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Anna Bax and Juan Sebastian Ferrada
Sounding White and Boring

 As scholars of the social and political world, we locate ourselves within a long 
tradition of community-oriented scholarship, in which research is undertaken 
not for its own sake but to further broader goals of social justice. In the last few 
decades, one means of working toward this goal has been to create educational or 
public outreach programs to bring the results of scholarly research to larger audi-
ences. Such activities are often undertaken with students in secondary schools in 
order to enable youth to engage with the fi ndings and methods of academic work 
before attaining college age. Linguists as well as scholars of race/ethnic studies and 
critical multicultural education have created a number of programs that fi t this 
description: language and dialect awareness programs (Reaser & Wolfram 2007), 
youth participatory action research that encourages students to challenge the 
oppressive educational conditions that surround them (Irizarry 2011), and pro-
jects that bridge the two (Rosa 2017). The SKILLS program falls into this latter 
category, aiming both to explore the ways that language operates in participants’ 
own life experiences as intersectionally racialized subjects and to foster a critical, 
action-oriented perspective on transforming oppressive sociolinguistic conditions 
(Bucholtz, Casillas, & Lee 2016). 

 When done right, programs in the vein of culturally relevant pedagogy 
(Ladson-Billings 1995) or culturally sustaining pedagogy (Paris 2012; Paris & 
Alim 2014, 2017) can produce remarkable effects. The two of us have served as 
SKILLS instructors for multiple years and have seen fi rsthand the transforma-
tive impact that program participation can have on students’ understanding of 
themselves as social agents. However, what it means to “do it right” can be much 
more complicated than it fi rst seems. Despite the best intentions of academics 
who strive for community partnerships, the success of such programs is by no 
means guaranteed. 

  4  
 SOUNDING WHITE AND BORING  

 Race, Identity, and Youth Freedom in an 
After-School Program 

   Anna   Bax  and  Juan Sebastian   Ferrada   
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Sounding White and Boring 73

 In this chapter, we analyze our shared experiences of coteaching in a nontradi-
tional SKILLS partner site in 2014. This undertaking proved to be challenging for 
both of us because the particularities of the site, a local teen center, made it diffi -
cult to implement SKILLS in the way we had originally planned. Many language-
focused academic–community partnerships are designed to take place within a 
school framework. As such, they rely on the taken-for-granted institutional struc-
tures and student–teacher roles that this framework entails. The SKILLS program, 
while aiming to move beyond the dull routines that too often constitute “school 
as usual,” is nonetheless designed with the customary resources of a school setting 
in mind. When we attempted to transplant the program to the Teen Center, we 
neglected to realize its foundation in schooling— school  is even in the program’s 
name (School Kids Investigating Language in Life and Society). This chapter 
offers a refl ection on the ways that our pedagogical practices shifted in response 
to the mismatch between our expectations of a school-like setting and the reality 
of the more free and open Teen Center space. Our experience demonstrates the 
importance of heeding the specifi c needs and affordances of the settings in which 
academics conduct community outreach programs. 

 Unlike in a traditional school setting, the youth at the Teen Center were free—
free to challenge the parameters of the SKILLS program, free to decide whether 
they wanted to participate at all, and even free to challenge us as individuals. At 
times, this freedom allowed the youth to openly express their frustration with us, 
which revealed the fi ssures between our expectations and the reality of the situa-
tion. With a shared commitment to racial and linguistic justice, our team aimed to 
create a liberatory educational experience for our students, but we inadvertently 
contributed to a situation where our teaching was often experienced as oppressive 
and restrictive. Because of the fl uid interactional dynamics of the Teen Center, the 
youth were able to exercise their agency to speak back to this restrictiveness in a 
way they likely could not have done in a more formal educational setting. 

 A number of refl exive pieces have addressed the question of how academics 
can form meaningful partnerships with educational institutions (e.g., Irizarry & 
Brown 2014; McCarty, Wyman, & Nicholas 2014, inter alia). We contribute to this 
body of work by turning a critical eye on our own efforts to conduct a libera-
tory program outside of the school context. In doing so, we identify a number 
of considerations that ultimately shape the success (or failure) of such programs, 
such as space and place, youth agency, and young people’s perceptions of program 
instructors. 

 The chapter draws on excerpts from the daily reports that we and our under-
graduate team members wrote up after each class session, which illustrate the 
sometimes visceral emotions we experienced throughout the collaboration. 
Although frustrating at the time, youth participants’ reactions to our presence in 
the Teen Center have ultimately transformed the ways that both of us approach 
teaching. While our individual experiences of teaching at the Teen Center inevi-
tably differed, coauthoring this chapter best allows us to speak to the collaborative 
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74 Anna Bax and Juan Sebastian Ferrada

way in which we worked through the challenges that arose. However, because our 
subjectivities are also different in important ways, at the end of the chapter Sebas-
tian provides his own refl ections on his experiences as a Latino man experiencing 
racialization in a predominantly Latinx youth space. 

  Positionalities and Preparation  

 To understand why our time at the Teen Center unfolded the way it did, it is 
important to describe our own ethnoracial and linguistic backgrounds (see Mainz, 
this volume) as well as those of our undergraduate team members. Sebastian is 
a Latino queer man who is bilingual in Spanish and English and frequently uses 
Spanglish with other Spanglish speakers. Anna is a white, middle-class queer 
woman who speaks “standard” California English. At the time of our coteaching 
collaboration, we were both in our early to mid-twenties, and both of us had had 
previous experience as teaching assistants for undergraduate courses. 

 Our team was enriched by three undergraduate mentors, all from California: 
Jazmine, an Afro Caribbean student who was already working at the Teen Center 
as a volunteer; Melissa, a Salvadoran American student; and Jesus, a Chicano stu-
dent. Melissa and Jesus had native competency in both English and Spanish, and 
Jesus spoke a variety of Chicanx English that was similar to the variety spoken by 
some of the Teen Center participants. We were also joined by two white under-
graduate research assistants, Diane and Meagan, who periodically video-recorded 
meetings at the Teen Center for research purposes but did not interact with the 
youth as closely as the mentors did. 

 The Teen Center is located in a residential neighborhood adjacent to the Uni-
versity of California, Santa Barbara. The vast majority of the residents are under-
graduate students, but the neighborhood also includes many working-class Latinx 
families. The Teen Center is open during after-school hours as a walk-in space 
for youth from these families. At the Center, young people can work on their 
homework with undergraduate volunteer tutors, socialize with friends, exercise 
and play sports, and engage in other recreational activities. The Center’s aim is 
both to foster a safe gathering space for local youth and to keep them from fall-
ing into trouble in the college student–oriented environment of the surrounding 
neighborhood. 

 At our fi rst meeting with the Teen Center’s directors, they informed us that the 
Center was a youth-centered zone: As one put it, “It’s their safe space in this col-
lege town.” They told us that the Center’s day-to-day functioning and program-
ming were determined to a certain extent by the desires of the youth who used 
the Center. The more time we spent there, the more we began to see that the des-
ignation of the Center as “their space” was not merely a superfi cial feel-good slo-
gan, but rather a commitment that deeply affected its operations. For instance, the 
presence of any individual young person on any given day was wholly unforced, 
because the Center lacked any expectation of minimal attendance. When youth 
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did come, their involvement was on their own terms. They could decide when 
to switch between activities and when to leave the Center entirely. As we discuss 
throughout the chapter, the freedom that young people had at the Teen Center 
turned out to have a much greater impact on the SKILLS program than we had 
anticipated. 

 As we began our preparations for the fi rst class meeting, we quickly realized 
that we would need to make some dramatic modifi cations of the existing SKILLS 
curriculum so that it would be appropriate for the Teen Center, particularly for 
the group of youth whom we came to know over the course of our collaboration. 
A critical difference between the Teen Center and most other SKILLS partner 
sites was the age of the Center attendees. The typical SKILLS student is a high 
school senior, although the program has also worked with sophomores and jun-
iors and a few younger students. While we refer to them here using the general 
term  youth , the young people at the Teen Center ranged widely in age, from 7 to 
18 years old, although those involved in SKILLS were at least 10. In this chapter, 
we use the term  youth , rather than  students , since the Teen Center emphasized not 
their school-going identities but their identities as young members of the local 
community. 

 A total of eight participants consistently attended our SKILLS sessions, a smaller 
group than most classroom-based SKILLS sites. Seven of the eight identifi ed as 
Latinx, with the remaining teenage girl identifying as Native American. Most par-
ticipants were girls between the ages of 10 and 15. The only male participant who 
consistently attended our sessions was an 18-year-old, Jorge (all participant names 
are pseudonyms). The majority of the participants had bilingual competence in 
both Spanish and English, and several regularly spoke Spanish at home with their 
families. Sessions were sporadically attended by other youth, especially early on in 
the program. On some days, we had twelve or thirteen participants; on others, the 
six-person SKILLS team outnumbered the youth. 

 As a result of the informal structure of the Teen Center, we did not have a 
complete list of our participants—and thus did not know their full age range—
until the program began, at which point our curriculum preparation was already 
well under way. While we were excited to work with youth outside the usual 
reach of the SKILLS program, neither of us had ever had signifi cant experience 
teaching students younger than high school age. Because we were anticipating 
a much older group of attendees, our pre-program planning was geared toward 
developing activities that were suitable for older teenagers. Once we learned that 
we would be working with youth as young as 10, however, our carefully devised 
plans had to be rapidly rethought. We soon discovered the challenge of creating 
lessons that would be appropriate for and appealing to both preteens and college-
aged participants. 

 The two of us embarked on our coteaching with a shared commitment to 
using educational means to foster social, linguistic, and racial justice. Our curric-
ulum arc was grounded in an examination of sociolinguistic variation, covering 
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topics like codeswitching and the dismantling of ideologies of “good” and “bad” 
ways of speaking. We then built up to topics related to structural racism, such 
as intergenerational language shift within the family, English-only policies, and 
linguistic profi ling. These sessions were designed to help youth critically exam-
ine their own and their families’ experiences of language use. To keep the topics 
relevant and engaging, we also strove to incorporate many elements of popular 
culture, such as videos, current songs, and internet memes. A number of our les-
son plans were adapted from previous SKILLS curricula, including some that 
Sebastian had developed in earlier years, and others had been created by par-
ticipants in the year-long graduate seminar that was the starting point for this 
volume (Bucholtz, Casillas, & Lee, this volume). Once we realized that we would 
need to make sociolinguistics accessible to younger participants, the pedagogical 
materials from the Voices of North Carolina program (Reaser & Wolfram 2007), 
which was designed for eighth-grade students, became another invaluable source 
of material. 

 Because lessons were prepared with the typical SKILLS partner site in mind, 
they often presupposed a designated teaching space equipped with classroom sta-
ples: a whiteboard, a projector for showing videos, and multiple writing surfaces 
on which students could work. They also imagined that participants would already 
be in a school mindset when coming to SKILLS meetings and would thus interact 
in ways that were similar to how they engaged in conventional classrooms. None 
of these classroom trappings, however, were present at the Teen Center, and it took 
us some time to truly understand the profound effect this difference would have 
on our implementation of SKILLS. 

 The Teen Center was the fi rst noneducational institutional context that the 
SKILLS program had collaborated with. Although the Center directors were an 
invaluable support system for us and offered much-needed knowledge about the 
wants and needs of the youth, they necessarily fi lled a different role than that 
of the typical SKILLS partner teacher, who takes up a more direct supervisory 
role than the directors of the Center did. Thus, we were unable to draw on the 
mentorship of an experienced teacher to help us differentiate our instruction for 
the distinct age cohorts present in the space or to adapt the college-level SKILLS 
lessons into language that a 10-year-old could understand. As our curriculum 
progressed, the Center directors did point out to us moments where they had 
observed lessons falling short of their intended goals and offered suggestions for 
ensuring we did not confuse or lose participants, such as making lessons more 
discovery-based and reducing our use of academic vocabulary. 

 By the time they were able to bring these issues to our attention, however, 
the die had already been cast: We had managed to drive some youth away from 
participation in SKILLS altogether. If, before the program began, we had been 
able to anticipate the challenges that were likely to arise when teaching academic 
material to a mixed-age group in a nonschool context, our collaboration would 
likely have unfolded differently. As it was, we had to be fl exible and adapt to the 
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conditions of our site in an on-the-ground manner, often revising our curriculum 
plan dramatically based on the success (or not) of the previous day’s session. 

 Although the original curriculum was already activity-based and media-heavy, 
it became clear that we would need to make it even more so if we had any hope 
of capturing participants’ attention. Witnessing blank looks and frustrated mutter-
ings in some of our early meetings, we immediately realized that we needed to 
strip our discussions of any semblance of a lecturing tone, including jargon and 
some of the more academic subject matter that is typically central to SKILLS. 
Furthermore, we discovered that the school-like nature of the SKILLS program 
was fundamentally mismatched with the nonschool space of the Teen Center.  

  Space, Place, and Youth Freedom  

 It was evident to us even before beginning our collaboration with the Teen 
Center that we would need to radically adapt the SKILLS program for that space. 
Not only was our participant population more varied than a typical SKILLS class, 
but the physical organization of the Teen Center differed signifi cantly from that of 
an average high school classroom. As we quickly found out, these differences were 
not merely superfi cial; they profoundly impacted the success of our collaboration. 

 In 2014, the Center was housed inside a bungalow best described as dilapidated 
(it has since undergone major renovations). We held our initial sessions in a cor-
ner of a large multipurpose room inside this bungalow, opposite a mural studded 
with symbols of Mexican culture, such as the Virgen de Guadalupe, the United 
Farm Workers fl ag, and images of Mexican icons like Frida Kahlo and Emiliano 
Zapata. SKILLS participants sat on couches, using large books and magazines as 
makeshift desks when they needed to complete written activities. Because there 
was no projector or whiteboard, we showed videos and other course material on 
a large laptop computer. 

 Although the area we met in was blocked off visually by freestanding folding 
screens, these did almost nothing to soften the sounds from other activities taking 
place in the building. For instance, a pool table and a punching bag sat eight feet 
away from our corner. Non-SKILLS participants were free to use these at any 
point, and the noises of billiards balls often served as background for our sessions. 
The opposite side of the room had a row of computers and a cluster of tables for 
students to do their homework. In later sessions, we found that sitting at these 
tables—instead of on couches, as we had previously been doing—elicited the 
most generative and focused discussion. However, this informal pseudo-classroom 
arrangement ultimately proved unsuitable for the SKILLS sessions, as it failed 
to produce the sustained level of engagement that we had come to expect in a 
school-like setting. 

 Whether we sat around tables or on couches, participants seemed to have a 
diffi cult time focusing on the material we presented during our 90-minute-long 
meetings. The fi rst few times we met with them, the youth seemed reasonably 
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interested in SKILLS and responded politely, but reservedly, to our questions. Nei-
ther they nor we fully knew what to expect at the beginning; we were mutually 
testing the waters of our working relationship. During those fi rst days, the SKILLS 
teaching team was also trying to calibrate the way we talked about language and 
politics to an appropriate level. While planning, we had thought that we were 
effectively scaffolding the course material to be accessible for younger partici-
pants, but after seeing puzzled looks from some of the youth, we realized that we 
needed to break down our explanations still further. The undergraduate mentors 
confi rmed this impression in their daily reports, noting that certain participants 
had privately expressed frustration or confusion to them. The reports provided 
the foundation for detailed team conversations about the best ways to adjust our 
curriculum, conversations that continued on a regular basis throughout our entire 
time at the Center. 

 After some trial and error, we ultimately hit our stride and began planning 
suitable, hands-on classes. For example, we designed our unit on language in the 
family to involve an arts-and-crafts component in which participants traced their 
personal language history by drawing and decorating a linguistic family tree. 
Understandably, however, the ups and downs of the initial adjustment period had 
failed to capture the youth’s interest, and it proved diffi cult to recover from our 
slow start. In later sessions, attendees began to appear bored or frustrated, nestling 
into the couch cushions or simply staring at us blankly when we attempted to 
engage them with questions about their own language practices and attitudes. Of 
course, there were moments of clarity and connection with individual partici-
pants, but by and large the group began to be less and less interested in SKILLS. 

 One of the more surprising elements of the youth’s gradual disengagement 
with the program was that one or more participants would simply stand up and 
leave midway through our sessions, often without informing the teaching team 
fi rst. Sometimes this was because their parents had arrived to pick them up, but 
more frequently it was simply an indication that these youth had decided that 
they would rather be doing something else, whether it was playing outside or on 
the computer. The freedom with which participants chose to absent themselves 
was startling; we were often so taken aback that we were unsure how to respond, 
since they were so comfortable with walking away. In a daily report from March 3, 
Anna wrote: 

  It’s frustrating when some of the kids walk away in the middle of the lesson 
and never come back, but I suppose that’s a natural consequence of them 
being free to go and come as they please. Hopefully we’ll be able to get 
them more excited to stay after we build more rapport in future lessons.  

 In addition, because the Teen Center youth, unlike students at most other 
SKILLS sites, were not receiving college credit for their involvement in the pro-
gram, we were unable to provide them with a clear motivation to show up to 
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our meetings, apart from their own interest. With no grades to be jeopardized by 
skipping sessions, there was no real disincentive for choosing not to participate in 
the program. 

 In hindsight, we realized that we found the Teen Center participants’ depar-
tures so surprising because we had been expecting them to operate according 
to the behavioral norms of a standard classroom. In a traditional public school 
setting, students arrive and leave on a set schedule. They are supposed to remain 
engaged—or at least pretend to be engaged—for as long as class is in session, and 
their class participation takes place entirely on the instructor’s terms. At the Teen 
Center, however, we lacked the authority to regiment the participants’ physical 
presence at the site. Their freedom to leave gradually led us to the recognition 
that the Center did not just diverge from a traditional classroom in its physical 
layout; rather, the entire paradigm with which youth engaged with the space was 
dramatically different. 

 Because the Center was available to youth in the community as a retreat from 
the surrounding college town, young people were constantly circulating in and 
out of the building during business hours. While the Teen Center offered edu-
cational and enrichment programs, these were voluntary: The youth were not 
required to attend and often chose instead to avail themselves of homework help 
or simply to spend time with their friends on the Center’s property. We tried to fi t 
the SKILLS program into this framework by not instituting a minimum attend-
ance requirement. Whenever our team arrived, however, in an effort to be helpful 
one of the directors of the Center shepherded youth toward us, in effect compel-
ling them to sit in on our session, even if they did not want to that day or were 
not among our regular participants. This expectation of required participation ran 
contrary to the standard procedures of the Teen Center. After this routine hap-
pened a few times, we noticed that some of the older boys who had been working 
on their homework would head outside and start playing an impromptu game of 
basketball when they saw us walking into the Center, so that they would not be 
asked to join in our discussions. In effect, our presence prevented young people 
from doing their homework inside. 

 Although the director was only trying to help the SKILLS team by recruiting 
more participants, the restriction of the youth’s freedom to choose their activities 
ended up fostering resentment toward us. In her March 10 daily report, Jazmine 
wrote: 

  [I] did notice that Rosa was defi ant this day and it had nothing to do with 
SKILLS. This day she was having a hard time completing her homework 
and when [the director] told the students to start SKILLS she felt defeated 
and frustrated that she had to stop her homework. We have a unique pro-
gram site so I think problems like this will arise. Being that the students are 
in our program at their own will (not getting graded or credit, etc.) we will 
run into students who are reluctant to be there or fully participate.  
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 However, some of the participants were not in the program “at their own will” 
at all, since they were being urged to attend sessions by Teen Center staff. Not 
surprisingly, certain youth began to avoid the Center entirely on days that the 
SKILLS team was scheduled to be present. 

 Repeated absences also created pedagogical diffi culties. Although we planned 
our sessions to be as modular and independent from one another as possible, it 
was impossible to avoid building on concepts that we had introduced on previous 
days. For instance, an early lesson involved working with participants to unravel 
ideologies of “good English” and “bad English,” and threads of that conversation 
were present throughout most of the sessions that followed. When youth were 
absent for these foundational conversations due to our fl exible attendance policy, 
it became diffi cult to get them up to speed. 

 But even apart from the pedagogical implications, pushing young people out 
of the Teen Center was the last thing we wanted to do. As it became obvious 
that some youth were refraining from coming to the Center so that they did 
not have to attend SKILLS, we became increasingly uneasy. Much of the time 
in our team meetings was spent discussing our growing anxieties about driv-
ing youth away from the space, which had been expressly created to provide 
them a safe, inviting place to go after school. One of the major functions of the 
Teen Center was to keep youth from being tempted by the college-centered, 
party-heavy environment that pervaded the surrounding area, but our presence 
was disrupting the effectiveness of this goal. Moreover, young people’s absence 
from the Center also meant that they no longer had the opportunity to work 
on their homework with undergraduate tutors in the structured and supportive 
setting that had been created to maximize their academic achievement. In short, 
although the SKILLS program fulfi lled the Teen Center’s aim of providing aca-
demic enrichment for attendees, our team’s presence ultimately came into direct 
confl ict with the Center’s mission of fostering an appealing, welcoming space for 
youth to congregate. 

 Now that we are more removed from our experience at the Teen Center, we 
recognize that the key problem was a clash of expectations. We had taken for 
granted that we would be working in a school-like dynamic, with a classroom 
layout, a consistent group of students, and a particular power relationship. Instead, 
as Jesus wrote in a report from February 19, “we [were] stepping into a space that 
belong[ed] to them,” not one in which we had fi nal say. 

 The Teen Center was not a school—in some ways, it was designed to be the 
antithesis of one. While normative American schooling contexts involve the regu-
lation of students’ intellectual, embodied, linguistic, and social behavior in ways 
prescribed by the institution, the Teen Center was a free and open space in which 
local youth could determine for themselves which activities they would or would 
not participate in. In other words, the Center lacked the institutional power of a 
school to determine its attendees’ behavior, a difference that crucially shaped our 
interactions with youth at the site. In effect, the Center fostered more self-directed 
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participation norms than are present in the majority of schooling contexts, allow-
ing youth to determine the conditions of their own engagement.  

  Resistance and Youth Agency  

 Because the participation norms of the Teen Center foregrounded youth agency, 
they generated the freedom for young people to resist fully taking part in SKILLS. 
It became apparent a few weeks into our collaboration how much “oppositional 
agency” (Ahearn 2010: 30) the Teen Center space afforded the youth to (dis)
engage with us as they pleased. The participants exercised this agency to speak 
frankly to the SKILLS team, sometimes with the purpose of challenging us as 
individuals, sometimes to challenge the program itself. On the most diffi cult days, 
youth did not hesitate to vocalize their frustration at being required to participate. 
On April 2, for example, two 14-year-olds whom we refer to as Jessica and Rosa 
were not shy about telling Jazmine about their irritation, as illustrated in the lat-
ter’s daily report: 

  I have had a talk with the girls that we should be welcoming and respectful 
at all times. Jessica’s response was “well I didn’t even want to do this any-
way.” We just have to accept that we aren’t at a site where the students are 
required to be there. . . . So as a response to Jessica (and being that I work 
for [the Teen Center]) “even though we are very relaxed here . . . we have to 
have programs in place for you all so that this isn’t just Free-for-All Center.”  

 The same day, one student challenged Sebastian directly, seeking to get us to 
leave the Teen Center space altogether. An excerpt from Sebastian’s daily report 
recounts this exchange: 

  My small group discussion . . . was not very successful. The boys were dis-
tracted with their phones and acting silly, as were the girls on the opposite 
couch. They were not interested in my questions, and would listen for a 
few seconds, give a rushed response, then go back to ignoring me and the 
mentors. At one point, Jessica and Rosa asked if I was annoyed or if they 
annoyed me. I responded by saying that I wasn’t, and that I enjoyed coming 
every week to talk with them. Toward the end of that conversation Rosa 
said something to the extent of, “If we annoy you, will you not come back?” 
Needless to say, today was extremely diffi cult.  

 Although these young people agentively made their dissatisfaction heard, the fact 
that we did not simply leave upon hearing their complaints meant that we were 
still seen as restricting their agency. The simple truth was that when the youth 
were participating in SKILLS, they could not exercise their agency in as unfet-
tered a manner as they were accustomed to doing at the Teen Center. 
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 Even as we tried to adapt our own expectations of participation to the norms of 
the Center, our presence created behavioral issues that affected course dynamics. 
As noted above, April 2 was a particularly diffi cult day: Melissa and Jesus reported 
that participants were “acting silly,” “were not focused,” and “were getting out of 
hand.” To address this perceived unruliness, Jesus recommended that “there should 
be more implementation of strict rules and guidelines.” “Strict rules,” however, 
were exactly the kind of punitive pedagogical practice that we wanted to sidestep, 
because the SKILLS program generally aims to avoid the “school-as-usual” para-
digm in which classrooms operate as disciplinary institutions. This rule-focused 
norm is so intertwined with what it means to teach in U.S. society that it can 
seem like a natural fallback when classroom management becomes challenging. 
Although our aim was to create a “deschooled” learning environment (Illich 
1971), we were surprised by how diffi cult it was to avoid replicating the practices 
of “school as usual,” especially as academics whose professional training has taken 
place in such a framework. It was a struggle to fi nd middle ground between 
school-style discipline and complete permissiveness. We did not want to enforce 
an attendance policy that would radically differ from the Center’s own, nor did 
we have grades or college credit to motivate participants. But neither did we want 
to “just have to accept”—as Jazmine had forlornly written in her April 2 report 
quoted above—that the youth would resent coming, play around during sessions, 
or avoid us entirely. This dilemma pursued us throughout the entirety of our time 
at the Teen Center. 

 Put plainly, our attempt to remap classroom activities onto the Teen Center 
space had created fundamental incongruities. A classroom is regimented on mul-
tiple levels: behavior, age segregation, codes of conduct regarding language, dress, 
body movement, speech volume, and so on. The Teen Center, in contrast, oper-
ated as a sort of anti-school. It was a place where attendees could hang out in a 
mostly unregulated way, socialize with one another across age cohorts, play freely, 
and only do schoolwork when they felt like it. And yet, despite this defi nitional 
diametrical opposition, we continued trying to reshape the Teen Center into a 
classroom, at least with regard to certain elements. We tried to regulate young 
people’s behavior in ways that seemed minor to us, but that actually ended up 
radically affecting the success of the program. 

 On a more basic level, by bringing the SKILLS curriculum into young peo-
ple’s space we were requiring them to intellectually engage with us about com-
plex academic issues of our choice, on our schedule. Furthermore, we were asking 
them to discuss topics that might have affected them personally or on an emo-
tional level, a diffi cult task even if they had wanted to be there. And even when 
they spoke up, they did not seem to trust us to fully understand their experiences 
of linguistic and ethnoracial marginalization. Perhaps their mistrust can be traced 
to the academic language we used to talk about course material (see Aragón, this 
volume, for a more successful use of academic language in the SKILLS program). 
We wanted to foster generative discussions of participants’ own lives, but the 
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scholarly, theoretical tone we employed ended up alienating the youth. The pro-
gram may have reminded them too much of school, a decidedly unsafe space to 
talk about race for many youth of color. 

 Our use of theoretical language was deliberate: We aimed to introduce a new 
way of talking about familiar experiences. But this goal was met with resistance 
by Jorge, the 18-year-old participant, who directly asked us one day why we were 
trying to teach the youth about topics with which they were already painfully 
familiar. Jorge’s question was a stark reminder that far from being automatically 
liberatory, academic language also has the potential to stifl e the impact of much-
needed conversations about race and racism. Our daily reports document many 
moments when participants reacted negatively to school-like activities: 

  We tried to introduce a new vocabulary term right at the beginning (lan-
guage brokering), but I could sense their boredom and resistance to that 
almost immediately. Duly noted; we’ll stay away from academic-type defi ni-
tions in the future, even if it’s only briefl y. 

 (Anna, March 17) 

 The students are less engaged when we introduce terms to them. . . . The 
students stressed to me that they only want to do the program if it’s not like 
school work and being “lectured” reminds them of that. 

 (Jazmine, March 17) 

 When Sebastian told the girls that we would have a discussion after the 
skit Jessica made a comment that she didn’t want to participate because she 
had been in class all day. I’m not sure if the word “discussion” triggered this 
thought, but it is evident that the students are more inclined to participate 
when they feel that the lesson strays from an academic setting. 

 (Melissa, March 19)  

 Despite the unusual subject matter that we introduced, activities such as “intro-
ducing terms,” “lecturing,” and even “discussion” are canonical parts of the Amer-
ican school experience. Of course, the classroom can certainly be a space where 
students can interrogate issues of race, language, and personal experiences and use 
academic modes of analysis to gain extremely useful insights. Both of us have seen 
this happen when we teach undergraduates and at our other SKILLS sites; we 
know fi rsthand that it is possible. But at the Teen Center the youth demonstrated 
resistance to SKILLS because it seemed like an extension of school. 

 Quite frankly, both of us speak like graduate students. While we attempted to 
curb our use of academic language, in our teaching roles we tend to speak louder 
and frame ideas as questions in order to elicit participation from the youth. Even 
when we toned down this teacherspeak, as instructors we spoke fi rst and led the 
discussion. 
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 The consistent pushback we received showed us that the youth recognized the 
mismatch in trying to mold the Teen Center into a classroom. Although we tried 
to rework the curriculum into entirely activity- and media-based lesson plans, 
moving as far away from school-like instruction as we could, the fact remained 
that the Teen Center was a place for hanging out, not for a continuation of the 
formal learning day.  

  Sounding “White and Boring”  

 While some of the youth in the Teen Center were greatly resistant to participating 
in the SKILLS sessions, we learned early into the program that they had their own 
sophisticated understandings of issues related to language and race. Despite their 
disinterest in these topics in the form in which we presented them, these young 
people demonstrated their thoughts on language and race by redirecting the focus 
to us, and specifi cally to our legitimacy as instructors. 

 Our subjectivities were of intense interest in particular to the two 14-year-olds 
mentioned above, Jessica and Rosa. On April 2, Jazmine wrote about these girls 
in her daily report: 

  the middle school girls told me that they feel Anna talks “boring.” I asked 
them several questions after that to see what they really meant and it turns 
out the tone and academic language is what makes them think that.  

 In our team meeting afterward, Jazmine revealed that the girls had actually 
described Anna’s speech as “white and boring,” a detail she had tried to spare 
Anna from learning. (For a very different framing of whiteness in another SKILLS 
site, see Corella, this volume.) 

 Although Anna’s speech was thus racialized and problematized by the two girls, 
the primary focus of their evaluation was Sebastian. Below, we move away from 
coauthorship so that Sebastian can present his individual perspective on the ways 
he was racialized in the Teen Center space. 

  Sebastian  

 My fi rst formative teaching experiences were as a teaching assistant when I started 
graduate school. As a fi rst-year graduate student at the age of 23, I was only a few 
years older than most of my undergraduate students, and I feared that I might 
reveal an inability to perform the authoritative role of “teacher” in how I dressed, 
spoke, and acted in the classroom. As a young queer Latino and a light-skinned 
person of color, I knew that students would make assumptions about me based on 
my skin color, how I dressed, and how I spoke. Nevertheless, I did not realize that 
these dynamics might work differently when I entered the SKILLS site. 

 I am very aware that I am racialized as white by other people of color, which 
differs from how white folks read me: as mixed race, but always as a person of 
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color. A constant source of tension and confusion surfaced with the youth at the 
Teen Center racializing both Anna and me as white, based on how they read 
us phenotypically, sartorially, and linguistically. While the youth seemed to take 
Anna’s whiteness for granted, they knew I was Latino: I repeatedly told them 
that I am Mexican and Chilean, and a fl uent Spanish speaker. Yet they neverthe-
less continued to interrogate whether I was Latino. Their doubts about my racial 
authenticity seemed to be based on how they perceived my speech. Rosa and Jes-
sica in particular asked me on several occasions, “Do you speak Spanish?” (see also 
Zarate, this volume, on the phenomenon of “looking like a language”). 

 The following excerpts from my daily reports depict two different occasions 
when these two girls felt free to question my ethnoracial identity. The fi rst occur-
rence took place on February 19, the fi rst day Rosa attended one of our SKILLS 
sessions: 

  Additionally, there was a new student who had not attended the fi rst ses-
sion, Rosa. When I asked her name, she replied, “Lupe.” Then the student 
next to her said, “No, it’s Rosie.” A third student then said, “It’s Rosa!” 
I then asked Rosa, “Which is it, Rosie or Rosa?” She was surprised at my 
Spanish-sounding pronunciation of her name, which seemed to spark her 
interest. With a puzzled look on her face, she asked, “Are you Mexican?!” 
This might be a personal dynamic to negotiate but it makes [me] wonder 
if the students do not read my ethnoracial identity as Latino, which could 
perhaps cause some distance?  

 In our exchange, Rosa initiated a dialogue about ethnoracial identities through 
a discussion of names, accent, and race and ethnicity. Rosa’s joking claim to be 
named Lupe and her comments afterward suggest that she chose that name to 
racialize herself as Mexican and Spanish-speaking.  Lupe , which is short for  Guada-
lupe , is often racialized as Mexican because of Mexico’s religious icon, La Virgen 
de Guadalupe. Conversely, Rosa’s surprise at my Spanish pronunciation of her 
real name, which prompted her to ask if I was Mexican, signaled her skepticisms 
about my own ethnoracial identity. As sociolinguists have shown, evaluation of an 
individual’s linguistic abilities often stands in for evaluation of their ethnoracial 
identity (Zentella 2014). 

 Rosa’s and Jessica’s doubt continued, even after my repeated assurances that 
I am Latino and speak Spanish; I understood that something about how I looked, 
spoke, and dressed did not align with their idea of how Latinxs are supposed to 
act. Reservations about my Spanish-speaking abilities were perhaps most preva-
lent because of how I speak English. By aligning how I spoke with white speech, 
the youth marked it and me as inauthentically Latino. 

 The two girls’ constant questioning about my linguistic repertoire later 
extended to include questions about my skin color and ethnoracial identity. I am 
acutely aware that because I am light-skinned there are many privileges that 
I encounter by virtue of sometimes passing as white. However, my skin color had 
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never been so thoroughly interrogated as it was during my time working at the 
Teen Center, where the youth often made comments like “You don’t look like 
you speak Spanish.” 

 For example, on April 2, during a discussion of the politics of racialized names 
and their pronunciation, I shared an anecdote about an interaction I had had 
at a local grocery store. A cashier had asked if I was Mexican after reading my 
fi rst name, Juan, on my debit card. He commented, “You don’t look like a Juan.” 
Rosa and Jessica both responded by saying, “Well, you don’t.” After a few frozen 
seconds, I made an effort to turn this (for me) uncomfortable moment into a 
learning moment. I posed questions to the youth about what someone named 
Juan was supposed to look like. I asked why I didn’t “look like a Juan” and what 
that meant. I encouraged them to consider what the name  Juan  stood in for and 
why those assumptions about names, race and ethnicity, and appearance might be 
made. However, the youth did not seem interested in continuing the conversation 
and continued to joke around. I summarized the interaction in my daily report: 

  The question of my race and ethnicity came up (again). I was giving an 
example about naming in regard to how teachers always tended to abbre-
viate my name in school or how people always say, “You don’t look like a 
Juan!” I know where these comments are rooted in, but the kids were extra 
giddy today and took this as an opportunity to make fun. I heard comments 
like “You don’t look Mexican,” “You don’t look like a Juan,” “You look 
white,” to which the other kids responded with “Ooooooh!” I tried to use 
this as a “learning moment” and said, “OK, let’s talk about that and what 
that means,” but they were not interested.  

 The youth’s questions about my Spanish ability may have had to do with their 
perceiving my Latino identity as different from theirs. Their ethnoracial identities 
were constantly marked because they lived in a predominantly white community. 
This difference was especially salient compared with how the youth interacted 
with our undergraduate mentor Jesus. Because Jesus spoke Chicanx English and 
was closer to their age, they were very comfortable with him, engaging in play-
ful interactions with him. By contrast, the way I sounded, paired with my role as 
teacher, shaped participants’ perception of—and doubts about—my ethnoracial 
identity.   

  Conclusion  

 While this chapter highlights many of the obstacles we encountered while 
attempting to implement the SKILLS program at a local youth center, our expe-
riences ultimately helped reconfi gure many of our attitudes toward teaching, 
especially in nontraditional formats. Our time at the Teen Center pushed us to 
reconsider our foundational assumptions about the best way to open up dialogue 
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with students on issues of language, race, and power. Because we are both focusing 
our graduate studies on how to better teach and talk about race and language, we 
are well aware that we think about these issues in highly theoretical ways. At the 
Teen Center, as we were trying to create a space where youth could talk about 
linguistic racism, we ourselves were learning how to talk meaningfully about this 
topic to them. How do you explain to a 10-year-old Latina that when her teacher 
tells her to speak “proper” English, it is part of a larger racist hierarchy? In essence, 
how do we take the academic jargon out of our teaching, when we are being 
trained to use that very jargon to think and theorize about these issues? 

 Critical scholars like Ivan Illich (1971) have claimed that education that takes 
place outside the paradigms of schooling is not only possible but preferable. But 
while it may be easy to imagine alternatives to the normative schooling frame-
work, the practical implementation of these visions was much more diffi cult than 
we had anticipated. Although the SKILLS program strives to avoid “school as 
usual,” our experience shows how simple it is to inadvertently replicate the con-
stricting structures of school even when trying to create liberatory programs. Our 
main experience of learning has been in traditional schooling environments, and 
so it is challenging to create novel learning situations that do not replicate the 
practices of school. We were startled to realize just how much we had internal-
ized the need for such practices, despite our critical theoretical orientation toward 
them. 

 We both see the true potential of SKILLS in its interdisciplinary foundations. 
Chicanx studies brings not only a historical approach to understanding sociocul-
tural processes, but also an explicit and sustained commitment to social justice. 
Linguistics contributes analytic methodologies and centers language as the object 
of examination, enabling the exploration of multiple levels of social organization 
that are constituted and reproduced in and through language. Education is a criti-
cal component as well. Besides teaching us how to be teachers in the practical 
sense of creating curricula and lesson plans, the fi eld also offers up insights from 
culturally responsive pedagogy to help us create a curriculum that goes above and 
beyond the traditional academic format, in which young people are almost never 
encouraged to learn about race and in which their agency and freedom are highly 
constrained. As we have discussed here, although it can be painful, it is vital for 
us as instructors to continually refl ect on and question ourselves, our positionali-
ties, and our pedagogical practices. Our goal as educators for social justice is to 
become better teachers, so that we can create a classroom that is accessible and 
engaging—and doesn’t sound so white and boring.  
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