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Youth for Justice Project (YJP) is an Afterschool Arts & 
Advocacy Program, under the leadership of Jesica S. 

Fernández ( jsfernandez@scu.edu), and student facilitators, 
Maria de la Lima and Jacqueline Ramirez, in the Ethnic 

Studies Department at Santa Clara University.

YJP develops the leadership, civic engagement and 
community-based research skills of youth in the 

Guadalupe-Washington community by having them 
engage in a participatory action research (PAR) process 

the involves the development of art projects, such as 
self-portraits, collages and photo-voice, to document via 

images and stories, their hopes and dreams for their 
neighborhood, the social issues they wish to see 

addressed, and to think about solutions that can help 
create change in their communities and their environment.



Who, What, How, Where & Why
● Who: Youth, 6-8th graders, in transition from elementary to middle school

● What: Develop youth critical thinking, civic engagement and leadership through art 
and advocacy, via community-based research skills training and capacity building 

● How: Weekly 1 hour sessions to learn about youth experiences in their school, 
family and community contexts; to support youth radical hopes for change; and to 
develop action-projects to address identified problems or issues in their community

● Where: Sacred Heart Nativity School, Guadalupe-Washington Neighborhood

● Why: Youth are the present and future leaders! Supporting them in making change 
is one way to create more just, humanizing and thriving communities



Participatory Action Research 
“Nothing about Us, without Us, is for Us”

● YJP follows a PAR (Participatory Action 
Research) approach – it is a way of doing 
research that is community-based

● Youth in the community identify & determine 
the issue or condition that impact them, they 
learn about the root cause to the issue – what 
caused it & why – then they come up with 
actions/an action-project to address the issue

● Through this process, youth determine 
whether the issue was addressed via an 
action-project, & if social change is possible

● PAR is an iterative, cyclical and relational 
process – the work is ongoing!



Advocacy, Art Making & Auto-Retratos
● Over the course of 22 YJP Afterschool Program Sessions, from September 

2021 through Spring 2022, we’ve engaged SHNS youth in various advocacy 
art & activism oriented projects – from auto-retratos (self-portraits) to 
drawings to collages, sketches & photographs with narratives

● All of the art making SHNS youth have created are meant to convey who 
they are – their identities, lived experiences & future aspirations – along with 
their hopes & dreams for their school, families & communities 

● At every session we’ve been joined by an average of 7 youth, most of whom 
are 6th grade youth & young girls





Auto-Retratos / Self-Portraits - Drawings



Auto-Retratos / Self-Portraits



Auto-Retratos & Society









Neighborhood Walk Activity & Photovoice
● In the Spring, youth engaged in a Neighborhood Walk Activity where together we 

walked around the neighborhood & surrounding areas of SHNS  – Calle Willow, 
Edwards, Oak, First Street 

● As we walked these streets, we took photographs & notes of what we observed & 
talked about – we took photos of aspects of the community that youth cared about, 
were positive, & thriving representations of the community that made us feel happy!

● We also took photos of those aspects that we saw were challenging the wellbeing of 
the community – or that we hoped could be changed, improved & addressed

● Our process of taking photos & adding a description is known as photovoice – our 
photos + captions are our narratives/stories about our community hopes & dreams!



I took a photo of 
the restaurant, El 
Camaron, with a 

shrimp on it 
because it's a 

Mexican 
restaurant where 
people eat that is 
nice. - Jose, 7th 

Grader



The pictures 
with the trash on 

the sidewalk 
make me sad 

because it shows 
how people 

don’t take care of 
the planet when 

they don’t 
recycle. - Jose, 

7th Grader



I like communities that give poor people food to eat because some people don’t 
have money to buy food. It is good to give food to people because it shows that 
people care about others. Martha’s Kitchen is a place that gives people food for 

free. - Jose, 7th Grader



I like the photo of this mural that shows Latino culture. I also like how it tells the 
story about important Mexican figures in our community, like folklorico dancer 

Brenda Lopez. It is also very beautiful. - Allisson, 6th Grader



People are helping each other 
by sharing information. - 

Allisson, 6th Grader



The liquor store is part of the history of 
the community because it’s been there 
since 2002. I buy things there like food 

and snacks. - Allisson, 6th Grader



I love how even schools try to 
spread kindness. Schools are 

trying to tell the community to 
start spreading kindness, like 

confetti – but that can be 
littering so they should have it 
changed to “Spread Kindness 

Like Butter.” - Tanya, 6th 
Grader



I love this mural because it represents different moms, including my mom. It took 
awhile to make the mural, but it's beautiful because it was made by moms. - 

Tanya, 6th Grader

The mural has many meanings. It represents a lot about our community. For 
example, it shows students can blossom to learn new things. It also represents 

the heritage and history of the community. - Alisson, 6th Grader



The shoes hanging 
from the electricity 

wire show gangs in the 
community. These are 

used by cholos to mark 
their territory. - Tanya, 

6th Grader



The sign tells the community to 
not use tobacco on school 

property. This helps protect the 
children and keep us healthy. - 

Tanya, 6th Grader



The hearts on the concrete wall are 
cool and make me feel happy. I’d say 
the community is super cool. This is 

important because it shows the 
community is loving and cares about 
each other. - Alejandra, 6th Grader

The art on this wall shows the love for 
the community. For example, it shows 

love. Like the love and care we have for 
others, and to help each other in the 

community. We help each other 
because we care. - Alisson, 7th Grader



The price of gas is very 
expensive. It is not 

okay. I took this picture 
because I don’t agree 
with the price of gas. 

Gas is bad for the 
environment. But it is 
also bad that people 

cannot buy gas to 
drive to work or 

school. - Efrata, 6th 
Grader



The flowers and hummingbird 
mural is really pretty and nice to 
look at. It shows the beauty in 

random places in the 
community. - Efrata, 6th Grader



Turning the newsstand into a trashcan is not 
okay. This is for the news and not the trash. 
People who deliver the newspaper cannot 

do their job because they don’t have a place 
to put the news articles. - Efrata, 6th Grader



Without color these utility 
boxes are boring, but this one 
is beautiful and nice to look at. 

It's great! I also like that it’s 
pretty and really nice to look 

at. It can make people happy. - 
Efrata, 6th Grader



I like what is shown in this photo because it shows 
what I think is a protest for workers, and how much 

people work. - Stephanie, 7th Grader

I picked this picture because these flyers show how 
important politics are in our world. And it shows the 
beliefs of people about politics, and how influential 
politics are to a community. - Stephanie, 7th Grader

I picked these signs because it shows how people put 
things to support and show their beliefs. Politics are 
very influential to a community because they get to 
have a lot of power over a community. - Stephanie, 

7th Grader

The flyers on this photo show us about the important 
political events that are happening in the community. 

It also shows us that Pancho Barraza is cool. - 
Allisson, 6th Grader



The photo of the information 
flyers at the library makes 
me feel okay. It shows and 
tells the community is cool 

because it shares 
information. This picture is 
cool because it also shows 

the community must be 
informed on what's going 

on. - Alejandra, 6th Grader

What if there is a serial 
killer loose, how will people 

know? - Alejandra, 6th 
Grader



It's a photo of a mural that reminds me of a sad time. When I look at it, It makes 
me feel bad. I fell near there and I have a scar from the fall. - Allisson, 6th Grader



I like this because it can help lots of people with no bikes. And it's great. I also like this 
because it helps people. - Efrata, 6th Grader

The bicycle is a way to get around and how to move around. - Richard, 7th Grader



Youth for Justice Project (YJP) is a collaboration between the Ethnic Studies Department at Santa 
Clara University, the Santa Clara County District Attorney's Office (SCCDAO) Bend the Arc Grant 

Program, the Guadalupe-Washington Neighborhood, and Sacred Heart Nativity School. 



Thank You!



A Collective Zine Project
Mural by Carlos Rodriguez https://www.carlosrodriguezart.com/portfolio 
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Youth for Justice Project (YJP) is an Afterschool Program, under the leadership of Dr. Jesica S. 
Fernández ( jsfernandez@scu.edu), and undergraduate student co-educators/facilitators. We are 

affiliated with the Ethnic Studies Department at Santa Clara University.

YJP strives to foster youth sociopolitical development, critical thinking, and community-engaged 
action through youth-centered pedagogies, critical ethnic studies curricula, and participatory 

action research (PAR) processes that may involve youth pursuing art, advocacy and act projects, 
such as self-portraits, collages and photo-voice. Youth learn to reflect and document via shared 
stories, art and action their hopes and dreams for their communities, and their learning (school) 

and living (neighborhood) environments.



Who, What, How, Where & Why
● Who: Youth, 6-8th graders, in transition from elementary to middle school

● What: Develop youth critical thinking, civic engagement and leadership through art 
and advocacy, via community-based research skills training and capacity building 

● How: Weekly 1 hour sessions to learn about youth experiences in their school, 
family and community contexts; to support youth radical hopes for change; and to 
develop action-projects to address identified problems or issues in their community

● Where: Sacred Heart Nativity School, Guadalupe-Washington Neighborhood

● Why: Youth are the present and future leaders! Supporting them in making change 
is one way to create more just, humanizing and thriving communities



Participatory Action Research 

“Nothing about Us, without Us, 
is for Us”

● YJP follows a PAR 
(Participatory Action 
Research) approach – it is a 
way of doing research that 
is community-based

● PAR is an iterative, cyclical 
and relational process – 
the work is ongoing!



Art Making for Advocacy & Action

● Through a PAR process youth in the community identify & determine 
the issue or condition that impact them, they learn about the root 
cause to the issue – what caused it & why – then they come up with 
actions/an action-project to address the issue

● Through this process, youth determine whether the issue was 
addressed via an action-project & if social change is possible

● During the 2022-2023 academic year we engaged SHNS youth in 
various advocacy art & activism oriented projects – such as making 
auto-retratos (self-portraits) to producing drawings and collages, 
sketches & photographs with accompanying narratives







Art Making for Advocacy & Action

● All of the art making SHNS youth create is meant to convey who 
they are – their identities, lived experiences & future aspirations – 
along with their hopes & dreams for themselves, their families, 
school & communities 

● Inspired by the independent creative & political art, writings, media & 
public dissemination productions associated with community 
newspapers produced during 1960s Civil Rights Movements, 
specifically zines such as Pa’Lante, El Tecolote, The Black Panther 
and many others, youth engaged in the production of their own 
Zines! We feature the pages of the YJP Zine in the slides that follow.









Zine Project

● Inspired by the learning youth engaged in their SHNS language arts 
classes, the Zines produced as part of social movements & Civil 
Rights struggles & related curricula, youth created a Zine that drew 
from their lives experiences

● The YJP Zine featured the following themes: women’s rights, 
environmental justice, climate change, gender & racial justice, Black 
Lives Matter, health equity & LGBTQ+ rights

● These themes are featured in the “Where We Can All Belong” Zine





























Youth for Justice Project (YJP) is a collaboration between Sacred Heart Nativity 
School (SHNS), Santa Clara University’s Ethnic Studies Department, the 

Environmental Justice & the Common Good Initiative, the Miller Center for Social 
Entrepreneurship, and the Guadalupe-Washington Neighborhood. 



“Our Ancestors’ Wildest Dreams” by Twin Walls Mural Company

Youth for Justice Project

Our Voices, Our Vision (boards) for Change

http://www.twinwallsmuralcompany.com/our-ancestors-wildest-dreams
http://www.twinwallsmuralcompany.com/about


The Youth for Justice Project (YJP) is an afterschool program under the leadership of Dr. Jesica S. Fernández 
( jsfernandez@scu.edu), and a team of undergraduate student co-educators/facilitators (Ashley Orozco-Plata, Linda Soto & 
Naomi Hernandez). YJP engages youth between the ages of 10-13 at a private middle school in downtown San José (CA, 

USA) in a predominantly Latinx community. The neighborhood surrounding the school, while rich in history, cultural diversity, 
and a strong sense of community, is also characterized by patterns of economic inequity, housing and food insecurity, public 
safety concerns, and cycles of gentrification. As a research collaborative coordinating YJP, we are supported by and affiliated 
with the Ethnic Studies Department, the Environmental Justice for the Common Good Initiative Youth & Environmental Justice 
Program, and the Miller Center for Social Entrepreneurship at Santa Clara University (SCU). YJP fosters youth sociopolitical 

citizenship development and wellbeing, critical literacy, and community-engaged action through youth-centered pedagogies, 
critical race & ethnic studies, and environmental sustainability curricula. Grounded in a decolonial praxis that is oriented 

toward participatory action research (PAR) paradigm, we acknowledge youth agency, power and rights to determine 
art-advocacy and/or action projects to bring about change in their living and learning environments.



Who, What, How, Where & Why
● Who: Youth, 6-8th graders, in transition from elementary to middle school

● What: Develop youth critical thinking, civic engagement and leadership through art 
and advocacy, via community-based research skills training and capacity building 

● How: Weekly 1 hour sessions to learn about youth experiences in their school, 
family and community contexts; to support youth radical hopes for change; and to 
develop action-projects to address identified problems or issues in their community

● Where: Sacred Heart Nativity School, Guadalupe-Washington Neighborhood

● Why: Youth are the present and future leaders! Supporting them in making change 
is one way to create more just, humanizing and thriving communities



Participatory Action Research 
“Nothing about us, without us is for us.”

● YJP follows a PAR (Participatory Action 
Research) paradigm, which is an approach or a 
way of engaging in research that is 
community-driven, place-based & shaped by 
people most impacted by systems of power

● Characterized by a collaborative, iterative, 
cyclical & relational process where researchers 
& communities come together to engage in 
research processes to bring about change  
(Cammarota & Fine, 2010; Fernández, 2018, 2021; Fine, 2009; 
Dutta, Fernández, Galletta, & Langhout, 2023; Jolivétte, 2015; 
Kirshner, 2010; Torre & Ayala, 2009; Tuck & Yang, 2023)

● Involves inquiry, reflection, dialogue, analysis & 
action – it is an ongoing praxis!



Social Entrepreneurship Framework
“Social entrepreneurs express a powerful moral 

imagination.” - Miller Center, SCU

● Social entrepreneurship (SE) is a methodology that 
uses [business research] skills and strategies to foster 
social justice; it is a mode of thought and a form of 
social engagement that leverages the power of [social 
capital, resources] to foster inclusive development, 
sustainability and environmental justice (Gray et al., 2017; 
Gregory Dees, 1998) 

● SE is essential to advancing the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals for economic development, health, 
education and the environment (Carlson & Koch, 2018)

● Aligns with a PAR process for social change by 
identifying issues & solutions with communities 
impacted by such conditions



Background, Process & Mission
● Background: YJP youth have engaged in various art-advocacy & 

action-projects over the course of our afterschool program’s 
existence, which began in fall 2021 amidst the COVID pandemic

● Process: Youth identify & determine a topic(s) or issue(s) of concern 
to them, or that impact their learning and living conditions; through 
youth-centered activities that involve art-advocacy we support their 
sociopolitical development and critical literacy process to learn about 
the topic &/or the root cause to the issue – what caused it & why

● As facilitators our intentions are sustain YJP’s mission: To support 
youth in determining, pursuing and developing art products &/or 
action-projects to raise awareness about a topic or issue to address



Art-Advocacy Action-Project

● All of the art products & action-project YJP youth engage, create & 
disseminate is meant to convey who they are – their identities, lived 
experiences & future aspirations – along with their hopes & dreams 
for themselves, their families, school & communities 

● During the 2023-24 academic year youth were inspired by prior 
projects – the Neighborhood Walk Photo-Narrative Exhibit and the 
Where We Can All Belong Zine – to produce a collection of Vision 
Boards that reflect their Voices, specifically their intersectional 
identities as students and young girls who often struggle to be seen, 
heard and belong at their school



Neighborhood Walk Photo-Narrative Exhibit



Where We Can All Belong Zine



Art, Advocacy & Action-Centered Activities

● Fall Quarter: learning about social entrepreneurship through a 
social-justice lens, how research, action & economic development can 
bring about transformative change to better communities

● Winter Quarter: Reflecting on social contexts, environments & 
relationships that foster health, wellbeing & sustainability; what & 
who matter to youth & why; documenting youth voices, esp. 
concerns, challenges, hopes & dreams for their school

● Spring Quarter: Discerning themes from art projects & interviews of 
each other to produce the Our Voices, Our Vision (boards) Project



Justice-Oriented Economic Development: 
Miller Center for Social Entrepreneurship



Digital Art Design for Social Change
San José Museum of Art



Muraling as Public Art for Justice
Local Color San José



Life Maps



Meaningful Person Portraits



Peer-to-Peer Interviews



Theme Discernment Process



Vision Boards Activity



Our Voices, Our Vision (boards) for Change Project

The project features the YJP youth voices and visions 
for change. Each Vision Board was created by a youth 

to represent some of the themes from their 
peer-to-peer interviews. Themes included: sense of 
belonging school, nutricion & sanitation. A Vision 

Board photo is accompanied by a description, or 
statement, that youth presented to the group on our 

last day of the afterschool program.













Looking Back, Moving Forward!

● As we reflect on the themes discerned by the youth, and the Our Voices, Our Vision (boards) for 
Change project, we look forward to continuing to engaging youth in reflections & dialogues about 
these issues with the intention of supporting them in discerning, developing & implementing an 
action to address some of the issues they identified: sense of belonging, nutricion & sanitation

● Addressing some of the issues, as reflected in the themes, will require YJP collaboration with school 
& community partners, as well as leveraging SCU resources to support youth advocacy to bring about 
change in alignment with principles of sustainability, wellbeing & the thriving of all students

● Grounded in a youth-centered PAR process, critical race & ethnic studies curriculum, environmental 
justice & sustainability principles, as well as a SE framework, we look forward to continuing to 
support YJP youth in developing an action in 2024-25 to advocate for school change!

○ Possible actions may include: participatory budgeting, restarting student council meetings with 
administrators; having youth determine food, programming & activities; food & wellness 
assessment; evaluating water & air quality in their school building; community gardening



Youth for Justice Project End of Year Celebration




