun, May]   

As a consequence of these learnings he had decided to apply for the summer job and when asked 

what expectations he had for this he responded: 

I hope I could definitely get stronger .. mental and physical. Like mental because we are gonna 
be working in the hot sun and for hours. And physically, you know, working your body.. And I 
definitely hope to gain a lot of skills on how to grow things from nothing. And like make stuff 
with the things we grow. Like instead of going to the store and buying food, I would like to 
grow and then cook it.. That would be self-reliance.. [Interview 1 with Arun May]       

When later in the summer asked about he felt he had met his goals he responded:  

Well I mean it have not really worked out too well but I mean I kind of, because I wanted to 

ehm work out, get fit and everything, and that did not really happen too much but to think 

about it, I mean I could be mad, I could have been just like why did I take the job, I could have 

been doing something else but ehm when I think about it I am not really that mad because I 

have gained a lot of friends, I met a lot of new people, I have gained a lot of new skills and 

learned a lot, had a lot of, made a lot of memories and had a lot of great experiences here. So 

and I mean, to be honest, through this past summer I never really, even though a did say that I 

wanted to work out and everything, I just woke up late and sat on the couch and watched TV 

all day so if I did not do this I could have been a lot more overweight than I am now, so you 

know because this helps me eat right, helps me stay physically active and everything you 

know, so it kept me regulated which is good [..] Ehm but eh I mean besides the farm work 

most of the stuff that we have like learned, are basically our real world, real life skills.. just like 

just living life, like meeting new people like learning the people skills ehm school, leadership 

skills. We have really stepped out of our own boundaries a lot and ehm spoken up like you 

know participated a lot and stood up in front of everybody and spoke whatever you know. So 

that could help us in school and in the future, you know a lot of stuff so. And ehm the physical 

activity you know I mean, I could have been a lot lazier this summer, instead I am like waking 

up at seven o’clock in the morning and get ready and everything and come to work, so that is 

good practice to have for the future.. even though I really wanted to sleep and still ehm I mean 

I proofed to myself that I can do it. So in the future that it should not be so hard. [Interview 3 

with Arun August]       

Though Arun here expresses a degree of disappointment with not meeting his specific goal of getting 

more fit and losing weight, he acknowledges that he has taken a step in a right direction through the 

job as well as obtained a range of skills that he proves useful for his future life – stepping out of his 

own boundaries as a central one. 
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To build a better understanding of the changes in learning that these quotes illustrate from the clear 

pattern in the data, two analytical themes in the learning process – Food and Voice – will now be 

further scrutinized. The argument for the analytical choice of these two categories will be introducing 

the following sections. 

4.2.1 Food – farming, cooking, eating, reflecting and awareness building 

The topic of ‘food’ is interesting in the way it is framed pedagogically as both a means and an end. In 

the program’s mission statement the aspect that is emphasized is food (and farming) as a means in 

the sense of food as a being a ‘vehicle’ for the general vision of ‘growing’ strong and empowered 

teens. The complexity of the learning in the relation between the means-dimension and the end-

dimension – specifically how it is experienced, reflected upon and expressed by the youth – will be in 

focus in the following.   

The general perspective mentioned above – the change from the initial motivation to apply and the 

actual learning that came out of the program participation – when it comes to the topic of food will 

now be approached with a closer look on the different factors that frame and challenge youth’s 

learning in relation to food and eating – as expressed by the youth.  

A great number of the interviewed youth mentioned the wish to learn cooking skills as one of the 

motivations that were present at the time of deciding to apply for the spring internship. The actual 

learning outcomes however point to a general change in awareness about food and eating, about 

preferences in the direction of eating more vegetables and avoiding sweetened beverages and about 

changes in choices as consumers in not wanting to eat fast food anymore as well as changes that 

reveal aspects of how the learning around food is sought transferred into the family context.    

The analysis will be structured in relation to five factors that have been found to frame and challenge 

the youth’s learning around food and eating. The first factor is the farming, the second is the 

cooking, the third is the eating, the fourth is the reflexivity that is a part of the different workshops 

around food and finally the fifth factor that covers the complexity of what it is that makes the 

program space different from other spaces of learning about food and social practice with food – 

with specific reflections in relation to the high school and the family context. 

An accompanying perspective in the analysis is that it also aims at building  an understanding of what 

it is that makes the program different from other contexts of learning or becoming – and thus also to 

relate the analysis to the research sub-question C about the role of food and farming – here with a 

special emphasis on the learning. A question here is how the learning around food is contextualized 
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and made - and experienced as – relevant to current life conditions of the youth. One may ask - ‘if 

food is the answer then what is the question?’ – what is it that food is capable of in addressing of a 

broad range of agendas in the lives of the youth that youth experience they can make meaningful 

decisions in relation to? 

An analytical point that is important to make here is that the analysis will apply a broader perspective 

on the learning being about more than ‘diet change’ – while emphasizing that this is an important 

emerging agenda both for the individual youth and from a public health perspective. The analysis will 

seek to uncover the way a range of factors that impact changes in the youth’s relation to food - 

including diet change - and  how these factors are activated pedagogically and how this gives the 

youth different options for agency in a learning process that may involve diet change. Rather than 

having this as the primary and only goal, it is also related to other factors and goals. The analysis is 

thus relevant in relation to broader discussions within different research areas and paradigms about 

food as a means and as an end – as an educational and identity formative resource as well as a public 

health issue.  

The following analysis of the different factors that youth express as being related to their changed 

relations to food circle around the body and wellbeing, thirst and appetite, around knowing how to 

cook, around eating together, around reflecting over taste and choice as well as reflections over how 

the program context differs from other contexts in the lives of the youth.  

Factor one: the farming – growing the food, feeling thirst and building appetites 

As earlier described the simultaneity between the growing season and the program’s cycle has been 

intentionally framed for a number of pedagogical reasons, one being the possibility for youth to be 

actively engaged in the whole process from planting the seed to setting the table. Several youth 

emphasize the meaning of growing the food as related to choose to eat it. Here Alfonso: 

What happens here is really good, it is nice to see people get engaged and kind of eat better 
and let others eat healthy and be healthy. I heard about this one lady just got up to like one-
hundred-and-eight years old because all she would eat is like farm fresh food and vegetables 
and she would never eat that canned food or for some reason or like fast food or anything. I 
was like wow and it is really good that we have or food like no pesticides and everything are 
organic and it is just nice to know and be sure of what we are eating. Nice to know that we 
grew and hey a couple of weeks later we get to eat it. [Interview 3 with Alfonso, August] 

The farm work also became a vehicle for building awareness among many youth about the 

physiological relation between eating and drinking habits and the ability to engage and perform in 

the often strenuous farm work situations. An important point to note here is that during the spring 
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internship, food was normally provided by the program at the end of the afternoon, after the farm 

work and workshops, and at lunch time in the summer job, where farm work was placed either 

before or after lunch time. For most of the youth these program meals were also their first meals of 

the day, a fact that will be returned to in the analysis below. In the fall program, eating - apart from 

occasional snacks during the ‘blasts’ at local school and community gardens - was not a regular 

element in the different job positions that youth could inhabit in this phase. Here Josh is asked to 

reflect on his breakfast eating habits in relation to the farm work: 

I: How about breakfast, how is that for you? 

J: Breakfast, I usually skip breakfast when I go, but I know the importance of it. So I really try 
my best to get something in my stomach before I get to work, but I usually have like an apple 
strudel or banana or something like that.. 

I: Mm, and you can work hard without breakfast?  

J: Yeah, so, cause it's like, I remember one day, I kinda like didn't eat that much, and I was 
really dreading it the whole day, I was like, I’m so hungry! So I know how important it is to 
have something in your stomach. And it helps you work more, a lot harder. Cause I can see it in 
school too, cause if I don't eat breakfast I don't work hard in class. [Interview 3 with Josh, 
August] 

One of the central elements around the farm work is the way youth’s drinking habits – and thus their 

agency to learn to take care of that need by themselves - was addressed and situationally 

encouraged by staff, for instance when youth would complain about headaches that often were 

related to a need for hydration. Where several of the youth managed to continue not to eat 

breakfast and still be able to perform in the fields, the question of staying hydrated was more 

present and in need of dealing with. For many it was a new experience both to drink water instead of 

sweetened beverages, not to mention at all to be allowed to drink during the day and not only in 

breaks (of which there actually were none, as the program activities normally were placed in close 

conjunction with each other). Here Marisol reflects upon how the program has impacted on her 

drinking habits: 

It has changed my life and I am helping others to change their lives, so like it makes me feel 
good, in different ways, I think this changed my life completely .. I drink, I actually did drink so 
much water but I do not drink coke, I do not drink juice, All I drink is water. Maybe some types 
of juice, but they are organic juice, so it is you know .. And like I juice a lot but is like vegetable 
juice so .. so it, it is awesome. [Interview 3 with Marisol, August].   

Factor two: cooking 

As described in the ethnography cooking and eating is a central part of the spring internship and the 

summer job training program. In the fall, the cooking and eating does not have the central role as in 
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the previous phases though cooking naturally plays a central role in the catering job where the crew 

makes food for different large events. Logistically the food is made every of the four days in each of 

the seven weeks of the summer program by half of the crew, where the other half typically is 

engaged in farming. This organizing means that approximately 10 youth are engaged in preparations 

of the daily lunch. On different occasions, the instructor role is taken over by a local professional chef 

that makes a special menu and also has the pedagogical function of introducing the youth to the 

inspiration of pursuing a career in this direction. The format of the daily food is predominantly 

vegetarian and made by the produce from the farm. Another aspect is that the food often is revised 

formats of food that the youth know, often different dishes with Mexican origin, like quesadillas and 

tacos, which are re-interpreted in healthier versions with more vegetables etc. Here Josh is asked 

about how he experiences the cooking: 

It's fun, cause if I’m eating at home, I’m usually eating by myself, so it's nice to be eating with 
people where you can laugh, just like have fun, also the whole process of cooking as a group. 
It's nice to be doing that work, because it's kind of calming really. I think I’m a more better 
cook than I thought I was. Cause I get information, like Oh that's so good, you’re cutting that 
so well’.So ... And then also the food that we have is pretty much vegetables. And I’m usually 
‘Ouhhh .. just vegetables’ But it’s .. Because I don't know how to cook vegetables I don’t know 
how to make it taste good, but now I do.. so I have more chances to eat more vegetables, 
because I can make it good for myself and other people, so then I can get them to eat more 
vegetables too. So, and it also kind of teaches you working as a team, because you only have a 
certain time limit, until everybody, it's lunch time, so you wanna be prepared when everybody 
comes, because people are always communicating with each other, like oh you can do this and 
I'll do this, it's just a nice team work that I see. [Interview 3 with Josh, August] 

What stands out here is the cooking with vegetables and how both the technical part of how to cut 

and the element of making it taste good is valued – as well as the role of being in a team while doing 

it. For Arun the variety of new foods that he is exposed to it related to making him trying it: 

Well we all try to try new things. If it looks kinda weird, we still try. Like that salad dish today, 
that had those kind of kalamata olives... A lot of people don't like those, so we tried new 
things... It's pretty nice, also adding to the good part of the cooking, it's all free, they buy it for 
us. So it's not like a normal job where you have to bring your own lunch or buy it or something. 
It comes with the job, it's pretty nice. But there are usually a lot of options. You can take as 
much as you want, not to big, but you can just try it, if you like it, take more. Usually they make 
enough so you can take again if you like. Sometimes there are weird food... Like I never tried 
that peach salsa... I kinda wanna try that now though, just for the experience. [Interview 2 with 
Arun, July]. 

In the interviews, youth also express a big significance of growing your own food as related to choose 

to eat it. One factor, the cooking and the communal meal are both related to this and so is the 

ownership that stems from the other recurrent element in the program, the CSA-bags that each 
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week is filled with produce and taken home to the family as a ‘messenger’ from farm to family. Here 

Josh speaks: 

I’m also eating a lot more vegetables, like a LOT more vegetables actually than I used to be 
eating. And it's nice to be able to cut the food too, because you know the causes of what's 
being done at it, rather than just eating what’s being given to you. And you don't know what 
happened to it. So, yeah [..] at home, some regularly I cook at large for myself, because my 
parents are at work ..  we have left over foods, but... I'd like to make my own food now. Cause 
and then we are also able to bring home vegetables, which I can use in like lunch and dinner 
[..] My brother and I cooked dinner for my family once using a recipe I learned at the spring 
internship. It's also a nice thing to know how to cook it, cause I’m not necessarily a cook either, 
but I learned how to not burn things, how to cook raw vegetables correctly, and like the right 
part of vegetables. [Interview 2 with Josh, July]. 

 

Eating - “The best place to get to know people is when they are eating” - the social meal as the 

third factor 

As described earlier in a tale during the setting around eating in the summer job training program 

was changed as a part of the planning process and a dialogue with the junior staff about what could 

be improved around the way the crew was eating. The eating area that till that point only had 

consisted of one table bench was rearranged so that there would be a seat for every one of the 20 

youth and staff. How the daily communal meal was experienced by the youth was one of the 

recurrent themes in the interviews. Here Josh asked to how he experiences the communal meals in 

the summer program is reflecting about the meal as a good occasion to socialize: 

I: And also when you eat, do you just sit and?  

J: I move around to be able to eat with everyone, cause so... But I sometimes sit with some 
people that I know but I kind of wanna challenge myself to make more friends.. 

M: And that's a place to do that?  

J: Yeah. The best place to get to know people is when they are eating.   

M: Yeah, they can’t move .. [laughs] [Interview 2 with Josh, July]. 

The physical and social framework, especially that youth can decide for themselves where they want 

to sit, makes it possible for Josh to practice an agency where he can get to know other youth. For 

Arun the daily meals had a special significance as they were the only social meals for him: 

Well I don't necessarily like eating in front of people, I don't know it's just kinda weird for me.. 
But I mean it's been an experience, it's been fun, and we all get to talk about anything. We all 
get to know each other through the food. It's ... We are all just eating, enjoying food, and we... 
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I mean if it's really good, if it's really high we don't even talk. But usually we just kind of let 
ourselves open up, because we are like in a happy place, you know, we are all eating, just 
kinda letting the troubles of like the work, all the hard work, it all goes away for like an hour, 
and it's nice [Interview 2 with Arun, July].  

This experience of the meal as a valued break and space for socialization through the food is shares 

by the majority of the youth that were interviewed. 

Factor four: Workshops as spaces to learn about nutrition, the food system and food justice  

Several workshops in the spring internship and more intensively in the summer program deal with 

links between issues around nutrition, the food system and issues of food justice. In the tales of the 

ethnography these were described in detail with titles as ‘Nutrition’, ‘Youth $ Power’, ‘Food 

Jeopardy’, ‘Trace your Taco’, ‘Family Timeline’ and ‘Food and Activism’. In the following examples the 

different way youth learned from these workshops is illustrated. Here Alfonso is linking the 

workshops on nutrition to changes in what he eats:  

Well they {the workshops] are cool, it definitely has a lot of information in them. Yeah I like, I 
like when Astrid does them. Those are good because you know, they let you know how much 
sugar and how like other food that you did not really realize is bad for you, so that is cool [..] 
the last one it was about cereals and I have not really eaten cereal since then. (laughing) [..] I 
definitely do not eat junk food anymore, yeah I try to avoid junk food [..] When I, ah, I would 
go to like Taco Bell or like McDonalds, any place but I just kind of get sick now if I am eating it.  
I feel more, I feel healthier. I could tell because like sometimes like if I did not eat I would like 
go get something to eat at the fast food and then go skate and I would feel like really bad, I 
just feel like kind of weak, no energy but I have been starting to just like eat healthier at my 
house, so I will just eat that and then go out and I will just definitely notice and I will have 
more energy and like I feel better.[Interview 2 with Alfonso, July] 

A point in this statement is the way the more theoretical knowledge from the workshops is 

connected to embodied sensations of feeling either weak or energized. Josh also talks about how 

nutrition workshops have impacted on him eating ‘bad stuff’: 

I really used to be really bad stuff, just because it was there and it was available, and I really 
just got them because it is like easier to get. Learning more about like reading the back of the 
labels, I mean what is in the food, made me more aware of what I am eating, because I don't 
wanna get sicker when I am older, i want to be able to do stuff like this when I’m older. 
[Interview 2 with Josh, July] 

He expands on this reflection on how his eating habit now in his youth could impact his health later 

in life: 

I think most of us in the group don't necessarily eat very healthy food. I mean we all have the 
basic knowledge of what's good and what's bad, but the nutritional workshops just gets more 
in depth, in the whole idea of what is good for your body, what is bad for your body. And it's 
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just nice to know, now because I can share it with my family because we have like a history of 
diabetes in my family, so it’s just, I don't wanna end up with diabetes. So it's good to have the 
knowledge now that I am younger, cause like if I kept eating the way I do I might get diabetes 
at a young age too. So it's just also learning about the problems that other people face with 
like, we always talk about people choose unhealthy food because it's cheaper and it's 
available, rather than going out and looking for healthier food that is good for you because 
that’s so much work ... And it is also like the nutritional workshops also kind of like make you 
think about how society works with the food systems, and stuff like that like where the food 
comes from and how it gets to people [..]  I knew about if you can't pronounce or don't know 
the ingredient on the back of the label it's probably not good for you. But we actually went 
through the different kind of ingredients on the back, so we know what they do to your body. 
So that was really new to me and also just like things that are... Like ‘All Natural’, doesn't it 
mean, like it's the best for you either, and also ‘non-fat’ is actually worse for you because we 
need the fat. And then we talk about good fat and bad fat. And it's just like.. It's nice to have 
that knowledge so I can stay away from the bad food and start introducing myself to better 
healthier food. [In high school] it's not really a discussion that comes up a lot in class. Even like 
the lunch food in schools they’re pretty unhealthy it seems like, and at other schools there are 
like vending machines that sells like chips and like crackers that are like supposed to build kids 
up so they can get through the next class, but it's really bad for them and it's just, people don't 
have that knowledge, so they kind of just keep on doing it, and they don't know what is 
happening to their bodies. [ibid] 

Here Josh is relating his own family history of diabetes to his reflections on eating differently – and 

also that this knowledge is not taught in high school. Josh also reflects on how the workshops and 

the work in the program is related to food justice: 

I think it is important for everybody to know what food justice is because you always see 
farmers when you are driving by fields, and you kind of not necessarily look up to them, like 
people kinda downgrade them and don't think much of them, but people don't have the 
knowledge of how they are being treated and what kind of discrimination they are facing.. I 
think farmers are being taken granted for, because they work so hard but people don't realize 
it, and they kinda like see them as the lowest of the low, because that is what they are doing. 
But like, I don't think people get the fact that they are providing your family with food, they 
are providing you with food, and it's just while they are doing that they are not getting payed 
right, they are not getting good housing, they don't have like good health because of how they 
are treated, like they spray pesticides on them... So it's just, I think it's important for food 
justice if you are taught at a young age, so people get a better understanding, so once they get 
older they know what they can do to help them. So I think, I don't think that there is enough 
activism with the food justice, because I mean if you did have the law, I feel that this whole 
problem could be dealt with already, but it just, nobody knows so it's hard to start at 
movement, cause no one knows what to do. So...  [..] I mean, we are farmers too now, and we 
don't get treated unjustly, we get paid a good amount of money, we get good food, the status 
of where we work, they are not spraying anything around us, I've never encountered any like 
discrimination within the group... [..] they provide us with the knowledge of how farmers 
should be treated because they work so hard, is just later on I could probably see myself 
joining a march or anything, just help them. Also learning like the sketch we did, it was funny 
and everything, but that happens...[..] like kids that are born from the families that are 
farmers, they have like abnormalities or things like that because their parents are working hard 
and getting like, they are facing all these kinds of chemicals that shouldn't even be sprayed 
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among the farmers, the people that are the boss of farmers find a loophole, because like, I 
know like they are not allowed to spray directly at the farmers, but the wind from like fields 
across can get blown in and they are still inhaling that kind of chemical. So it's just knowing 
that.. I don't know, it just really like tics me, just I wanna do something about it. So.. I feel like, 
if everybody else knew... Everybody in this program already knows, so I feel like we are 
spreading the knowledge to people, because it kind of just like feels right to me to let people 
know.[ibid] 

Josh here refers to a sketch that was facilitated by an alumni guest teacher. The alumni youth, now  

studying farm workers’ rights, did a workshop on this topic where prompts about different examples 

of working conditions were enacted by the youth in small groups for each other – in order first to 

have them guess what was going on and then discuss the incident and the wider political 

ramifications of the working conditions of farm workers in the group. The concrete example Josh was 

referring to was about pregnant women working close to the field that was sprayed with chemicals 

which again was related to the high incidence of abnormalities in children of farm working women.  

Here Arun reflects upon what he learns from the workshops and how it influences his relation to 

what he eats, which then again is related to the wider emphasis on food justice: 

I like those nutrition workshops, yeah, they definitely.. They change the way I see food. And 
now I definitely read labels. I never knew that all these artificial colors can lead to like cancers.. 
It's gross. I’m like, all that corn syrup.. It makes you look at food totally differently. And those 
videos are cool too45 ..  I’m seeing now other kids doing it, they are spreading the word kinda.. 
It makes it inspiring to change your lifestyle [..] I mean, we have a choice to either go to a 
grocery store or go to a fast food restaurant. I mean we have to choice to eat at home or go 
out and eat. Or like eat a cake or eat a candy bar. Or something.. But I understand that a lot of 
people don't have access to all this food because of money, definitely, in the area where they 
live... But I mean, that's the whole thing we are kinda doing, here in the program .. we are 
kinda distributing food. And we get food.. At prices that like all types of families can afford and 
get by, so they can change their lives. [Interview 2 with Arun, July]  

 

Factor five: the program space and the outside as contrastive space  

A series of contrastive questions in relation to how the program space possibly differed from other 

spaces in the lives of the youth brought a wide range of reflections on the table around food in the 

family context and in the context of the high school. The quotes above have already shown examples 

of both how family and friend groups as well as the high school context is mentioned and referred 

                                                           
 

45
 Arun here refers to the ‘Youth Speaks’ (http://youthspeaks.org)  videos that often were showed and 

discussed in the nutrition workshops. 

http://youthspeaks.org/
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and related to when it comes to reflecting on the learning around food in the program. A specific 

question of interest in relation to this is exactly how the learning is so to say making sense in the 

other – and one could say more lasting – contexts of the lives of the youth. Focusing here on the 

reflections on agency, the choices and decisions youth make in relation to food and eating points to 

that there seems to be a high awareness and wish to carry the learning out and maintaining it – as a 

‘life skill’ as several of the youth call it. Marisol reflects on what she learned about food in the 

program influences her family: 

I did cook before, but I cook healthier now. I usually just cook what we cooked at lunch. And I 
told my dad what I know, like, ‘dad you should change the kind of oil you use, you should 
change this and that’, ehm, I told them how like having the rainbow on your plate, it’s really 
important and we used to only see like two colors in the plate. And now we see like different 
colors and it gets me happy because I am changing my life but I am also changing my family’s 
life. And my little brother like, I want him to grow healthy. So it is, he is like my little, he is like 
my son, I kind of [..] When my parents got divorced I like took care of him, because it was, my 
dad was always working, so he is like my son and it makes me happy that, to know that I am 
giving this to him and showing him a change of life. Because if I tell him like, oh do not do that, 
do that, bla bla, but I do not show him that I am doing it too, then it would be like why should I 
do it. So it just, yeah. [Interview 3 with Marisol, August] 

Here Marisol talks about her family life, especially about her role and responsibilities she plays and 

has for her little brother – which builds to an understanding of her background and general living 

conditions that is central if one wants to understand the relevance she sees in what she gains from 

the program, and specifically the context for the form of agency that she is practicing, here with an 

emphasis on its relevance in the context of her family life. This example is also illustrative of the 

often very harsh living conditions that the youth in the program are dealing with, in families that not 

only struggle with being low-income but also often being single-income and with the youth taking 

care of younger siblings while the parent(s) is working. Conditions that from one perspective 

positions them as being ‘at risk’ or with the more agency-oriented perspective that the program is 

using, as being ‘struggling’ – and with the skills they learn in the program as instrumental for this.    

Rounding off the analysis of the learning around ‘food’, a number of findings of how the program is 

changing the youth relations to food have been identified as related to and framed by different 

factors.  

One being about embodiment and how the program is experienced as a space where the youth 

engage with their bodies in the hard work in the fields and then with the body as a vehicle are 

pushed to become aware of physiological needs for eating and drinking – with the principal goal of 

being able to perform.  
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Another finding about ‘seed to table’ as a motivating factor or how the farming, the cooking the 

communal meal contributes to knowledge of nutrition and food justice. The distinction between 

practices that are so-called “mandatory” and practices that the youth are not obliged to perform, but 

rather incited,to do and thus can be interpreted as ‘invitations’ will be dealt with in the upcoming 

wider discussion of the relation between pedagogy and learning in the program. At this point 

however an important aspect when it comes to how the program dealt with the eating of the youth 

must me mentioned. This aspect relates to the specific agency that youth were practicing when it 

comes to choose to eat the food made in the program, and the general analytic awareness of also 

incorporating examples where youth chose not to eat. Keeping in mind that the actual eating was 

encouraged – especially through the social setting around it - but not mandatory. One example of a 

boy was Alex who showed a very concrete form of agency in the way he chose throughout the 

summer not to eat the lunch food - until the very last week. This example was also commented upon 

by Rita in the shout-outs at the final dinner. This boy was however not one of the group of youth that 

were interviewed – though this specific case would have been both relevant and interesting to 

include.  

Another interpretation of the learning around ‘food’ is to see it as informed by a special kind of 

critical reflexivity that is related to the whole complex of social practices around food and involves 

the youths bodily experiences, their mastering of skills, the significance of being in a team or co-

worker situation, the way the actions are framed as addressing a broken food-system and food 

justice perspectives that often relate to the youths own family histories and thus is offering a frame 

of reference for legitimizing changes in choices as consumers as well as agents of change in their 

families.   

4.2.2 Voice – learning through critical self-reflection, self-expression and storytelling 

The second topic that emerged in the mapping process to be analyzed more thoroughly will illustrate 

an empirical pattern in the youth learning that centers around changes related to topics such as 

critical self-reflection, self-expression and storytelling - here labeled as the learning that circles 

around ‘voice’.  

The formulation of an empirical pattern of critical self-reflection, self-expression and storytelling 

emerged during the fieldwork participant observations and was cumulatively explored in the 

sequence of ethnographic interviews with the youth.  
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In the participant observations - as unfolded in the tales of the ethnography – it became clear how a 

central pedagogical focus on critical self-reflection, self-expression and storytelling was immersed in 

the different program elements.  

How these self-reflective, communicative, self-expressive and narrative factors were experienced by 

the youth - and which forms of concrete agency they made possible - was explored in the 

ethnographic interviews. Here the youth in different ways express that the program has helped them 

to ‘find their voice’ – an expression that also was found many empirical examples of during fieldwork.  

As with the preceding analytical exercise that circled around the many aspects of food - the next step 

in the analysis will look at the different contexts in which youth make experiences with their ‘voice’. 

Parallel to the changes around the topic of food, the topic of ‘voice’ show different processes of 

change in learning from a more skills oriented understanding of communicating and performing 

professionally to a perspective on ‘voice’ that involves critical self-reflection and self-expression, 

often with an emotional aspect, and in a more identity transformative direction. In other words, a 

learning process that starts with focusing on development of skills around presentation, moves on to 

social practices of around different feed-back techniques and a general pattern of storytelling as a 

central part of the learning, and in this an emerging mentor-mentee relation – to experiences of 

personal transformation, changed self-images and identities. 

As with the topic of ‘food’ the question of how do youth practice agency in these different situations 

will accompany the analysis. The analysis will be structured in relation to three parts or areas where 

different communicative, self-reflective, self-expressive and narrative elements of ‘voice’ are in 

focus: 

 The first is an analysis of the general ‘vibe’ of communication and dialogue,  the way this is 

intentionally formed by a range of pedagogical measures and how youth reflect upon ‘language’ 

and communicating as a professional skill.  

 The second is workshops and events as inviting spaces for public speaking and presentation. Here 

the basic training in public speaking as well as the role different food justice events plays in 

creating challenging and/or inviting spaces in which youth practice different forms of agency in 

relation to ‘voice’.   

 The third is an analysis of the central role of the technique of ‘straight talk’ where youth together 

with staff practice giving and receiving feed-back about their performances in the program 

activities, often related to the co-working situations during farm work.  

 

Finally, the analysis will sum up with analytical reflections on general perspectives on the program as 

a space for learning with ‘voice’ through critical self-reflection, self-expression and storytelling.  
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The first aspect of ‘voice’ – the skill of communicating and speaking as a professional  

This aspect takes off from the way strong emphasis on job training and professionalism in the 

program and the way this is connected to the communication and speaking. Frequently mentioned 

by staff during the whole summer, the importance of being good at communicating and talking as a 

professional was empirically found to be especially emphasized in the early weeks of the summer 

program. As earlier described in the ethnography a concrete learning goal for many youth in this 

phase is to be able to be on time in the morning and if not, to communicate to the staff that they will 

be late, if they not are to receive a warning for violating a ‘standard movement’. Another important 

element in this aspect of ‘voice’ is the way speaking in general is addressed with reference to 

becoming more professional in the sense of learning to adapt to the expectations of workplaces 

where swearing and the use of ‘inappropriate language’ is a ‘no go’. A third element is the earlier 

mentioned emphasis on being able to work AND talk and not as it often was the case to be so 

engaged in a conversation that the actual work task was forgotten about. 

As presented and described earlier in the ethnography, the ‘standard movements chart’ that was 

introduced to the youth at the beginning of the summer defines a range of standards that when 

violated result in either a warning or if repeated, in subtractions on the pay check. As also earlier 

mentioned the standard movements chart is legitimized by the staff as reflecting demands that 

generally are agreed upon by workplaces and employers in the community and thus presented as 

relevant and reasonable learning goals for youth in a job training position. As also described this 

practice was asked to in the interviews and here the youth in general expressed acceptance of the 

standards as well as the way it was practiced in the program as incentive and something of high 

relevance to learn to manage.  

The two specific standard movements that relate to ‘voice’ are ‘glorifying 

drama/violence/sex/drugs/alcohol’ and ‘using inappropriate language’. In the interviews many youth 

expressed strong feelings of success in the way they ended up being able to meet these expectations. 

Here Marisol talks about the way she finds that the ‘standard movements’ have helped here to 

change the way she speaks to communicate more professionally: 

I think they are good. I think they are really good. Cause they helped me... Like [the program] 
helped me to wake up in the morning. I would, okay, I don't, I am not proud of this, I'm so not 
proud of this, but I would be late to school mostly every day. It is just hard  for me. It was just 
hard for me. So [the program], it’s like, you're late again... And it's like, I will be late like 1 
minute or just half a second, I mean half a minute. And you know, it's not worth it. You know 
like, I wake up at 7. Most people wake up at 7 , but for me it’s like a big deal. So it changed and 
it helps. It really does help. You know, I used to say a lot of bad words. And I’m really proud 
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that I don't anymore. And it just all helps you. You know, and.. You can do all this stuff, but not 
when you are working and going to school. Like, you know, to yourself.. I mean we are all 
gonna say a bad word... It happens, but you know, it just really does help you to control 
yourself. It's cool, I like that. The rules, it helps. [Interview 2 with Marisol, July] 

What is interesting in this quote is the way Marisol sees a personal success in not using ‘bad words’ 

anymore and linking it to a sense of self-control. Another example of the program as a space for 

building awareness of ‘speaking’ and ‘language’ and  ‘finding one’s voice’ is the way Manuel in the 

fall reflects on his learning in relation to the way he sees himself as more talkative and relates this to 

having a social life: 

My goals are to be more .. have a more social life .. just because I feel like I was not exposed to 
a lot of talking .. during my kid years .. like during middle school .. so this gave me the 
opportunity to be more .. like more talkative .. and more like ‘ooh, doo doo doo do daa’ .. [the 
summer job] that pushed me, that helped me be like OKAY .. people were not going to laugh 
and if they do, just laugh with them, no big deal! .. it made me more human in a way... 
[Interview 3 with Manuel, October] 

This quote is representative of the general perspective in the way many youth reflect on how they 

experience to be able to better express themselves and closely linked to this, to feeling more self-

confident and how the social and communicative space of the program has been instrumental in this 

change.  

The second aspect of ‘voice’ – workshops and events as inviting and challenging spaces for public 

speaking and presentation 

Making short presentations from interpretation of brief curricular texts, like in the workshops on 

‘Food and Activism’ or ‘Family Timeline’, was practiced throughout the summer job training program. 

The subjects of these presentations could also go in a more personal direction, where the youth’s 

own family history of immigration or illnesses were in the focus, as in the ‘Family Timeline’ workshop 

that was described in the ethnography. A specific workshop that many youth refer to when asked 

about communication skills is the ‘Public Speaking’ workshops and the ‘How to get a job – and keep a 

job’-workshops that also are described in detail in the ethnography. An important detail in these 

workshops is the concrete topics and templates that are part of the training. In the public speaking 

workshop youth are asked to make a speech over how they make their favorite sandwich after which 

staff and the group of youth give feed-back on how to improve on the presentation, for instance in 

speaking louder, slower or using more body language etc. In the job interview workshops the topic is 

more personal as it now sets off from personal motivations to apply for a specific job as well as to 

how to dress, enter the room and behave in the social situation of an interview. As an example of the 
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social dynamics in the program around how youth can be pushed out of their comfort zones to do 

presentations and later reflect upon such situations as turning points is Eliseo’s story. The specific 

context of the story, earlier described in the tale ‘Youth Day – Rooted in Community Regional 

gathering’ from the ‘researcher’s point of view’ in the ethnography of the summer program, now 

follows in Eliseo’s own words: 

So I guess [the program] in a way is made to fit every person. It helps you develop into more of 
the person you are instead trying to make you go a certain way. Sort of I feel like the program 
is there to give you that push you need to go do what you, what you know you can do, but you 
are just hesitated or afraid to do it I guess. Because now I go in and I can speak you know, I can 
talk for days but eh I was also very very nervous or not confident enough to go speak with mic 
and so I think just [the program] opened the door and I think it opened doors for other people. 
I cannot speak for everyone but eh probably they could and tell you in a way how [the 
program] has eh, like made their path more clear perhaps. So it was like for me that moment 
was when we went to Pie Ranch and I got up there and I started to sing .. from that moment 
on I knew in a way I can do this. It is not hard anymore. Yeah I actually think my goals came 
after [beginning in the program,]. So like I guess it was like now I have a more clear sense of 
what I want to do and I set up those goals. And other several things, so my thing, my goals only 
came after [joining the program], after I developed into a person I have worked with. Yeah. 
One of my other goals is to go do more public speaking, I like, kind of like the microphone and 
the big public and I still get nervous but I am more, I want to keep doing it so I can one day 
finally go up there, not nervous like just speak and yeah. So I want to have, keep doing it. so I 
think it comes down to that moment when I went up to sing. Yeah. That is like the one thing 
when you asked me about [what I learned from the program] that is the one thing that pops 
into my head. That moment at Pie Ranch when we got up there and I started to sing.. So I think 
it was that moment for me. Yeah. I got pushed, I got pushed at the end to the like, Esther 
pushed me up there, like really pushed me up there. (laughing) So and we were up there and 
eh like they gave me the microphone and I was hours there so I just did it. Yeah so I guess I 
was, I took her pushing me up there and then, like they giving me the microphone to like just 
do it, yeah. [Interview 3 with Eliseo, October] 

 

What stands out in this story of a ‘turning point’ for Eliseo’s learning in the program is the way he 

was pushed by one of the junior staff to sing in front of a group of youth, a performance that had big 

and positive consequences for the way he saw himself as public speaker. Several other elements in 

the story are important to mention. A first thing is the importance that Eliseo attaches to being 

pushed in order for him to do what he otherwise had not had the courage to do – to take the mic and 

sing in front of the other youth. In this way the story is also an example of how the pedagogical 

intention of challenging the youth is also practiced by a junior staff, which as peer-to-peer educators 

often may be only 1 year older than the youth at large in the crew. What is also interesting for the 

analysis to note is the specific context of this kind of agency in the way it took place in the middle of 

the summer on a regional ‘Rooted in Community’ gathering where the all the youth in the program 
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participated. Here different central California youth food justice organizations were meeting 

presenting each other. This gathering is an example of several of the situations where the program 

through the youths’ participation in different events are exposing them to the larger youth food 

justice movement, a practice in line with the program’s wish to encourage the youth to build an 

awareness of belonging to a wider social movement around food and social justice.  

Another recurring event that the program is taking part in is the annual ‘Bioneers’ conference that 

takes place in central California each year in October and with several hundred participants gathers 

environmental and food justice activists from across the US and overseas. As a part of the interview 

that was conducted during the fall business management positions, Manuel asked if he could read 

out a letter he, encouraged by the staff, had written as a form of evaluation of what he experienced 

at the conference the past week, a story that reveals the kind of sharing of personal stories about the 

very profound changes in identity that he has been engaged in and continue to be struggling with:   

Dear Bioneers, I had a wonderful time, I stayed for 3 days and it was an experience I am 
keeping for ever .. I learned about earth and environment .. I enjoyed the mushroom speaking 
Paul and the awesome knowledge of mushrooms .. There was a speaker called Paul and he 
knew a lot about mushrooms .. it was .. amazing .. I love the slam poets, there were slam poets 
there .. I’m overall really grateful and happy that I got to go with a sense of being open to what 
Bioneers had to offer .. I was exposed to a community that appreciated the world and the life, 
that stands on it .. During this trip I learned a more complex meaning of where I am carrying 
my life and who this person is .. I deeply look .. I looked on my sexual orientation and my 
gender identity .. within an open circle with characteristics of feminine and masculine 
expressions. I left hearing people’s stories of being other than the binary. It was beautiful to 
find adults and having an equal stage and having the opportunity as a young person. By that I 
mean that no matter if we were young or old we still .. it felt like we were .. that it didn’t 
matter, we were just there for the experience, for what was happening . So that was beautiful. 
I also another beautiful perspective of women and the capacity of female power having a 
scoop of women gave me the chills that I too am woman in a man in a person.. That we fight 
for what is right for having women leaders made this experience powerful and diverse. I love 
the youth tent and the magical energy of us young people. We discussed some of our passions 
and struggles. We all had inputs, loved our food, enjoyed the people, and all in all this was an 
experience, this experience will take me onwards to my passions and struggles, and I'm happy 
to be living in a world that believes in change. Sincerely, the kid Manuel [Interview 3 with 
Manuel, October 28]  

Earlier in the middle of the summer, at the same regional youth food justice gathering, which was 

mentioned by Eliseo as a turning point for him, Manuel also showed an agency through the way he 

did a ‘sharing’ where he talked about himself and what brought him to the present situation of the 

sharing circle. The concrete method for the sharing was called the ‘fish bowl’ as a metaphor for the 

way a small circle of 4 seats was surrounded by a larger circle of maybe 100 youth that sat as 

listeners to the short personal presentations that the 4 youth in the center were giving each other. 
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The dynamic of the exercise was to let the youth themselves decide whether to go into the small 

circle when the four youth had completed a round after all had spoken, as well as to decide 

themselves what to tell. The prompt was ‘what brought me here to this place and point in my life?’ 

and at this occasion Manuel for the first time spoke to a wider audience about his background as a 

son of farm workers and about his growing awareness of his sexual orientation and gender identity.  

As will be analyzed in the following paragraphs, there exist within the framework of the summer 

program a range of opportunities for youth where they can practice different forms of agency in the 

sense of making choices about revealing more personal aspects of their backgrounds and present life 

situations. These opportunities can both be natural elements in the ‘informal conversations’ that are 

sustaining the widespread building of friendships between different youth as well as between youth 

and staff persons which is a central part in what youth value in the program, a practice that is framed 

by the many opportunities for both choosing with whom to work and the many conversations that 

take place, especially during the farming work. The specific analytic implications of the relation 

between youth and staff, especially the phenomena of how the youth come to see staff as friends, 

will be dealt with in the upcoming sub-chapter on the construction of professional roles.  

These opportunities can also be found in the more formal or structured communicative practices as 

‘straight talk’ that will be dealt with shortly and in a specific workshop that several of the youth refer 

to when asked about whether there were occasions during the summer that had been of a particular 

significance for their experience and learning. Placed in the third week of the summer program. the 

poetry workshop is one such setting that more explicitly seeks to create a ‘safe space’ where youth 

are asked to write short stories for themselves and choose among prompts as ‘I am not who they 

think I am’ or:  ‘If you could take one person whom you love with you to an island who would that 

be?’ or ‘Describe three things that have changed your life’. After 15 minutes of individual writing the 

staff person who facilitates the workshop invite the youth to share what they have written. Here 

Pablo reflect upon what this specific workshop meant for him in the sense that he became aware of 

where he is heading and work hard for that: 

The poetry one, I really opened up and .. looked at things that I need to work on .. and it really 
kind of set the tone for the rest of this summer, because I have to do summer school because I 
failed in my freshman and sophomore years .. in high school I didn’t  do a very good job in 
English and in Social Studies, so they allowed students to reattempt these credits so I can get 5 
credits from my English and 5 credits from my Social Studies by doing chapters out of a book 
and .. yeah, so I’m doing that .. I’m almost done with one unit for the English, and I just .. I 
need to focus on where I’m heading instead of like .. what I am at right now .. [so that poetry 
workshop …] put me in the mood to work hard and .. I gotta focus on what’s important to me .. 
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this [program] has definitely been .. just a long mile stone, I’m very appreciative of this whole 
program .. yeah .. [Interview 3 with Pablo, August]  

Marisol also refers to the poetry workshop and the way it was a very emotional experience for her: 

I got really emotional, but I think it is really good. The thing is a lot of stuff were happening to 
me and recent stuff just happened to me in my life, so it kind of just, you know!? I am not at a 
stable state right know, so it kinda just brought a lot to me, but I think it is really good to let 
you know how far you have come.. and if you like, how far are you, and how much you have 
done in these years, where you come from and stuff like that. Because the poetry was poetry, 
and it was like the letter, and there was some other stuff, it was like 3 things about your 
thing... Oh 3 things that have changed your life, like... You know the way it is, so 3 things that 
have changed your life and stuff like that.. yeah.. And ehm, it is, it could be really sad, but you 
come to realize, like dude, I'm good, I’m still living and it is like... And how is the love around 
me [..] I mean I couldn't say anything, cause it would probably bring tears and stuff... I couldn't 
really talk, because I would probably tear up. So I just try like, you know!? But I wrote it, so it 
was like a big thing for me already. But I think it did, cause we kinda all know each other a little 
more and deep. So people don't have much of like dramatic stuff in their life but maybe it 
could help them to know that it is hard, you know, they have it harder, they pass to this, and 
maybe one day I will pass to this kinda help them like, you are still good, I'll be good. So it is 
really nice. [Interview 2 with Marisol, July] 

What stands out here is the way Marisol values what happened during this workshop because it 

made her realize that though she had faced a lot of hardship in her life she also felt that she had 

come far in dealing with it, but also practiced the agency of not sharing it with the group as it would 

have made her cry. The more emotional aspects of both this workshop in particular and the general 

experience of taking part in the program from these two concrete youth will be taken up again and 

be presented and analyzed in the following sub-chapter as a part of the follow-up study. 

The third aspect of ‘voice’ – doing ‘straight talk’  

Two concrete communicative techniques that play a central role in the program are ‘straight talk’ 

and doing triumphs. Both techniques are described in detail in the ethnography and how youth 

experience these techniques will now be analyzed in relation to their significance for agency and 

learning. Exploring the practice of straight talk was a recurrent topic in the interviews and here a 

clear pattern was that though some of the youth were very positive and as Pablo earlier was quoted 

– saw straight talk as a ‘confidence booster’ other youth often expressed an ambivalence towards 

this communicative practice. Where the youth were generally very positive about the weekly written 

feedback they received and which was structured in the same format with ‘positives’ and 

‘improvables’ their reflections on the verbal and group level straight talk was more mixed. As it will 

be analyzed and discussed below this feed-back technique also implies a power dynamic where staff 

also plays a role. 
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Arun’s reflections show how the practice of straight talk can be interpreted as contributing to a social 

reflexivity and making a group more functional in the way it makes youth notice each other: 

It can be boring at times, but I mean I like it. For the most part. It's a nice way to end the day. 
It's nice to hear what people think about you, what they think you can approve on, and 
definitely what they like about you. And it's nice to, you can just let things of your chest, I 
mean it has to in a nice way, but still... It's nice to just let people know how you feel. [..] I've 
been saying, talking about most of the people. I have definitely grown to notice more about 
them, so that way I can give them feedback [..] so like one of the facts that we know we are 
gonna do straight talk, I almost.. If I do something in the beginning of the week, I just think to 
myself, I can say that at straight talk, you know!? Something like, yeah, this one time I was one 
minute to be late, I arrived at 8.59, and I thought to myself, at improvements during straight 
talk I can say, I should arrive earlier. You know?! It makes us think of things we can improve on, 
things we are doing good... [..] It's like a healthy way of being in a group, you know!? You build 
like a healthy relationship [..] like, nobody is hiding anything from you, if somebody has a 
problem with you they can just say it, they don't have to hide it. So it's, you get it out in the 
open, if there's a problem, you can fix it. So it becomes this more functional, the group 
becomes more functional. [Interview 2 with Arun, July] 

Here Josh reflects on how he sees straight talk as both being hard and an important part of the 

program: 

I don't necessarily enjoy doing it, because it's hard to think of like, it's so easy to give people 
positives, but it's hard to give them improvements. But I think it's an important part of the 
workshops, cause it helps provide the person you are talking to some advice of like what they 
can do better and it's, just hearing compliments given to you, it kinda just helps your self-
esteem knowing that you are doing things good, and that people notice that what you are  
doing is good. So I think it's just a good way to, like if we do it on Thursday, it's good to kinda 
end that kinda week with it.  Because then the following week, even the following day, you 
know what you can work on, so you can be better at your job and your, just that you are doing 
your best that you can do [..] and like the improvements I make for myself I don't think people 
necessarily see me doing them, like once I started talking and working at the same time, like I 
finally saw a lot of talking and working, but then it wasn't the.. But also stopping working at 
like, and then I'll slow down a little bit and I'll catch myself.. So that is definitely something I 
have been working on since like day one. [..] But it is nice to know, that people... That 
improvables aren't necessarily mean things said to you, and we also talk about, you don't even 
have to, like if you don't think that the improvable is like applicable to yourself, it's like you 
don't have to do it, it's like if you are already doing it. It's just advice that people see that you 
can do. So it's just.. And it is nice to be able to share those things with the group without them 
being like, feel like they are being like disrespected because they are not. And it's just some 
friendly advice, so I think it is a good and important part of the program. [Interview 2 with 
Josh, July] 

Rounding off the analysis of the learning around ‘voice’, a number of findings of how the program is 

framing the youths’ learning through ‘voice’ have been identified as related to and framed by 

different factors around critical self-reflection, self-expression and storytelling.  
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As with the previous topic of ‘food’ there can be identified a similar pattern when it comes to the 

way the learning is moving from a relatively skilled and job-training oriented approach to 

communication – with focus on adapting one’s language to a work place culture or the training of 

talking in a job interview – to a more challenging phase and form of learning where youth are 

applying new skills in public speaking to talk about more personal issues in a practice around sharing 

stories that is encouraged in different contexts.  

4.2.3 Theorizing the youth learning   

In the following the main patterns in the previous analysis of the youth learning in relation to ‘food’ 

and ‘voice’ will be further interpreted and suggested theorized. Two patterns stand out: A) Youth 

learning as changing but integrated perspectives and B) Youth learning as ‘triggered’ through self-

reflection, self-expression and storytelling.  The two patterns will here be condensed, interpreted, 

theorized and combined. 

The pattern of a changing - but integrated - perspective on learning can be identified in relation to 

how the youth describe their learning experience from the different program phases. The change is 

visible in the many reflections that compare the initial motivation to apply with the gradual 

emergence of a learning that is more identity transformative and by several of the youth described 

as ‘life changing’. The change can also be described as a move from initial learning goals that were 

related to e.g. the cooking and farming skills and resources and networks around job training to more 

confidence boosting and self-image related learnings that the interview examples in the analysis 

have shown. An important point to keep in mind in theorizing this is that these more confidence-

boosting and identity formative learning perspectives do not exclude the initial skills oriented goals 

of learning but explicitly integrate them in reflections about how for example the hard work of 

farming or the practical work with cooking has been seen as important elements. 

The pattern of youth learning as self-reflection, self-expression and storytelling draws especially on 

the analysis of ‘voice’ and thus an interpretation of the communicative practice in the program. This 

theorizing will seek to reconceptualize the learning processes around finding one’s voice and 

storytelling in relation to the changing but integrated perspective above.  

The question is then how to theorize on a learning that is based on practical tasks, physical 

performance, acquisition of skills, farming and cooking and also based on a communicative, reflective 

and expressive practice that frames negotiation and construction of meaning and that is found to 

lead to a learning which the youth express as life-changing in the sense of having resulted in new 

ways of seeing themselves? 
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On one level this analytical finding can be said as reflecting the youth learning as related to one of 

the central pedagogical approaches in the program which is the emic formulation of using job 

training as a vehicle for empowerment. Focusing on interpreting and re-conceptualizing this 

connection – between ‘job training’ and ‘empowerment’ (and for a moment looking away from the 

complexities that the fieldwork and the analysis adds to this) we may ask if there here is a theoretical 

conflict that may be dissolved in the analysis? The theoretical conflict arises with reference to the 

earlier mentioned tension that was introduced as a part of the educational anthropological starting 

point, and being about education as reproduction or as change. This has been theoretically 

conceptualized within critical pedagogy where different analyses of formal school systems label 

these as predominantly concerned with social reproduction of a work force that does not question or 

challenge the power structures in the society – referring to the earlier mentioned critiques (McLaren 

2009) of formal schooling as more concerned with test scores than in promoting critical thinking.  

Can then, the learning in the program be interpreted as both reproduction AND change? An 

argument for the learning as reproduction finds support in the sense that youth to a certain degree 

are socialized to adapt to a work ethic and a set of behavioral standards that are expected by 

external employers in the local community and society at large, and thus positions youth as laborers. 

An argument for the learning as change finds support in the sense that the transgression that results 

from the intentional push that is legitimized both in the strong focus on work ethic and in the 

contextualization of the program practice as contributing to social justice and food justice also is 

found to be clearly  linked to the way youth express their learning from this as becoming both 

physically and mentally stronger and increasingly using a food-system framework for their 

interpretations - and thus positions youth as agents of change, leaders, managers and activists?   

The social and political context of the program can also be argued to dissolve the contradiction 

between reproduction and change in the way the program’s activities, including the work ethic, is 

constructed as an alternative to the injustices that are found in the conventional food system – here 

concretely exemplified in the way several youth see the stigma associated with being a farm worker 

replaced by a sense of pride?  

A recent discussion in relation to this is McLaren (2016) who with reference to his own research in 

schools argues for a dialectical understanding of schooling as sites of both domination and liberation. 

McLaren expands on Giroux’ conceptualization of micro and macro objectives:  

Macro objectives are designed to enable students to make connections between the methods, 

the content, and structure of the course and its significance within the larger social reality. This 
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dialectical approach to classroom objectives allows students to acquire a broad frame of 

reference or world view; in other words, it helps them acquire a political perspective. Students 

can then make the hidden curriculum explicit and develop a critical political consciousness”. 

Micro objectives represent the course content and are characterized by their narrowness of 

purpose and their content-bound path of inquiry. Giroux tells us that that the importance of the 

relationship between macro and micro objectives arises out of having students uncover the 

connections between course objectives and the norms, values, and structural relationships of 

the wider society. (McLaren 2009:62) 

The distinction between these two objectives are according to McLaren productive in order to pose 

the important question, that very often is ignored in the formal school system, which is why this 

knowledge is being taught in the first place? This distinction is also productive in understanding why 

the youth to such a high degree value what they learn in the program, which can be understood by 

the way the micro objectives are explained, contextualized and made relevant for the youth’s own 

life situations.   

A further elaboration of which forms of knowledge that the objectives produce is according to 

McLaren also posed by Giroux. The micro objectives being concerned with the “organization, 

classification, mastery, and manipulation of data” (ibid:63)  produce what Giroux calls productive 

knowledge. The macro objectives “center on the relationship between means and ends, between 

specific events and their wider social and political implications” (ibid). These objectives “foster a 

dialectical mode of inquiry; the process constitutes a socio-political application of knowledge” (ibid) 

and this is by Giroux called directive knowledge. The application of this dialectical perspective is 

according to McLaren helpful for students to “recognize the social function of particular forms of 

knowledge” (ibid).  

Applied to the learning – and the knowledge – produced in the program these conceptualizations 

and distinctions adds further aspects to understanding the learning as being both reproductive and 

change or with Giroux’ words as productive and directive. The productive knowledge and learning as 

the learning related to the farming and cooking skills and techniques and the directive knowledge 

and learning as related to the way the actions are contextualized within a critical perspective on the 

food system and the framing of the practice as activism and contributing to food justice.   

What is important to emphasize is that the way the strong focus on both perspectives is appreciated 

by the youth and can be seen as a reason why they see the program as a place where learning – 

contrasted to the high school context - suddenly makes sense in the way it is seen as ‘real life skills’ 
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and as specific knowledge around food and eating that youth can relate to and make relevant also in 

their own life and family context. 

According to McLaren a central influence on the way critical pedagogy conceptualizes knowledge is 

the works of Habermas and his distinction regarding forms of knowledge – technical and practical 

(that often are seen as in opposition to each other) and emancipatory (that attempts to reconcile 

and transcend this opposition. An important thing to note is mentioned by Kreber on the use of 

Habermas in education (Kreber, Cranton 2000) is that “Habermas  has  elaborated  concepts  and  

theories  that  raise  significant  issues  for  modern  society  and,  in particular,  for  education  as  a  

social  practice.  Habermas has not directly addressed education as a social practice.  In the few 

instances in which Habermas directly mentions education, he mentions it as an example rather than 

as a main topic. For this reason,  the  significance  of  Habermas'  work  for  education  is best  viewed  

from  the perspective  of the  educational  literature  that  applies  Habermas'  theories  and  

concepts.”  

Turning back to McLaren and the influence of Habermas’ distinctions on critical pedagogy, a general 

position taken here is how the mainstream educators within liberal or conservative educational 

ideologies emphasize technical knowledge (also called instrumental knowledge) similar to Giroux’ 

productive knowledge. Knowledge that can be measured and quantified, based on natural science 

and evaluated through intelligence quotients, reading scores etc. by educators to sort, regulate and 

control students.  

Practical knowledge (also elsewhere called communicative knowledge) “aims to enlighten 

individuals so they can shape their daily actions in the world” (ibid:64) and “helping individuals 

understand social events that are ongoing and situational” (ibid). 

The third form of knowledge is the emancipatory which McLaren points is of what the critical 

educator is most interested in which “attempts to reconcile and transcend the opposition between 

the technical [instrumental] and the practical [communicative] knowledge. “Emancipatory 

knowledge helps us understand how social relationships are distorted manipulated by relations of 

power and privilege. It also aims at creating the conditions under which irrationality, domination and 

oppression can be overcome and transformed through deliberative collective action. In short, it 

creates the foundation for social justice, equality and empowerment” (ibid). 

Especially emancipatory knowledge has been favored as an end goal for critical pedagogical learning 

processes and is defined by McLaren: “Emancipatory knowledge helps us understand how social 
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relationships are distorted and manipulated by relations of power and privilege. It also aims at 

creating the conditions under which irrationality, domination, and oppression can be overcome and 

transformed through deliberative, collective action. In short, it creates the foundation for social 

justice, equality, and empowerment” (McLaren 2009).  

Vestergaard and Kyrstein also draw on Habermas’ distinction between the three different forms of 

knowledge as pedagogical positions that represent different ideals about the outcome of education – 

as earlier mentioned as one of the core tensions in educational anthropology. Vestergaard and 

Kyrstein interpret the three forms of knowledge as very different ideals about the outcome of 

education and thus highlight the existence of a basic conflict between them: the instrumental 

position, that stresses adaptation to societal needs; the communicative position that stresses how 

individuals understand and express their relation to the material and spiritual world; and finally the 

emancipatory position of critical thinking that stresses democratic participation and how to adapt 

society to human needs (Vestergaard, Kyrstein 2001).  

This is in line with McLaren’s point on how the formal school system values the 

technical/instrumental knowledge and learning – and measures that where the communicative is not 

prioritized and thus the learning is more reproducing than bringing about social change nor 

encourage students to find their voices and participate in democratic processes? 

Does this distinctive view on knowledge and learning open a door for a focus on the role of the 

communicative as the link between the instrumental and the emancipatory – as the second pattern 

data in the present study suggests? A suggestion is to focus on the communicative as where meaning 

is negotiated and here two main perspectives can be identified.  

The first is the way a buy-in is established among the youth through making the farm work and 

cooking meaningful – what staff calls ‘giving context’ to the different tasks that need to be done or 

what youth express as motivating or with the example of how Marisol now understands ‘nutrition’ 

because it is not only ‘told’ but also ‘shown’? 

The second is in the form of the way youth is pushed and invited to find their voices and over time 

experience what could be labeled as an emancipatory learning through the self-reflection, self-

expression as well as through the feed-back they receive from other youth and staff construct 

identities informed by changed self-images and increased self-confidence.  

The communicative is thus mediating the instrumental – to be able to perform well in the field or in 

an interview or to be able to do a presentation - and transforming it into a more emancipatory 
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learning through the way the storytelling gets more and more identity formative, with the continuing 

focus on the performance in the hard farm work that through the relation building AND the feed-

back techniques produces meaning and motivation because it meets the youth’s craving for 

recognition.  

An important analytical point is the way that the youth in the program express all the three forms of 

learning perspectives as important, not as oppositions in the way they both sees it as acknowledging 

their material living conditions and initial motivations to engage in the program because it was seen 

as instrumental to finish high school, get the money etc. - and how the program then to a high 

degree via the communicative practice succeeds in making the activities relevant, motivating and 

challenging in a way that invites for an emancipatory learning with informed by changing self-images 

and constructing new identities. 

An additional concluding reflection in the analysis that will be taken up in the upcoming discussion is 

another implication that circles around the role of communicative learning as leading/contributing to 

an emancipatory learning   because it is founded in contextualized experience and not (only) 

cognitive reasoning? 

A factor that is important to include in this re-conceptualization of the learning process is the way it 

is related to the pedagogical intentions – the specific theory of change, the ‘increased leadership 

model’ and specifically the role staff plays in setting frames for youth’s agency in this process. This 

directs a number of questions to the other central research question in the study – the role of staff – 

that will be analyzed next. 

4.3 Authority de- and reconstructed - professional perspectives as pedagogical paradoxes 

The next part of the analysis will move further into an exploration of the professional pedagogical 

practice of the staff. The analysis will seek to complete the picture drawn in the analysis above of the 

youth learning and look at staff’s role management first in expanding the empirical gaze of this as it 

has been presented earlier in the introduction to the ‘theory of change’ and the central concepts 

‘safe space’ and ‘empowerment’ and the ‘4 R’s and a C’ (Responsibility, Relationships,  Relevance,  

Rigor and Context) and the actual practice of this as unfolded in the tales in the ethnography.  

The analysis will set off from a general interpretation of the program theory of change, and especially 

the ‘increased leadership model’ that it entails. The interpretation is that it structures a dynamic re-

positioning and re-construction of youth from being ‘struggling’, low-income and structurally 

disadvantaged to being more self-confident and ‘empowered’ and also being ‘professionals’, 
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‘leaders’ and ‘activists’. The main question for this part of the analysis is what this re-positioning and 

re-construction of youth means for the design and management of the professional roles of staff? In 

order to answer this, the following analysis will apply a dialectical stance on the professional practice 

and role management and include both staff and youth perspectives.  

The analysis will explore the situational and dynamic application of different staff roles in relation to 

the increased leadership model. As it will now be unfolded, this entails a temporal change from being 

mainly a boss/employer through the role of a co-worker to a role that can be characterized as being a 

partner or a mentor or, as some of the youth describe it, also as a friend. A major empirical base for 

the analysis will be the ethnographic interviews that were conducted with staff persons throughout 

the fieldwork as well as the ethnographic interviews with the youth. 

4.3.1 ‘Walking the talk’ - staff perspectives on role design and management 

The ethnographic interviews with staff explore what is seen as important elements or skills in the 

design and practice of the professional roles – here as unfolded from a question of what a job 

description as staff in the program would look like:  

What's important as a staff? I think, well knowing your craft, right, so Astrid is the farm 

manager, it is important the she understands farming. It's important that all of us on staff 

knows it, but if this is our primary tool, she runs all of the programs in the kitchen, it's 

important that she understands baseline health and nutrition, how to work with youth in a 

kitchen, things like that. It's important for all of us on staff to understand the program’s  youth 

empowerment approach, and not just understand it mentally or intellectually, but be able to 

live it, be able to walk the walk. [Interview 3 with staff person B] 

Two aspects stand out – the importance of ‘knowing your craft’ and the importance of understanding 

the program youth empowerment approach - and as the staff person adds, “not just to understand it 

but be able to live it, be able to walk the walk”. This way of engaging personally in the empowerment 

process is a central point with specific implications for the wider analysis and discussion that will be 

presented below.  

The staff person adds further important aspects of this personal engagement to the professional role 

practice:  

So I think it's really important to have a lot of self-awareness as a staff person in the program, 

to know what our gifts are, but what our limitations are, to know, to be fearless, to push 

boundaries, but also to be able to apologize if we push to far, or to process the messy work of 
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personal growth and transformation. I would say, you can't support somebody to the depth, 

that we have success with, unless your are a really good listener, unless you're asking and 

understanding what are folks, what is their story, where are they coming from, what are they 

up against, and then you can see what opportunities exist structurally within the program for 

them to take advantage of for their own leadership growth, personal growth, professional 

growth, healing, whatever that may be, economic growth. [ibid] 

What is expressed here is both the importance of self-awareness and what can be interpreted as 

staff’s intention to ‘read’ each youth in order to get a wider understanding of individual backgrounds 

and specific struggles and potentials and then use that knowledge to see or identify which specific 

element(s) in the program that could be specifically helpful for the concrete youth. Though not 

unfolded in this specific interview, a general point is that staff at this point use this reflection to 

understand the relevance of different program elements in relation to what youth may need. It is 

however implicit in this, that it is not the staff but the individual youth who must decide to ‘take 

advantage’ – and thus exert a form of agency – and perform a range of choices in relation to these 

opportunities.     

The staff person also points to the importance of having an awareness of the staff as a belonging to a 

structurally privileged group:  

So I think it's important that, if we're doing this work, that I think particularly for the white 

folks on staff having an awareness of raising class and gender privilege, privilege in oppression, 

that's really critical. [ibid] 

This critical self-reflection about privilege and oppression is in line with the earlier mentioned 

challenge the program sees itself as having in relation to not reflecting the backgrounds of the youth. 

A challenge that is sought somewhat dissolved through incorporating guest staff with these 

backgrounds, often alumni youth that returns to the program and tell about their present work with 

farm worker rights, food justice within the prison system or in relation to navigations in job or college 

life. It is important here to note that a major aim behind this is the general pedagogical emphasis on 

‘modeling’ – in other words, to expose youth to different role models that they can choose to 

identify with. The modeling can be interpreted as a central part of what the program sees as a 

central pedagogical instrument and value – the way that personal identifications can be a vehicle and 

a motivational factor in learning and personal and social growth and change. 
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I would like to return to central point mentioned above in relation to the design and practice of 

staff’s roles as “walking the talk” and how this also covers a central aspiration among staff to practice 

a role that is about being authentic – and that also adds aspects to the kind of self-awareness that is 

seen as important if the modeling is to succeed:  

And then just being very, very authentic - I think one of our successes with youth is that we're 

not trying to be good youth development folks, we just are. And so youth feels safer and in an 

environment, where they know what's cool about me and what's ridiculous about me, what's, 

what I'm good at, what I'm not good at, there's not a lot of mystery. So there's not a lot they 

have decipher, it's very honest, it's very authentic, so I think there's a really important piece of 

working with youth, that I've seen on all of our staff, that's pretty cool. [ibid] 

The staff person here describes a personal trait that he values in his own as well as in other staff’s 

approach to the youth which is a central element in the specific form of authority that staff seeks to 

practice – showing both ‘what’s cool’ and ‘what’s ridiculous’ – and thus what can be interpreted as 

showing themselves to the youth as multi-dimensional persons rather than the more non-negotiable 

authority persons youth may meet in a high school or other job-related context. This is expressed as 

managing a specific balance between being an authority versus being a partner: 

So part of keeping a safe space is also ehm dancing that fine line of authority versus partner 

and there are definitely moments or more in the spring than in the summer where, and it 

hasn’t happened that often, were we would, we would definitely show that there’re 

boundaries not to cross .. it’s pretty rare but if somebody were to say something disrespectful 

or rude or hurtful to somebody else I might, right in the moment, let’s say you said something 

disrespectful to somebody else, I might just stop what I’m doing and say wow Morten, that 

was super disrespectful. And just by calling it out, by labeling it, that let’s folks know that we’re 

watching and that they will be called out on it. But even then, it’s like there’s a big difference 

between a real authority figure would be like you know, Morten don’t say that, Morten leave 

the room, Morten go to the principal’s office, right. It’s more directive. What I would do is just 

bring attention to that person for themselves that they’re doing something that’s disrespectful 

but that also let’s everybody else in circle know that I have that awareness, you know.[ibid] 

The director here expresses how the role management is situationally constructed and describes it as 

‘dancing that fine line of authority versus partner’. An authority role that is expressed as being 

different from the authority of the teacher in the high school – which is described as being more 

‘directive’. This staff reflection about both being present as a co-working partner and at the same 
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time being both observing and situationally intervening in the individual and social interaction among 

the youth is parallel to the general descriptions and interpretations presented in the tales in the 

ethnography about being observing and giving feed-backs as a central practice for staff. This 

observing and intervening in different ways is practiced both in the specific situations and in the 

other forms of more structured feed-back practices – and will here be exemplified. 

The specific situations described earlier in the ethnography take place among others during farming 

work. Here the time staff would always have the role of co-worker and be engaged in the ongoing 

small talk and sometimes longer and focused conversations described in the ethnography about 

music, art, politics, food – and often topics that the youth bring into the conversations. A recurring 

type of situation that was very frequent especially in the early weeks of the summer program was 

when staff during farm work would observe one of the teams of youth a few feet away slowing down 

or maybe completely stop working and simultaneously be engaged in a lively conversation. The staff 

person observing this would then comment this by saying ‘Work AND talk’ - after which the youth 

most likely would pick up on the task from which they had been either slowing down or stopped 

doing. Another recurring, but not as often as the ‘work-and-talk’ feed-back was when youth were 

heard swearing to which staff would reply ‘language’. As earlier described in the practice of standard 

movements swearing was one of the standard violations that could result in a warning.  

This situational intervention as a feed-back that not is seen as directive, but still calls an action out as 

not acceptable can be interpreted as wanting to give the individual youth an opportunity to deal with 

it in the context and thus make the action an object for social negotiation among the youth – rather 

than contrary to the high school where the youth would be expelled from the group/the class and 

the possible social aftermath would take place somewhere else.  

A tale parallel to this is the one in the ethnography of the spring internship about a conflict solution 

where a girl felt intimidated by a comment from a boy about an abortion - and here staff’s reaction 

was to support the youth confronting the boy who said it, which then again led to a form of 

reconciliation among the youth that again was interpreted by staff as an example of practicing 

empowerment.  

These examples can be interpreted as a practice where staff creates a frame where youth can make 

choices to negotiate their actions and reactions – and perform an agency.  

This is in line with the earlier mentioned intention to see the program as a – safe - space where youth 

can be encouraged to “examine, feel and then do” [interview 3 with staff person B]. 
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This can  again be seen as coherent with the empowerment approach, and as inviting to firstly build a 

moral awareness of a line being crossed and secondly to perform an agency within the same 

temporal and social context of the incident that was professionally highlighted. The ball is so to say 

kicked back to the group of youth to solve – and learn – from the incident.  An important point here 

is that the agency could potentially both be exerted by the youth that crossed the line – who said 

something disrespectful - or the youth that was emotionally affected by that comment.    

The more structured feed-back practices that have been described earlier as well is the weekly 

straight talk sessions that held on the group level during the summer and in the weekly written feed-

backs to each individual youth that also have the structure of straight talk with ‘positives’ and 

‘improvables’. A point relevant to stress here in the present analysis of the role of the staff is the 

power dynamic that relates to way staff here also gives each other feed-back as a part of the group 

with the youth – and invites youth to do the same.   

Though this was actually observed a few times during the fieldwork the actual frequency and 

circumstances of this was asked to in the interviews – to which staff responded that in several 

occasions youth had given staff improvables. One example of this was that a youth suggested that 

the staff person should be speaking slower during workshop introductions.  

A clear pattern in the role design of staff can be said to balance between role of an authority that has 

the power to call out when a comment is crossing a line and at the same time use that power to give 

the responsibility back to the border-crossing youth in the same social context and thus leave it to be 

decided how to act on it. The partner role is built on that the co-working continues in the same 

context. How this is experienced and reflected upon by the youth is to be looked at next.  

4.3.2 Youth perspectives on the role of staff 

Asking youth to reflect on and describe how they experienced their interaction with the staff was a 

recurring theme in the cycle of the youth interviews. In these interviews there is a clear pattern of 

valuing the role the staff played and another clear pattern is that this is primarily reflected upon as 

being through the practice of staff as co-workers during the farming which then again can be seen as 

a confirmation of the high degree of buy-in from the youth towards the job training aspect in general 

and the push from staff to increase the professional pace and responsibility towards the tasks related 

to the farming process in particular. This pattern is also reflected in the general change in perspective 

and form of youth learning that was analyzed above. Here a description of the specific findings in 

relation to how staff is positioned will be highlighted.  
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A frequent point in the youth’s reflections on their relations with the staff is their understanding of 

reciprocity.  This is seen when youth describe a big part of their motivation to perform well in 

relation to the farming work as related to the trust they were shown in being hired – and now want 

to honor.    

Another pattern is the general appreciation of being challenged by the staff. This challenging covers 

both concrete and more task oriented situations and the general ongoing focus to increase 

professional performance and knowledge of being observed and given especially the written weekly 

‘straight talk’ that all of the youth in the interviews see as valuable – as a youth formulates it – 

because it meets the “craving to be acknowledged” [Interview 3 with Pablo].  

A third pattern is how youth increasingly downplay the staff as bosses or employers and instead is 

seeing staff as helpers, mentors and friends. 

To illustrate the patterns above, now follows a number of quotes from the youth interviews where 

the relation to the staff is reflected upon. 

In the first example, Alfonso calls staff helpers that give youth more chances than in a real job, here 

in a reflection over how they differ from bosses elsewhere. The question that sparked the reflection 

was what youth thought about the program being about job training: 

That is yeah, that is good too because they let us know if we do anything bad like you know 

like they give us more chances than a real job would I think. Like if someone showed up late 

like you know in other jobs I feel like the will get fired but here kind of like let you know that 

you would get fired and then you know they help you out like on what to do, so you will not be 

late next time. So it definitely helps with getting ready another job [Interview 2 with Alfonso]. 

In the next example, Josh is asked to reflect, here during the last week of the spring internship, upon 

his relation to the staff and the role they play: 

The staff, the staff here is really nice. They give you really good tips ehm and when like when 

they see that you can, that you have room for improvement then they do not like straight up 

tell you like oh yeah you are really bad at this, like they approach you in such a way that you 

really want to listen to what they have to say and you really want to apply what they tell you 

because they know that what they are saying to you is going to help you in the long run. 

Because they, they are really just looking out for you and it is really nice. They are just nice 

people (laughing) [Interview 2 with Josh]. 
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In the context of the interview that was conducted in the middle of the summer job training 

program, Josh expanded on the role of the staff: 

I love the staff, because they worry about you. If you're... Like, do you have enough water? Are 

you feeling okay? They ask that regularly because they wanna know if you are doing good. 

They are all just really kind people and it's just off the back they are so open, they have like a 

humor, where it's just like, I’m glad I’m working for you! Because don't necessarily find that in 

everyone’s bosses. Other bosses can be quite mean.. I’ve heard.. But... I know we work for 

them, they are the boss but it doesn't even feel like that, it feels like we are just like workers 

together. It's not just like they sit in an office and they check on us, they actually work with us. 

They also share things with us during the workshops. So you get to know the staff more at a 

personal level, so it's just nice that they've incorporated themselves within the youth because 

then you get to share things with them, it's just, you are more  their friends than you are 

working for them. So I think the way they run things and how  they kinda communicate with 

us, it's just like very well thought of and it's nice that they do what they do. And also like, like 

we talked about, they give positives and improvables, it's nice to hear directly from them Yeah. 

I think it's one of like, it's a really good thing, because it's one thing to hear something from 

your peers and then it is something else hearing it from the people you work for. So it's nice to 

know that they are actually paying attention to how we work and how diligent you are and 

how hardworking you are. And it's nice to know they notice that. And it's also nice to hear 

directly from them, that they notice some of the things that we aren't necessarily doing at our 

best. So you kinda have to take what they say more apart because you wanna kinda impress 

them, cause they took you into the program, they accepted you, so you wanna honor that, and 

you wanna show your best to them because you just wanna be seen as a good and hard 

worker. So it's nice to hear some improvables from them too [Interview 2 with Josh]. 

This reciprocity aspect is highlighted and here J is reflecting upon how staff exercises this approval: 

I mean they check on us, how we are doing every day, and then they motivate us. We have like 

a big, before we start work day, like okay let's do our best today, so that we can get as much as 

we can done, so that like really stays in the head the whole day, because I wanna show an 

equal amount of work for every blast we go on, or even more on each blast. I just wanna leave 

as much impact as I can, as much as possible. And also the reflections in the binders. Cause it's 

like nice to know that they pay attention to like how much work we do, and how we can 

approve. So it's just nice to have that on hand. [Interview 2 with Josh] 
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Josh here refers to the significance of the morning group briefing where staff often comments on the 

good work that was done the day before and now ask youth to stay in this focus and maybe even 

increase the pace in today’s work. Asked to an example of the weekly individual written feed-back in 

the binders J describes:   

I forget which week it was, but I think they really notice that I kind of like, not really slacking 

off but that I was kind of slowing down on one of the Fridays, so it was nice to know that they 

saw. But they approached on kind of a good angle, like they were saying like, once you get 

comfortable with the work, don't slow down but go faster. So it's was nice to have them saying 

it that way instead of like, we saw you slowing down, go faster. So it was nice to have it as a 

like, not really sugar coating it, but it left kind of an impact that I was doing that. Rather they 

put it like, you were working hard, but we know you can work harder. So it was nice to have it 

put that way.. so that really pushed me, because I don't wanna put them down. So I push 

myself harder to weed more and just do more work.. [and] I think they noticed when I’m 

unsure of something, they just come of and like, oh yeah you are doing a great job. So that I 

am knowing that I am doing something right. I don't really experienced that in any other 

program, I don't get any feedback, so I don't know if I am doing good or bad or anyway I could 

improve. It's nice to have them continuously give you feedback throughout the whole day, like 

giving you like reassurance that you are doing well, and if you are doing it wrong, they just 

come up to you, like oh you could do it this way to make it easier on yourself. So it's nice to 

have that... I think I've gotten better at like noticing like if someone is like unsure. And then 

I've gained enough knowledge to help them, and then also when I’m unsure of something, and 

they usually just come up to me and ask me if I need help, be happily to accept it. It's just nice 

to be able to sense each other’s vibes, to see where we are standing [Interview 2 with Josh].  

What Josh here expresses is not only the personal value of the relation but also recognition of the 

value of the ‘rigor’ element in the pedagogical approach described earlier that by the staff is 

explained as the capacities to endure challenges and hard time in academic as well as employment 

related aspects, formulated by a staff person as ‘we are stronger than we think we are, but we need 

those experiences to feel it’.  

Youth identify with being challenged in several ways – here the push that is integrated especially in 

the farming context is interestingly also the context where the role of the staff is experienced as clear 

and specific.  
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A final example that involves a connection between the role of the practice of straight talk and how 

youth can use the intention behind this in their relation to staff is now presented. The opening 

question was to ask Pablo to reflect upon what straight talk means for him: 

Uhm .. that’s also a very good way to just self-reflect and also just understand .. the way this 

program is like you with every single person that’s in the program you kind of have .. you have 

a relationship with everyone .. how deep or strong that connection is is based on your 

willingness to open up and really show compassion or .. empathy towards another .. and then 

also working with each other and just see how you guys can accomplish doing a task is really .. 

really nice to see and then .. with looking at yourself .. I found that, when I work hard .. I like to 

have an acknowledgement of that .. and I was finding myself after I completed a task .. seeking 

or reaching out for that .. a feed-back … So I was reaching for that acknowledgment of my 

deeds and I wasn’t really finding it because it‘s kind of expected of you .. here .. because 

everyone is working hard .. and then .. I think it was the second week or last week .. that I 

realized that and .. I kind of worked on holding the .. reaching out for acknowledgement and 

just realizing that .. I worked hard and that was all I need to know is that I worked hard and I'm 

proud of myself and it doesn’t matter .. and that was really nice and .. what else .. I think 

there’s a situation with Byron when I was telling .. Juan .. that the reason why I didn’t get him a 

good piece of spinach for his sandwich was because Luis’ sandwich was on top of the spinach 

bag .. and then I guess to Byron it sounded as if I was wining .. so behind me he started making 

baby noises ‘wa wa wa’ .. and like that really upset me .. and I held it in and then .. I guess I 

didn’t think that was okay so I confronted him about it and then that problem was solved .. at 

the end .. 

I: That’s good .. you confronted Byron..? 

Pablo: I confronted Byron .. [..] Byron was mimicking me I guess .. and that wasn’t really 

respectful of me so I made sure to tell him that I didn’t find that okay .. So I guess I grew as a 

person to stand up for myself ..  

I: And also what you tell me is that it is .. that you are in a place where it’s okay to do that .. 

with the staff ..? 

Pablo: Yes it’s definitely a safe environment .. just to be open and to have respect for each 

other .. “ 

[Interview 2 with Pablo] 
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Here Pablo both express the craving for recognition that the straight talk appears to meet and a small 

narrative about a situation that illustrates how he ‘stands up’ to a situation where he experience a 

staff person react on what was a misinterpretation of a social situation during a lunch break line.  The 

narrative is also an example of how youth both buy-in to the work-ethic and the need to have this 

acknowledged from staff AND feel in a ‘safe environment’ where it’s ok to confront the staff if a 

reaction from them is found not reasonable.  

4.3.3 Theorizing the changing staff roles 

An analytical topic that has become clear is the way staff is reflective of their own authority and how 

they aspire to pedagogically de-construct the authority and re-construct it through the course of the 

different phases of the program. I will argue that this reflects a paradox that has been theorized in 

classical as well as more recent pedagogical theory and named ‘the pedagogical paradox’. The 

paradox has origins in German and Nordic pedagogical theory and the strong tradition of linking 

public education with participation, democratic learning and citizen-bildung.  

This discussion has mostly been a continental European phenomenon. I find it relevant to include 

because it conceptualizes the professional dilemma attached to using authority and discipline in 

order to promoting the autonomy of the child or learner. The Norwegian educational philosopher 

Løvlie (2008:2) describes this as a implying the possible contradiction between ‘what I say and what I 

do’ and thus directs the analytical focus exactly on the social practice of the staff as ‘teachers’ and 

how it can be interpreted. The paradox becomes even more interesting to discuss in relation to an 

analysis of transfer of power and youth agency in an ‘empowerment’ process. 

In short this paradox has a long history in educational theory with origins in Kant who saw it as a key 

element in education and formulated the paradox as: “Discipline the child, but don’t make his mind 

slavish; impose rules on him but remember to allow for his free judgment; praise him but don’t 

foster his vanity; constrain him but let him savour his freedom” (Kant: On Education).  

With Løvlie’s formulation the concept makes it possible if not solvable then to bring into critical 

reflection and to conceptualize that “[t]he paradox of education is that autonomy – the freedom of 

self-determination – both belongs to child and has to be brought into being by the intervention of 

others (Løvlie 2008:5).   

In the following the analysis will place the analytical findings of the reflective role of staff in a 

dialogue with main points in an interpretation and discussion of the pedagogical paradox put forward 

by Løvlie (ibid). Løvlie argues that the pedagogical paradox “should keep constant watch over our 



 
 

206 
 
 

pedagogical thinking, as the steady companion of the enlightened teacher, as the sentinel always 

looking over her shoulder. It is the memento and, at the same time, the criterion for an enlightened 

pedagogy” (ibid:9).  

Løvlie states that “there is no purely logical contradiction buried in the pedagogical paradox, it is not 

a matter of two statements that cancel each other out. The contradiction is between what you say 

and what you are doing, and belongs to social and educational interaction. The paradox is in other 

words, pragmatic rather than logical” (ibid:2). And further, drawing on Kant: “[i]n general terms the 

pedagogical paradox arises when a teacher declares that education should foster autonomy in the 

sense of a free essence, expression or decision of the student – the Selbstbestimmung of a person 

who acts according to her best lights – but on the authority of the teacher. The student cannot both 

let the teacher decide what it is to be autonomous and still be true to her own independent thinking. 

The paradox precipitates a clash between Selbstbestimmung and Fremdbestimmung between a 

person’s own reasoning and that imposed by the other, and makes for a distortion of interaction that 

is often not fully understood by the parties” (ibid). 

Central in this interpretation are the implications of the contradiction between – here in my 

paraphrasing - what the teacher is saying – “you shall be autonomous” - and the teacher is doing – “I 

decide how and when”. Løvlie also formulates this as when a teacher invites students to a free 

dialogue but insists on setting the rules for the dialogue itself. A main point in Løvlie’s argument is 

that the paradox is not necessarily to be solved, but to direct attention to basic – in my words – 

power dynamics in different learning processes. One implication of the contradiction is to explore it 

through a reflection on how authority is managed both from a teacher perspective and experienced 

from a student perspective, or in the context of the present study from a staff as well as a youth 

perspective. A paradox of its own in Løvlie’s discussion is however that the student perspective 

seems to be less unfolded and discussed, if theorized at all. The most interesting addressing of a 

student perspective in relation to the pedagogical paradox is his reflection on what the paradox may 

change, is exemplified as when “the mental dissonance and the inability of the vulnerable party to 

endure a situation of submission, as when the employee leaves the job or the woman leaves her 

partner” (Ibid:9). The interesting thing here is that Løvlie uses a situation that is not educational but 

respectively from the work life or love life and the position of the ‘vulnerable’ (the student?) who is 

in a position of submission is to choose a strategy of leaving the context (the job/the relationship). 

My interpretation to this point is that what makes the paradox result in change is the fact that it - the 

paradox - is not accepted and the agency that is performed is about leaving the context (the job/the 

partner). To illustrate an opposite situation in other cases, where the paradox is accepted by the 
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student Løvlie points to educational contexts “in institutions that are organised around paternalisms 

the paradox is either suppressed or accepted because the both parties – the teacher and the student 

and her parents may profit from it.  In this trade-off the teacher keeps her authority, the student gets 

her grades and the parents keep their hopes” (ibid). 

I will argue that this is exactly what makes the paradox relevant to apply to the analysis of the power 

dynamics between pedagogical intentions about, and a learning process around, the explicit goal of 

empowerment. The next step will now be to look at, using Løvlie’s formulation of ‘trade-offs’ what 

characterizes the negotiations between staff and youth in this process.    

A first element in this is to interpret the program through the theoretical lens of the pedagogical 

paradox in general and Løvlie’s points in particular. Here one can argue that the program starts off 

from a somewhat paternalistic position – the primary relation between staff and youth is that of 

boss-employee – youth are hired, staff are bosses. The trade-off here is not that the youth get grades 

but an outcome that covers a broad range of learnings and perks that are also highlighted at the 

information meetings where the youth are informed about the program and must decide to apply – 

to learn to farm and cook, to get a stipend, to get credits, to get a job experience for the resume and 

to get a professional network and a recommendation for future job. The ‘trade-off’ also implicates 

that youth accept the authority of the staff because they are interested in the outcome.  

A central element in the program is however the way youth is brought to expand their learning goals 

to what they express as ‘life-changing’ and boosting their self-confidence and communicative skills - 

a learning that can be argued to be both emancipatory and integrated with processes of identity 

construction. The question is now what the theoretical complex around the pedagogical paradox can 

contribute to a new understanding of the professional role management in this process?    

For Løvlie the central challenge in the paradox is the contradiction between what I say and what I do 

– and that the contradiction is either accepted because it is instrumental for the students or it is 

rejected and they either leave, provided they have the freedom to do so, or they may choose 

another strategy which could be to stay and exert and active or passive resistance to the situation. In 

this specific program however there appears to be a profoundly different dynamic at stake. What 

appears is, that the paradox is there – staff explicitly wants to empower the youth and also decide 

the theory of change and the increased leadership model that governs when and how youth can 

‘take over’ different responsibilities. The point here is, that it is not experienced as paternalistic by 

the youth exactly because the staff persons do what they say – in working together with the youth as 
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co-workers, in showing themselves as complex persons and even end up being seen by the youth as 

friends.  

A second element is the implication and relevance for the pedagogy that explicitly claims to and 

strive for coherence between what I say and what I do – my argument is that this is why there is so 

much ‘doing’ in the program pedagogy – and that a reflection on this will have relevance for other 

pedagogical contexts where ‘the doing’ is a central part of the learning. 

A third element points to the importance of the teacher being reflective about the paradox and 

maintaining an awareness of the power dynamic that arises when it is not addressed – with the 

possible consequence of students feeling directed and ‘bossed’ around – which the data clearly 

shows was not the case. The youth as showed above in general make a clear point about how the 

staff to their surprise not acts like bosses. This indicates that the paradox is addressed in the 

particular pedagogical context of this program supported by the self-reflective practice of staff 

formulated as ‘dancing the line between authority and partner’ and the explicit ambition of staff to 

position themselves as co-learners among the youth.  

As mentioned, the analysis points to the need for further theorizing of the child/youth perspective in 

the paradox or from the way it is typically discussed around the concept of ‘childhood’ or youth not 

yet with the status of adulthood to include the general theoretical approach of the present study, 

specifically its references to the new anthropology of childhood and critical youth studies, with the 

focus on children and youth as social actors and a capacity for agency. 

With Benner’s formulation, cited here, (Von Oettingen 2001) the paradox has also been described as 

the challenge of becoming other than oneself: ’To encourage the growing person to something, that 

he – not yet – can do, and acknowledge him as someone that – not yet – is. This quote can be argued 

to cover what is at stake in the staff role design and practice and the general design of the program 

pedagogy as a pedagogy that aims at encouraging youth in relation to a wide range of ‘doings’, with 

the very important point that youth agency plays a central role in the way that they make the 

choices.  

4.4 The stories we learn by – narrative perspectives on pedagogy, agency, learning and identity 

construction 

This part of the analysis will expand on the youth perspective in the learning dynamic analyzed above 

and apply narrative analytical perspectives to the interplay between pedagogical practice and youth’s 

agency, learning and identity construction.  



 
 

209 
 
 

The analysis takes its starting point in data from the round of follow-up interviews that were 

conducted one year after the fieldwork ended. The decision to revisit the field as was earlier 

mentioned had grown in the final phase of the fieldwork. The emerging question here circled around 

whether the often profound transformations that the youth expressed would persist in a longer time 

perspective. The final decision to make the follow-up study was taken after a preliminary version of 

the analysis presented above was made and the centrality of ‘voice’ and storytelling in the 

communicative practice and learning was identified. At the same time it was decided to explore this 

longer term perspective on the learning through more narratively oriented forms of interviewing.  An 

additional goal for the follow-up study was also to use the longer-term learning impacts in the wider 

aim of the study to reconceptualize and discuss the whole program pedagogy-learning dialectic.  

In the following, the narrative approach to the methodology will be introduced. The narrative 

approach to the analytical strategy will be introduced after the presentation of the five individual 

stories.   

4.4.1 The narrative approach to the methodology  

The methodological approach was briefly described earlier and will here be presented and evaluated 

with reflections on the actual process of interviewing. The main methodological inspiration for the 

design of the interviews was Gubrium and Holstein’s (1995) concept of ‘active interview’. Here a 

main element is that the interviewer ‘activates narrative production’ in a co-creation of narratives.  A 

central intention in this is seeing the interviewers participation as “keeping the respondents’ speech 

‘on the narrative course’ asking the respondents to interrogate their own experiences in particular 

ways and pointing respondents in fruitful directions” (ibid:50-51). Another important point is that the 

interviewer “in a sense, challenges the respondent to produce a coherent life narrative out of a 

designated, limited stock of mutually relevant resources. The result is the respondent’s artful but 

culturally grounded construction, assembled, in practice out of the interpretive materials and 

orientations at hand. Like all interview data, life stories do not simply await discovery and 

articulation, but are constituted within the interactional context of the interview, drawing on both 

situationally relevant and long-standing resources” (ibid:51).   

With this as the methodological off-set the interviews were prepared with one main question that 

the youth was invited to reflect upon before the interview – ‘Tell me your story of taking part in the 

program’. At the interview the purpose was repeated, as was the invitation to each youth to tell their 

story. During the interview my main task was to ask in depth questions to the specific events or 

topics of special importance that the youth would mention with awareness of the relevance of 
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narrative concepts like ‘turning points’ (Hackstaff, Kupferberg et al. 2012) or ‘milestones’ (Holstein, 

Gubrium 1995:49) that could help to identify events or experiences of particular significance. To have 

a focus on the present life situation and have the youth reflect from this perspective was an 

important strategy throughout the interviews and actively applied if the course of the storytelling.  

In the actual course of the interviews my goal of keeping the youth’s speech on a ‘narrative course’ 

was not the most challenging part as the youth compared to the last time I spoke with them the year 

before to a much higher degree ‘were in charge’ and in general showed a high degree of buy-in in 

relation to wanting to not only be interviewed but actually presented very different but all coherent 

stories. An additional and general observation in these interviews was the remarkable difference to 

earlier interviews with the same youth regarding the power of voices, the degree of reflexivity and to 

the length of speech. The interviews took place in an open sided gathering tent on the program farm 

overlooking the beds where a major part of the experience that was in focus in the interviews had 

taken place. The outcome of the follow-up interviews will be presented with longer extracts with 

quotes that cover central reflections in the individual youth’s stories and a resume of other 

important details. 

Marisol’s story  

Marisol is one of the youth that has not had any contact with the program since she ended the fall 

job the year before where she worked together with Manuel in the cooking crew. In Marisol’s story 

central topics are about the program ‘helped her to be more herself’ and develop an agency in 

relation to her aspiration to become more healthy, physically active and lose weight as well as 

moving from being in at state of depression to a feeling of a boosted self-confidence and an 

awareness of also helping others, especially by becoming an agent of change in her family. The 

interview starts with a longer narrative where Marisol reflects on who she was before, on what has 

changed and a number of specific events and experiences that played a central role for her: 

Yeah well when I first started.. I was really, I was kind of lost you know, I was trying to find 

myself still but ehm the program came along and I, the first thing that I read was like you get to 

make food and you get paid, and I was like yes. I love food and I was trying to get healthier 

then, I didn’t know much about I mean I knew you had to run and I knew you had to like eat 

greens and stuff, but I didn’t know how to use everything and how to cook it. So the program 

really helped me because they don’t just show you what to eat, but they show you how to eat 

it .. and then they showed us different ways and it is actually really good, it is actually really 

good and I was so surprised like the quesadillas, the vegetable thing, is so good (laughing). So it 

helped me a lot like now.. I eat healthier and I, now my family eats healthier you know I make 

them food so I show them like this is good and it is healthy you know. I go more for the organic 

things because I am trying to help the organic farms like I know this helped me so much you 
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know and I know it doesn’t have GMOs and I know it’s, I know what it is you know unlike other 

things where they add stuff to it that’s not good for you and on the long run it is going to like 

make it worse. So you know it’s kind of expensive but I try to get most things when I can and I 

feel since I lost weight since I feel more energized, I feel better, I can do so much more you 

know. I used to be, I used to be .. I used to have .. just like depression ..like being an alcoholic 

like it is always there but you always have to fight it you know. So the program helped me to 

be more myself. Those group things we had .. where we talked about our feelings and 

whatever eh it really helped me, it helped me so much. I think those were be most at the 

beginning ehm I could not even talk in front of everybody because you know I wrote really like 

things, really deep stuff and Byron took me for a walk and we just talked about it you know. 

We really you know if you go up there you can see the ocean and it was really relaxing and it 

helped me so much and I feel like now this is my family you know. And I will always do 

anything to help them progress or anything they need help with because if they can help me, I 

know that they can help so many other kids and it is just they helped me emotionally, 

physically like everything I could think of you know. So now I feel like I have another whole 

family you know like I don’t feel alone anymore. If I need help with something I know I can just 

call them and they will be right there you know. So it’s not just a program, it is a family and it is 

really helpful ehm so that helped me. I mean yeah you get sad here and then but then again it 

is not here and then, it is just now I know that there is no time to be sad like you know like I 

would rather just be happy. It got me more positive like if something bad happens then ‘hey it 

happens to everybody’. Something is just going to get better, it is things, it is life you know and 

I used to actually wear make-up all the time and since the program I feel so much comfortable 

in my own skin like I don’t have to wear make-up. So I have not worn make-up in like a week 

and I might as well just stop wearing make-up you know and I feel so much better like I, it’s 

fine you know. If you are going to, you are either going to like me for who I am or you are not 

and I not going to be sad about that you know it is fine. I feel like it helped me love myself so 

much more you know ehm and it’s just so much better now. I used to be lazy all the time like I 

would do things but only if I was motivated enough to do it you know. Now I feel like “oh you 

want to go for a run”, I mean I go running every single night now even if people don’t want to 

go [..] It is so relaxing to me ehm I feel like now I don’t like not doing anything you know I like 

to be motivated, work out, be healthy like it is just .. I have been there, I know how it feel and I 

don’t want to go back. So ehm since the program … I used to do so much dieting because I did 

not get how you would lose weight so I felt like either you just have to diet and lose weight … 

but no, you gain everything back .. and it could be even twice as much - and since the program 

I have never, this is the first time that I have lost weight and haven’t gained it back you know. 

Maybe I will gain like one pound but then it is like okay, stop and then I will just do what I have 

to do and then I will lose again you know but I used to always gain weight, lose weight, gain 

weight, lose weight, gain a lot of weight, lose some weight and then it just kept going and now 

I feel good you know. They showed me a lot like I can eat good and so that’s that and also 

when I went to [..] RIC46 … oh god it helped me so much more too. I went to RIC and because 
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of them I got more into my own culture because they were really into like culture stuff you 

know more into your roots .. [in] every way. I love going to Mexico and I love enjoying, not the 

material stuff, I like walking everywhere, I got more into speaking Spanish so now I used to 

like, some of my Spanish got lost, which is pretty sad and I went working really hard on it and 

now I feel like I am pretty good you know. And that has helped me in life ehm now since I am 

going to school to be a cosmetologist, I can speak Spanish and English so I can get either or you 

know or anywhere really. Also they were more like so natural and they helped me feel better 

with myself too like you are who you are, be happy ehm. It just helped me find myself, 

everything just together, it helped me find me and what I love and not be ashamed of 

anything, you know. There were so, I cried in the last days, the were like a family too and I feel 

like from the program I got all of this you know I got to meet so many great people that give 

you so much support and everybody started from the bottom you know and they got 

somewhere. Like the program they only started with a few people and now there is more and 

every year it’s more and more and more, and that is because it is such a great program and it 

really does help. I mean I could have I don’t know, hang out with like gangsters or something 

instead and start doing drugs or something or dropped out of school you know like I am done 

with this, let us just work or something I don’t know. I could have gone in so many other ways 

but I didn’t. I did not, because the program helped me find myself and I love who I am and 

anything happens. It’s just a lesson, you learn from it and then you just become stronger you 

know and that is how, it is just how I feel now. When something bad happens you know what, 

thank you a lot, that was a great lesson, never again (laughing). You know. Yeah and it’s great, 

it really is. If you feel alone or anything it is just they are here like you are not, it is, I just 

cannot explain how much it really does help and how much it helped me because it started 

from the program and then you get other connections and then you meet other people and 

it’s just a really great thing. It really is.” 

A central point in this long opening reflection in Marisol’s story is how she feels that the program 

experience in general has been a turning point in her life. She describes her starting point as feeling 

lost and being in a kind of depression and she highlights a number of specific areas where she has 

changed because the program has helped her develop stronger self-confidence and build a 

motivation to improve her life situation in different ways. With the poetry workshop as one of the 

more emotional turning points several other areas are important for Marisol such as becoming 

healthier through new knowledge and skills around food, a motivation to be physically active, a 

persistent weight loss, to feel more energized, stronger and not feeling alone anymore.  

In the rest of the interview Marisol is elaborating on these areas and specific events that played an 

important role. When asked to what it is that makes the program so helpful Marisol links the role of 

ice-breakers, games, straight talk and the co-working experiences in building relationships: 
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I feel like they help a lot yeah because those kind of break the ice and get you guys to play and 

to talk and then you guys like .. you have fun with someone and you are gonna  become 

friends with them ..sooner or later ..you are having fun with them, you know .. and that’s 

where we all start or start or talking about something interesting. It is the same thing. So I feel 

like those games really did help even though like ‘this silly game, why are we going to play this 

wordplay?’ Now I know what those things are for to have those, they really do help, it makes 

you, it just breaks the ice and it starts from there .. and then you just build your way up to like 

the poetry stuff you know.  

Again Marisol is emphasizing the centrality of the poetry workshop as a turning point. She also makes 

a connection between how working hard in the fields supports the building of relationships that 

eventually makes youth want to share stories from their lives:  

The hard work.. Oh god I was sore the first week, I was really sore… Ehm but it feels like you all 

work together you know, you all work together to get it done and that’s what the program is 

about the whole time. It is always about working together and like you are not doing one thing 

by yourself .. it’s, we have this to do and we are going to break in different groups and then we 

are all going to do this and we are going to finish the day, together .. you know. And then since 

you are doing it together and not just by yourself just whatever you had to do, then you get to 

talk to that person you are like ‘this is kind of boring’ but you are just going like this the whole 

time and not talking, so then you are going to start talking and then you are going to get 

personal. You are going to talk about like your life and what you went through at some point 

when they feel comfortable you know everybody is different .. so people take a while but they 

will get there. Ehm so I feel like when you work and then you go in different groups and then 

you talk to everybody and every single day you kind of just build up that friendship. And then 

you know you just talk about different things. I guarantee you like the first week they are going 

to be talking about their lives to each other because that is what happened to me and then like 

that gets you closer.  

A final aspect in Marisol’s story is the way she has become an agent of change in her family – both in 

general and linked to a specific situation in relation to her dad’s health. The general change in the 

way she carried new knowledge about reading labels and cooking with more vegetables into the 

family. She lives with her father and younger brother – and here was the weekly CSA-bag with 

produce she herself had grown on the farm a useful tool. A specific situation took place a few weeks 

before the interview where Marisol’s father had a stroke: 

It happened right in front of my eyes so I knew what it was. So I got to react fast. We took him 

to the hospital and he is fine now because of the fast timing you know [..] timing is everything. 

So the doctor told him yeah to eat better yeah to get yourself more healthy. He was really 

stressed and everything and then I just, he kept seeing me eating these juices and the 

smoothies you know and I said “dad it really does help, it makes you feel so much better” so 

he did. He eats a lot every single morning, I'm telling you, every single morning. He eats, he 
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drinks vegetable juice and he is healthier. He could have died you know.. so just think about it 

if I did not know about the program, if I did not learn all these great things then I couldn’t 

show my dad anything and he would not be getting better. Now he is great. He hasn’t felt bad 

in a long time because his pressure would go down and up you know and now it does not. It 

has stabilized, it is good. Yeah and I thank the program for that because if I did not know 

anything then he would not eat that, you know.. and I would not tell him like exactly why this 

is good for you and why this is going to help.  

Several times during the interview Marisol reflects on why the theoretical knowledge, specifically 

about nutrition and food she had learned in high school as well as with a nutritionist to which she 

was referred, did not make her change her practice around food before she began in the program – 

and what made the difference for her learning and understanding was because she did it. The last 

question in the interview was how she sees the program related to how her life is now: 

I am honestly like I always think of the program and I feel like I will never forget about the 

program because everything I do in my life now is because of the program. Everything in my 

life is so much positive now you know. I mean yeah there are things that kind of bring you 

down but I am not going down the road anymore you know. I found myself and I know who I 

am and I know what I want in life and I have my goals and I feel like I can accomplish 

everything now because you start from zero and you build your way up you know. This is hard, 

you are getting used to that and then you are going to keep going you know and you get all 

this, it is just not like one thing you get from here, it is like different things you get from here 

and they really just does help you in life. Emotionally, physically, workwise, everything you 

know and then your family too. I got closer to my family, I got closer to my roots, I got so close 

to my culture, I love who I am, I love being Mexican, I love living in the US you know, I just 

appreciate life so much more. Ehm I am always trying to help .. because I got helped .. and 

they helped me and my life is so much better and if I don’t help others it is like it was a waste 

of time and it was a waste of the knowledge that you got. So now I feel like I have to help 

someone. If I can help you I will help you… pass it on, give back to what you can because one 

little thing can change someone’s life you know. Even just by talking to someone maybe 

someone is really depressed and I can show them well this is what helped me you know, this is 

what I learned from this program and then I will tell them that I was there one day. And then 

they can just see that and be like wow it is true you know I don’t have to be in this deep hole 

anymore like I can just go out, dig down and like begin my life you know. Well that is it.  

A central aspect in this final reflection is the way Marisol re-states the big role the program has had 

for her as a turning point in her life in relation to her emotional and physical wellbeing – and how this 

is related to both haven gotten closer to her family and to a pride of being an Mexican living in the 

US. A word that is frequently used by Marisol in this is ‘help’ – and a central thing is how she 

describes the process of learning in the program as having been helped, and feeling helped, and how 
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she now wants to pass that on to others in similar situations of feeling depressed and without 

agency.   

Manuel’s story 

At the time of the interview Manuel had last been in contact with the program in May, five months 

earlier, where he co-managed the planning of the yearly Strawberry Blast. Here local high schools are 

invited to tour the farm for different practical and food justice oriented workshops. In Manuel’s story 

the main themes are his reflections on cultural awareness, on his emerging sexual and gender 

identity and how his relations to his parents and family have changed.  The interview opens with a 

longer reflection of his whole program experience:   

Okay. Well going into the program I was really optimistic because I grew up with farm workers 

as my parents were farm workers, they still are and I mean it was something normal in my 

daily life seeing my parents come and go, come back late... You know it was like a routine. So I 

mean after I moved like schools because of my depression and stuff, I do not know, I just tried 

to reach for opportunities and the program  came in and I was like “hey I want to grow as a 

person” because it looked like I could grow as a person. And learn how to cook because I 

wanted to just like build my skills to cook and so that, and it had like so much other perks like 

the money, first job experience and I was like okay and with a group of people which I am not, 

at first I was never like really like a people person because I would like always feel so judged 

around people. And I could not be myself. You know I was really like always quiet so I mean, I 

applied, I was like screw it, I want to do this. And so I mean I got the spring internship and I 

mean, I am like “oh my gosh I am so excited I am going to do this” and like you know we had 

the first day and like, I liked the whole schedule thing that we were doing, like okay we have an 

icebreaker then we have a meal and then we work on some beds and so that was really like 

motivation, like I just had a lot of motivation doing that. I was like “this is fun” this was actually 

really fun and so .. it’s all there .. there was I mean extremely solid it was just I think ten weeks 

[..]  And so I mean, I was not expecting much so I said “okay this is cool” you know after school 

stuff but then during the summer I, I applied for the summer because I mean like why not, a 

full time job, I have nothing else to do with the summer, why not go for it. And so I did, I 

applied, I got the interview, I got the job, I was really excited, I mean it was my first like 

legitimate interview so it was kind of really like nerve-wracking and exciting.  And I mean I 

really had no like, not hope but just no expectations you know like whatever I get from this 

experience I am going to learn from it and see where it takes me. So I mean like, I forgot what 

we did at summer, last year’s farm work. There was more work, I mean I was just like working. 

It was just fun getting out of my daily routine and doing something that was, helping like the 

Earth and myself and my health and it was just all connected which was like the really beautiful 

part of it. That is what I mostly enjoyed of it because it just went back to like your food and the 

things you are eating, and then yourself and then back. It is like a cycle that was going and so it 

was really nice just the social part of it with other people, I was just like intrigued, that was just 

really like “oh my gosh”, there is more aspects in communicating with anybody especially like 

young people because we have this reputation and stereotype that we are the bad kids you 
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know we do bad things all the time and there is like nothing good for the teens, you know. All 

this stuff and so the program totally takes that stereotype and kills it seriously because it gives 

you the opportunity to like learn more about agriculture even though you are not interested it 

is still kind of like, it is still kind of important because we live in like a world where we grow 

food and it keeps us like sustainable. But some of the questions that I got was like why are 

there these injustices in our communities, that is when I really started thinking like why am I 

not eating healthier or why is there more unhealthy food in my community compared to S-

town or other areas around the world you know. And so I wanted to make a change after like 

the whole summer experience because there was this conference that I went to, and the 

Youth summit47. They were really like a lot of motivation just like [..] Rooted in community was 

a really important one I think because I actually like the experience like protesting and like 

asking for some sort of justice in our food and like water rights and just shout-outs like ‘yo, this 

is important’. And it was really like, I don’t know, it was really powerful that experience, it was 

just like “wow I can do so much” you know by just believing on what I believe and sharing that 

knowledge, sharing that part of me. I think the energy like the people you know because they 

were so into it and I was like “oh my gosh they are so into it”, and they had like so much 

knowledge about that and I was like wow. They were just so, I do not know, so motivational 

even though I was not an expert of like agriculture but there is a lot of like energy of like, this is 

good for our people type of thing you know. And so I mean I have got the chance to like talk to 

people, talk more about like, relate to their experience with my experience because we come 

from different places around the world and it is like wow. So it was a lot of fun. It was fun. And 

it was really also emotional like totally emotional to me, like building as a person because 

there is a lot of like, a lot of, it sounds cheesy but bruises or like, what is that word, not like 

wounds no but like in myself like in my image, like how I thought how I was you know. Like this 

negative energy about myself. That was like totally kind of pointless you know, pointless in this 

world because I felt really like, I don’t know, I just felt like I could not do nothing. There was no 

point in like living or like being because I was just lame. And I think that really directed me in 

the program, I got like a goal and plus my high school was also like directing me to a goal you 

know like to some kind of, you can be whatever you want just follow your dreams and really 

follow yourself more. And so that is what I got from it, I grew as person and build myself up 

again to be stronger, to either those people and those situations I get involved in. And a lot of 

it was around my identity, as a person and as a, also like gender and like sexuality and my 

culture and so [..] It is really big. I mean like during the process of the program I was really like 

coming out to my parents as a queer, you can say like gay but I like to identify as queer. That is 

more like, I feel it is more inclusive towards me because it is like sometimes if you want to look 

more feminine, like more girly and there are times I could not care how I look or just, I do not 

know, I like aspects of like beauty you know, like of a woman or like you know make-up and 

like style you know like fashion. And it is like there are all these boundaries of “oh guys 

shouldn’t be doing this” because then people would think like they question your sexuality or 

they just, you have less to say. So it is really unfair. But that is a whole different category but 
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that is why it was like kind of like battling, not battling but discovering who I was or like what I 

wanted to be and especially with my family because this topic was really hard for me to talk to 

them about because they wouldn’t grasp what was going on. So the program actually made 

me step into my voice more and like speak what I thought without .. the truth you know the 

truth like this is what I think, this is how I feel. That is that. And so I mean in reality people 

don’t care, now that I have grown up, people, like I was so nervous coming out and just 

mentioning that “oh my gosh I am attracted to guys” or there’s this thing like “I feel guys are 

hot”, you know like this attraction and I always felt judged of it during my childhood, so I was 

scared to speak of it in my, like now as a teen. So I grew out of that or I kind of pushed myself 

out of that thinking of “oh people are going to hate me” or you know. And so yeah it was just 

like I don’t care, people don’t care like if anything they are more curious to know like you know 

why or how or when, you know. So yeah and then oh also culture. I want to talk about the 

culture because I am, my parents come from Mexico, I am like Mexican but also I think I feel 

like I am mixed, I do not know [..] I do not know. It is a whole different like I am going to get 

DNA tested to actually know my roots but I mean okay because my mom liked to cook 

traditional foods and she gets them from a really close grocery store and I mean, my parents 

eating habits have improved. I do not know whether in a good way or in a bad way but I like, I 

brought in this different way of eating in my family. I mean it is different. They don’t like it and 

they still eat what they eat in a way but they eat more vegetables. That is the thing; they 

actually try and eat more vegetables, which is cool. And even though it is not organic it is still 

cool eating more vegetables. But yeah I mean yeah it was totally out of cultural context of 

what they were used to. [asking to what he means with ‘culture’] When I say culture I think 

like all those aspects of like your food, your language, the way you look, you language, I have 

already said that. I think those are like really big. But yeah I mean yeah. And I mean also like 

culture within spiritual because I believe I am a spiritual person and that ties down to my 

Mexican roots because I was born in a catholic family and my parents are catholic, my sister is 

catholic and during that period of time where I was like changing a lot and decided to like push 

myself away from the catholic church, I also realized during the program that I could also be 

really, I could be really like involved with myself without labelling my religion or my spiritual 

being. And so I learned more about mindfulness techniques that came from Buddhism or more 

like an Asian teachings and that is okay you know. All this guilt that I thought that I was 

supposed to feel like I shouldn’t be feeling this, it is, I like trying new things like get over it. So it 

was just like a battle between me and my parents. So this is like, that is why I say culture 

because my culture, my insight kind of like shifted from what I was raised upon in a good way, I 

think it is a good way because I feel much happier with myself. [Asking about what in the 

program that made these changes happen or gave him the courage or motivation:] I think just 

being around people, around people and like trying new things. Things that I thought I 

wouldn’t be doing you know I never thought I would be like an activist into social justice. No, 

that is like boring right, you would think but no, it is so important and fun once you dig deep 

and actually like see the aspects and actually have that opportunity to try. And I see like social 

justice this is like something smart people do or I do not know something like powerful people 

do or like yeah I want to consider myself doing that. It is just another branch of me that I could 

do you know and like the program was just a really good platform for that, to give you that 

experience and opportunity to speak in front of people in a safe space. It was really important 
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that it was a safe environment. [What is it that makes it safe?] I think the teachers like Byron 

and Astrid, the staff. Yeah they really like set the mood, the really like said okay I invite you to 

do this, you know there were like all these invitations which was really like captivating because 

there was no force. You did not have to do it if you did not want it. So it was like if you wanted 

to step it up - you could do it. Yeah. [Was RIC kind of like a turning point for you or was it just 

the whole program that was one big turning point or was it special parts of it?] I think it was 

the summer that was the turning point. 

Manuel’s story presents several important aspects of the change and transformation he has 

experienced as well as how these changes are related to specific program elements. As with Marisol 

Manuel also has experience with depression in his past and links the process of being out of it to his 

choice of applying to the program which he interpreted as a good place ‘to grow as a person’. He 

then described a series of surprises that he experienced when encountering the different activities in 

the program – a central aspect is how he felt motivated and how he felt the space as safe to learn to 

communicate and to express sides of himself that he had not dared to show before. What is central 

here is both the way he describes how he has been finding his voice and at the same time found 

himself, specifically in relation to an emerging gender and sexual identity. Another interesting 

element in Manuel’s story is two modes in which the program is constructing social identities. One 

example is the way he sees the program as giving the concept of ‘youth’ a whole new meaning by 

‘killing the stereotypes’ of youth as bad and irresponsible. Another example is how he now can see 

himself as an activist for social justice and his surprise over that such and identity is not limited to 

‘smart people’. In these ways Manuel is connecting aspects of a new found identity to a seeing the 

program as being identity formative on a societal level.    

Arun’s story 

After finishing the fall job the year before, Arun had been back in the program in May, five months 

earlier, working for a few weeks as an co-organizer of the yearly Strawberry Blast. Here local high 

schools are invited to the farm for different practical and food justice oriented workshops. The 

central themes in Arun’s story circle around how he appreciates the way the program has challenged 

and pushed him, how he has found a new increased self-confidence and a motivation to do better in 

school. A returning topic in his story of feeling reluctant but then getting ‘convinced’ by staff to 

continue is one of the things that Arun is mentioning in his opening reflection: 

Okay well I mean like well I met Byron because he came to my school of course.. and yeah and 

I did that and then I signed for the internship and eh the internship I enjoyed a lot because it 

was just like it was very new for me. I usually did not do many things like.. well this is actually 

my first job like the first thing I have gotten paid to do you know, so it was new ehm I liked, it 

was cool to meet new people. I liked the whole cooking aspect of it and I thought well ehm 
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learning like I like to learn new skills and there is so many I learned from eh the internship and 

then I realized that the actual summer job I would learn so much more. So I was kind of, I was 

definitely reluctant to eh to do the summer job because ehm I had like other plans and stuff. I 

thought it would interfere.. but I had a good conversation with Byron and he I think he 

convinced me. We both had a really meaningful talk and then ehm yeah so they picked me for 

the job. [Asking to what he talked about during the job interview:] I think I was talking how like 

it would take up most of my time and I would be too tired to do anything and stuff but then he 

told me that like well it seems like I really enjoy it and like it is completely my thing and like 

ehm it is just what I think would be best for me basically and ehm I do not remember all the 

details of it because it was like a year ago but yeah [..] so I did, I think I did show a lot of love 

and appreciation for this place like the whole farm standing like it is just like a beautiful area to 

be in you know. I thought of it as like kind of an escape from the daily day realities you know 

because this is like off the grid like not the city or anything just kind of like tranquil and 

peaceful so I definitely liked that part of it. So yeah I got the summer job and then the summer 

job was eh was it was a new experience. I was definitely glad that I was getting paid a lot so 

that was my first actual job. I met even more people, which is cool and I still talk to some of 

them, so that is good. I learned a lot about eh agriculture and cooking. I loved how because I 

do like to cook, I  always love to cook and ehm that is the way learned to cook even like with 

like way healthier options and like different alternatives like those ..I think they were chard, 

rainbow chard quesadillas, those were pretty good actually, I remember that. You know it was 

a lot of fun ehm it gave me something to do like for the majority of the day you know and ehm 

it was just actually like I looked forward to coming ..so that was really good. And then the 

summer kind of went by fast you know I made a lot of good friends and did a lot of good work 

and stuff. So then I did I think I did apply for the fall and then I got the, I applied for the eh 

[Farm stand] For the farm stand right and ehm but it did not work with my school schedule so 

Astrid told me that the flower option would be really good, because I would be able to meet 

local businesses and stuff like that and I really liked the idea of branching out and getting like 

knowing people more you know. And ehm so yeah I did the flower job with Teresa right ehm 

and it was not, I did not like it that much. It was kind of boring to me and I feel like I kind of 

missed the actual intense of labor and like the shoveling and like all that hard work. I kind of 

missed it because flowering is just like picking flowers so yeah but it was not as fun as the 

summer job or the internship but I kind of just got through it. I also liked how we got eh ice 

cream on Fridays because we went to the Peace Ice Creamery so that was cool. We were 

delivering the flowers to different businesses. So yeah after that I went to ehm the Bioneers 

thing, the conference in San Rafael. That was, I was also reluctant to join that as well but I 

thought I liked to, I do not like to pass up experiences just because you know you only have 

one life right, so I just kind of I thought it would be fun you know tent camping in a tent and 

then going to the these talks from very highly educated people and so I did learn a lot! so 

much like eh still what sticks with me today is the, that one man he was talking about his 

research with mushrooms and fungi and all that stuff and I still remember how he said that 

ehm his mother had stage four breast cancer and he gave her this type of mushrooms, I think 

they were called turkey tail and then ehm she ate that for a couple of months and then after 

like two months the cancer was completely gone. And that kind of really stuck with me like it 

kind of gave me, it motivated me like learning from all those different talks. It motivated me to 
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like do something in the world to kind of make a change. So that definitely attributed from the 

program, so it definitely gave me a lot of motivation to do better in school and everything, oh 

yeah because I was not doing very good in school either when I first met Byron. Yeah I was I 

did not really care. Ehm yeah but eh after the Bioneers thing I did go to that Brower youth 

awards ceremony. That was cool it was yeah motivating to see all those young people my age 

like doing world changing things. And then after that eh I thought I was kind of done you know 

I was kind of over it .. so I definitely was reluctant to join the [..] strawberry blast event 

planning Yeah so I eventually joined that because they, Astrid, Rita and Byron came into me 

like always [laughing]. So that is good. All I needed was a little push you know and I am so glad 

that I did it. It was a lot of hard work, a lot of computer deskwork. I do not like to do that kind 

of sitting down work but ehm I met a lot of people. I learned how to communicate with people 

you know like in a business manner and like in a regular friendly manner. And ehm because I 

do like business as well like I was taking a business class or a business and marketing class 

during the time, so I was able to apply a lot of what I learned from there into the job .. like 

poster designs and stuff. So that was really cool. And we were technically; me and Manuel 

were managers so it was really cool to be like just to feel that we were like at a higher position 

in the business type of thing you know. That was a real success and it went really well. I was on 

the news, did you see that? They interviewed me like right over there. Yeah so that was really 

cool, I had never been on TV before. (laughing) [Congratulations!] Thank you. That was all 

because of the program obviously. I was so scared to do that, like the one thing I told Byron 

was, and I was in the newspaper too, ehm the one thing I told Byron was that I do not, I really 

do not want to be on TV or like the news. I do not know maybe that was like because of self-

consciousness of something. And then I assured me that it was like, they will not come at all. 

And then we were; me and Manuel and Byron were up there getting ready for the students to 

come and Byron gets a phone call and he said “that was the news people, they are coming” 

and my heart just dropped. I was so scared. And ehm yeah but they came and I just did like I 

said I do not like to pass up experiences and I am so glad I did it. Even my teachers at school 

and students saw me on the news so that is cool [..] I mean, I just kind of, as many 

opportunities as I get to kind of come back here and see all the people, I like to take those 

opportunities because I just rarely see them or come here and this place has had such a big 

effect on my life that I just like to come here now and then. So that was really cool. And yeah 

then full circle, the summer went by and I did not really talk to anybody or come here and ehm 

I guess the benefit dinner..It was really fun meeting everyone again. There were a lot of new 

people, a lot of new people but it was a pretty cool feeling that kind of level of seniority almost 

because I am an alumni and not like an actual worker here anymore. So that is a good feeling, 

like an accomplishment. And yeah ever since like I have been working here and talking to 

Byron and everything and Will, I definitely miss Will. He was cool. But yeah I have like all 

straight A’s now. [Asking to what made these changes happen:] I think I guess the discipline of 

actually having responsibilities of like getting the job done because it you do not get your job 

done then you are going to have your co-workers suffer you know so it is just that kind of 

sense of like companionship and camaraderie. So it just I think definitely that ehm that way of 

working I guess because some jobs you just kind of like you are not very social with your 

workers but this one is like very ehm people oriented I guess if you will. Like ehm we socialize a 

lot like you cannot get a job done unless you communicate with somebody else you know. It is 
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a team job not like, not a solo thing you know. Ehm yeah here we are. Three years in. I: That is 

cool. 

What is central in this opening narrative is the repeating dynamic of not wanting to do a specific 

thing in the first case and then experiencing how through the way staff made him resolve to do it 

anyway. A central point in this is Arun’s reflection on being very appreciative of giving him the ‘extra 

push’ is central to Arun’s story of developing an agency and a motivation to do better in school, now 

with much better grades as a result. One of the things that proved to boost Arun’s motivation in this 

direction and also his wishes for a future career was his participation in different youth food justice 

events that had a modeling effect on him. He also reflects on the lasting impacts from the program 

experience and what it was in the program that made a difference: 

I am more confident. I feel like I am a lot happier. I used to kind of be ehm not very 

enthusiastic or like happy or anything but now I have so much like ehm friendlier, happier, 

more sociable. It is just a better version of me almost you know, my personality at least. I feel 

more confident you know.[Asking to what is it that makes his confidence grow in the 

program:] It is a few things I would say ehm one could be like the working with other people so 

much and ehm they are all different people, they are not like you know what I am talking 

about, they all come from so different backgrounds, they are not going to judge you, you 

know. That definitely boosts your self-esteem. Pushing your boundaries, I did that so many 

times here [laughing] especially at the benefit dinner last year when I went up, I volunteered 

to go up first for the ehm the speech. So I thought I did pretty okay and plus there were so 

many like important city officials here at the dinner last year too and like I thought I did pretty 

good so. I just I guess pushing ehm [Asking to how this pushing functions:] I feel like ehm every 

time I do not want to do something and Byron or Astrid or Rita or Will or even you or someone 

just gives me a little, a little pep talk and some motivation and I definitely, I still will not want 

to do it but I will do it anyway just because you know. And then I always end up liking it of 

being just very happy that I did it. So I think ehm I think that feeling of accomplishment that I 

remember after each thing I do from here, I just kind of remember that and then I like to think 

that maybe it.  Well we all have our leader qualities inside of us, it is just we all need the 

confidence and we definitely build that up through all this everything and ehm I feel like me 

personally I was able to communicate with my, like my co-workers a lot better and kind of just 

like be a good.. yeah and like ehm influence I guess because I would have, I think I always 

worked hard and like ehm and stuff ehm. I always had fun cooking and stuff so it was just kind 

of like a positive and then eventually over time I just kind of built up that positive attitude. So 

ehm I feel like those are all good leadership qualities I have in me, and also the breaking out of 

my comfort zone. Good leaders can do that right, so I am still working on it but it is progressing 

because of this.. and just challenging yourself as well .. like you think the task is too hard or 

something but then if you push through it you know that is going to boost your confidence and 

self-esteem so much, so that real sense of accomplishment. It definitely makes you a better 

person, I feel .. at least, because it allows you to really find who you really are as a person and I 

feel like you are not going to do that eventually. I know a lot of people who are in their fifties 
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and sixties who don’t know that about themselves so eh .. It is just, I feel like pushing the limits 

definitely is a very good skill to learn I mean, I took freshman year ..I took a drama class which 

was really kind of weird. I had to perform on stage a lot in front of my class and that was really 

like embarrassing like awkward kind of, I would not say embarrassing but just kind of like scary 

and nerve-wracking. And ehm I think that was the beginning of when I started pushing myself 

and then the program is kind of where I just flew through it and started pushing a lot, and it 

just makes a lot of things seem easier in life. And now, I used to get nervous when talking in 

front of my class and stuff at school, that is no problem for me now because when I think 

about it like if I have to talk in front of like thirty, twenty to thirty people, kids my age, I just 

have to think about the time where I had to talk in front of like two-hundred people, like 

actually important people you know. Yeah so I mean if I could do that than this is piece of cake 

you know. So it definitely helps you confidence-wise. I feel like yeah the main thing that I have 

gain from the program is team work skills, a good work ethic, a good sense of health and 

nutrition and a sense of like belonging and friendship. But I think overall I definitely gained 

confidence in myself… The belonging, because sometimes like in the school or whatever you 

can just feel alone sometimes and sometimes people are not always nice obviously right, but 

here everyone is different like I said, everyone, no one is going to judge you and everyone is 

just like, each have friends here no matter what and if not, I am sure you will because through 

all the hard work like you do together, you are going to have to become friends with someone, 

it just kind of happens. And the adults here too are just a big influence, so it is like a family 

almost. I feel like that is definitely important. 

The central element that is repeated in Arun’s story is the constant push out of his ‘comfort zone’ 

and how he directly links this to the experience of having his self-esteem and self-confidence 

boosted – a push that is both related to the hard labor of doing farm work and the different 

situations where he practiced his ‘voice’ and related to the social framework of the program – here 

described as friendships, family and belonging. 

Pablo’s story 

Pablo is one of the youth that have not had any contact with the program since completing the fall 

job the previous year. At the time of the interview, he is also the only youth that after graduating in 

high school hasn’t transitioned directly to college or another form of education. At the time of the 

follow-up interview he is working at a local restaurant as a ‘busser’, assisting with serving and 

cleaning tables. As with the preceding stories, an important element in Pablo’s story is about the role 

of the program experience in developing a new confidence in himself, which he describes as a 

‘coming out of his shell’. In the interview, Pablo begins telling his story with an outline, where the 

program experience is described as a turning point in his life: 

My program story, ehm the program was a really positive experience for me. I think, I think if I 

never did the program I would never be where I am today and that’s just it kind of brought me 
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out of my shell that I created for myself ehm since I changed schools, I left S-school.. and I 

went to D-school.. and ehm how I kind of felt like I build up walls and then going to the 

program I kind of, I developed skills and confidence within myself that I just, I don’t know. I’m 

so grateful for the program, I really am. I learned a lot about myself and work ethic and 

nutrition and just being in touch with yourself I guess.. when I came to the program my goal 

was to get everything that I could out of the experience and I really tried to push myself then. 

Not only push myself like physically but mentally and emotionally and to really become a part 

of the program crew and just learning the different dynamics of people and learning people I 

guess. Because we were all growing not only separately in our own lives but we were growing 

as a group, as a family too so ehm I have, I think I have really good relations especially with 

Arun and Laurio and Manuel just because I worked with them and they’ve seen just how I 

have, just how I am and who I am. I’ve seen them as well and ehm I see their strengths and 

their weaknesses just as much as they’ve seen mine and ehm I’m comfortable with telling 

them about my, my trials and tribulations and what’s going on with my life and I like hearing 

about their lives as well so. it’s a very good program .. [Asking to what makes this growing 

possible:] .. The environment of growing and learning and just being with people I guess. And it 

makes a strong bond I think working with people, especially like hard physical labor like 

farming.. [Asking to the way he wanted to challenge himself:] Oh. I think just not only like 

physically like learning the skills, going a little bit faster or ehm finding a way that works better 

for myself more efficient, ehm like every time Esther yeah. I don’t know just like little 

competitions and stuff like that and ehm as growing with yourself like checking in to see not 

only ehm with positives and improvables not only did we check in with ourselves, we also kind 

of checked in with the other people too like ehm we gave positives and improvables for each 

other and we worked on those and ehm  .. and I gave Arun a lot of and Laurio I think too but 

ehm that’s why just because they do think differently than I do, so like I kind of challenge them 

to do things like I do or like in a different way than what they do, just because I think it was 

interesting or fun I guess.. I guess another thing that I have a challenge with is the levels of 

power in the program. When you’re like destined to be like the leader for the day or a leader 

for an activity or something ehm I come, sometimes I come off as really bossy and demanding 

and just like kind of superior I guess and I don’t like doing that so that’s another thing that’s 

hard for me… It’s, it has to deal with like just my personality in myself I guess. I kind of believe 

in astrology somewhat so I’m an Aquarius and ehm I don’t know they kind of have a sense of 

superiority or just being better than people I guess. And it’s not that I’m better than you it’s 

just I hold myself to a higher standard ehm and then if you don’t hold yourself to that high of a 

standard then I look down upon you I guess. And that’s really weird because I try to be as 

accepting and ehm just as understanding as possible. [Asking to how he last year talked about 

himself as moving from being a follower to later see himself as a leader:] The thing about me 

being a follower is I want to be a follower as opposed to a leader because I don’t like feeling 

bossy. I think that’s why I view myself as a, as a follower and because I’ve put myself there and 

I’ve put myself there so that I’m more comfortable I guess. Even though I love the limelight 

and I love, love things being all about me but ehm I don’t know, I just sometimes feel more 

comfortable taking the backseat and following. And sometimes that works better and 

sometimes it doesn’t, it depends on the dynamic of people so with Laurio I think I’m more the 

leader ehm in that relationship and then with Arun ehm I guess I’m more the leader but I 
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would rather have him doing some more of the leader stuff and kind of like, kind of supervise 

in the back of my head while following I guess. I think I like to think out of the box a lot so 

when I actually stepped myself out of my own box it was just very refreshing and I felt very, 

just in my element like the environment that the program provides just and they invite you in 

and just you’re on a farm, you’re expected to grow things, you’re growing food and you’re also 

growing yourself, like it’s a strange concept to think of it like that but you really are ehm not 

only growing the seeds that your planting, you’re also growing the seeds that your are planting 

in yourself. I think just with every, with every skill that I picked up and every ehm just fact of 

knowledge of different plants and knowing what they look like and what they do and how they 

respond to water and just how to grow things and all these different things just each one was 

kind of just a little sprout and then it kept growing and branching off and I really truly believe 

that yeah I don’t know, yeah I guess I was, I planted myself, I grew I grew myself. [Asking to 

what made him grow:] What made me grow myself, I honestly just think the environment of 

the program ehm the workshops, the learning, the, you learn about food, you learn about 

nutrition, you learn about yourself, you learn about jobs, you learn how to get a job, you learn 

about budgeting, you learn about all these different things and they’ve helped me with my life 

just so much more than I thought was going to happen I guess, like my expectation really for 

the spring internship was I’ll do this farming stuff for a little bit and get a hundred-and-

seventy-five dollars .. Well not only that, but I also kind of did it to get more of a sense of 

agriculture and my dad being a migrant worker and more sense of that too like I didn’t know 

exactly what I was stepping into when I stepped into it so, it kind of just evolved and grew and 

yeah I, that program is amazing.[Asking to whether there was specific turning points:] I 

remember ehm I had an altercation with my mom and it was so cliché because I just felt that 

she wasn’t understanding me, I felt like such like a teenage like I don’t know but like I was just 

my mom is not understanding me and she doesn’t understand me and she is never going to 

understand me, and then I went up to the program and I was supposed to work for the harvest 

crew, I was supposed to be harvesting that day and ehm beforehand I came a little bit early 

and I talked with Astrid. And Astrid just let me went and cry and ehm I don’t know just really 

being there for me and that was kind of like the first time I was like I can really open up a lot 

more than I thought I could. Also the poetry workshop .. In the summer time ehm when I 

could, when all the barriers were knocked down Byron said you could write about anything 

you want ehm.. I don’t quite remember what I wrote about. I wrote about kind of my 

depression and how ehm I don’t know, I wrote about my depression and how I don’t know I 

needed to get out of it and ehm I guess that was kind of the first kind of steps and turning 

points and yeah. [Asking about where he made decisions:] During the summer I told myself 

that I’m going to save almost every penny and so I did that, I saved over a thousand dollars 

that summer and that was a really big goal that I actually, I set for myself and I actually 

completed it by myself. And so that was, that was also really eye opening that I could set a goal 

for myself, a big goal and achieve it. That was one choice that I made. I made, I made choices 

to.. I don’t know, eat healthier with the program ehm I learned more about nutrition and how 

food affects your body and how it’s important to stay hydrated and so I tried to fill up my 

water bottle as much as possible. Yeah fill up my water bottle as much as possible, you’re 

welcome. And I don’t know I just tried to snack throughout the day and not just go without 

meals and not only so that I would feel good but so that I could do the work that we were 
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supposed to be doing. [What is it that the staff does that is important?] Ehm the staff is just an, 

really an extension of your family almost like the whole crew is almost an extension of your 

whole family in the sense that at the end of it you can really rely on them ehm. (*T) Yeah you 

can really rely on them. Yeah ehm and I guess like the sense of just working on the farm and 

working in the fields was not really for me it wasn’t really about working, it was more about 

connecting with my dad I guess and just seeing what he, kind of what he has done and what he 

has had to do and in that sense, like he has told me that he has done raspberries and 

blackberries and I have too so I mean..ehm.. It made me just appreciate a lot more just early 

on just how much he worked and how hard he worked and ehm at the end of the day I just 

wanted to fall on my bed and go to sleep and I could only expect that from him as well and I 

don’t know, I just admire my dad a lot more then I did ehm without going through the 

program. 

Central elements in Pablo’s story are how he values the different opportunities he found in the 

program for challenging himself, an especially how the social relationships he has experienced have  

made him grow – and have made him feel  more connected to his father who also is a farm migrant 

worker. He also talks about the way he maintained a continuous reflexivity towards the youth that he 

worked the most with, Arun and Laurio. This reflexivity is continued in the wider reflections he 

presents over what he describes as his two major challenges that he also was seeking actively to 

confront during the program. One was seeing himself as a perfectionist and the other as being bossy 

towards the other youth in the team – and that his general tendency towards being very self-aware 

during the program experience was extended to become more aware of others. Though he sees the 

whole program as a turning point her recalls two occasions that had special significance and helped 

him set goals for his life. One was the poetry workshop where Byron invited him to express sides of 

himself about his depression. The other was when he shared a conflict about his relation to his 

mother with Astrid that helped him to be more open about expressing himself. A further interesting 

topic is the way he feels he has gotten closer to his father who is a farm worker in the way the hard 

work with farming has made him better understand – and admire – his father. Towards the end of 

the interview when I asked about the meaning of his program experience for his present life he 

presents a longer narrative of the program as a ‘kiddie pool’ - a place where he could test out himself 

and since that has become the foundation what he has learned afterwards:  

Ehm every time I talk about the program or about my story kind of.. ehm the program has 

always been the foundation of me being comfortable with things I guess ..the program was 

kind of like an environment where I could test out myself and grow and in that sense like 

talking to people, public speaking just I don’t know like setting things up aesthetically or 

setting things up, the easy-ups, the whatever just ehm the program really just like let me 

understand what I can and cannot do, I guess. And that has been my foundation for 
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everything, the program has been my bottom foundation for every skill and everything I build 

up on, and so .. the program is my rock..I just got to experience so many things that I learned 

what I liked and didn’t like and what could improve this and what could improve that or I just I 

got to test the waters before I got to really .. swim ..I don’t know what else words but that’s 

the expression I was using. Ehm I got to see if I could sink or swim and ehm I got to do that in 

the kiddie pool that’s pretty much, the program was my kiddie pool before I stepped into the 

big pool and yeah. [Asking to why this is possible to happen in the program and not in high 

school?] I think high school is a lot more about ehm social hierarchy and there’s a lot of people 

who in high school instead of giving positives and improvables you gave a put down or 

something, you don’t give an improvable you don’t give a positive and an improvable by your 

peers or by your teachers. There’s not a ‘you did this good today but you could improve on 

this’, there’s a either you did good and then you did bad, I’m like there isn’t, there isn’t ehm 

really like and there’s also isn’t like a sharing time to when to say this stuff, it’s all in your own 

little social behavior whatever how you’re doing and like there isn’t a space to really call out 

people and then grow from it, it’s more like you call out people to make yourself feel better or 

like you call out someone like I don’t know, if someone did something wrong to your friend 

and then you call that person, I don’t know. I haven’t been to high school for a while but ehm. 

The program has an environment where you learn from your mistakes like that’s not even a 

mistake it’s you’ve learned from whatever you did that day. In high school you either get 

praised or put down for what you did that day ehm there’s no learning from it I guess and 

that’s school, how deep am I getting? .. just the space, just the environment of the program 

and just allows you to not only look at yourself but look at other and look how you, how what 

you’re doing affects other and how, just how you fit in, like you don’t even have to fit in just 

could just learn, just learn things that all, that’s what it is. the program is amazing! I don’t, 

there’s not much more to say than that.. 

Pablo here gives a characteristic of the central mechanism that he sees as important in supporting 

the process of learning that he has experienced in the program – the opportunity to look at himself 

and look at others and to give and receive feed-back in a social environment that contrary to the high 

school not is characterized by hierarchy. 

Eliseo’s story  

Eliseo is the one of the youth that has been in almost continuous contact with the program – after 

the first year’s spring internship, summer job training and fall business management job he 

continued to become a community educator and after that, he became one of the junior staff that 

the coming summer was hired to work with staff as peer-to-peer educators. At the time of the 

interview this experience was only a few weeks back. A key perspective in Eliseo’s story is about how 

the program was completely different from what he expected but at the same time exactly what he 

needed to learn. Another key perspective is about how his own learning has made him become an 
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activist and how a central tool for him is his learning of the power of being pushed by staff and peers 

in finding his own voice. Here the story of the open mic is given as a turning point: 

All right. I started in the program ehm about two years ago actually right .. [Almost, one and a 

half] One and a half, one and a half years ago and ehm at the beginning when I started in the 

program I was just in the program for the stipend they offer in the internship and from there I 

explored more ideas such as food activism and how food can affect your body. And so I started 

to get intrigued by all these new stuff that I was being exposed to thanks to the program and 

after that ehm when the application for the summer job came around I was still a little bit 

hesitant to whether or not apply to it and then ehm I spoke to Byron and he was all, he told 

me the benefits of why it would be good and the possible opportunities that could open up by 

doing the summer program. And ehm I did it, I was still hesitant but I went for it and so once I 

did the summer program it was just like suddenly completely different from what I expected 

but it was at the same time exactly what I felt that I needed to learn. And so ehm so in the 

internship they briefly touch on food activism and at during the summer program they went 

more into different workshops that really intrigued me and ehm inspired me and showed that 

ehm anyone can be an activist and bring true change whether it is at a local level or at a big 

state level. And so that always kept bringing me back to the program because I live in Beta-ville 

so getting up here to the site of the program would about eh I would leave my house like six-

fifty-eight to get the bus and then ehm show up here around eight-twenty. And then the 

program wouldn’t start until nine and then I would leave ehm we would get out at three and I 

wouldn’t get home until five or six because I would wait for another bus to get down to the 

down town and that usually took like forty-thirty minutes from here and then from there I had 

to wait for another bus that would take me home and then ehm I would have to sit in traffic 

because during like two to six it’s really bad. So I would be stuck in the middle of traffic waiting 

and then when I finally get home it was like six-seven and so ehm many people questioned my 

decisions to ehm keep coming back. They would tell me oh just find a job here in Beta-ville or 

why even go this side of, to them it was pointless for me come but ehm I really felt that coming 

to the program gave me the opportunity that I wouldn’t find somewhere else ehm because in 

Beta-ville there is not really that much space for youth to step into leadership positions and 

ehm really be independent and treated as a, as a responsible youth because there is all these 

also social problems that are associated with youth that them, they’re lazy, they’re 

undependable and ehm they’re simply inefficient, which is ehm to some degree not really true. 

When ehm I believe that if youth are given the opportunity to express themselves and really 

show what they can do and accomplish, they will take that opportunity and so that is why I 

kept coming back to the program. And ehm also I was intrigued by the winter job or the fall job 

I mean so I did the summer job and then I applied for the fall job and then ehm during the fall I 

did a multiple positions; one was event planning, the other one was farm management, the 

other one was the Friday blasts and so I picked these three because ehm I felt that if by doing 

these three I would gain, I would gain more experience but also explore new areas that I 

haven’t, hadn’t imagined that I could possibly do. So like the event planning it is like you 

always see these events thrown by people, you show up and you say wow, how amazing it is 

and I wanted to experience that and so when the event did happen here in the fall I was you 



 
 

228 
 
 

know I felt really accomplish within me. I felt that ehm a youth at my age, I was think I was 

eighteen, could do something like this where ehm everyone compliments on it and just ehm ..  

If I remember right it was like the biggest turnout since they had started doing it. It was like 

three hundred people if I remember right. And ehm just seeing all the youth coming to the 

program and leaving with maybe not a complete change, at least a possibility of one. You know 

when you plant a seed that is what you expect that ehm perhaps it will blossom or not but you 

feel, you feel accomplished enough that you at least planted that seed and so I led a workshop 

that ehm called ‘Drink what you think’ and so in that workshop I, I showed students what 

processed sugars can possibly do to your body and how it affects it and what is a good 

alternative to all these processed sugars. And so ehm during the workshop I didn’t expect the 

students to leave all this processed sugars out, out of their food diet but at least get them to 

think that ehm it is possible to leave the processed sugars out, out of your regular meals and 

such. And also that ehm they have the ability to ehm do drastic changes like I was a youth 

presenting to other youth and that to me is like a good step in the right direction because by 

me doing all these events, by me doing ehm these presentations and leading as a youth, I 

could possibly inspire other youth to step up and let them lead. And then ehm the blast I did 

on Fridays, that was just more for fun because ehm (laughing) during the summer we did 

blasts here in schools in S-town. And I just really enjoyed going into these school, working on 

their gardens, seeing that ehm they were basically nothing no more and we would go in and 

we would bring back, we would bring life back into that space. And then you see that you are 

helping the community by opening this space again for the, the younger students, which I 

believe is, are the future. I believe that my generation is only here to ehm clean up the mess 

that the one before us is leaving (laughing). And so somebody has to do it and ehm that is why 

I joined the, the Friday blasts. And then towards the end of the fall I was offered a position as a 

community educator. And ehm at first the idea was ehm seemed very frightening because I 

was told that ehm by doing community education I would actually go into a class room and 

lead a workshop for all these youth. And at first I thought how I can I do that when ehm some 

of the youth do not pay attention to their regular teacher, some on them do not even care or 

want to be there. But ehm the more I thought about it the more I was intrigued by the idea of 

doing it and so I sometimes I do not even think about things, I just do them. So I came to the 

conclusion you know what I will do it, if it feels good it goes good. And so I did it and being 

there felt really ehm really good too as well because now I was in a classroom setting where 

opposed to here when I did the workshop at the event, I was only in the outdoors and it did 

not feel that really efficient. But now once being inside the school facility it felt like ehm I was 

getting somewhere and I could get these students to at least think about what they can 

accomplish and ehm so ehm we went to three different sites, one being P Valley high school, 

which was my four years of high school as well so ehm the other one was a school here in 

Alpha-town and also the Beta-ville community school. But ehm the most intriguing part about 

doing community education was when I went to the community high school because when you 

think or when people around this county think about Beta-ville Community, it is a school 

where ehm they think only bad students go that are students that are unfit to be in a regular 

high school because it is an alternative and so they put the ones they believe that are gang 

members or that ehm act rebellious and so I step into that classroom and at first there was a 

lot of ehm resistance to hear the material but once I started getting into the topics and how 
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ehm and just ehm changing the script a bit from what I was really telling the other classes, to 

fit more into what I believed could awaken their interest and actually listening to me and so I 

remember I started a question of ‘Who here has parents that work in the fields?’ And then 

more people raised their hands and then I went along that path making the connections 

between them and something they had seen, so like it is ehm it is obvious that these parents 

that work in the field spend countless hours and they don’t go home until very late. And so 

these youth are left ehm to basically watch over themselves and so making those connections I 

think I opened them then ehm I think I was more successful in that way. But what that really 

made me realize is that youth sometimes just need an opportunity to be listened to and ehm 

although they do make bad decisions it is not completely all their fault. It is based on the 

environment they’ve grown around and so the lack of presence of their parents has always not 

been there. They tend to be more rebellious and more just more negative towards positive 

things. They feel more, they are more defensive .. and so ehm that really, from that day really 

changed my perspective of how I saw other youth and then ehm I finished the winter 

education portion and then ehm I was called later on that I could apply for junior staff. And 

upon hearing that I was in my head “oh that sounds really awesome great” you know, but also 

at the same time “oh that sounds scary” like it is all these youth. And ehm I was like should I do 

it, I talked to my little brothers and I told them should I do it or not and ehm And ehm yeah 

they are all “just do it, we want to go back to the last dinner”. That’s all they wanted to do was 

like “when is the dinner, when is the dinner”. Yeah and ehm so I applied and ehm I want to 

apply but ehm hopefully someone else gets my spot (laughing)  I was just ehm it was just a 

very hesitant step into the space where the leadership role would have been twice as much 

and so ehm I got the job and then I was, I was surprised and like okay, well now we are going 

to do it. So ehm doing the junior staff was very ehm interesting in the way that it taught me 

more stuff about me and it taught me stuff about others. And so at the beginning I came with 

idea that okay we are all going to work at the same place, we are all going to just bust it out 

but ehm as the summer continued I started to realize that ehm everybody had their own 

different pace and not because someone was slower meaning they were doing something bad, 

that was, I just comprehend how everyone works at their own pace and sometimes that is a 

good thing because they are trying their best and ehm but to someone that is always used to 

just working at ehm beyond a hundred percent, it was really difficult to come to that ehm 

conclusion and ehm to actually understand them. And so through, half way through the 

program I was really starting to understand them and with that I think it opened the door for 

greater friendships, for strengthening the bond. And so I think the other youth also realized 

that for each other and they became more friends. 

In this long open reflection on his program story, Eliseo emphasizes several important topics. What is 

central is the way he now speaks from the position of being a junior staff in the program, and from 

this youth leader position has a range of interesting reflections on the judgmental view on youth in 

society and the need for offering them chances to show what they really are capable of – as a 

mirroring of the same story he has experienced in the program. He presents a condensed 

formulation of what it is that the program offers: a place for youth to express themselves and show 



 
 

230 
 
 

what they can do and accomplish. A central turning point in this regard was when he went back to a 

local community high school and succeeded in getting the youth’s attention by asking directly to 

their own life situations. Another interesting topic is the way he – now in the role of junior staff – had 

reflected on the push in the program to increase the pace as something that was to be approached 

very individually – and once this was realized he was able to build new friendships. When asked to 

what it is that makes youth express themselves in the program:  

I think it’s just the, how we as a crew grow into a community because ehm when we are with 

people we know and trust, we feel confident to do certain stuff so like in my house I’m 

confident enough to ehm be jumping up and screaming like a lunatic right and so I think that 

same feeling is felt here with the program crew, where it feels more like not so much as 

individuals but as a group. And so when I first went to speak we were at an event, it was eh pie 

ranch .. We were up there and ehm even standing there I didn’t wanted to do it but ehm I felt 

that they all, because they all gathered around the towards the front and just starring, and I 

said you know I feel I could trust them and I could totally sing this in the worst way possible 

and still be okay with it. And so that just really gave me that push of trying and speaking up or 

singing that day. And then from there I went on to doing the speech for the benefit dinner and 

ehm that was my first time speaking in front of a group that was, I believe it was like two-

hundred people that day. And even then I was afraid but just having the youth standing behind 

me that crew that was with me throughout the whole summer really ehm really felt 

comfortable, comfortable and eh allowed me to speak and also when I did the, I did another 

speech for an event that was called “your business is our future”, I think. And so I remember 

getting there before the program crew would arrive and was really, really nervous, really ehm 

anxious and ehm really like oh it’s almost my turn and this is almost twice as big as the last 

one, but when once the youth came, everybody really gave me that eh security I guess. So 

then having them, knowing they were there just physically really gave me the ability to deliver 

a nice speech to, to the audience. 

What Eliseo here describes can be interpreted as the way the group dynamic, what other youth call a 

sense of trust and belonging, and what Eliseo calls community plays a role of supporting his agency 

to step up and gradually become more and more comfortable in making speeches. The final question 

asks to the significance of the program in his present life: 

I’ve really departed from the path I was one before joining the program. Now I’m more 

hopeful for the youth I guess in a way I feel that before I, I wanted to do everything by myself 

because I felt that youth were unreliable and (laughing) ehm playing into that mentality 

society has created but now I realize that ehm all youth need is an opportunity. All youth need 

is to be heard and to be nurtured to become what they need to become and so in some cases 

that will be a leader and in others that would be a teacher I don’t know, yeah. And so now my 

career I want to do environmental science but I’ve also been intrigued by the idea of becoming 
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a teacher because I feel that ehm I could possible go back and teach these students that 

essential part that is doesn’t matter how young you are, how you look or where you came 

from. You have the ability granted to you by you know all these political laws and amendments 

they have .. to really change stuff. [Asking if that is the biggest learning from the program in 

your belief or hope?] Yeah I think, yeah I think it gave me that hope for youth and yeah like 

you said, it is everything I think with that ehm moving forward .. more people will learn to help 

one another. 

The reflection adds to how Eliseo has moved closer to a staff position from this perspective, has 

gained a hope for the youth in general and also has made him consider to becoming a teacher.  

4.4.2 The narrative approach to the analysis 

Before entering into an analysis of the stories,  the narrative analytical approach will be presented. 

The broad field of narrative research has according to Andrews, Squire et al. (Andrews, Squire et al. 

2008) acquired an increasing high profile in social research. Andrews et al. describe how the field has 

been characterized by debates on conflicting approaches – one being the holistic person-centered 

humanist approaches that that arose after WW2 as a reaction against positivist empiricism (ibid:2) 

another the structuralist and later post-structuralist, postmodern, psychoanalytic and 

deconstructionist approaches interested in narrative structure and content as well as narrative 

fluidity and contradiction with conscious as well as unconscious meanings and with the power 

relations in which narratives become possible (Ibid). In relation to the critical realist approach in the 

present study the approach to narrative analysis will make a reference to Hastrup’s (2005:139) call 

for the primary object of anthropology being the constant interplay between the individual and the 

community, and see narratives as a tool that can provide insight into how individuals produce 

meaning “engaging and radically interpreting lived social worlds” and being “bound to address the 

mutuality between the whole and the part” (ibid:139) – a point that is also in line with the contextual 

perspective on agency argued for earlier by White and Wyn (1998:317).  

Riessman (2005:1) defines narrative as texts with sequence and consequence in the way events are 

selected, organized, connected and evaluated as meaningful for a particular audience and, citing 

Hinchman and Hinchman48, also as storied ways of knowing and communicating. Riesman also sees 

narrative analysis as an ‘approach that gives prominence to human agency and imagination it is well 

suited to studies of subjectivity and identity’ (Riessman 1993). In order to systematize the analysis I 
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have been inspired by Riessman’s (2005) outline of a typology of different approaches to narrative 

analysis suitable for oral narratives of personal experience. Riessman outlines four types: thematic 

analysis, structural analysis, interactional analysis and performative analysis. She notes that the 

typology is not hierarchical and that the different approaches are not mutually exclusive. 

In thematic analysis emphasis is on the content – what is said – more than ‘how’ it is said. An 

interesting example Riessman draws on to illustrate a thematic analysis is Cain’s49 study of identity 

acquisition among members of an Alcoholics Anonymous group. Cain finds a ‘classic AA story’ with 

common propositions about drinking that new members acquire from participating in the 

organization. The story that the members learn to tell places events and experiences in their lives in a 

pattern that is recognizable to other members, called ‘AA audiences’. What Cain’s study finds is a 

‘general cultural story’ that shapes the ‘personal’ stories of group members dealing with “key 

moments in the drinking career, often told as episodes” (Ibid). Riessman also states that the thematic 

is useful for theorizing across a number of cases where it is possible to find common thematic 

elements. Besides a focus on this and on the general content, the point about the possible reference 

to a ‘general cultural story’ will accompany the analysis of the youth stories. 

In the structural analysis, the emphasis is shifted to the telling or the way a story is told. A main 

reference here is Labov’s50 identification of basic components in a narrative’s structure: the abstract 

(summary or point of story), orientation (to time, place, characters and situation); complicating 

action (the event sequence or plot, usually with a crisis or turning point); evaluation (where the 

narrator steps back from the action to comment on meaning an communicate emotion – the ‘soul’ of 

the narrative); resolution (the outcome of the plot); and a coda (ending the story and bringing action 

back to the present). With the point that not all stories may contain all of these elements the 

approach is also relevant to apply in the analysis of the stories of the youth in the sense that it directs 

attention to events of special significance for the youth. The methodological inclusion of the 

relevance of ‘turning points’ has already pointed the way for such a perspective.   

In the interactional analysis, the emphasis is on the dialogic process between teller and listener 

(ibid:4). Here the interest shifts to storytelling as a process of co-construction with teller and listener 

creating meaning collaboratively – a point that can be applied to analysis of the whole program as 
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storytelling especially as Riesman notes that this approach is useful for studies of relationships 

between speakers in diverse field settings (ibid:4). 

In the performative analysis, the interactional approach is extended, and as indicated by the stage 

metaphor “storytelling is seen as performance – by a “self” with a past – who involves, persuades, 

and (perhaps) moves an audience through language and gesture, “doing” rather than telling alone“ 

(ibid:5). In performative analysis the focus varies from dramaturgic to narrative as praxis or a form of 

social action and thus leading to analyses of different features: “actors allowed on stage in an oral 

narrative (eg. characters and their positionings in a story, including narrator/protagonist); settings 

(the conditions of performance, and setting of the story performed); the enactments of dialogue 

between characters (reported speech); and audience response (the listener[s]) who interprets the 

drama as it unfolds, and the interpreter in later reading[s]” (ibid:5). Riessman notes that the area 

though the dramaturgic view originated with Goffman is emergent in narrative studies with 

researchers experimenting with it in studies of identities – vested presentations of ‘self’51. This 

invitation to experiment will be taken up in the latter part of the analysis when the narrative analysis 

is applied to the whole program. 

With this brief introduction to main elements in different approaches to narrative analysis the 

following analysis will fall in two parts. The first will focus on the 5 different stories that came out of 

the follow-up study and the second part of the analysis will expand and combine the perspectives on 

storytelling above through a narrative analytical approach that interprets the relation between 

pedagogy and learning in a narrative analytical perspective. 

4.4.3 Analyzing the stories 

The first step in the narrative analysis will be thematic and look at the content in the stories and will 

also incorporate elements from the structural approach in the form of turning points.  

A general finding in the follow-up interviews is that they confirm the findings in the analysis of the 

first year in the way the ‘emancipatory’ learning from the program participation with its different 

forms of change – or transformations – appears to have persisted and continue to be seen as 

relevant, if not determining to a very high degree in the present lives of the youth. Approaching the 

whole interviews as narratives, a general interpretation is that the program is seen as a turning point 

that defines a range of positive aspects of the youth’s present life situations. The concrete examples 
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here are a lack of depression and a feeling of agency in which a boosted self-confidence plays a 

central role. The agency that youth now describe is directed towards staying in that feeling of 

confidence and towards concrete areas such as in helping their family to be healthy, or to redefine 

the relation to one’s parents and to (having found courage to) express one’s sexual and gender 

identity, or to having left a path of more destructive behavior and now be more motivated in school, 

or to reflecting on the factors that made one find one’s voice and now use that learning to engage in 

other youth’s lives in the role as an activist. 

In Marisol’s story food and embodiment play a central role – as well as the way she has become an 

agent of change in her family. A central narrative element in her reflections is the way she interprets 

the program as a slowly built narrative that builds relationships starting with the ‘silly’ games and 

moves on to the more emotionally intense situation of the poetry workshop – a program element 

that she often refers to as a turning point. A central topic in Marisol’s story is also the body and the 

project of weight loss that had been on her agenda before the program without success and now 

through the hands-on activities and the way the knowledge was not only told but also shown made 

her understand nutrition and able to integrate it with a new found joy in exercising in her life. A 

specific narrative in the wider story is the situation where her father had a stroke and she now 

because of what she learned in the program can help him with the central challenge of changing his 

diet in order to recover.     

In Manuel’s story the self-expressive and storytelling element in the program is one of the central 

factors in his program experience and how this has changed relationship to his parents, and helped 

his coming out in relation to his sexuality and gender identity, which he concretely describes as 

related to the many invitations he felt the program offered for him to express himself. A detail in 

Manuel’s story is his awareness of the social or cultural category of youth and the way the identity 

change he experiences in the program so to say is connected to the program’s ‘killing’ of stereotypes 

connected to wider – negative - societal categorization of youth as ‘bad’. Another example of how 

Manuel’s identity construction has been informed by the program is the way he now – to his surprise 

– also can identify as an activist, as a role that is not limited to ‘smart people’ but as something he 

also can identify with.   

In Arun’s story a central theme is his description of how he now feels that he has become ‘a better 

version of himself’. A central element in his story is a series of repeated narratives of being pushed 

and challenged by staff that can be interpreted as a series of turning points – ‘all I needed was a little 

push’ – that inspired him to do better in school, now with a sense of purpose and with him now 
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‘getting all A’s’ a concrete indicator. An interesting point is that – as with several of the other youth’s 

stories – his example of how the ‘push’ not only came from interacting with the staff but also from 

his experience of a wider environmental and food justice movement. The example was a specific 

speech he heard at the ‘Bioneers’ conference that motivated him to make a difference in a wider 

social perspective and inspire him in his choice of a future career. Also for Arun to become more fit 

an lose weight was an important issue and though he expressed disappointment in not succeeding in 

making a radical change he also expressed a success in now having a better understanding of the 

tools he need in order to get there.  

In Pablo’s story of coming out of his shell and his conscious decision to make the best out of all the 

opportunities, he saw the program as offering where his continuous reflection on his role 

management with other youth is a central element – concretely expressed in his ambivalent 

experiences of either being comfortable with being ‘bossy’ or other times more staying ‘in the 

backseat’ – all situations with the tasks around the farming work as the context. As for Marisol the 

poetry workshop was experienced as a turning point as well as the situation where he shared a 

conflict he had with his mother with Astrid and how he learned from that very emotional experience 

how he was capable of opening up much more than he thought he was.   

In Eliseo’ story a central factor is the significance of being the youth that has kept the closest relation 

to the program. He continued as community educator and was then hired as junior staff, an 

experience that was very fresh at the time of the interview. The central theme in Eliseo’s story is the 

way he reflects on his own learning and finding his voice as specifically related to the central 

elements in the program, and he formulates a condensed version of the pedagogy as ‘giving youth 

opportunities to express themselves and to show what they are capable of doing and accomplishing’. 

The other central theme is how he uses this learning process and analysis of it to inform his new role 

and identity as a – junior – staff in the program with a professional and personally founded 

perspective on having become hopeful for the youth in the future – provided that more are offered 

the same opportunities and hereby, as with Manuel’s similar reflection, contribute to what could be 

interpreted as a ‘counter-narrative’ of youth in society.      

All narratives build to an understanding that adds important aspects to the earlier analysis of the 

learning in the program. They illustrate how the communicative and self—expression elements are 

central for the learning and also how different factors support the social relation building that is a 

crucial factor in making the program an actual ‘safe space’. The factors that supports this is the co-

work, the feeling of community that the hard work creates, the bonds of friendship that this 
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framework establishes, the way the staff role as earlier analyzed is transformed as a part of this 

process and accompanies the gradual transformation of the roles of the youth.  

Another important factor in the stories and in the turning points are the role of staff and how they 

are positioned as central agents in making the learning possible, concretely by intervening and 

providing the different forms of challenging or pushing that are seen as crucial. 

Another central theme in the stories is the body or what could be labeled the embodiment aspects of 

the learning. The concrete stories of Arun’s motivation about getting fit and Marisol’s experience of 

both through the hard work to feel stronger and lose weight can be connected to a wider reflection 

on the importance of not only the hard work of farming but specifically how the opportunity to 

engage with individually ‘body projects’ as examples of an adaptability of the program’s different 

offers in the lives of the youth – and thus a further aspect to how agency is supported.    

4.4.4 Expanding narrative analysis to the whole program 

The next step in the analysis is to expand the narrative analysis to the whole program. The argument 

for this stands on what was shown both in the tales of the ethnography and in the analysis of the 

youth perspectives of ‘voice’ that different communicative practices and forms of ‘storytelling’ have 

been found to play a central role. With central concepts from narrative analysis a more systematic 

analysis of this will now be performed. This final endeavor of analysis in the study will approach a 

theorizing of the pedagogy-learning dynamic in the program with the narrative as something that 

permeates the whole program pedagogy and construction of meaning.  

The conceptual inspiration for the analysis is a combination of an interactional narrative analysis 

(where narratives are co-constructed through dialogues) with a performative narrative analysis 

(where the focus is expanded to the contexts in which storytelling takes place and the wider – 

pedagogical and learning – meaning is constructed). As Riessman puts it “[t]he performative view is 

appropriate for studies of communication practices, and for detailed studies of identity construction 

– how narrators want to be known, and precisely how they involve the audience in “doing” their 

identities (Riessman 2005). The contexts that will be drawn from can be both formal and informal 

program elements, practices or rituals and thus lead to an understanding of the identity constructive 

dynamics in the program. 

The analysis will build an overview of where storytelling takes place in the program with a leading 

question: Storytelling – by whom, how, in which situations and with which audiences? 
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Focusing first on staff’s storytelling, an example of where this takes place could be the specific 

narratives that are presented with the youth as the primary audience on specific occasions that could 

be interpreted as the program’s rituals of transition, concretely in the form of the ‘shout-outs’ as 

described in the detailed tale of the final dinner after the summer and in the more general form in 

the tale from the fall. What was central in these narratives from a performative point of view is the 

way the individual struggles and successes leading to concrete transformations that not only was 

confirming the youth retrospectively in the value of the program-journey they had completed but 

also pointed towards the future and to how the different learnings, often described as leadership 

skills, could prove to be useful in their future lives. The presence of the youth’s parents and siblings 

as audiences in this context points to the potential or intention of supporting the youth in ‘carrying 

the learning home’ by also letting the parents hear how their son or daughter has managed the 

different challenges and learned. 

Another example of the staff’s storytelling is a general perspective on the way staff have ‘set the 

scene’, defined the pedagogical framework and established the program discourse and the ‘tone-

setting’ and how they in general verbalize the different practices in the program as contributing to a 

general frame of reference, and in this way created a general cultural narrative of what the program 

does that also by setting the frame informs the stories that youth tell. Another example here could 

be to interpret the mission statement as a narrative where both means and ends are connected. An 

example of how the storytelling also is dynamic is the earlier mentioned change and difference 

between the way staff introduces the program in the beginning (in a more skills oriented and 

‘instrumental’ discourse) at the info meetings and how later in the process the discourse expands 

and to a higher degree emphasizes the ‘emancipatory’, empowerment and food justice activism 

aspects of the learning.  

Focusing next on the youth’s storytelling one can also distinguish between the more formal contexts 

where youth tell stories and the more informal and dialogue-oriented frameworks in workshops and 

during farming, cooking and eating where youth practice finding their voices. A more formal context 

of storytelling is the annual benefit dinner that the program – similar to many other American non-

profits – organizes every year. These dinners – briefly described in a tale in connection with the 

follow-up study – can be analyzed thematically and structurally as narratives with a climax that 

convinces the audience, here the potential donors, to support the program’s important work. 

Another and more interesting interpretation of these events is to focus on their pedagogical function 

as performative contexts where youth both are challenged to do public speaking and to formulate 

and tell their individual story. Though the specific benefit dinner with the youth crew of the year of 
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the study was not covered by the fieldwork, it was the benefit dinner in the year after the fieldwork 

that was the venue for meeting up with the youth that were part of the follow-up study. A very 

relevant analytical point that could have been made, had the fieldwork also covered the benefit 

dinner of the first year, was to relate the two forms of storytelling – the one staff gave to the youth 

at the final dinner and the one that youth chose to tell at the benefit dinner a few months later.  

A range of more informal and different communicative elements in the program can be argued to 

contribute to storytelling – the public speaking workshop, the different role plays and presentations 

in the workshops etc. A question that arises from these analytical considerations is whether it is the 

way the different communicative and self-expressive elements are connected, contributing to and 

expressed as storytelling that the youth experience the learning as cohesive as they do? Or more 

precise, the way the different forms of learning – the instrumental, the communicative and the 

emancipatory in practice are interwoven, and not as in – some – theory, contradictory. What from an 

outside perspective could appear to be a complex of very different elements are through the 

storytelling connected: The process of finding one’s voice as shown in the analysis – the training 

through specific skills related to job training, the presentations in workshops related to nutrition and 

food justice moving on to sharing in straight talk, in triumphs and in more personal sharings in the 

poetry workshop accompanied by the  changing positionings from intern, employee to manager 

expressed as emerging identities as more confident, more oneself and as agents of change in family 

or community. 

The analysis above has unfolded, with Langellier and Peterson’s formulation how storytelling is a 

central mechanism in the program pedagogy and as a communicative practice that is embodied, 

situated, material, discursive, and open to legitimation and critique (Langellier, Peterson 2003)  

A question highlighted above that needs to be addressed is whether there is as in Cain’s AA-study a 

general ‘cultural story’ that shapes the personal stories of the youth? In the sense that all stories are 

‘responses’ to the same program they both have shared and different elements – the shared being 

the strong identifications with the job-training and the work-ethic as a story that reproduces the 

culturally shared value of ‘working hard’, but it could also be in the form of a ‘counter-story’ that 

covers the more emancipatory agenda of the program and the way  it offers an identification with a 

movement for social and food justice with the concrete invitations to the youth to identify an 

activists. Further reflections on the relation between program’s way of striving to connect the 

individual and the collective aspects of identity construction can be supported by Riessman (2005) 

that states, building on C. Wright Mills, that “narrative analysis can forge connections between 
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personal biography and social structure – the personal and the political”. An aspect of these 

invitations can be found in several of the youth’s stories where the program in different ways take 

part in events in the wider environmental and food justice movement and how this are experienced 

as creating feelings of community and belonging to something bigger - as venues for storytelling as 

for Manuel and Eliseo or as educationally motivating as for Arun.   

The narrative analytical perspective on the whole program pedagogy-learning relation thus 

contributes to an understanding of the relationship between the individual biography and the wider 

social processes within and around the program. A concluding remark on the analysis above is that 

the program’s pedagogy – as well as the learning - is narratively constructed,  and the analysis has 

sought to contextualize an understanding of the narrative as both thematic, structural, interactionist 

and performative. The analysis has drawn on the wider body of data collected in the study with 

reference to Gubrium and Holsteins’ (2008:252) discussion on narrative ethnography: “An 

ethnographic focus on narrative practice helps to avoid the reductionist and often romanticized aim 

of seeking to obtain the lived subject’s “own” story, to hear it in his or her “own” voice, or to derive 

texts that convey accounts in individual subjects’ “own” words. Although it is important in studying 

narrative practice to ground research in the vernacular and the everyday organization of accounts, it 

is equally important not to valorize what is individually conveyed as somehow unaffected by the 

environments in which is embedded” (ibid:255). 

In the next sub-chapter the three analytical perspectives will be integrated in relation to the general 

purpose of the research and present answers to the specific research questions that have guided the 

study. 

4.5 Integrating the analytical perspectives  
The outcome of the three parts of the analysis will now be integrated and presented as answers to 

the research questions that have guided the study. This integration precedes the discussion in the 

next chapter where the findings will be put in perspective to the wider theoretical framework of the 

study. The general aim of the study was to explore the interplay between pedagogical practice, 

learning and identity formation in the American youth food justice movement with the general 

research question - how can a food systems and farming based pedagogical practice function as an 

educational framework for supporting agency, learning and identity construction among structurally 

disadvantaged youth? – has been expanded in the sub-questions: 
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A: What impact has the specific farming framework (growing, harvesting, cooking meals, processing, 

and marketing) for educational practice as it is practiced, experienced and articulated by adults and 

youth? 

B: Which values, choices and strategies are formulated by the staff and how are roles designed on 

this visible in the social interaction and pedagogical practice with the youth? How does staff manage 

the dynamics of power in an empowerment process? 

C: Which forms of critical reflexivity, agency, learning and identity formation is established among 

the participating youth? 

In the following I will interpret and discuss how the findings relate to this aim and these questions.    

4.5.1 Answer to research question A - the impact of the food and farming framework   

What has become clear through the analyses is a more nuanced understanding of how the food and 

farming framework is functioning as a central medium for the construction of meaning in the 

program. Two main interpretive frames can be identified in relation to which a range of practices – 

and agencies – can be negotiated:  

The first interpretive frame is the way farming is related to a range of relatively non-negotiable 

meanings that are basic to understand how it is made to function as a vehicle – as a material medium 

for especially job the training dimension. Here a basic element is the way the material realities such 

as the growing processes and the growing season sets a temporal frame for the program’s curricular 

cycle and is made to fit with basic intentions expressed in the ‘increased leadership model’ and thus 

creates a basis for a powerful metaphor that also is expressed by several of the youth as feelings of 

having not only grown plants but also having ‘grown themselves’ in the program. In relation to this is 

also the knowledge about of these biological processes and how this is communicated and 

contextualized so that the tasks that are necessary to do also are performed with ownership among 

the youth. A further also relatively non-negotiable meaning where farming functions as a medium is 

the strong focus on work ethic where the central meaning construction here circles around how the 

hard work contributes to both individual mobilization of responsibility closely related to a team-

awareness and building of social relationships – and friendships, that then again form a central part 

of the construction of the program as a ‘safe space’. A final factor of meaning construction in relation 

to farming is the way it is connected to demands from outside labor market that are good/necessary 

to manage. 
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The second interpretive frame is the way food and farming is related to a food systems thinking and 

the concept of food justice. In this frame youth are explicitly invited to develop a critical reflexivity 

towards both their own choices as consumers and towards the wider injustices in society. The 

concrete work with – organic - farming is by staff in this frame explicitly interpreted as doing food 

justice, and as a consequence youth are invited to define themselves as food justice activists. How 

this ‘cultural story’ and interpretation is mirrored among the youth is a clear pattern in the data, 

often expressed in relation to e.g. the farm stands through the way they make the produce from the 

farm available by selling it to very low prices to low-income citizens. Focusing on the food aspect as 

analyzed above this understanding permeates the program and thus functions as the second 

legitimizing factor.  

Both interpretive frames contribute to the range of choices that the program is offering for youth to 

construct identities and as the wider analysis of staff roles and youth learning has shown they are not 

in opposition to each other. What speaks to an overlap of the two frames is that the outside labor 

market in some respects is also constructed as something that can and should be criticized and 

challenged, especially when it comes to the labor conditions that prevail in the 

conventional/corporate food system – a system in which a large part of the youth have close 

knowledge through parents or relatives who work there. 

Summing up on the main analytical findings in relation to how the farming framework is 

operationalized pedagogically and expressed by staff and youth a more contrastive question prevails: 

The social construction of meaning(s) that the food and farming context provides could be related to 

the contrast question whether a different context with other kinds of hands-on activities would 

provide the same or different possibilities? One answer here could be that it appears that the 

farming is a constructive and adequate setting for the constant pushing of boundaries that the youth 

is exposed to exactly because it results in the production of food, that is also made a highly relevant 

factor, especially through the cooking and communal eating, as well as the CSA-bags that ‘carry the 

learning home’, as shown in the analysis.   

4.5.2. Answer to research question B - the staff role design and management 

The analysis in relation to how staff design and manage their roles has identified a design of a 

professional role that is highly self-reflective and dynamic in the form of a social construction of an 

authority and authenticity that accompanies a pedagogical practice where modeling, phrased as 

‘walking the talk’ is a central element. Another central element in the reflexivity of modeling is the 

sensitivity of the ethnic and racial backgrounds of staff and a strive to have the diversity in the youth 
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group better reflected among the staff. The empirical pattern showed how staff roles gradually 

change from mainly being a boss to also inhabit the roles of partner, friend and mentor. This pattern 

was analyzed with the theoretical concept of ‘the pedagogical paradox’ that provided interesting 

perspectives to the design and management of the professional roles in the program, and specifically 

the way authority is constructed and managed in a design of a professional role that attempts to 

create a dialectic instead of a contrast between walking and talking (‘to walk the talk’).  

As earlier pointed to, the paradox is not to be solved, but the analysis has shown that staff so to say 

have the paradox ‘as a sentinel on their shoulder’, as Løvlie phrased it, in the sense of their ambition 

‘to do what they say and say what they do’ – ‘to walk the talk’ – and that this is exactly what makes 

youth value the relation they have to staff in the different roles that emerge.   

A further aspect of this important feature of ‘walking the talk’ is the way staff is investing their 

personality by using themselves and their own experiences when different contexts – being a co-

worker – and co-learners - next to the youth as a central element, but also by inviting youth to give 

them feed-back, and explicitly value this as shown in different tales.  

Another central aspect of staff’s role that was added in the narrative analysis is the one as 

storytellers – a role that is permeating the whole program and this both from an interactionist 

perspective through dialogues with youth to ‘building their stories’ and from a performative 

perspective in telling youth their story as it is shown in the tale of the ritual transitions of the final 

dinner.  

The youth perspective to the role of staff was also integrated of this part of the analysis and here the 

conceptualization of reciprocity – ‘they hired me, and now I want to show that I was worth it’ – is 

central to understanding the mutuality of the positioning of staff and youth.   

4.5.3 Answer to research question C - youth perspectives on agency, learning and identity 

construction 

The analytical findings were presented in two levels – the first set off from the general discussion of 

education as reproduction or change and led to an application and interpretation of concepts of 

learning with roots in critical pedagogy and Habermas about the relation between instrumental, 

communicative and emancipatory forms of learning. A central element in this analysis was that the 

oppositions that often are ascribed to these forms of learning were not visible in the data, instead 

the forms of learning were found to be connected with especially the communicative with the 

practice of storytelling as of central importance for an understanding of the learning in the program. 
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This analytical finding pointed to the relevance of a further analysis of the communicative practice 

and learning which was combined with an in-depth analysis of different life history-informed 

ethnographic interviews among 5 youth where the long term impacts of the program participation 

was also explored and analyzed. 

A central analytical finding is that the program pushes for/invokes a high degree of reflexivity among 

the youth. One can discuss whether this is critical reflexivity – and if yes, what makes it critical? This 

will be discussed more in detail in the following section where the findings are related to the wider 

field of critical pedagogy. 

What are the main findings in relation to youth agency, learning and identity formation?? Here I will 

make a point in keeping these three aspects together – the foundation of my study in social learning 

theories mentioned in the theoretical framework as a major reason.  

The agency is heavily structured by the positioning inherent in the program’s theory of change – it is 

dynamically constructed and established as it changes from the more instrumental motivations to 

different gradual changes in the way youth see themselves and thus becomes more emancipatiory 

and identity formative.  

Relating the agency-production in the program to the distinction that Spencer and Doull (2015) put 

forth earlier between agency as affect and agency as effect, a distinction that makes it possible to 

differ between agency as a potential producer of power (affect) as different from the agency that is 

the outcome of that power (effect). As also earlier mentioned this distinction is productive 

methodologically as it directs a focus on the processes where agency is produced – and here the 

analysis has shown how important affective experiences are for the new – and stronger – images of 

themselves that the dynamic of challenging and pushing in the program has supported them in 

developing. As Spencer and Doull argue, emotions, feelings, perceptions – are found to be central 

subjective experiences that trigger the production of power.  

“This discussion further exposes the ontological and epistemological significance of understanding 

agency as being either internal to the individual or produced by social structure. This distinction, we 

argue, not only prompts different ways of investigating power/agency but also defines the presumed 

effects, and identification, of agency in research with young people” (Spencer,Doull 2015:901). 

A final question to the outcome of the analysis is the question of youth decision making as an 

element in the agency/learning/identity construction complex. The analysis can also be interpreted 

as showing the different ways youth decision making is framed and how this is related to the 
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dynamic construction of a ‘safe space’ where self-expression is more likely to happen. This ranges 

from the way youth is invited to define and negotiate expectations for social interaction to the more 

personal invitations to decide to share themselves in informal conversations or the more formal 

settings of straight talk and in workshops. The analysis has followed the suggestion that is formulated 

by The Roestone Collective (Roestone Collective 2014) and focus on the relational work that creates 

and maintains the space as ‘safe’ – and here the invitation to youth to find their voices and share 

their stories is a central factor. 

The youth perspective will be further discussed in dialogue with theory (critical pedagogy, 

environmental and sustainable education, place based education) in the next chapter. 

Before that a few concluding perspectives on the analyses in the study will be presented.  

4.5.4 Concluding analytical perspectives on the general goal of the study 

The analysis will be rounded up with reflections on some of the central findings – the role of ‘food’ as 

a ‘vehicle’ and a wider perspective on the relation between structure and agency in the program.  

The first reflection is related to understanding the role of food in the high degree of ownership or 

buy-in that youth express to their learning in the program. Food has been found to be such a 

potentially powerful media because of its ability to make meaning on different levels. On one level it 

is the embodiment aspects of how youth feel and learn about the basic need of eating in order to be 

able to work – hard – for many hours – the embodiment-aspect is here closely connected to the  

farming labor – food and water is experienced as needed in order to function. The embodiment is 

also central in the learning that circles about interpreting bodily signals – e.g. having a headache or a 

stomach ache with the central factor of being in a supportive context that helps youth to not only 

interpret these signals from the body as what they are but also providing the help that is needed in 

order to solve the problem – drinking water – and learning that water can be drunk instead of soda, 

and eating food in order to be able to work or at least obtain a degree of wellbeing in the second half 

of the day. A further aspect of embodiment is the way the mind-body workshops that both provide a 

reflexivity about body language as well as tools for stretching to make the sore bodies feel good 

again. 

Another level appears when relating the analytical findings to a wider social science perspective on 

food and identity as found in the works of the French sociologist Claude Fischler (Rozin, Kabnick et al. 

2003). Fischler has described mainstream American food culture as characterized by ‘grazing’, 

structural incitements that promote individual eating as well as the widespread nutritionism and one 
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can say that on all of these parameters the program incarnates an almost oppositional alternative – 

which then again builds to understand why the program food culture framework represents such a 

radical alternative to the possibilities that the youth hitherto had been offered. An important 

element in this is to keep in mind than on the more ‘local food culture’-level the program is making 

an effort in making food that is close to what the youth know, and as earlier described, present more 

healthy versions of classical and favored dishes.  

The second reflection points back to and extends on the distinction between two interpretive frames 

in which food and farming is given meaning. I will here reflect further on the pedagogical implications 

of this, especially how this is situated in the program’s curricular and temporal structure. The 

reflection builds on an interpretation of distinguishing between the program as ‘programmatic’ and 

‘intuitive’- The ‘programmatic’ draws on metaphorically understanding the program as a functional 

machine that produces certain – for the staff – relatively predictable outcomes among the youth. 

What could add to such an interpretation is not only the way staff is talking about the ‘logistic’ 

dimension of managing the program with terms as ‘efficiency’ and ‘smooth transitions’ between the 

daily program activities  but more interestingly points to a distinction between structure and 

improvisation or between predictability and unpredictability. This leads to the other understanding, 

the program as ‘intuitive’, an adjective that in one way refers back to one of the initial motivations 

for the research from the staff’s point of view and how they saw their work as ‘intuitive’ and 

therefore  invited the research study to describe pedagogical practice. A different and re-framed 

understanding of the ‘intuitive’ aspect of the pedagogy is that it is so to say defined by the 

‘programmatic’ aspect – the predictable in relation to the unpredictable. My argument here would 

be, that the very structured and relatively non-negotiable elements in the program define a space 

where staff can focus on the relative unpredictability of how youth choose to respond to the 

different expectations and invitations that the program offer. In other words, how the program is a 

tool for the staff. From a youth perspective this distinction also adds to the earlier analytical 

understandings of the way the ‘safe space’ is constructed – here with the new aspect that the 

‘programmatic’ aspect and the firm structure is an important part in the construction of the space as 

‘safe’ because it is predictable in important ways and thereby letting the youth accept the 

unpredictabilities that could be another way of describing the way youth step by step accept to be 

challenged and pushed (and therefore end up discovering unforeseen learnings about themselves. 

Vice versa the role the curriculum has for making the space ‘safe’ for staff in the sense that it gives 

them a frame in which the unpredictabilities of how youth choose to participate, how they choose to 

share themselves can unfold – and be interpreted and given meaning. The classical ‘structure-
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agency’-discussion can thus also be found in the program in the way that the ‘programmatic-

intuitive’ distinction both limits the negotiations and frames the youth agency to areas where it 

becomes more ‘interesting’, concretely how it creates a pedagogical framework where the central 

ethos of ‘challenging’ and ‘pushing of boundaries’ is made possible. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion 

In the following the analytical findings will be discussed in relation to central concepts, tensions and 

challenges in the theoretical framework.  

5.1 The findings related to approaches to agency, power and identity construction 

The discussion sets off with focusing on the concept of agency and moves then on to relate itself to 

the wider re-conceptualization of social learning that was found in the analysis in which also the 

identity constructive aspects are an integrated part and where the narrative analysis of ‘turning 

points’ pose new questions to the dynamics of agency and power.  

With reference to Wyn and White’s typologies (White, Wyn 1998) of different approaches to youth 

agency the analysis has applied a contextual perspective and shown how agency, learning and 

identity construction is shaped by the dynamic positioning of youth in different phases in the 

program. Within this conceptual framework the analysis can be said to have explored the program 

framework as a ‘structure’ and youth’s different ways of responding to this structure as ‘agency’ – an 

agency that can be understood with reference to the earlier distinctions between a range of 

elements that are either ‘non-negotiable’ or ‘negotiable’.  Wyn and Whyte make a distinction 

between agency as related to different levels of change – an individual life style oriented, a 

social/‘limited collective’ or a more social movement oriented collective agency. They make the point 

that ‘effective agency’ combines all of these levels but do not present any further examples of or 

discussion on what such a combination might entail. An interpretation of what Wyn and Whyte 

means with ‘effective agency’ is that they evaluate agency on its efficiency in being directed at 

making change at the structural and societal level. The present study is as earlier mentioned not 

aiming at evaluating the potentials for promoting systemic changes by way of the (youth-) food 

justice movement but has its primary focus in the factors that make this context a ‘good place to 

learn’ for structurally disadvantaged or marginalized youth in exploring how it shapes the relation 

the pedagogical intentions and the agency, learning and identity constructive outcomes among the 

youth52. One could say that this more pragmatic approach to agency is also visible in the way the 

program focuses on the individual and closer social contexts for the changes it wishes to frame but at 

the same time relates its practices as contributing to changes in the wider systemic frame of the food 

system. And here with the point that the work done in the program is framed as doing food justice 

and as such contributing to building an alternative food system with the invitation – not demand – 

                                                           
 

52
 This is however not in opposition to acknowledging the need for challenging the systemic injustices that 

continue to limit and be oppressive factors in the lives of so many.    
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towards youth to identify with, and with the identity as activists. A point in relation to how to define 

an ‘activist’ the analysis has shown that the youth in different ways and degrees do identify as 

activists, with Manuel’s surprise of this being a category not only reserved for ‘smart people’ but also 

for youth like himself, as an example. The more widespread form of an ‘activist’ identity can also be 

argued to be expressed in the way the youth in general talk about how they wish to impact their 

parents and family, especially when it comes to food, and here with the a role of agents of change.  

A central analytical finding in the study is the ‘life changing’ and identity constructive outcome of the 

program participation. This finding was confirmed and further explored in the follow-up study and 

here the narrative conceptualization of ‘turning points’ (Hackstaff, Kupferberg et al. 2012) was 

important in understanding the specific factors that made a difference for the youth. These turning 

points are also central to understand as situations and contexts where it was possible to mobilize a 

power or an agency in relation to important areas where youth had been struggling.  To 

conceptualize these ‘turning points’ as agency it is relevant to look at the distinction made by 

Spencer and Doull (Spencer, Doull 2015) between agency as ‘affect’ or ‘effect’. Spencer and Doull 

advocate for a focus on the processes where agency is produced – here conceptualized as affective 

experiences – emotions, feelings, perceptions – as subjective experiences in triggering the 

production of power.  

The analysis has shown how the program in general is addressing affective aspects and needs of the 

youth – both in the sense of building friendships and the mentor-mentee relations with staff and 

here with an important aspect expressed by Pablo as the ‘crave for recognition’ - and how this is also 

visible as important aspects in the events that are described as ‘turning points’. In other words, the 

different ways that emotional needs are met and integrated in other activities in the program 

contribute to a very high degree to the general boost in self-confidence – and as a producer of 

power. 

At this point it is important to reflect more critically on both the process that shapes and the 

character of the kind of agency and power that youth develop during their program participation. 

Supplementing the analysis with this more elaborated agency-perspective leads to the suggestion of 

a complex of different forms of agency youth develop, all related to affective experiences.  

This could be a process of an ‘instrumental agency’ that is developed in relation to the job training 

and farming and cooking skills dimension of the program, found in the data as strongly connected 

with feelings of success and accomplishment, which both relates to the explicit demands and 

expectations that helped them become more ‘responsible’ and the embodied feelings of emotions of 
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being able to ‘push through’ and ‘finish strong’ or the feeling of not only knowing how to cook tasty 

food with more vegetables but also to experience and value how one’s food and drinking 

preferences are changing.  

This could also be a process of a ‘communicative or narrative agency’ that emerges when the youth 

slowly develop a courage and motivation to express themselves and share their stories in the wider 

group. Here the data shows a wide range of situations where such a narrative agency was 

experienced as a very emotional, boundary crossing and challenging situation that was accomplished 

by way of the support from the staff and/or the crew of other youth – often referred to as a sign of 

how the space was experienced as ‘safe’.  

What emerges from this re-conceptualization is a more nuanced picture of how the 

affective/emotional dimension plays a central role in developing agencies that are about more than 

cognitive decision making, but involves activation of resources to engage in aspects of one’s life 

situations that in other and more formal educational contexts would be considered ‘private’. Thus a 

preliminary conclusion in understanding the specific factors that make the program such a valued 

space for learning is the way youth feel safe and are invited to address issues that they have been 

struggling with. 

Spencer and Doull's conceptualizations of power (2015:903) can be used to discuss in which ways the 

agency the program supports youth to activate can be expressed as power. 

The first two conceptualizations are the ‘power to’ (the power to influence others) and the ‘power 

within’ (individual’s belief in their personal mastery and control over events and actions). These two 

interpretations are according to Spencer and Doull prominently featured in psychological and/or self-

empowerment literature and here related to notions of ‘subjective agency’ that covers individual 

development of self-esteem, self-efficacy and personal control in order to address health-related 

inequities (ibid:903). One can argue that both these forms of power are produced in for example the 

different co-working situations where youth interact with each other and with staff and negotiate 

different experiences around this and combined with the self-reflective and feed-back giving space of 

‘straight talk’ is connected to increased self-confidence. The ‘power within’ can also be the way the 

learning is individually ‘emancipatory’ and the awareness of how it is established in a social 

framework where individual experience and group dynamics is a central factor in motivating youth to 



 
 

250 
 
 

new choices are available – one can drink when one’s thirsty and the communal meal invites – 

almost53 – everybody to eat.  

The next two conceptualization are ‘power over’ (highlight varying forms of domination – crucially, 

underscoring the power of those to exert control over others) and ‘power through’ (draws attention 

to the more ideological forms of power and the micro-politics of power operating through discursive 

practices) (ibid:903). The ‘power over’ perspective can be said to be in focus in the way the program 

workshops verbalize the conventional food system as limiting the access to healthy and safe food as 

well as how this system via the food justice perspective also is interpreted as exerting a power over 

its employees with bad working conditions etc. The agency that the program here invites youth to 

develop is both a counter-power of stopping eating junk food and drinking sodas and a societal-

historical awareness of the role that social movements have had and continue to play in the area - 

the program included. 

A possible interpretation of the power dynamics in the last perspective of ‘power through’ is a more 

discursive understanding of the power dynamics in the program. With reference to the analytical 

distinction that was made earlier this perspective could point to the existence of two discourses as 

interpretive frameworks in the program – a ‘job training discourse’ and a ‘food system/food justice 

discourse’ with an interesting dynamic between them. This dynamic relates to the earlier discussed 

presence of areas in the program where power is relatively unquestioned and areas where power is 

questioned.  A first suggestion could be to attach the job-training discourse as an area that 

‘dominates’ in the beginning of the program experience where the power in the staff-youth relation 

is  negotiated and established as employer-employee. This discourse is then slowly accompanied by 

the food system/food justice discourse where the power in the staff-youth relation increasingly is 

negotiated as a mentor-mentee relationship or as expressed when the youth come to see the staff as 

their friends. 

How does these conceptualizations of power relate to the earlier analysis of the staff-youth power 

dynamic? An argument could be that the earlier performed analysis adds a more processual and 

social aspect to the understanding of the construction of power. A central point here was how the 

staff-youth power dynamic could be understood through ‘the pedagogical paradox’ highlighting how 

staff’s authority was ‘accepted’ by youth because it was dynamically adjusted to the changes in their 
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own roles as well as it could be understood as building on a form of reciprocity founded in a feeling 

of being selected (=hired) and trusted to be able to perform well and thus wanting to ‘pay back’ and 

show this trust as worthy.  

A final reflection on the importance of the contextualized perspective on agency is the contrastive 

perspective of the program compared to the high school context. With Wyn and White’s earlier point 

about the high school as a place where youth learn how they are situated socially and politically 

(another expression of the hidden curriculum that will be discussed below) one can discuss 

how/whether this learning is contested in the framework of the program? This leads to the 

discussion of the implications of the findings in a critical pedagogical conceptual perspective which 

will be in focus next. 

5.2 The findings related to critical pedagogy, food justice and environmental education 

The discussion will now move on to put the findings into a perspective of the earlier presented 

central debates in the neighboring fields of critical pedagogy, food justice and environmental 

education. The discussion will take its starting point from the two perspectives put forward by 

Crosley (2013) and Gruenewald (2003) because they in different ways problematize a status quo. 

Both authors are concerned with the present state of environmental education and point to an 

incorporation of a critical pedagogical perspective in relation to which the findings of the study can 

be put in perspective. The discussion then moves on to debate the findings with central topics in 

critical case studies of similar programs which point to a mismatch between what was rhetorically 

labeled as a critical pedagogical practice but was found to do something else. With this discussion of 

potentials as well as challenges for practicing critical pedagogies in the ‘crossing field’  between the 

food justice movement and environmental education, the discussion ends with relating the analytical 

findings to central concepts in - and criticisms of - critical pedagogy. 

5.2.1 Potentials - Why Environmental Education needs the Food Justice movement 

Crosley’s (2013) critique of mainstream (American) environmental education as lacking a critical 

engagement with urban areas, and being concentrated mainly on non-urban wilderness contexts and 

as conflated with lecture-based science education was central to her suggestion of an integration of 

environmental education with the food justice movement. Arguments for this was that a food 

justice-perspective can help expand environmental education’s critical explorations of race, culture, 

economics and politics – and providing with contexts for place-based pedagogies that among 

environmental education scholars have been pointed out as a solution to ‘the many ails of 

environmental education’ (ibid). Her argument of posing solutions to these ‘ails’ speaks to the 
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criticism of American EE also put forth by Schusler and Krasny (Schusler, Krasny et al. 2009) as being 

more moralistic and lesser democratic as compared to other countries with a specific mention of 

Scandinavia. The two central factors in this call - ‘critical’ and ‘context’ - can be said to be central in 

critical pedagogy and these themes shall be kept in mind for the upcoming discussion.  

The – big - question that this raises in the relation to the analytical findings is then whether the 

specific program in the study – as a representative of the wider network of similar programs – can 

point to potentials for the youth food justice movement to present solutions to the ailments of 

lecture-based science Environmental Education. This also raises the question in which way this could 

be in the interest of the youth food justice movement, a question that should be addressed in two 

levels: the one of the individual youth and the other of the societal status of the wider movement. An 

answer to this could be formulated in relation to two levels. For the youth it could provide a context 

that could frame and support the transfer of the program learning ‘back’ to the school. For the 

movement, it could provide a more institutionally formalized ‘bridgehead’ that could sanction the 

qualities of the learning in this informal educational setting, successively leading to wider educational 

policy discussions on whether to increase public support to these alternative educational frameworks 

– which then again would be a part of a political decision to pushing the American Environmental 

Education in a more ‘democratic’ direction as debated by Schusler & Krasny (ibid). The collaboration 

with the formal school system and the formal recognition of the program’s contributions now 

appears to be rooted in individual contact teacher’s knowledge of individual youth’s benefits from 

program participation, in other words a knowledge of what the program participation gives to the 

individual youth in the form of different life skills that are valuable in order to make the transition 

from high school to college and in the general outcomes of having become more self-confident and 

motivated for education. Also, the specific topic of Environmental Education did not appear to be on 

the agenda in the dialogue between the program and the local high schools. An additional factor that 

is important to mention here is that such a subject-oriented transfer focus should not be limited to 

high school but expanded to college contexts. This stems from the fact that the program due to its 

focus on supporting youth’s transitions out of the high school frame prioritizes high school seniors 

which means that a large part of the youth will graduate from high school during their program 

participation with the local community college as the next educational stage. 

5.2.2 More potentials - Why Environmental Education and Critical Pedagogy need each other 

The next perspective that suggests a combination of fields of relevance for the discussion of the 

analytical findings in the study was described earlier by Gruenewald (2003). The conceptual links to 

Crosley’s suggestion is the way he adds to ‘context’ and the critical perspective’s wider pedagogical 
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implication. Gruenewald’s suggestion is to combine critical pedagogy with place based education 

with an argument that circles around the limitations that both traditions have when it comes to 

‘context’. Within critical pedagogy Gruenewald sees a limitation in the way Freire’s original emphasis 

on the importance of learners to critically reflecting upon their life situations – their ‘situationality’ - 

and then act upon it, by the fact that current leading theorists within critical pedagogy hasn’t dealt 

with this situationality as something that is placed in an ecological system (a neglect that with 

Freire’s original work being based in a rural context is surprising). This being the central reason why 

place based pedagogies, to which Gruenewald counts Environmental Education, can contribute to 

critical pedagogy. Within place based education - and parallel to Crosley’s critique - Gruenewald 

identifies a parallel neglect in the way this tradition is emphasizing an ecological and rural focus that 

is not related to what he describes as “cultural conflicts inherent in dominant American culture”54 

and a general lack of linking ecological themes with critical themes such as urbanization and the 

homogenization of culture under global capitalism (ibid:4). A perspective that Gruenewald does not 

make, but which is clear in the context of this study, is that this is exactly the topics that are at the 

core of the agenda of the food justice movement.   For Gruenewald these parallel shortcomings 

represent an opportunity for each tradition to be strengthened through borrowing from each other.  

A central point in Gruenewald’s argument is his call for an educational theory that synthesizes 

ecological and social justice concerns, that at the time of his writing still was in an early stage of 

development (ibid:6) and that “if, for example, the environmental crisis cannot be resolved without 

social justice, then ecological educators and critical pedagogues must build an educational 

framework that interrogates the intersection between urbanization, racism, classism, sexism, 

environmentalism, global economics, and other political themes” (ibid). Gruenewald states that this 

is challenging because of the very diverse social experiences produce very diverse and even divergent 

perspectives towards cultural and ecological politics (ibid) – and sees this as a prime argument for a 

‘critical pedagogy of place’ that can challenge people “to reflect upon their own concrete 

situationality in a way that explores the complex relationships between cultural and ecological 

environments”(ibid). The question this rises for the present study is crucial in the sense  – building on 

Crosley’s more recent argument on looking towards the food justice movement – that this still is 

needed.  As noted earlier and building on recent literature searched, this seems to be the case, which 
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then again points to a relevance of the present study and a concrete contour of an emerging 

research field to which it can contribute.  

5.2.3 Challenges - Why the food justice movement needs critical pedagogy  

As examples of how the potentials sketched above may be met with concrete challenges, the two 

critical studies earlier presented programs similar to the one that has been explored in the study will 

now be drawn upon. Both studies confirm the finding that Sutton, Kemp et al. (2006) earlier 

formulated as a need to inform the pedagogies in different urban youth empowerment programs 

with critical pedagogy - both by name and of benefit. The question at this part of the discussion is 

how the analytical findings in the study place itself in relation to these criticisms. The first is 

Weissman’s study of a program that he argued was being de-facto supportive of a neo-liberal agenda 

(Weissman 2015) and the second is Ceaser’s study of a program that he found was reproducing an 

age-based hierarchy with severe consequences for youth participation and motivation (Ceaser 2014).  

In relation to Weissman’s criticism one can say that there is a strong focus on ‘entrepreneurialism’ in 

the program as well as through the ‘job-training discourse’ a big emphasis on labor force 

socialization. The analysis identified however also the another ‘balancing’ discourse - the ‘food 

system / food justice discourse’ which strongly permeates the program and in different contexts  

presents youth to different tools for doing social justice and support youth in developing a historical 

and political awareness and to identify as activists and agents of change. In relation to Ceaser’s 

critique the analyses in the present study found an almost oppositional practice with a few 

interesting points for reflection. The first point is that the youth in the present study express a lack of 

hierarchy – mostly expressed in describing the program as in contrast to the high school. The analysis 

has also shown that the age-inequality that can be found in the beginning of the program cycle with 

the employer-employee relation as important, the program elegantly manages to re-define and re-

negotiate this relation into a mentor-mentee or partner or friend-relation that by the youth is 

expressed to be central for the more egalitarian ‘vibe’ of the program. A central factor in this is the 

way staff dynamically manages their roles in the different phases, with the role as a co-worker next 

to the youth as a constant. 

Both critical studies are interesting in the way they point to a contrast between rhetoric and practice, 

and confirm the relevance in Sutton, Kemp et al.’s call for critical pedagogies in urban youth 

empowerment programs that work with food and farming. The discussion will therefore look at how 

the analyses of the present program can be further elaborated with concepts from – and criticisms of 

- critical pedagogy. 
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5.2.4 Solutions? - What the findings and critical pedagogy can show each other  

The discussion so far has shown a range of potentials as well as challenges for practicing critical 

pedagogies in the ‘crossing field’ between the food justice movement and environmental education. 

The discussion will therefore now problematize how the analytical findings relate to central concepts 

in - and criticisms of - critical pedagogy. 

Challenges for critical pedagogy were  described earlier as partly stemming from the limitations of 

the class room – though interestingly not with this institutional framework as the limiting factor but 

the way the central concept and learning goal of ‘critical reflexivity’ is practiced. Additional 

challenges for practicing critical pedagogy are related to addressing the ‘hidden curriculum’ and the 

power dynamic between teachers and students inherent in this will be the main themes to be 

discussed now. 

With reference to the research goal and questions of the study, the discussion will intend to  

approach the limits of practicing critical pedagogy as related to the context in which it typically is 

practiced (the formal school system) and why informal educational contexts such as the youth food 

justice movement – as the analyses have shown - may have a key to offer frameworks for designing 

pedagogies that shape a learning where not only individual agency and identity construction can be 

supported but also a mobilization of democratic  participation in movements for social and food 

justice can occur.  

Critical reflexivity, hidden curriculum and empowerment 

Starting with the central critical pedagogical learning goal of ‘critical reflexivity’ this has been defined 

and discussed in the works of Paolo Freire  as an awareness building that can lead to action and 

increased democratic participation (Freire 2007 (1970)). A general perspective on the program’s 

pedagogical practice could be that this is practiced in the program in the way it exemplifies the 

Freirean method of promoting such an awareness building conceptualized as ‘reading and naming 

the world’ – the process of interpreting giving existing conditions and practices and give these new 

meanings - as a central method as a first step in promoting a critical thinking that can lead to action 

and change. Building to this perspective one can point to the tales of the ethnography and the 

analysis and how it here has been shown how these processes of ‘reading and naming’ is established 

in an interpretive framework in the form of a critical systemic perspective on the food system 

contextualizes a large part of the activities where the food and farming in different ways are 

interacting with and related to youths’ own life situations.  
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The critique of why critical pedagogy and its project of ‘empowerment’ often goes wrong was earlier 

dealt with by Flores (2004)  in her elaboration of paradoxes around the practice of critical pedagogy 

in an American university and college context. The main paradoxes circle around the two main 

notions of ‘hidden curriculum’ and ‘empowerment’ they will here be discussed in relation to the 

general learning goal of ‘critical reflexivity’ and the analytical findings in the study.  

Apple (Apple 1975:99) defines the ‘hidden curriculum’ as “a network of assumptions that, when 

internalized by students, establishes the boundaries of legitimacy … since at no time are the 

assumptions articulated or questioned” (ibid:99). Though the analysis has shown that the staff 

explicitly strives to explicate norms and expectations as well as invite youth to contribute to 

agreement on shared values and ‘leave as little as possible for the youth to decipher’ as a staff 

person formulated it, one need to ask whether there are also implicit values, a hidden curriculum 

that establishes boundaries of legitimacies that are neither articulated or questioned? This question 

is also relevant in relation to the earlier presented analysis (Ceaser 2014) of a similar program that 

showed a contrast between a social justice and empowerment rhetoric and an actually experienced 

‘adultism’.  

Here one can ask if there, despite of the explicated wish to ‘leave as little for the youth to decipher as 

possible’ are implicit values that are not articulated or questioned?  

One perspective here could be that the strong focus on ‘work ethic’ is the expression of such a value, 

in the way that ‘working hard’ is a culturally value that plays a central role in the program’s pedagogy 

- and not is questioned.  

Another perspective could be that this value is, if not ‘questioned’ then clearly re-negotiated as a 

powerful tool for individual empowerment as well as building social bonds and – as Marisol earlier 

expressed it – a foundation for the friendships that pave the ground for the gradual communicative 

and more emancipatory learning.   

A third perspective on this could be that there is a form of a hidden curriculum at stake in the 

analytical finding that covers the youth’s surprise over the outcome of the program experience as 

being about far more than the instrumental learning of different skills and perks that made them 

apply in the first place. The hidden curriculum thus became unveiled and it manifested the ‘real’ 

project as being about identity construction and life changings. This would then again make it a 

‘temporal hidden curriculum’ in the sense that it – from the youth perspective - is there at the 

beginning but gradually and eventually becomes visible and verbalized, as shown in the analyses.  
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A further factor that is both related to the ‘hidden curriculum’ and to the goal of developing critical 

reflexivity is the explicit way of situating the activities in a socio-political as well as historical context 

and the way youth’s selves and life situations are engaged. This is an additional area where the 

program appears to meet the challenges and criticisms put forth by Flores who argues that students’ 

own life situations have to be at the core of the critical reflection in order to be ‘genuinely 

emancipatory’ (Flores 2004).  

This understanding of critical self-reflection is central to the definition of ‘empowerment’ that earlier 

was cited from Simon (1987:374) as being about identification of oppressive and unjust relations, 

and to enable those who have been silenced to speak. The tendency in much critical pedagogy to 

keep the critical reflections on a general level and not incorporate students’ own life situations is at 

the core of Flores’ argument and here she also quotes Simon to illustrate how the critical reflexivity - 

must imply critical self-reflexivity and “seeking to transcend or exceed the limitations of our own 

truths as inherent in possible collective social realities, and in a process of critical self-reflection that 

we can begin to confront the often painful possibilities resulting from analysis of the “taken-for-

granted ways of thinking which justify war, racism, and indifference to human suffering” (Simon, 

1987, p. 377).  

The general approach to critical reflexivity that many critical pedagogues have practiced should thus 

make room for “a serious dialogue (perhaps even a struggle) over assigned meaning, over the 

interpretation of experience, and possible versions of ‘self’”” (p. 379). 

One may argue that this in many ways is a characteristic of the reflexivity that youth are experiencing 

in the program, in the way the program meets this critique and has been found to be individually 

transformative and bring change to youths’ actions and aspirations.  

The findings are also in line with Gruenewald’s argument that is formulated similar to Flores’ point 

above as the need to incorporate the students’ own spatiality – life contexts in the critical reflection 

and context for acting upon these reflections. Where Flores can be understood as arguing for 

incorporating a form of experiential learning in order to make the individual and social change 

possible Gruenewald’s argument is that an ecological and environmental place based tradition is 

exactly what is needed in order to provide the context for change – because the environmental and 

ecological aspect is inseparable from wider problems related to social justice.  

The final aspect of the discussion of the findings as an empowerment process must not only look at 

the youth perspective on this but also return to the analysis of the staff roles and perspectives. A 
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further example of discussing the staff perspective can be done by relating it to the analysis and the 

feminist discussion put forth by Ellsworth (1989) who makes an analysis that supports the points 

made by Flores’ and identifies a central problematic in the practice of critical pedagogy which is 

relevant for two of the findings in this study. 

The first and general problem is that critical pedagogy according to Ellsworth is based  on ‘rationalist 

assumptions’ that give rise to repressive myths with a series of assumptions, goals and implicit power 

dynamics that if not addressed by critical pedagogues they  will “continue to perpetuate relations of 

domination in the classrooms” (ibid:297). One of the main problems is the critical pedagogical 

practice that assumes that students can engage each other in the classroom as fully rational subjects 

but because of the ‘rationalist assumption’ the actual incorporation of students’ own subjective 

experiences of different forms of oppression are not valued in the same way as the more analytic 

and generalizing perspective that dominates. This way of practicing a rationalist critical pedagogy is 

thus contributing to the lack of genuine empowerment because students are forced to present their 

experiences as something partial that has to be argued for. The rationalist approach creates a climate 

in the classroom where the expression of knowledge that is grounded in “immediate emotional, 

social and psychic experiences of oppression” is not valued (ibid:305).  

The second problem covers the same conflict that earlier was theorized through the pedagogical 

paradox, but without making the reference to this concept. Ellsworth criticizes the paradox that 

critical pedagogy theorists not has analyzed yet formulated “a program for reformulating the 

institutionalized power imbalances between themselves and their students, or the essentially 

paternalistic project of education itself” (ibid:306). She describes three strategies to counter this 

problem. The first are different “[s]trategies of student empowerment and dialogue [that] gives the 

illusion of equality while in fact leaving the authoritarian nature of the teacher/student relationship 

intact” (ibid). The key concept of ‘empowerment’ practiced in this way is treating the symptoms but 

“leaves the disease unnamed and untamed” (ibid).  

A second strategy is suggested by Ellsworth a step in becoming more reflective of this power 

inequality between teacher and student could be to “make the teacher more like the student by 

redefining the teacher as a learner of the student’s reality and knowledge” (ibid) and cites Giroux for 

arguing for a pedagogy where teachers are attentive to the histories, dreams and experiences that 
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students bring to school55. Ellsworth, though very positive of this step, makes the point that Giroux 

does not problematize nor theorize the implied superiority of the teacher.  

The third strategy is to “acknowledge the ‘directiveness’ or ‘authoritarianism’ of education as 

inevitable and judge particular power imbalances between teacher and student to be tolerable or 

intolerable depending upon towards what and with whom [they are] directive56 (ibid:307). Ellsworth 

further defines ‘acceptable imbalances’ as “those in which authority serves ‘common human 

interests by sharing information, promoting open and informed discussion, and maintaining itself 

only through the respect and trust of those who grant the authority”57. Ellsworth continues that “in 

such cases, authority becomes emancipatory authority” (ibid).  

The theorizing of the staff-youth power relation as a pedagogical paradox appears thus to be an 

answer to the call that Ellsworth makes – both in the general ‘blind spot’ of theorizing the teacher-

student relationship in critical pedagogical educational contexts and in relation to the third strategy 

of the ‘emancipatory authority’ – with the important context from the analysis of how the authority 

of staff is granted by youth in the program.  

This is in line with Kirylo (2011) and Siry & Lang’s (2010) description cited in Kincheloe, McLaren and 

Steinberg (Kincheloe, McLaren et al. 2011) of central elements in Paolo Freire’s work on teacher 

authority: “Teachers, he told us, cannot deny their position of authority in such a classroom. It is the 

teacher, not the students, who evaluates student work, who is responsible for the health, safety and 

learning of students. To deny the role of authority the teacher occupies is insincere at best, dishonest 

at worst. Critical teachers, therefore must admit that they are in a position of authority and then 

demonstrate that authority in their actions in support of students. One action involves the ability to 

conduct research and produce knowledge. The authority of the critical teacher is dialectical; as 

teachers relinquish the authority of truth providers, they assume the mature authority of facilitators 

of student inquiry and problem posing. In relation to such teacher authority, students gain their 

freedom – they gain the ability to become self-directed human beings capable of producing their 

own knowledge” (Kincheloe, McLaren et al. 2011)   

Thus the earlier presented analysis of the staff perspective that was performed in the realm of a 

classical pedagogical discussion (the pedagogical paradox) has been situated in relation to central 
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 Quoted from Shor and Freire, What is the ‘Dialogic Method’ of teaching (n/y).  
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260 
 
 

criticisms of critical pedagogy – a criticism that the practice in the program in general can be said to 

meet on central points. A final point that needs to be made regards the significance of the fact that 

the staff role dynamics that have been found to be crucial are more accessible to practice for a 

program staff than for a teacher in the formal school system. For the latter the roles are more rigid 

and fixed where for the program staff the institutional positioning of being outside the formal 

schooling system opens for the important role dynamic. A dynamic where staff can start positioning 

themselves as bosses with an explicit association with an authority to hire and fire - and then 

gradually change this to be more of a partner, mentor and friend.    

A final reflection in the discussion suggest that the reason why the program gains so much 

identification from youth is because it solves essential challenges of identity construction – not only 

on an individualistic level but also on a social/collective level – and thus appears to incarnate a 

contrast to the formal schooling system as found in the analyses of youth’s reflections on the 

difference between high school learning and program learning. 

This points to understanding the general context for the youths’ buy-in and ownership to educational 

environment that the program establishes as also defined by the experiences with and socialization 

in the educational context that youth comes from – and for a part of them also returns to: the high 

school. The study has produced and analyzed data about the significance of this contrastive space in 

the learnings of the youth but an interesting perspective that generalizes this finding in the study is 

found in the questions Beattie raise in her critique of secondary schools in the United States: 

Secondary schools (students aged 14 to 18) in the United States are founded on an industrial 

era model. They remain inflexible, constrained by rigid schedules and compartmentalized 

learning. Students tend to be passive recipients of their education, assuming few decision-

making roles. Uniformity and obedience are highly prized by adults. In conversation, a student 

once shared her frustration of living in this culture, ‘In high school, I am unlearning how to use 

my voice.’ This reality stands in stark contrast to the developmental needs of adolescents or 

individuals of any age for that matter. Humans thrive when we feel valued as partners in 

meaningful relationships, doing relevant work toward a common goal. Partnership fosters 

ownership; ownership sparks motivation; motivation drives learning. Why then, at a time 

when adolescents most need to affirm their identity and value in the world, do we ask them to 

become passive, obedient, and voiceless? What is the cost of this reality for all students, but 

particularly for those who already feel devalued and disempowered? (Beattie 2012:158) 
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5.2.5 The findings in dialogue with educational anthropology and critical youth studies 

The findings can also be related to the tensions mentioned earlier in educational anthropology – 

where is education, education as continuity or change. In relation to the first tension the study has 

explored and theorized a pedagogy-learning relation in an institutional context outside the formal 

education system that has been found to be very educational on many levels – one being that youth 

here express to having obtained skills that they need as in opposition to what they – don’t – learn in 

high school. Another level is the potentials for framing the program as a general and important 

producer of motivation and specifically as a contributor to environmental educational learning goals.  

Another relevant aspect in discussing and situating the study is in relation to debates within general 

anthropological studies on how citizens are formed. Here I will specifically draw on Levinson’s 

discussion anthropological studies on democratic citizenship and civic education in both formal and 

informal settings (Levinson 2011).  Levinson sets off from a reflection on a quote from the founder of 

anthropology of education George Spindler (Spindler 1974) that from an anthropological perspective 

all education is citizenship education. Levinson agrees with this insofar as ‘virtually all education, in 

and out of school, constructs identities and orients moral conduct for group life’, but wishes to build 

a more explicitly political conception of citizenship, defining it as “constituted by the meanings, rights 

and obligations of memberships in publics, as well as the forms of agency and modalities of 

participation implicated by such membership” (ibid:280). Levinson wishes to put emphasis on forms 

of action and subjectivity that are oriented to a public – the diverse social space beyond close kin and 

consociates, but not fully encompassed by the state (Ibid). With reference to Anderson (Anderson 

2011) Levinson reminds that citizenship is not merely a juridical status granted by a state but a 

reciprocally engaged relationship between persons in the public sphere. Providing a state-of-the-art 

of anthropological studies of citizenship education in the American context – which appears to be 

minimal, Levinson argues for a renovated anthropology of education that engages in questions of 

political agency and critical theoretical discourses in order to link informal processes of identity 

formation to both the political-economic forces that sponsor and construct educational programs for 

creating ‘democratic’ publics, and the social groups and movements that create counterpublics 

(ibid:283).  Levinson (2011) also points that “the trend in US public education has been to eschew a 

central commitment to educating democratic citizens in favor of drilling and testing in academic 

‘basics’ “ (ibid:282).  

In relation to (critical-) youth studies one can discuss how a central trait of the program under study 

is the way it provides a context for youth to negotiate and construct of social identities; can be 
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argued to be a central part in the high degree of buy-in, of ownership, of motivation that the youth 

express.  
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Chapter 6 The study as a collaborative tale 

The last arc in the ethnographic narrative covers the content in and outcome of how the findings in 

the study were ‘given back’ to the program with two cases to show how the study in general can be 

discussed as a ‘collaborative tale’ (Gullion 2015). A central element in the contract between the 

researcher and the program, as expressed in the Memorandum of Understanding, was a mutual wish 

that the study could contribute constructively to the ongoing development of the program and 

provide the program staff with new critical and theoretically informed perspectives on their work. 

Apart from the increased reflexivity that the general presence of a researcher throughout the long 

period of fieldwork was likely to create through e.g. staff’s participation in the ethnographic 

interviews in the study, it was arranged to present the research towards the end of the study and 

also discuss the possible applications of the findings in the program’s strategic planning.  

The first case draws on two occasions where the evaluation practices of the program were debated 

with the input of external perspectives of the researcher. The second case took place towards the 

end of the research project when the draft versions of the final analyses were presented for 

discussion, this time also with a debate on the possible application into the daily practice in the 

program. These two cases will now be described as ‘collaborative tales’. 

Collaborative tale I - debating evaluation practices 

During fieldwork it was observed how staff at specific times during the spring and summer would ask 

youth to fill out different survey forms.  One example was a ‘Week Two Professionalism Check-In’ 

that was handed out in the second week of the summer program, a form that can be interpreted as 

an element in the ‘tone setting’ and general awareness of being in a job training program and a 

specific awareness among the youth about their own professionalism. The form contained 12 

questions with examples as ‘Are you showing up on time?’; ‘Is your language professional on the job’; 

‘Are you increasing your pace?’; ‘Are you helping out other members of the crew when you finish a 

task first?’; ‘Are you talking AND working’?’ or ‘Are you finishing strong EVERY DAY?’. Here the youth 

is asked to rate themselves in a scale between 1 (never), 3 (sometimes) and 5 (always).  The 

interesting thing about this form is that it is not collected by staff but remains in the hands of the 

youth and can thus be interpreted as a tool intended to increase youth’s self-reflexivity about 

‘professionalism’ in the way it rehearses phrases that youth regularly hear staff say when 

commenting on youth’s performance during the daily farming work. Another interesting aspect of 

the form is the question that asks how ‘clear headed’ youth comes to work (meaning not being 

affected by substances). This can be interpreted as reflecting the program’s experience from earlier 

years with a large group of youth struggling with substance abuse and a way to direct attention to 
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this. In relation to this connection between and ‘outside’ health related habit with a potential 

negative impact on the youth’s performance in the program it is interesting that it doesn’t ask to the 

youths’ breakfast habits, as these also could be expected to impact youths’ performance in the 

program, concretely the ability to work hard in the fields. The forthcoming analysis will look 

specifically on this and other aspects around learning through food and farming.  

The other example of collecting youth surveys was part of the ongoing monitoring of the relation 

between the program activities and what the program defines as central learning goals58.  As with the 

professionalism survey youth were to answer the questions on a graduated scale between 1 (strongly 

disagree) and 5 (strongly agree). A recurring discussion topic on staff meetings in relation to debating 

the results of these surveys was whether the survey was capable of grasping the learning. Here the 

paradoxes staff identified when receiving answers from youth that radically differed from the 

changes staff had observed occur over a longer time span, for instance if the youth reported not to 

eat more fruit and vegetables when staff had actually noticed a big change in this.  One can say that 

staff also practices a more qualitative approach to evaluating the learning in the way concrete 

measures to support specific youth in their progression was a recurring topic in the dialogue 

between staff and junior staff in the planning and evaluation meetings throughout the summer. This 

is clear when referring to different previous tales in the preceding tales of the ethnography where 

the centrality of observing and giving feed-back to youth is described. The survey can be seen as 

expressing the staff’s wish also to produce quantitative data on the impacts of their work, both for 

putting in perspective the outcome of the pedagogical effort internally but also as strategic evidence 

to communicate towards external collaboration partners and donors. A central point when reflecting 

on evaluation practices is that the knowledge it produces always is framed within a special paradigm, 

i.e. the evidence of specific behavioral changes that external funders may find crucial in order to 

decide on/continue supporting the non-profit’s work.  

As a researcher I was invited to contribute to this debate and offered possible interpretations of this 

paradox. One interpretation was to understand why youth might feel it difficult to connect a learning 

they were in the middle of processing with the specific phrasing and scaling options in the forms. The 

situation of filling out of the survey could be interpreted as positioning youth more as high school 

                                                           
 

58
 Improved leadership skills; More comfortable public speaking; Like healthy food more; Eat more fruit & 

vegetables; Interested in balancing private budget, Parent cooks with more fruit & vegetables; Better 
communicator; Comfortable with recipe; Know what a food system is; Work better in groups; Cook more often; 
Learned how to farm; Prepared to get/keep a job; Feel more confident; Read food labels; Open to trying 
healthy foods; Exercise more; Spend more time outdoors.  
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students with an individual and positivist oriented learner role that contrasts with the role of a 

situated learner in the more socially supported and context based learning in the program. This could 

also explain why the survey apparently failed to grasp what staff saw as clear changes in youth 

choices around ‘diet’ and preferences around food through requesting the rational/academic 

reflection  required in order to answer a survey that reflects that change as specific and gradable – 

‘are you a 1 or a 3 or a 5’?  

Following this a further interpretation of the paradox could be seeing it as a sign of that though the 

program put a big emphasis on youth expressing themselves there was still a need to rethink how 

much of the learning that still was ‘silent’. This specific interpretation connects to the wider 

conceptualization of the youth learning in the program as related to factors around storytelling and 

audience that was presented and discussed with the staff as well.  

Collaborative tale II - presenting the research findings 

This final tale – and last arc in the ethnographic narrative - took place close to the finishing of writing 

the thesis. Here the findings were presented to the main actors, the program staff, which in the first 

instance opened their doors and made the research possible. Thus, towards the end of the writing 

process with the analyses approaching a degree of saturation, the findings were presented to the 

staff. Since the year of the fieldwork the program had undergone several changes. Due to a 

successful funding strategy the budget had increased which led to an increase in the number of 

youth served as well as an increase in the number of staff employed. As one of the original and 

founding staff members had chosen to leave, 3 new staff persons had been employed – a change 

that also meant that the staff group now included persons with a Latin American background, 

meeting an important concern for the program as well as a general topic discussed in critical studies 

on food justice movement in general that were mentioned earlier. A further change was the 

expansion of the program activities in the poorer south county that also was discussed in the 

racialized geographies-section earlier which meant that the program now had moved closer to the 

socio-geographical context of the youth it wanted to serve. As the majority of staff were now ‘new’ 

to the history of the program-researcher collaboration, the general approach of the study, the 

applied and scientific relevance, the methodology and the main points in the analysis and discussion 

were presented. The presentation and dialogue had a positive impact on the analytical choice in 

focusing the analysis of youth learning around the topics of ‘food’ and ‘voice’ as well as a discussion 

of storytelling as a central element in pedagogy and learning that was discussed earlier.  
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It was also considered to present the findings to the youth, by inviting the group of key informants 

for a discussion workshop but due to limited time resources this equally important feedback measure 

was postponed to take place after the submission of the thesis.  

Concluding reflections on the applied and collaborative dimensions of the study will be presented in 

the conclusion that now follows. 
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Chapter 7 Conclusion 

The conclusion restates the general goal and questions of the study and summarizes the main 

findings. It also presents suggestions for research and practical applications of the new knowledge 

that the study has produced. The conclusion also reflects on some of its own limitations and indicates 

a series of recommendations for further research.  

7.1 Goals and findings   

The study was designed on the basis of a general applied interest in producing knowledge that could 

address the intersection between the societal challenge around the ‘motivational crisis’ among youth 

in the formal education system and the question of how to design educational initiatives that can 

contribute to increased inclusion of different groups of ‘marginalized’ youth in education and society.   

The scientific goal in the study grew from an initial knowledge and curiosity of the practice in a 

specific Californian youth food justice program and a question of how the pedagogical practice and 

the youth learning outcomes could be explored empirically and theoretically interpreted, discussed 

and reconceptualized. With an educational anthropological and critical youth studies approach as a 

starting point, literature searches showed that the few studies that had been made on the specific 

empirical area – the American youth food justice movement - primarily had been scientifically 

approached as environmental education settings or via a status as urban youth empowerment 

programs as being in need of a clearer critical pedagogical profile.  

The literature searches resulted in the formulation of three specific research questions that focused 

on A) the role of food and farming as central elements in the framework of the program; B) a youth 

perspective on agency, learning and identity construction and C) a staff perspective on role design 

and management. The methodology of the study was both informed by the way the area had been 

approached from different research areas (critical pedagogy, food justice and environmental 

education) and a wish to approach the area with a more exploratory focus. The main outcomes will 

be concluded upon now, with a special point in showing how the answers to the three questions are 

interwoven.  

A general finding and paradox in the studied program can be articulated as the way it both identifies 

as a part of a social movement (thus situating itself as counter-culture) and at the same time plays a 

role of being integrated with and supportive to the formal educational system. This goes for both the 

status of youth being able to get credits from participating in the program as it goes for the broader 

significance the program has for the youth as they return to either their high school or transition into 

college.  The study has shown how this paradox is very interestingly translated into a pedagogical 
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practice and operationalized in different ways in the different program phases. It also causes a big 

and positive difference in the lives of the youth that participated in the study as key informants. A 

main finding in relation to this addresses the first research question and follows from the way food 

and farming was used as in a pedagogical practice as ‘vehicles’, tools or media for different processes 

that framed the development of youth’s’ agency, learning and identity construction.  

Here two interpretive frameworks are central in order to understand the different ways that the 

activities around food and farming were given meaning and even more important how they are 

dynamically contributing to changing positions of both staff and youth.  

The first interpretive framework showed how the job training aspect of the program activities 

support the gradual change in the learning process. Here the change went from an instrumental and 

more skills oriented learning to an emancipatory and more identity formative learning. This was 

exemplified in the way youth leave the program with new self-images and increased self-confidence. 

A central understanding of this was shown in the way the job training interpretive framework 

gradually became emancipatory because it made youth accept being challenged, not only in relation 

to physical performance but also in relation to public speaking and self-expression through different 

communicative practices, with the regular practice of ‘straight talk’ as a central factor. In the 

beginning, the challenges were mainly in relation to performance and work ethic. This process was 

supported by the co-working around farming and cooking and the way this framed relation building 

with friendships between youth and the mentor-mentee relations between youth and staff. Through 

this a gradual social construction of a ‘safe space’ created a supportive framework of sharing and 

storytelling where youth were challenged to ‘find their voices’ and address issues of personal 

challenges that they were struggling with.  

The second interpretive framework covers the way food justice and with that the way food and 

farming and a food systems thinking was used to support the gradual change in the learning process 

in the program. Here the change was supported by the way youth were invited to develop a critical 

reflexivity as consumers where both the growing, cooking and communal meals in the program as 

well as the nutrition and food justice contextualization of the workshops played a role in framing a 

change in the youth’s eating preferences in a more healthy direction . A further aspect of this and 

why the food justice interpretive framework is experienced as relevant for the youth is the way the 

critical reflexivity also connected the program activities with food and farming to the individual socio-

cultural backgrounds of the youth, of whom many had parents or relatives that were working with 

farming or had a family history of immigration related to farming.   
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Both interpretive frameworks are central in understanding the dynamics around the design of staff 

roles and the way youth’s agency, learning and identity construction was found to develop in the 

program.  

In relation to the specific question of the youth perspective, the findings were theorized and 

reconceptualized to understand the learning as dynamically constructed in relation to changing 

positionings throughout the program phases. This learning had both instrumental, communicative 

and emancipatory dimensions. The analysis showed how the communicative dimension not only 

produced meaning with reference to the two interpretive frameworks above but also how 

storytelling was a central element in connecting the different dimensions in the learning to a 

coherent whole for the individual youth. The communicative dimension was found to mediate the 

more skills focused instrumental learning – to be able to perform well in the field or in an interview 

or to be able to do a presentation - and transforming it into a more emancipatory learning through 

the way the storytelling evolved. A central factor that supported this was related to the way the 

program emerged as a ‘safe space’ that led youth to share more personal struggles and challenges 

and thus making the learning increasingly identity formative – and ‘life changing’ as many youth 

expressed it.  

A finding that was central to understanding and conceptualizing this dimension in the learning was 

the theorizing around agency and specifically how the affective/emotional dimension was addressed 

and played a central role in developing agencies that involved not only cognitive decision making, but 

also mobilized resources that made youth use the program space to engage in aspects of their life 

situations that in other and more formal educational contexts would be considered ‘private’.  

This reconceptualization of the learning in the program also points to why the program gained such a 

high degree of ‘buy-in’ and ownership from the youth is because it presented the youth to an 

educational framework with a wide range of opportunities and resources for identity construction – 

not only on an individual level but also on a social/collective level – and thus appeared to incarnate a 

contrast to the formal schooling system as found in the analyses of youth’s reflections on the 

difference between high school learning and program learning. 

In relation to the specific question of the staff perspective, the analysis identified a professional role 

practice that was highly self-reflective and dynamically constructed. The empirical finding showed 

how staff constructed an authority and authenticity that accompanied a pedagogical practice where 

modeling, phrased as ‘walking the walk’, was a central element. The reflexivity in this role 

management was theorized though the classical concept of ‘the pedagogical paradox’ and pointed to 
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exactly the modeling and ‘walking the walk’ as central factors that made youth value the role of staff 

and grant them the authority and value the challenges that they were exposed to in both physical 

performance and the more emancipatory and identity constructive dimensions of the learning 

processes. This theorizing of the staff’s role management and pedagogical practice was 

contextualized in the wider theoretical framework of critical pedagogy. The program’s pedagogical 

practice was found to meet central areas of the critique that has been directed at critical pedagogy.  

These areas relate to the form of ‘critical reflexivity’ that was developed in the program, to questions 

of power dynamics in processes of empowerment and to the institutional aspect of the specific form 

of ‘placed based education’ that was practiced in the program. 

In relation to ‘critical reflexivity’ the critiques of a tendency in much critical pedagogy to keep the 

students’ critical reflections on a general ‘rationalistic’ level and not incorporate students’ own life 

situations and experiences was also found to be met in the program.  This was shown in the way 

individual youth experience, reflexivity and expressivity was supported especially in the mentorship 

relations to staff and how this was found as having a strong emotional dimension central to the 

positive increase in self-confidence that the youth expressed.  

The study also found that the pedagogical practice in the program presented an answer to central 

critiques of critical pedagogy of not addressing nor theorizing the implicit power structures that 

always will be a part of educational situations. The discussion suggested that the staff was practicing 

an ‘emancipatory authority’ because of the reflexivity about power that was found around the 

challenges for role management. This was explained by the way the staff could make use of the 

pedagogical paradox because of the institutional setting – not only because it was place based and 

outside the formal educational system, but because the status of the program - as a job where youth 

were hired, and could be fired – provided the staff with the initial role and power as bosses that then 

gradually could become re-negotiated and transformed into what the youth experienced as more 

egalitarian positions as mentors, partners and friends. A further aspect that was important was how 

this power dynamic was central in making it possible to establish the central ethos in the pedagogical 

framework of ‘challenging’ and ‘pushing of boundaries’. 

7.2 Contributions  

The study’s contributions to research and practice will here be suggested.  

The study’s contributions to research stems from the outcome of having reconceptualized a 

pedagogical practice and produced a new theoretical understanding of a program pedagogy that 



 
 

271 
 
 

both has been found to present answers to central criticisms of critical pedagogy through place 

based pedagogy and to the debate on addressing the ‘ails’ of (American-) environmental education 

through looking towards the food justice movement.  The central contribution of the study lies in the 

way it has addressed the field – the youth food justice movement – with reference to these already 

formulated research positions and at the same time explored and re-conceptualized staff 

perspectives on pedagogical practice and youth perspectives on agency, learning and identity 

construction. With this frame of reference and with these reconceptualizations the study can 

contribute to the call for a ‘critical pedagogy of place’ that earlier was formulated by Gruenewald,  as 

an argument for a continued research focus on the importance of exploring and theorizing the youth 

food justice movement as an informal educational setting that appears to both present solutions to 

the motivational crisis in the formal education system and to promote inclusion in the sense that it 

both prepares youth for transitions into the job- and educational world and motivates them to 

participate in democratic processes ranging from agents of change in the family context to activists 

for food and social justice.  

The study’s contributions to practice can be divided into two areas and socio-political contexts – an 

American and a Danish. 

In the American context, the contributions can be directed towards the specific program in the study 

pointing to the possible relevance also for other and similar programs in the youth food justice 

movement that share the similar pedagogical approach. The contributions are related to the 

potential value of the general re-conceptualization of the pedagogical practice and the youth agency, 

learning and identity construction and it is the hope that this ‘translation’ of the work that is done in 

the program(s) can inspire to the ongoing internal and critical reflection on the approach to the 

youth as belonging to a wider field of research and practice well as in relation to the external 

communication for possible organizational anchoring of the work.  

As it was described both in the methodology, in the ethnography and in the last of the – collaborative 

- ethnographic tales, the study contributed to the program’s practice on several levels. This goes both 

for the way staff reported to experience an increased reflexivity from the ongoing questioning and as 

an outcome of participating in the more formal interview situations as it relates to the specific 

situations where I was invited to give feedback to the program’s evaluation practices. A contribution 

that was made during the last visit where the findings were presented to the staff was a suggestion 

to debate the use of findings around ‘food’ and ‘voice’. Here the debate resulted in an understanding 

of formulating the program’s approach to food as a distinctly community oriented alternative to the 
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individualized and nutritionist oriented approach that youth experience in other educational settings 

and in the society at large. A concrete empirical example to reflect upon was the finding that for the 

majority of the youth in the study the communal meal in the program was the only communal meal 

in their lives. Eating alone was the norm. In relation to ‘voice,’ the debate circled around the central 

significance of storytelling in the program and the relevance of maintaining the learning for the youth 

when they leave the program as a question of ‘continuing to tell the story’ and thus debating where 

the audiences for such a telling could be mobilized. This debate circled around the challenges for 

youth to maintain their community based learnings and how to establish supportive communities 

around cooking, eating and storytelling in other educational contexts.  

In the Danish context, the study’s findings point to the possibilities of contributing to the initial 

agendas that informed the study around the motivational crisis in the education system and the 

development of initiatives that can promote inclusion of marginalized youth in education and 

society.  

One question that is important to pose relates to the need of a general critical reflection on the 

implications of the socio-political context of the study. Concretely the contrast between a non-

welfare society with a ‘non-profit industrial complex’ playing a role that in a Scandinavian welfare 

society historically has been  played by a public, formal and highly professionalized sector. This basic 

difference is not only relevant if  considering a transfer or ‘copying’ of the whole program to a Danish 

context, but is also relevant to the central finding of the status of the program as a job where youth 

choose to apply, are hired and paid - and not a public institution.  

A concrete area that could prove fruitful as a context for making use of the study is the recent 

national social farming initiative that was initiated by the National Organic Growers’ Association. This 

project documented the potentials and challenges of a broad range of existing social farming 

initiatives and showed a rising interest among organic farmers to contribute to different social 

challenges in society but also expressed a concern related to a lack of professional competencies 

among the farmers in doing this. 

This points to a potential interest in establishing an organizational framework similar to the American 

as a context for further development of new professional roles that can bridge the world of farming 

with the demands of emancipatory pedagogy. Here the study can contribute with concrete 

recommendations to pedagogical approach and practice. 
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A factor that played a central role in the American context is the program’s identity as a part of a 

social movement for food justice. The Danish alternative food movement in general mirrors many of 

the critiques that were earlier described in relation to the American food movement. Here the 

agenda of organic and local food can also be accused of being predominantly a middle class 

phenomenon. In the last few years however, a wide range of initiatives have emerged with a more 

social agenda of food culture and growing processes. Though these initiatives could be labeled as 

doing ‘food justice’ a connection to and conceptualization as ‘food justice’ has not yet been made.  

These initiatives are mainly based in local community settings with goals related to integration of 

refugees or to community building between residents in social housing areas in the major cities in 

the country.   

A final reflection of a contribution to the Danish context could be to debate the implications of 

adapting elements in the research in different educational contexts with special interest in the 

borderland of pedagogy and farming. The findings can be considered integrated in the Danish social 

educator’s education, especially the area of youth pedagogy, with the new professional identities 

that can emerge if pedagogues  are also trained with practical skills as farmers – with the bigger 

potentials attached to practicing this if it can be situated in an alternative educational framework as 

already emphasized. 

7.3 Limitations  

A general consideration on the possible limitations in the study must be addressed both in relation to 

the study’s philosophy of science approach and to the concrete ways this was applied in 

methodological an analytical choices. Where the choice of designing a case study of a specific youth 

food justice program was related to the anthropological background of the researcher, the choice of 

primarily focusing on the intra-program factors and not following the youth into other settings of 

their lives was more influenced by time-economic factors than a ignorance of the relevance of 

exploring and problematizing the transfer of learning in the program to other contexts.  

Central factors in the philosophy of science approach was on one side a methodological reflexivity 

towards the dynamics around researcher positioning and the strategy to use an apprenticeship role 

to become accepted in the field as central for the aim of exploring how meaning was negotiated and 

constructed with reference to specific material realties of the actors in the field.    

One aspect that has been described earlier is the contrast between fieldwork as taking place in the  

shared ‘public’ spheres of the program and then the specific situation of ‘mentorship in action’ - 
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where staff and individual youth interacted without the presence of the researcher - that were found 

to be of important significance for the youth learning processes. These situations where the job 

interviews prior to the summer job where individual goals were negotiated and the specific 

situations that for several of the youth were seen as ‘turning points’. The data, however, gave a 

detailed insight into these concrete situations, as it has been shown in in the analyses. As it also was 

mentioned earlier these situations were agreed upon as not to be ‘covered’ by the fieldwork as a 

researcher presence would have created an counterproductive situational imbalance in a moment of 

emotional intensity. Though the analysis has described and discussed central themes in the relation 

between staff and youth a more specific exploration of the one-on-one relations – as it could have 

been explored more thoroughly in the interviews – could have added relevant perspectives to the 

data and analysis.  

A further limitation that characterizes the study is related to gender perspectives. On one side, I have 

described the concrete incidents early in the fieldwork that changed the ratio between boys and girls 

in the group of key informants. Here a deliberate decision was that rather than having a relative 

gender balance in the group of informants, it was decided to prioritize a group of youth that had 

approached me in different co-working situations with a wish to share their perspectives. That this 

resulted in a group of key informants with one exception with the same gender as the researcher is 

also a factor that could be problematized further – or could limit the applicability of the model as a 

solution to gender-related youth issues. 

7.4 Recommendations  

Adding both to the findings as well as the limitations of the study a number of themes for further 

research will be suggested here. The themes should be approached within the continued research 

perspective on potentials and limitations of informal institutional settings to establish youth 

educational frameworks that can address a range of societal and educational agendas. A primary 

perspective should be the applied goal of the design of educational initiatives that can make a 

difference for marginalized youth through an active incorporation and addressing of central societal 

agendas: countering the motivation crisis, promoting inclusion, health, sustainability, social justice 

and democratic participation 

With reference to the earlier mentioned distinction from Gulløv, Valentin et al. (2012) between 

micro-ethnography and macro-structural knowledge a general suggestion for further research is to 

build on the central analytical findings and theorizing to design a larger scale research and 

intervention project that could examine the different themes that have been found to be central 
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around the use of food and farming staff role design and youth agency, learning and identity 

construction. 

Expanding the focus to the wider youth food justice movement would also be relevant for different 

reasons. One can also argue for a degree of relevance of the analyses for more than just the 

individual program that opened its doors for the present study. Due to the fact that more than 125 

programs that define themselves as part of the American Youth Food Justice Movement to a large 

degree share common curricula, the study can also be argued to have relevance in this wider context 

and a dialogue with key actors in this area could point to common areas of research that should be 

expanded in a mixed methods perspective. A concrete example of what such a wider initiative could 

imply could be to focus on the intra-evaluation practices and how these could become more 

integrated into the pedagogical practice as a tool to support the youth learning as  ‘empowering 

evaluations’.  

One of the specific findings that could be relevant for further empirical explorations and theoretical 

discussions is the central role of the body in the learning process. Sub-topics that could be looked at 

here are how the hard work with farming relates to learning around appetite and thirst, and how this 

kind of embodiment relates to the practical work around cooking and to the social space of the 

communal meal. All of these factors have been found to influence the ‘diet change’ that was a clear 

pattern among the youth and a further exploration of this complexity can contribute to research and 

theory that both criticizes nutritionist approaches and suggests alternative strategies to address 

societal challenges around food and eating. An interesting sub-topic to include here could be how 

educational contexts can address youth’s ‘body projects’ as influenced by both individual and 

societal norms in critical and constructive ways.   

Adding to the limitations of the study topics for further research could be:  

Expanding the focus on the gender perspectives will be highly relevant, especially in relation to how 

the topic is discussed in the Danish context with a range of initiatives related to this (Andersen 2014). 

Expanding the focus on how the youth learning is ‘maintained’ in the social and educational contexts 

into which youth transition after their program participation will also be relevant. A topic that could 

be focused on here is the earlier mentioned suggestion of focusing on environmental education as a 

‘bridgehead’ for both individual youth transfer and for how youth food justice programs could 

become more institutionally acknowledged from the formal education’s perspective.   
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A perspective that could be relevant for further research is to relate the area to the theoretical field 

of health education – a perspective with theoretical relevance grounded in the historic connections 

between environmental education and health education. 

Finally, a very relevant extension of the present study could be to focus more on the staff-youth 

relation as a mentor-mentee relation in a cross-disciplinary socio-psychological perspective, a focus 

that could also explore the more therapeutic dimensions of the work in youth food justice programs. 

Adding to this the research that could accompany a process of translating and transfer of knowledge 

between an American and Scandinavian context in a project that used the findings in the present 

study – with this interesting perspectives relating to the dominant welfare state scope in Nordic 

educational anthropology could interact with a researchers of non-formal education in a non-welfare 

society as the American – a project that could be relevant in relation to the broader topic of 

designing alternative and more ‘efficient’ solutions to reaching marginalized youth and promoting 

social inclusion and democratic participation.  

This last suggestion relates to the earlier described tensions in educational anthropology - ‘where is 

education’ and ‘education as continuity or change’ and points to further research. In relation to the 

first tension, the study has explored and theorized a pedagogy-learning relation in an institutional 

context outside the formal education system that has been found to be very educational on many 

levels – one being that youth here express to having obtained skills that they need as in opposition to 

what they – don’t – learn in high school. Another level is the potentials for framing the program as a 

general and important producer of motivation and specifically as a contributor to environmental 

educational learning goals.  

Another suggestion for further research stems from situating the study’s findings in relation to 

debates within general anthropological studies on how citizens are formed. Here I will specifically 

draw on Levinson’s discussion anthropological studies on democratic citizenship and civic education 

in both formal and informal settings (Levinson 2011).  Levinson sets off from a reflection on a quote 

from the founder of anthropology of education George Spindler (Spindler 1974) that from an 

anthropological perspective all education is citizenship-education. Levinson agrees with this insofar 

as ‘virtually all education, in and out of school, constructs identities and orients moral conduct for 

group life’, but wishes to build a more explicitly political conception of citizenship, defining it as 

“constituted by the meanings, rights and obligations of memberships in publics, as well as the forms 

of agency and modalities of participation implicated by such membership” (Ibid:280). Levinson 

wishes to put emphasis on forms of action and subjectivity that are oriented to a public – the diverse 
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social space beyond close kin and consociates, but not fully encompassed by the state (Ibid). With 

reference to Anderson (Anderson 2011) Levinson reminds that citizenship is not merely a juridical 

status granted by a state but a reciprocally engaged relationship between persons in the public 

sphere. Providing a state-of-the-art of anthropological studies of citizenship education in the 

American context – which appears to be minimal - Levinson argues for a renovated anthropology of 

education that engages in questions of political agency and critical theoretical discourses in order to 

link informal processes of identity formation to both the political-economic forces that sponsor and 

construct educational programs for creating ‘democratic’ publics, and the social groups and 

movements that create counter publics (ibid:283).  Levinson (2011) also points that “the trend in US 

public education has been to eschew a central commitment to educating democratic citizens in favor 

of drilling and testing in academic ‘basics’ “ (ibid:282).  

A final suggestion for further research could thus be to situate the program in the study – and the 

wider youth food justice movement - in a research endeavor that answers Levinson’s call for a 

‘renovated anthropology of education’ with analyses of the role the youth food justice movement 

plays in creating ‘democratic’ publics and/or ‘counter publics’. The organizational positioning of the 

youth food justice movement as being both outside and in a collaborative relationship with the 

formal education system with the youth moving between these educational contexts makes further 

research in this area and topic even more interesting. Topics for such a research could add to the 

findings about the contrastive perspectives on agency, learning and identity construction in the two 

contexts with analyses of relations of power and mechanisms of positioning related to youth/student 

and staff/teacher perspectives in both contexts. A specific focus on the role of environmental 

education as a subject that can be ‘‘taught’ and ‘learned’ in both contexts with reference to a shared 

– critical pedagogy– theoretical framework could be included in this with very interesting 

perspectives on a collaborative effort to promote democratic participation of youth. 
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Appendix section – overview  
 

Appendix A: Approval of the study by UC Berkeley 

Appendix B: An example of a consent letter for youth over 18 years of age.  

(Additional forms for parent permissions and assent for youth under 18 years of age as well as staff 

consent forms were also produced.) 

Appendix C: Interview guides - Youth and Staff 

Appendix D: Spring Program Policy and Procedure Manual 
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Appendix B: Example of consent form 
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Appendix C: Interview guides for Youth and Staff 

 

Interview guide - Youth 

1: Youth participating in spring, summer and fall program (to be interviewed towards end of spring 

program and twice during the summer and once in the fall) 

- Personal background and school experience (only spring) 

- Motivation for joining the program (prior knowledge, reaction to the outreach, role of teachers 

etc.)(only spring) 

- Experiences and learnings from taking part in the program: 

- The farm work 

- The workshops (e.g. Food Jeopardy, Youth $ Power) 

- The cooking and eating (your relation to food) 

- The social setting and dynamics of the group (your interaction with other youth) 

- The role of the staff and your interaction with them 

- Examples of important experiences (narratives) 

- What have you learned? (new knowledge, new skills, new understandings etc.) from the 

program, where have you changed? 

- Future plans 

- Open ended reflections – whatever you would like to share about taking part in the program 

2. Additional themes in the summer: 

- Specific questions to new program elements supplemented by themes related to the experience of 

the more intensive schedule  

- Asking to critical reflections on the program in the form of positives and improvables 

3. Additional themes in the fall: 

- Experience and learning from the fall jobs – what is different from the summer? 

- General reflections of learning from the program participation right now 

- Future plans 
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Interview guide - Staff 

Staff are to be interviewed twice in each phase of the program (with the following schedule) 

Interview 1 during or right after spring program: (app. Mid May) 

Theme 1 - basic introduction to the program 

- Your background 

- The story – how did it all start? (Grand Tour) 

- Placing the program in the landscape of similar programs – uniqueness, sister-programs and 

national networks 

- The professional roles and your approaches to youth – the big picture 

- Collaboration with the school system – big picture and examples 

- Procedures of evaluation - examples 

Theme 2 – the enrollment process 

- Describe the elements in the enrollment process 

- Criteria for setting the groups 

- Examples/incidents that have made you do adjustments 

- Examples/incidents that have confirmed the role of elements in the program 

Interview 2 during or right after the spring program (app. mid May) 

Theme 1 - description of the theory of the spring program 

- describe the different elements and pedagogical considerations 

Theme 2 - the practice of the program right now 

- Give a status of the past few weeks of the spring program, examples of ’incidents’ , challenges, new 

learnings etc., this year compared to last year) 

Theme 3 -the role of Junior Staff (JS) 

- What is the function of JS? 

- How is the group recruited and educated? 

- Examples of how the group fulfills its function? 
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Interview 3 during the summer program (app. mid-July) 

Theme 1 - The recruitment process + the theory of the summer program 

- Description of the recruitment process 

- Description of the different elements and your pedagogical considerations 

- Description of your professional role – examples of your interaction with the youth 

Theme 2 - the practice of the program right now 

- Give a status of the past few weeks of the summer program, examples of ’incidents’ , challenges, 

new 

learnings etc., this year compared to last year 

Theme 3 -the role of Junior Staff (JS) 

- A status of the role of JS right now 

Interview 4 after summer program (app. mid-August) 

Theme 1 – perspectives on this year’s summer program 

- highlights from the past weeks 

- adjustments to the plan of the program 
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Appendix D: Spring Program Policy and Procedure Manual 
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