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PROLOGUE—MY EARLY YEARS 

My father, Gustavo Quintero, an immigrant from Colombia, in search of a better life for 

himself and eventually his two kids, took photography classes at East Los Angeles Community 

College. Gustavo would take my brother and I out to the park and take pictures of us for his 

class. Sometimes we had props like soda cans or tennis rackets, and other times we were dressed 

as clowns and goblins. At the time, I thought this was a family activity, I learned years later he 

was taking the class to develop his photography skills. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Christian Quintero dressed as a clown 1983. Photo taken by Gustavo Quintero. 
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One of my fondest memories of my youth and the arts came from an activity with my 

father. Gustavo worked for a few years in his early 20s with the Federación Nacional de 

Cafeteros, the National Federation of Coffeemakers, in Colombia. He and a group of colleagues 

would go to local towns and perform short skits, sing songs, and entertain the communities. 

During the Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays in Southern California, my extended family 

would gather at my uncle’s house (my mother Marlene Quintero’s brother). One year, I was 

around four or five years old and my brother was six or seven years old. My dad painted our 

clown faces and dressed us in oversized shorts held up with red suspenders. He taught us a skit 

he remembered from his days with the Federación Nacional. Pelota (ball), my brother’s 

character would introduce our show: a flea circus. Pelotica (little ball), my character, carried a 

small box where our flea circus was ready to perform. The two characters walked out into the 

living room:  

Pelotica: “Hola, Pelota.” 

Pelota: “Hola, Pelotica.” 

Our skit consisted of a variety of tricks our flea circus would perform, from jumping from one 

hand to the other, to walking a tight rope (dental floss held tightly), to the punchline: the fleas 

escaping the box and infesting the audience.  

What resulted from this first performance was an expectation for all the young cousins to 

entertain the adults with shows during our family celebrations. Weeks prior to the Christmas 

gatherings, the cousins would start calling and planning for the next show. One year, we 

performed the story of the three little pigs, the wolf was played by our youngest cousin who was 

three years old. Another year we lip synced songs of the mid-1980s. The adults applauded and 
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the cousins were thankful to have an audience. These initial performances created a nurturing 

environment for creativity in our home, an environment that pushed us later to develop our 

acting craft. 

My parents, immigrants from Colombia in the early 1970s, enrolled my older brother, at 

age 12, in a drama class at East Los Angeles Community College. His drama instructor was 

connected to Nosotros, an organization created to support the growth of Latino Americans 

interested in performing arts. The summer of 1988, Nosotros produced Snow White and the 

Seven Dwarfs and needed youth to fill the parts for the dwarfs (White, 1913). I was 10 years old 

and was given the part of one of the dwarfs. Performing on stage for the first time was a pivotal 

and thrilling moment in my life, different than performing at our family gatherings. There was a 

large audience, louder applause, a much bigger cast, and real accountability.  

At this age, I struggled with reading and my anxiety forced me to memorize the whole 

play. I employed this strategy during rehearsals to the point where I went beyond my own role in 

the play and became the stand in whenever there was someone absent or missing a line. The 

context of the theater production allowed other literacy skills to flourish and removed my fear of 

reading out loud in public. 

Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs was a family affair. My grandmother, Abuelita 

Conchita, visiting from Colombia, made the costumes for all the dwarves. My mother was the 

make-up artist for the youth in the cast. I remember her having to battle with disagreeable 

preteen boys who did not want make-up on their youthfully masculine faces. My father took on 

the role of cross-town chauffer and drove the whole Quintero tribe during weekend and evening 

rehearsals. My brother and I came to know that learning was communal. 
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The collaborative community became an extended family. During downtime, we chatted, 

cracked jokes, and acted silly, but when we were on the stage, we knew our lines, our blocking, 

and our movements. Looking back, this production had a lasting impact. The fact that the entire 

cast was Latino opened up visions of the possibility and taught me about the importance of 

representation in the arts. Certainly, the audience had a great show. Beyond that, the excitement I 

felt being on stage, the commitment to learning my role, and the interdependence of all members 

shaped my personal learning trajectory. Learning is a creative process that requires collaboration 

with others. Whether it is in the arts or academics, learning for me requires social interaction. 

I did not perform on stage again until I was in high school. I joined the school choir in 

ninth grade, auditioned, and got a minor part in the musical, Big River: The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn, a Musical Play (Hauptman & Miller, 1986). I sang and danced in the big 

chorus numbers. Once again, I connected to the excitement of performance and team work. 

Later, I auditioned for a minor part in West Side Story (Shulman, 1990) but was handed the more 

important role of Bernardo. I had a voice that worked in a chorus but not as a solo performer. It 

was a huge surprise that both the musical director and drama teacher had cast me in a major role. 

Our choir and drama director told me I had a strong presence on stage and thought my Latino 

accent when I spoke English sounded authentic to the role. This was the first time anybody had 

pointed out I had an accent; I thought I sounded like everyone else.  

My high school was predominantly Latino; however, the two female leads in the musical 

were given to two White, monolingual, English-speaking girls when Latina actresses were 

available for the roles. Awkwardly, these girls chose to mimic bilingual accents when playing 
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their part. I felt bolstered by the directors’ trust but became keenly aware of the politics of 

representation on stage. 

When I reflect back on my performing arts experiences, I recognize their positive 

influence on my personal and academic development. Whether on or off stage, I was part of a 

collaborative community. We had a common purpose: to create a great show. We celebrated 

successes and built an environment of constructive criticism. In addition, we provided each other 

with social and emotional support. The creative atmosphere allowed for us to make mistakes, try 

out potential innovations, and receive immediate feedback on our performances.  

Unfortunately, I never saw a career in the arts as an option for my future. As far as my 

high school was concerned, arts were a hobby. I had to choose a real career. My parents never 

gave me restrictions on career choice, but both my parents worked, and arts were relegated to 

hobby status. As I grew older, my father painted less, took fewer pictures, and seemed 

uninterested in continuing his own development in the arts. 

My College Years 

When I went to college in Indiana at Depauw University for my bachelor’s degree, a 

career in the arts was the furthest thing from my mind. I chose a path in education, specifically 

studying economics. In my first semester, I signed up for a beginner’s folk guitar class, against 

the advice of my student advisor. This class was in high demand. I was told I would not get the 

class because I was in my first year of studies, and this class was favored by the upper classmen. 

I got the class! This was my only connection to any type of creativity during the first semester. I 

was able to go to the sound room and practice playing for as long as I wanted. I was not good, 

but regardless, I learned cords, strumming techniques, and songs that I still remember to this day. 
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Figure 2. Christian Quintero playing guitar 1995. Photo taken by Gustavo Quintero. 

During the winter session, all first years were required to enroll in some type of three-

week learning activity on campus. I signed up to be a stage crew member for the play The 

Persecution and Assassination of JeanPaul Marat as Performed by the Inmates of the Asylum of 

Charenton Under the Direction of the Marquis de Sade, Marat/Sade (the abbreviated title), 

(Weiss, 2001). I worked on stage construction and stage markings and was told after week one 

that all crew members had a part. I was given the role of Jacques Roux, a former priest who 

interjects radical ideas during the play. I was thrilled to be back on stage. I enjoyed working with 

my fellow cast members and loved collective goal of performing a memorable show. 

Although I was participating in plays and learning guitar, my time at Depauw University 

was not full of positive memories. I was one of 100 Latinos in a school of approximately 2,200 

students.  
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Figure 3. Christian Quintero as Jacques Roux 1996. Photo taken by an unknown person. 

There were 50 Black students and three Asian students in 1995-1996; there was little 

racial diversity. I used the arts as a way to distract myself from the lack of minority 

representation at school. The trials and tribulations of my experiences at Depauw University I 

will leave for a future discussion, suffice it to say, my arts participation served as a means to deal 

with the discrimination I felt daily on campus. 

I stayed at Depauw University for a second year because I received the job as resident 

assistant for a first-year floor in one of the halls. In the second year, I performed in a one-act play 

interpreted by a theater student: Six Degrees of Separation (Guare, 1990). I played Rick, a Utah 
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resident who moved to New York with his wife Elizabeth. This was the last time I was on stage 

for any type of performance. I transferred to another university after my second year at Depauw 

University, and did not engage again in theater. I do not think I could have completed those first 

two years at Depauw University if I did not have the arts as an outlet for my frustrations at 

school.  

I will now fast forward to my principalship in July of 2012. 

My Professional Years 

I was a founding teacher at the Los Angeles School of Global Studies (LASGS) in the 

Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) when we opened in 2006. After six years of 

teaching social studies in ninth, 11th, and 12th grades, I was offered the opportunity to take on 

the role of leader at the school. I will go into more detail in Chapter 1 about my school and 

working with the Creating Creators Cinema Project (CCCP), but first, I wanted to share some 

experiences I had with film and building our school community. 

In the spring of 2014, Hipolito “Polo” Muñoz offered an intriguing opportunity for our 

students. Polo invited Chris Weitz, the director of the film A Better Life (Witt, McLaughlin, 

Weitz, Gertz, & Weitz, 2011), to speak with our students about his journey of transforming the 

screenplay into a feature film. Several weeks prior to the school-wide screening, our advisory 

classes engaged in telling their or their parents’ stories of migrating to the United States. 

Students discussed many of the struggles faced arriving in the United States. The story of A 

Better Life (2011) revolves around the son of an undocumented single father living in Los 

Angeles. This is a story that hits home for many of the students at LASGS. The father is a 

gardener, and the teenage son, feeling neglected by his father, is tempted to join a gang. The 



 

 9 

discussion and questions after the screening sparked interest in the role of the director and 

storytelling. This was the first time our school had a public showing and the first time we used 

film to create a shared experience and collective conversation around immigration.  

In the winter of 2015, the whole school was invited to see He Named Me Malala (Parkes, 

MacDonald, Guggenheim, & Guggenheim, 2015), sponsored by the Malala Foundation, a 

nonprofit organization focused on creating a world where every young woman can learn and lead 

without fear. As a school community, we developed curriculum and conversation in our advisory 

classes to prepare our students to watch the film and have conversation about what they learned 

and how they could apply their learnings to their own lives. The documentary tells the story of 

Malala Yousafzai, a Pakistani student who began her educational activism at the age of 11. 

Malala survived an assassination attempt at 15, and at the age of 17 won the Nobel Laureate 

Peace Prize. The discussion around this film revolved around student activism and 

empowerment. We asked our students what issues in the community, nation, or world they 

would like to change. 

In the fall of 2016, I registered for an event sponsored by the LA Promise Fund, Girls 

Build LA to watch a community screening of the film Hidden Figures (Gigliotti et al., 2016). 

Girls Build LA was a nonprofit organization dedicated to challenge young women from public 

schools in Los Angeles to use science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) principles and 

21st century skills to effect social change in the community. All of the young women of LASGS 

attended a community screening at the University of Southern California’s (USC’s) Galen 

Center, a multipurpose sports arena along, with 10,000 other young women from Los Angeles 

(LA) County. Our Latinx youth returned to our campus inspired, excited, and curious as to why 



10 

it took so long to tell the story of African American engineers, hired as computers for the 

National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics. The young women felt empowered to carve out 

an optimistic future for themselves. 

As a companion to the Hidden Figures (2016) experience, while the young women 

watched Hidden Figures (2016), the young men remained on campus and watched The Mask 

You Live In (Newsom & Newsom, 2015), a documentary that follows the lives of boys and 

young men as they reconcile what it means to be a man in America. The male staff created 

curriculum around the documentary film to help the young men on campus remove their masks 

and share their most vulnerable moments with one another. The documentary tackled topics of 

masculinity, vulnerability, and society’s role in maintaining stereotypical gender roles. As 

principal of the school, I had wanted to create a learning environment where students were 

challenging society, unpacking the injustices we all experienced, and finding new ways to tackle 

those problems. I have used film as the medium for creating discussion, challenging norms, and 

creating an environment where students collaborate to find creative solutions to many of our 

most pressing problems. 

My hope is to eventually screen student-produced films that provide the same avenue for 

discussion as the preceding films did. Arts programs can play an important role for youth in both 

academic and professional arenas. Educators who work in school arts programs must be aware 

not only of the tremendous benefits but also the critical issues of diversity in the field. Outside of 

schools, society is contending with issues of school-to-prison pipelines and representation in the 

arts. People are clamoring to see their stories and themselves reflected on stage and screen.  
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The following work introduces the CCCP, a for-profit organization that works with 

schools and school districts to integrate student filmmaking into core subjects. The CCCP’s 

mission is to foster technical and creative skills in students to open up opportunities for careers in 

the film and arts industries. Using a descriptive case study approach, this research introduces the 

founders, teaching artists, and youth involved in the CCCP program at one school site in 

Southern California. I use theoretical frameworks connected to critical pedagogy, constructivism, 

and situated learning to analyze the experience and enquiries I had with this community of 

practice.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: CREATING CREATORS CINEMA PROJECT 

I started teaching for the LASGS in 2006 and have served as principal since 2012. 

LASGS is a small, co-located high school in downtown Los Angeles. The entire school employs 

a project-based learning approach to instruction: all grade levels and teachers collaborate so that 

all curriculum is integrated with real-world applications of knowledge. Our Title I school serves 

students from ninth to 12th grade, 96% of whom are Latinx (California Department of Education 

[CDE], 2017). One of the great advantages of being small is that we get to know our students on 

a personal level; we create strong bonds both with students and families to support learning.  

However, due to our size, we cannot offer a wide variety of elective programs found at 

large comprehensive high schools, such as art classes, choir, drama, band, and dance. At 

LASGS, we have limited options to meet the district requirement of providing a year of arts 

curriculum for students. The limitation has created a problem of practice as I must balance a 

limited budget with my desire to provide transformative arts experiences for our students. One of 

the ways that schools navigate a limited budget is through external partnerships. Fortunately, 

LASGS became one of the first partners to collaborate with filmmakers, Hipolito “Polo” Muñoz 

and Jessica Just, who were incubating an arts program for students of color in high-poverty 

communities. The partnership was mutually beneficial—the program needed a school and our 

school wanted to enhance our arts program. 

 Polo and Jessica were concerned about issues of representation and workforce diversity 

in the film industry and wanted to intervene. Issues of diversity and disparities have risen to the 

forefront in the film and broadcasting industry (Ralph J. Bunche Center for African American 
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Studies at University of California, Los Angeles [UCLA], 2018). They hoped to create a vehicle 

to change the film industry and improve diversity through increased participation of students of 

color. Polo and Jessica worked under the Latino Film Institute (LFI), focusing on LFI’s youth 

initiative program. This initiative allowed students to participate as audience members and to 

create and showcase their work at LFI’s film festivals. This program served as a template and 

inspiration for what would become the CCCP. Prior to becoming CCCP, Polo and Jessica created 

the Youth Cinema Project (YCP) a nonprofit organization as part of the LFI that has operated as 

a nonprofit since 2013. The YCP has exposed students to the filmmaking process with the 

intention of creating filmmakers. Students who participate in the program learn about 

brainstorming a story, storytelling, script writing, character development, film editing, directing, 

acting, production, audio engineering, and finance. YCP has hired professionals working in the 

film industry to guide students in the creative and technical processes of filmmaking. 

Prior to formally becoming YCP, Polo and Jessica piloted program components at an 

elementary school in South Central LA and at LASGS. They worked with teachers and students 

to develop curriculum to teach filmmaking. Resources for purchasing hardware and software 

were scarce, so Polo and Jessica focused on screen writing and storytelling. They built a 34-week 

curriculum that culminated in complete student films. At LASGS, they met with students twice a 

week, for 1.5 hours each day. LASGS’s project-based learning environment offered them an 

existing collaborative framework to which they added their expertise in filmmaking. The synergy 

was beneficial to both the students and the organization.  

Polo and Jessica saw arts education as a way to support students from underserved 

communities and a way to close an opportunity gap. The outcomes of the initial years of the 
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program revealed the importance of giving students an opportunity to share their voice and tell 

their stories. They also found students needed to develop technical skills in filmmaking despite 

the ubiquity of technology in their lives. In addition, Polo and Jessica believed introducing 

students to storytelling and filmmaking early on could have an impact on the film industry. The 

film industry is looking for unique stories. By teaching students the creative and the technical 

processes of filmmaking, students could choose careers in filmmaking that would allow them to 

tell their stories to wider audiences. Even if students did not go into filmmaking, Polo and Jessica 

were certain that the program would have a lasting impact on their academic and personal 

development.  

Polo has been volunteering at LASGS since 2011. In the first year, he focused on writing. 

The school had no video or audio equipment, so storytelling became the focus for the students. 

As resources became available to the school, hardware and software purchases allowed for more 

opportunity to engage with visual storytelling. As Polo and Jessica refined their curriculum, they 

explored more ways for students to develop their filmmaking acumen. In the last few years, 

students have had the opportunity to create and produce a three-part web series, documentaries 

tied to historical figures, and fictionalized stories of student lives in Los Angeles. These videos 

have been showcased at schoolwide assemblies. 

Reflecting on the importance of having a program tied to the arts, I am reminded of the 

struggles many actors of color face when it comes to representation. For two consecutive years, 

White actors and actresses held 20 of the acting categories for the Oscars which prompted the 

#OscarsSoWhite social media protest (ABC, 2016). In a recent The New Yorker article about the 

2017 Oscars, Schulman (2018) asserted, “The nominations announced on Tuesday morning, for 
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the ninetieth Academy Awards, reflect a changed—but not a transformed—Academy” (para. 2). 

After consecutive years of all White nominees for 2015 and 2016, the Academy attempted a 

membership overhaul “to diversify the voting body by race, gender, geography, and age” 

(Schulman, 2018, para. 1). Regardless of the attempts to diversify, Schulman (2018) explained, 

“the voters are still predominantly [W]hite and male; [28%] are female, and only [13%] are non-

[W]hite” (para. 2). These two statements highlight structural issues that many students in high-

poverty and minority schools face in the arts. Structural concerns that face our society are not 

just found in Academy nominations, they persist in writing rooms, studio executives, casting 

directors, directors, editors, lighting, sound engineering, animators, and producers. School 

structures and programs have the potential to mitigate the institutional and ideological racism 

students face in the arts.  

Along with the structural deficiencies that exist with the Academy voting bloc, actors of 

color are also faced with the casting practices of a homogeneous industry. Recently, there has 

been a resurgence of protest against “Whitewashing” in Hollywood (Kiang, 2016). 

Whitewashing is a practice where non-White roles are cast with White actors. Within the last few 

years, a Marvel movie, Doctor Strange (Feige & Derrickson, 2016), cast Tilda Swinton, a White 

actor, to plays the Ancient One; in the comic book version, this character is a man from Kamar-

Taj, a fictional kingdom in the Himalayas (Sage, 2016). The list of Whitewashing practices has a 

long history in the United States and is much longer than can be covered in this introduction. A 

filmmaking class could not only provide the technical skills to our students of color, but could 

also unpack the casting bias they see in movies. 
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The Rationale for Arts Education 

The State of California has graduation requirements that mandate students take at least 

one year of arts education. Smaller schools with limited budgets can offer few options for 

students to complete their visual or performing arts credits. At LASGS, for example, students in 

the ninth grade have a theater class coupled with their ninth-grade English language arts class. In 

10th, 11th, and 12th grades, students take a graphic design class tied to the LASGS’s Linked 

Learning Career Pathway. A Linked Learning Career Pathway is an approach to high school 

instruction that integrates a rigorous academic program with a career-technical program, with the 

goal to prepare students for college or career.    

I have continually explored ways to expand arts electives in the curriculum. CCCP 

offered an opportunity to build upon our project-based learning curriculum and offer a visual 

storytelling component for our students of color. When Polo approached our school about a 

partnership, we saw Polo and Jessica’s program fulfilling two purposes: we helped an 

experimental program generate curriculum for filmmaking in an urban classroom, and CCCP 

brought an additional elective course to our school that leveraged our project-based learning 

approach and introduced our students to careers in the creative arts.  

The following section discusses the current state of arts education in the United States. In 

particular, how the lack of arts programs in impoverished urban areas negatively impacts 

students of color. In addition, I present the theory of social reproduction as one of the 

mechanisms that perpetuates the lack of arts participation in adulthood. Children who do not 

have access to arts in their youth may not participate in arts in their adulthood. I introduce the 

film and broadcasting industry as a symptom of the larger problem of access to arts programs for 
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many youth of color. Lastly, I present the case for the importance of arts education in our 

students’ academic and creative lives.   

The Problem 

Where do the arts fit in the education of our children? This is a question confronted by 

policy makers in the United States. Early in the development of public schooling, Dewey (1934) 

believed the arts were a foundational aspect of every child’s curriculum; they developed 

creativity and self-expression as well as the appreciation of expression of others. Unfortunately, 

throughout the history of the United States, arts education has become a secondary priority. 

During economic struggles and particularly over the last 25 years, during a period of high-stakes 

testing and accountability, arts education has become less of a priority (Berliner, 2011). 

Federal legislation/programs such as No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB, 2002) 

and the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, (Race to the Top [RTTT], 2009) 

have had profound impacts on arts education (Beveridge, 2010; Onosko, 2011; Tanner, 2013). 

The importance of arts education was not prioritized during the high-stakes reform movement. 

Reforms prioritized accountability and testing gains for “at risk” schools. This focus on 

accountability forced schools to reduce budget to programs outside the core (Chappell & 

Cahnmann-Taylor, 2013). In a study conducted in 2005-2006, Woodworth et al. (2007) found 

California severely lacked the funding schools needed to embed arts education. Their findings 

showed 89% of K-12 schools failed to offer sufficient arts courses aligned to California 

Standards. Furthermore, schools lacked arts facilities and materials due to inadequate state 

funding, thus forcing schools to seek donations and outside support. This created inequitable 

access to arts education in working-class communities. Rabkin and Hedberg (2011) reported 
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26% of African American youth and 28% of Hispanic youth participated in the arts in school, 

compared to 58% of White youth. Grey (2010) found the NCLB (2002) required little 

accountability for arts programs. Coupled with scarce implementation guidelines for arts 

education, schools failed to implement arts education to the same degree as English language arts 

or mathematics. As a result of inadequate integration, Grey (2010) saw arts education 

substantially reduced in schools. 

Several studies demonstrate the impact that the national policy had on student 

achievement as it pertains to the arts (Baker, 2012). Baker (2012) evaluated the Louisiana 

Department of Education (LDE) policies that removed arts programs from schools that were 

underperforming. The LDE curtailed opportunities for arts education in schools with low 

performance on state achievement tests. State requirements for arts education were waived in 

favor of more instruction time in language arts and mathematics. Disproportionately, this 

impacted socioeconomically disadvantaged students in Louisiana public schools who did not 

meet state accountability requirements. Students from these schools had been most impacted by 

the loss of arts education in a test-driven environment. Baker found withholding arts education 

for these 37,000 eighth-grade students did not raise standardized test scores. On the other hand, 

students who had access to music education did have improved test scores. The policy of arts 

education reduction for the purpose of test-driven curricula did not have the intended result. 

Arts education in the context of urban schools is significant because it enables students to 

acquire valued forms of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) and 

sustain and evolve cultural resources found in local communities (Gadsden, 2008; Gonzalez, 

Moll, & Amanti 2005; Paris & Alim, 2014; Yosso, 2005). Dewey (1907) described arts as a 
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democratizing endeavor. Absent opportunity, children experience injustice to their future 

abilities to participate fully in society.  

Social Theory of Reproduction 

Understanding how arts education impacts communities starts with understanding the 

role and function schools play in society. Are schools spaces for liberation and emancipation or 

are they sites that reproduce the values and culture of the dominant social class? Twentieth 

century French intellectual Pierre Bourdieu offered educators a framework to analyze the 

dynamics of power in society and the persistence of social and educational inequity, including 

such concepts as reproduction, habitus, field, and capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984; Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1977). Through these concepts, we can create an understanding of how educational 

policy impacts the school community and the power that schools have in mitigating the 

reproductive power of inequitable policies.  

Bourdieu (1977) defined habitus as: 

systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to 

function as structuring structures, that is, as principles of the generation and structuring 

practices and representations which can be objectively “regulated” and “regular” without 

in any way being the product of obedience to rules, objectively adapted to their goals 

without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations 

necessary to attain them and, being all this, collectively orchestrated without being the 

product of the orchestrating action of a conductor. (p. 72) 

For Bourdieu (1977), habitus is socially constructed through the contextual, political, social and 

ideological factors of a given society. Habitus becomes the values and dispositions gained from 
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cultural interactions and generally stays constant throughout our lives (McKnight & Chandler, 

2012). If undervalued and therefore scarce, arts experiences will be absent from the habitus of 

students as they grow: national policies perpetuate a culture of disproportionate emphasis on 

tested material in schools, lessening access to the arts.  

Rabkin and Hedberg (2011) conducted a comprehensive study focused on arts learning. 

In a report commissioned by the National Endowment for the Arts, Rabkin and Hedberg 

endeavored to identify patterns of childhood participation in both in-school and out-of-school 

arts education and the relationship between arts participation in childhood and in adulthood. 

Longitudinal data from Surveys of Public Participation of the Arts (SPPA) were used to 

determine whether arts education contributes to adult arts participation. Over a span of 26 years, 

the percentage of U.S. children who had arts educational experiences declined dramatically from 

65% in 1982 to a low of 50% in 2008 (Rabkin & Hedberg, 2011). The study found the reduction 

in the arts education for Whites was relatively insignificant, while the downward trend for 

African Americans and Latinx was significant (Rabkin & Hedberg, 2011). The findings 

demonstrate how the uneven access to arts education for youth significantly contributes to low 

arts participation among adults of color. 

Rabkin and Hedberg (2011) made it clear that arts inequality is systemic and selective, 

stating, “Childhood arts education has not been equally distributed by socioeconomic status or 

race. Its decline has been concentrated among low-income children and among African 

American and Hispanic children in particular” (p. 46). I will talk about this disparity as it relates 

to the film and television industry later in this chapter. 
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Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of field represents the physical setting within a society where 

the habitus emerges. An individual’s capacity to have power in the field is dependent on their 

knowledge of the rules in that field and the amount of capital acquired through interactions in the 

field. In other words, a person’s power in any setting is proportional to their knowledge of the 

rules and the amount of cultural capital they have acquired. Given this reality, the CCCP has 

endeavored to open opportunities for students of color to learn the rules of the game and connect 

them to a network of professionals to enhance their cultural capital. 

Capital refers to the rules that are defined by those in power (Bourdieu, 1977). In the 

school setting, social capital is the set of knowledge and skills required for a student to be 

valued. Language is an example of social capital. Knowing the cultural norms, or capital, of a 

setting and being able to influence the field can change the habitus for the better. The CCCP’s 

industry-specific curriculum and pedagogy has the potential of a closing of many opportunity 

gaps in students’ lives.  

Bourdieu’s (1977) work on social reproduction was not without critics. For instance, 

Giroux (1983) criticized Bourdieu’s theory of reproduction, arguing Bourdieu’s explanation of 

reproduction in schooling to be exceedingly deterministic:  

Reproduction theorists have oversimplified the idea of domination in their analysis and 

have failed to provide any major insights into how teachers, students, and other human 

agents come together within specific historical and social contexts in order to both make 

and reproduce the conditions of their existence. (p. 259) 

Harker (1984) countered Giroux, and other critics, holding that school community, or habitus, 

can be flexible and react to changes from external factors. The habitus of the individual and the 
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field are in constant interactions and have the potential to change given those interactions 

(Harker 1984). In the case of the CCCP, an outside organization can enter a school and transform 

a school culture.  

The Film and Broadcasting Industry 

According to social reproduction theory, placing a lesser value on arts education in 

schools of historically marginalized groups inhibits adult participation in the arts. In their 

research, Rabkin and Hedberg (2011) asserted childhood arts education impacts adult 

participation. Their work supports studies that trace the ethnic and racial disparities in film and 

broadcasting (cf. Ralph J. Bunche Center for African American Studies at UCLA, 2017). In a 

similar way, Florida (2002) suggested Latinos and Blacks have a distinct disadvantage in the 

creative economies of the future due to reduction of arts programs for minority youth.  

The Hollywood Diversity Report by the Ralph J. Bunche Center for African American 

Studies at UCLA (2017) examined the diversity in film and broadcasting both in front of and 

behind the camera of approximately 200 top theatrical releases of 2015 and 1,146 broadcast, 

cable, and digital platform television shows from the 2014-2015 season. The Hollywood 

Diversity Report showed that while the share of minority representation in the United States is 

increasing, the diversity in representation in film and broadcasting is not. Although minorities 

represent roughly 38% of the U.S. population, they represent 10.1% for directors in major 

theatrical releases, a decline from the previous year (see Figure 4). In the lead actor category, 

there was a slight increase from 12.9% to 13.6% (see Figure 5). In addition, minorities 

represented 5.3% for writers (see Figure 6). The graphs show that even with slight gains, 

minorities remain underrepresented on every measure of the report.  
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Confronted with this reality, the CCCP wants to work with schools to provide 

opportunities for students of color to think about filmmaking as their potential career path and 

provide opportunities for students to tell their stories. Furthermore, CCCP wants to create a space 

 

Figure 4. Director race, theatrical films, 2011-2015. Percentages of White and minority 
directors represented in major films over a period of five years. Adapted from The 2017 
Hollywood Diversity Report: Setting the Record Straight by the Ralph J. Bunche Center 
for African American Studies at UCLA, p. 13. Copyright 2017 by Ralph J. Bunche 
Center for African American Studies at UCLA. 

 
where creativity, problem-solving, and production are at the center of their curriculum. Along 

with guiding students towards becoming creators, the CCCP uses their growing network of 

support to connect students they serve to the film industry. Students have sat with directors and 

producers during filming independent films to learn directly about choices they make on and off 

screen. Students have participated as volunteers at many local and international film festivals 

held in Los Angeles to meet filmmakers, see storytelling from different perspectives and network 

on their own as they establish their career paths. The CCCP’s hope is that their intervention can 
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change the habitus seen in the film and broadcasting industry and create more opportunities for 

students of color to participate as writers, directors, producers, and actors in film. 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Lead Actor Race, Theatrical Films, 2011-2015. Percentages of White and 
minority lead actors represented in major films over a period of five years. Adapted from 
The 2017 Hollywood Diversity Report: Setting the Record Straight by the Ralph J. 
Bunche Center for African American Studies at UCLA, p. 11. Copyright 2017 by Ralph 
J. Bunche Center for African American Studies at UCLA. 
 
Importance of Arts Education 

The importance of arts education is found in many national studies. Fiske’s (1999), 

Champions of Change: The Impact of the Arts on Learning, a compilation of seven major 

studies, found positive effects of student involvement in the arts on their behavior, attitude, and 

academic performance. Fiske found that arts programs can create an equitable experience for 

disadvantaged youth, “One of the critical findings is that the learning in and through the arts can 

help ‘level the playing field’ for youngsters from disadvantaged circumstances” (p. viii). In a 
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national sample of 25,000 students, the study found students with high levels of arts participation 

earned higher grades and performed better on standardized  

 

 
 
Figure 6. Writer Race, Theatrical Films, 2011-2015. Percentages of White and minority 
writers represented in major films over a period of five years. Adapted from The 2017 
Hollywood Diversity Report: Setting the Record Straight by the Ralph J. Bunche Center 
for African American Studies at UCLA, p. 14. Copyright 2017 by the Ralph J. Bunche 
Center for African American Studies at UCLA. 
 
test compared to students with little to no involvement in the arts—irrespective of their 

socioeconomic status. 

In separate studies brought together by this compilation, researchers from Harvard 

University, Stanford University, UCLA, and several other universities (Fiske, 1999) found 

consensus in the following:  

• The arts reach students who are not otherwise being reached. 

• The arts reach students in ways that they are not otherwise being reached. 

• The arts connect students to themselves and others. 
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• The arts transform the environment for learning. 

• The arts provide learning opportunities for the adults in the lives of young people. 

• The arts provide new challenges for those students already considered successful. 

• The arts connect learning experiences to the world of real work.  

Deasy’s (2002) Critical Links: Learning in the Arts and Student Academic and Social 

Development was a compendium of 62 studies outlining the relationship between the cognitive 

capacities students developed by engaging in the arts (i.e., dance, drama, music, and visual arts) 

and their academic and social skills. Taken together, these 62 studies revealed the arts positively 

impacted active engagement, discipline and sustained attention, persistence, risk taking, 

attendance, spatial reasoning, condition reasoning, problem solving, creative thinking, self-

confidence, self-control, self-identity, conflict resolution, collaboration, empathy, and social 

tolerance in students.  

Davis (2008) challenged arts advocates to refrain from advocating for and understanding 

arts education as a supplement to other disciplines and instead, to discuss the value of the arts as 

a core subject in effective schooling. With funding cuts and accountability tests, arts advocates 

often point out how arts raise reading comprehension scores, SAT and ACT scores, and student 

problem-solving skills that transfer to other disciplines, such as math, science, and English 

language development (Baker, 2012; Bauerlin, 2010; Catterall, Dumas, & Hampden-Thompson, 

2012; Deasy, 2002; Fiske, 1999). Davis warned not to obfuscate the value arts offer—in and of 

themselves—by focusing on their contribution to other school subjects. Davis (2008) identified 

five unique features of learning in and with the arts that create a benefit for students:  

• A tangible product created through imagination and agency.  
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• A focus on emotions through expression and empathy.  

• A focus on ambiguity through interpretation and respect for a variety of perspectives.  

• An orientation towards process through inquiry and reflection.  

• A connection to humanity developed through social engagement and responsibility.  

The advantages of integrating strong arts programs in the formal curricula of schools should be 

unquestioned.  

In the course of LASGS’s ongoing partnership with CCCP, I have had numerous 

conversations with Polo and his students about the classes and the impact they have had on their 

schooling experience. Students highlight the collaboration skills they strengthened through the 

filmmaking process, the excitement they feel showcasing their work during school-wide 

assemblies, and the confidence they build over time, especially in storytelling. They have 

identified outcomes in line with Davis’ (2008) work. Furthermore, I have observed educators in 

the program using a collaborative, experiential pedagogy. The potential value of the program lies 

both in student outcomes and in the pedagogical approaches developed by the educators. 

Unfortunately, due to constrained budgets, LASGS is only able to provide minimal 

investment in CCCP in terms of physical assets and programmatic funding. The program can 

afford limited amounts of high definition cameras, audio equipment, and peripheral supplies for 

students to complete their films. In other districts, the CCCP has access to a more extensive array 

of equipment and resources to support the program. Given the noticeable impact that the CCCP 

has had on my campus despite constraints, I set out to research the amount of impact possible at 

a school site with comprehensive resources. This line of inquiry led me to the selection of my 

site for this study: Santa Ana Unified School District. 
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Polo and Jessica were partnered with the Southern California High School. Santa Ana 

Unified has 10 high schools; the name of the high school I researched will remain anonymous to 

protect the anonymity of the students whose stories are told in Chapter 5. I am particularly 

interested in learning about the conditions CCCP created to fulfill its mission, which included 

students exploring their voices, linking their lived experiences with the wider community, and 

providing a space for creativity.  

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the story of three groups of participants of CCCP, the founders, 

the teaching artists, and the students. Through their words, I use the following research questions 

as a guide to support my analysis of their lived experiences through CCCP.  

• To what extent do the participants involved in CCCP establish the conditions for 

critical pedagogy? 

• In what ways do participants characterize the impact of the CCCP on their lives? 

The Setting 

Polo and Jessica’s program grew to 11 school districts in California through their initial 

work with the YCP. Santa Ana Unified School District contracted YCP, in 2015, to bring 

filmmaking programs into their schools. The district has filmmaking programs in elementary, 

middle, and high schools. Santa Ana Unified has a population of 54,505 students, 93% of whom 

are Hispanic. Asian, White, Pacific Islander, Filipino, African American, American Indian, and 

multi-race students comprise the remaining 7% of the student population (CDE, 2017). YCP 

intentionally partnered with Santa Ana Unified to serve traditionally underrepresented youth 

with their filmmaking program.  
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The Santa Ana School District funded the YCP program. The district’s interest in both 

arts integration and securing/maintaining student enrollment have been driving forces for this 

initiative. Under the leadership of Polo and Jessica, YCP began a sequence of classes that would 

eventually provide the framework of a filmmaking pathway beginning in elementary school and 

growing to the last year of high school. The first year of established courses began in one fourth-

grade classroom, an after-school program for the middle school students, and in the ninth grade 

in one of their high schools. In their second year of implementation, Polo and Jessica added a 

fifth-grade program to the elementary school and a 10th-grade class to continue the development 

and growth of students who completed the ninth-grade course. YCP and Santa Ana Unified 

designed a program that would eventually span from fourth to 12th grades. Their stated desire 

was to provide students with a pipeline to pursue filmmaking professions at postsecondary 

institutions. In the fall of 2017, the LFI, which supported Polo and Jessica’s development of the 

YCP, asked Polo and Jessica to leave the organization.  

Shortly after leaving LFI-YCP, Polo and Jessica established the CCCP to continue their 

work of bringing filmmaking into the classroom. The intent of my study was to document the 

cinema program that Polo and Jessica established through their years of collaboration. Polo and 

Jessica were integral in creating the curriculum, the professional development, the hiring of 

teaching artists, and envisioning a program that spans multiple years in the K-12 setting. I 

interviewed the founders, teaching artist, and students about their experience working with Polo 

and Jessica not YCP. Polo and Jessica’s departure from the YCP program changed how the YCP 

program was run. I wanted to capture the filmmaking program as it was created under Polo and 

Jessica’s supervision. 



 

 30 

Organization of Dissertation 

I have worked with the founders of the CCCP since 2011 and have been privy to the 

growth of the organization. I highlight an organization dedicated to increasing diversity in an 

industry and making a strategic effort to tackle industry disparities through educating youth of 

color. The organization is still in its infancy, but as their organization and reach grow, I hope to 

see more students of color telling their stories, highlighting their successes, and bringing arts to 

their communities. 

As I have mentioned, the CCCP is in several districts with programs at elementary and 

secondary levels. For the purposes of this study, I focused on one school district and one high 

school in that district. I acknowledge this leads to a partial story of the CCCP. The school board 

deliberations, along with the decision of the Santa Ana superintendent to fund a pathway, were 

not included in this study. The Santa Ana teachers who worked collaboratively with the CCCP 

teaching artists were also excluded from this study. Lastly, as mentioned previously, classroom 

observation did not take place during the course of my field work. The program at Santa Ana 

Unified changed once Polo and Jessica were no longer connected to the program. This makes the 

study reliant on past memories and the connection students and teaching artists had with Polo 

and Jessica.  

Chapter 2 presents the theoretical frameworks I used to analyze the data collected during 

my study, critical pedagogy as the overarching framework, and constructivism and situated 

learning theory as supplemental frameworks that aided in telling the story of the emerging data. 

Chapter 2 also presents the literature for the case study approach and the various methodologies I 
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used to memorialize the stories of the CCCP founders, teaching artists, and students. I end the 

section with the method I used to analyze the emergent data for the study.   

Chapter 3 of this work provides the life histories of the creators of the CCCP. I explore 

how their life stories brought them to filmmaking and brought them to creating a filmmaking 

program for the K-12 setting. This chapter describes how their philosophy of education connects 

to a critical pedagogy for learning. Chapter 4 provides the perspectives of the teaching artists 

working at a high school in Santa Ana Unified with classes in ninth and tenth grade. This chapter 

outlines their orientation to the CCCP curriculum and relays data regarding their teaching 

philosophy, particularly their implementation of an approach to CCCP-influenced pedagogy in 

the classroom. Chapter 5 highlights the perspective of the students participating in CCCP classes. 

Chapter 6 provides a discussion on the implications of this study to arts education in general and 

specifically working with organizations like CCCP to bring hands-on learning to students in 

urban public schools. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

CCCP classes operationalize an alternative pedagogical relationship between students 

and CCCP instructors. For instance, Polo would step into class and immediately acknowledge 

students as filmmakers. Polo challenged conventional roles of students and instructors. Although 

an expert in his own right, Polo would not negate the knowledge and creativity students would 

bring to the classroom. His approach to instruction would invite students to tell their unique 

stories. Moreover, Polo would build on their skills of storytelling by guiding students through 

industry-specific processes from pre-production to post-production.  

This study examines the built environment of the CCCP. Using the theoretical lens of 

critical pedagogy, constructivism, and situated learning, the study tells the story of CCCP 

through the eyes of the founders, instructors, and students. I discuss each of these theoretical 

frames in the sections below. 

Critical Pedagogy 

Educators often struggle with conveying the relevance of curriculum to students. “Why 

are we learning this?” is a common student refrain. As CCCP developed at LASGS, students 

developed a clear answer to that question—“to tell our stories.”  

I used critical pedagogy as one analytical frame to interpret the multiple interactions of 

all participants in CCCP, including the founder of the program, the teaching artists, and the 

students. I was introduced to Freire’s (2000) Pedagogy of the Oppressed when I entered graduate 

school for my master’s degree in education. In reading his work, I was exposed to the 

dehumanizing nature of the banking model of education in the very system I had been a part of 
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my whole life. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire (2000) stated traditional education is 

framed as “an act of depositing, in which the students are the depositories and the teacher is the 

depositor” (p. 72). Freire (2000) stated the responsibility of teachers, in a traditional education 

context, is to provide the “narration—content which is detached from reality, disconnected from 

the totality that engendered them and could give them significance” (p. 71). While the teacher is 

depositing information, the role of the student is passive and their role is reduced to “receive, 

memorize, and repeat” (Freire, 2000, p. 72). In this traditional education context, teachers are 

active in the process while students are passive members in the relational dynamic. In a 

hegemonic context, teachers disseminate the knowledge of the oppressors into oppressed student 

subjects. As a counter, a critical educators’ role is to unmask this oppressive relationship by 

using pedagogical processes that promote, equity, justice, and love (Freire, 2000). 

Critical pedagogy is a theory and practice that asks all learners to question common sense 

assumptions about what and how we learn. It legitimizes knowledge from multiple perspectives 

and challenges the dominant narratives that serve to oppress marginalized groups (McLaren, 

2015). Many scholars, educators, and activists have developed pedagogical approaches and 

philosophies with core principles and practices that are in line with critical pedagogy. Despite 

some differences, popular education (Adams & Horton, 1975; Horton & Freire, 1990), 

decolonizing pedagogy (Tejeda, Espinoza, & Gutierrez, 2003), feminist pedagogy (hooks, 1989), 

critical literacy (Freire & Macedo, 1987), empowerment education (Shor, 1992), and critical 

multiculturalism (Nieto, 1999; Sleeter, 1996) have shared core principles. McLaren (2015), 

however, cautioned, “Critical Pedagogy does not . . . constitute a homogeneous set of ideas. It is 

more accurate to say that critical theorists are united in their objectives; to empower the 
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powerless and transform existing social inequalities and injustices” (p. 122). In other words, 

there is a dynamic array of components and aims that are a part of critical pedagogy in particular 

and critical scholarship on education in general, though there are some congruencies.  

Freirean and neo-Freirean scholars have written about numerous aspects of critical 

pedagogy, including oppression, praxis, literacy, dialects, critical love, critical hope, and 

conscience raising. I organize some of the core principals of critical pedagogy under the 

following headings: (a) all education is political, (b) learning is social, and (c) education is 

emancipatory. These aspects are uniquely relevant to this work and I discuss each below. 

All Education Is Political  

Critical pedagogy affirms the belief that all education is political. Educators, who claim 

to be neutral and assert the information they provide is unbiased, support the status quo and 

legitimize the perspective of the dominant society (Freire, 2000). Educating students in a biased 

system without exposing students to the bias is a clear endorsement of the system. Knowledge is 

socially constructed and tied to relations of power. Using the dominant narrative to educate 

youth without challenging or questioning the narrative, upholds the existing structures within the 

system (Bowles & Gintis, 1977; Freire, 2000).  

Critical pedagogy stresses the political nature of school as an institution. Schools have 

elected officials that oversee the running of the school and are allocated public monies. State 

policies determine teacher certification, course requirements for college entrance and graduation, 

adoption of textbooks, what is taught, how it is taught, and what is left out. These are all political 

decisions within the institution (Kincheloe, 2004; Scherff & Spector, 2011). Schools reproduce 


