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Abstract

:

This is the first of two sequential papers describing the design and first-year implementation of a collaborative participatory action research effort between Sociedad Latina, a youth serving organization in Boston, Massachusetts, and Boston University. The collaboration aimed to develop and deliver a combined STEM and career development set of lessons for middle school Latinx youth. In the first paper, life design and the U.N. Sustainable Development Goals are described in relation to the rationale and the design of the career development intervention strategy that aims to help middle school youth discover the ways that learning advanced-STEM skills expand future decent work opportunities both within STEM and outside STEM, ultimately leading to an outcome of well-being and sustainable communities. In addition to providing evidence of career development intervention strategies, a qualitative analysis of the collaboration is described. The second paper will discuss two additional frameworks that guided the design and implementation of our work. As an example of translational research, the paper will provide larger national and regional contexts by describing system level career development interventions underway using Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological and person–process–context–time frameworks.
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Originally conceived as a career counseling model, life design [1] (Savickas et al., 2009) focuses on helping individuals develop the career adaptability and resilience needed to navigate an increasingly complex and changing world of work [2,3,4] (Nota et al., 2020; Rossier et al., 2017). While the primary aim of life design is to serve individual clients in a 1:1 counseling setting, life design also proposes an “environment-centered” intervention strategy that strives to support the development of adaptability and resilience by increasing access to quality career services [4] (Rossier et al., 2017). A prime example of this environment-centered approach to life design is school intervention efforts conducted by the Laboratorio di Ricerca e Intervento per l’Orientamento alle Scelte (La. RIOS) at the University of Padova. Their efforts focus on group interventions that are designed to increase inclusion, coping strategies, wellness, and adaptability [5,6,7,8] (Ginevra et al., 2017; Nota et al., 2019; Nota et al., 2016; Santilli et al., 2019). Similar to the efforts underway by La.RIOS and aligned with key elements of life design, this paper describes one additional framework and sample intervention activities associated with an environment-centered approach focused on building capacity among community-based organizations and schools to adopt and implement quality career development programs and services, especially for youth living in lower-income households. Because our environment-centered approach is predicated upon establishing a collaborative community-based participatory action research effort [9] (Jagers et al., 2019), we have included a qualitative examination of the collaboration quality. Jagers and his colleagues [9] define community-based participatory research as a form of research that focuses on engaging under-served youth and adults in addressing real-world issues in the community through iterative research and action process, which is aligned with the use of qualitative methods.



The primary organizations involved in this collaborative community-based participatory action research effort include the Boston University (BU) Center for Future Readiness (n.d.) and Sociedad Latina (n.d.). Sociedad Latina is a community-based organization that supports the educational attainment and well-being of Boston Latinx youth and their families [10]. In providing Latinx families with quality after-school and summer programs and support, Sociedad Latina has a track record of successfully supporting and mentoring youth in middle school and continuing into post-secondary education. As an after-school and summer program working with the Boston Public Schools District, the collaboration with Boston University involves designing, implementing, and evaluating evidence-based STEM and career learning activities that encourage middle school Latinx youth to consider pursuing pathways to STEM careers. The collaboration with Boston University focuses on supporting their middle school youth as part of Sociedad Latina’s STEAM program, incorporating the arts and music into science, technology, engineering, and mathematics learning opportunities. Scientists from the BU Physics Department are redesigning advanced network science curriculum activities referred to as “NetSci for All” [11], and educators from the BU Center for Future Readiness are deploying career development lessons. Both the STEM and career lessons are being adapted collaboratively with Sociedad Latina staff to ensure they are culturally and linguistically relevant for the middle school youth. Below we describe individualized learning plans, high-need, high opportunity youth, and STEM as terms that provide important context to understanding our environment-centered life design effort.



Individualized Learning Plans/My Career and Academic Plan (MyCAP): In an effort to increase access to quality career development programs and services, this intervention is aligned with a national initiative in the U.S. referred to as “college and career readiness”. To facilitate college and career readiness, nearly all states have adopted the use of personalized career and academic plan efforts referred to as individualized learning plans [12] (ILPs). As a scope and sequence of activities, ILPs involve classroom/small group activities that develop (a) self-exploration skills that enable youth to identify their talent and skills, (b) career exploration skills enable youth to become aware of how their talent and transferable skills align to high demand occupations, and (c) career management skills that enable youth to identify learning opportunities and postsecondary pathways including access to work-based learning and early college participation that support youth in successfully pursuing their future life goals [13,14,15]. Research indicates that ILPs show promise in helping students become proactive, resilient, and adaptable, what we refer to as “future ready” [16,17,18,19]. More specifically, ILPs have shown tremendous promise in motivating youth to select more rigorous course schedules, establish post-secondary goals, and facilitate more substantial connections with family, teachers, and peers [20]. In the U.S., each state uses its own naming convention to refer to ILPs and the Commonwealth of Massachusetts where this effort was implemented, ILPs are referred to as My Career and Academic Plan (MyCAP).



High need, high opportunity youth: This collaboration was derived, in part, from efforts by the BU Center for Future Readiness to design, implement and evaluate career-oriented services that support high need, high opportunity youth populations [19]. Globally, “high need, high opportunity” youth refer to those aged 15–24 who make less than $2 (USD) per day [21] (est. 500 million) as well as youth and young adults classified as “not in education, employed or training” [22] (NEET; est. 600 million;). We consider these youth “high opportunity” because career service intervention efforts that effectively increase their educational attainment and workforce skills also have a tremendous impact on their well-being and economic self-sufficiency.



In the context of this article, high need, high opportunity youth refer to youth attending Boston Public Schools (BPS), including but not limited to BIPOC students (Black, Indigenous, People of Color) and youth with disabilities who are severely at risk for not completing either a two-year or four-year training or degree program six years following high school graduation. In BPS, for example, post-secondary completion rates of students entering the 9th grade in 2008/09 academic year demonstrate severe inequity levels with 40% of White and 54% of Asian students completing a two or four-year degree within six years of high school graduation compared with 17% among Black, 15% among Latinx, and 5% among students with disabilities [23]. While it is not surprising that low post-secondary completion rates contribute to Latinx youth facing a precarious economic future, shocking is the degree of income and wealth inequality. The average wealth for Puerto Rican households in Boston is estimated as USD 3000 and Dominican households are estimated as USD 0, while the average wealth among White households in Boston is USD 250,000 [24].



STEM: The aim of this collaborative research project is to co-design, implement, test, and disseminate innovative STEM learning and MyCAP lessons that explore how students emerging STEM skills expand future occupational opportunities. Science Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) in this project reflects a new STEM practice that breaks down silos across scientific and technical domains [25]. This new paradigm is in line with a radical shift towards the application of network-based, computational, data-intensive, visualization approaches to solving complex 21st century challenges, such as changing environment, urbanization, and evolving notion of human well-being [26,27,28,29,30]. Therefore, our STEM lessons were designed by using the basic STEM principles, such as water in chemistry, circuits in physics, and viruses in biology, and then these concepts were extended to “network thinking” and its applications in the 21st century.



In sum, the collaboration between Sociedad Latina and Boston University represents an environment-centered life design intervention effort that seeks to address the impact of existing inequities in postsecondary completion rates among high need, high opportunity youth populations. The intervention involves the design and implementation of MyCAP lessons that enable youth to become future-ready (i.e., proactive, resilient, adaptable) by exploring, in part, the ways in which their emerging talent, especially STEM skills, is transferable to a wide range of occupations.



The remaining sections of the paper describe how the UN Sustainable Development Goals guided our effort—8 of the 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals are being used as a framework for describing the rationale of this effort. We also introduce sample MyCAP activities as well as describe the results of a qualitative examination of the progress made in establishing an effective community-based participatory action research collaboration.



1. Alignment with UN Sustainable Development Goals


The framework that provides an over-arching rationale for our efforts is the UN Sustainable Development Goals that were adopted internationally to address growing concerns of a global economic collapse [31]. In this section, we propose a logic model (Figure 1) that describes how our environment-centered community intervention efforts are aligned with 8 of the 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals [19,32,33] (SDGs; UN). The logic model situates the primary aim of our effort as increasing the number of high-need, high-opportunity youth who access decent, high paying, work (SDG 8). To improve access to decent work, the logic model is predicated upon designing program efforts that increase access to high quality, culturally responsive, and fully inclusive (SDG 10, SDG 5) academic learning and workforce development opportunities (SDG 4). Our MyCAP achieves this goal by focusing on designing group-based learning activities that help youth: (a) identify their emerging transferable skills and talent, (b) learn how their emerging talent and skills align to a wide range of occupational opportunities, and (c) continue engaging in STEM learning to expand access to future high wage, high demand occupational opportunities. The long-term success of the effort will be based on the extent to which underrepresented groups such as females (SDG 5), BIPOC youth (SDG 10), and youth with disabilities are able to select among a range of decent—high-wage earning—occupations. By successfully increasing access to decent work, our efforts strive to help communities become more economically competitive (SDG 11) by reducing poverty rates (SDG 1) and hunger (SDG 2) while also improving health and well-being (SDG 3).




2. Becoming Critically Conscious of Assumptions Underlying Career Service Design


Life design challenges the traditional career development practice by questioning the use of validated assessments to help clients find the best fit between their personal qualities and occupations that align with those qualities [3]. Our collaborative efforts are consistent with life design’s encouragement to use more narrative assessment strategies, move away from using objective measures of interests and personality, and focus on and malleable and evidence-based personal qualities (e.g., self-efficacy, self-determination, motivation, goal setting) that are known to support youth in becoming more proactive, resilient and adaptable [16,18,19,34].



In addition to challenging the use of objective interest and personality assessments, Sultana [35] goes further by challenging traditional career development assumptions such as internal locus of control, career decision-making based on personal interests that ignore environment and the cultural contexts in which youth are embedded, and individual decision-making that does not take into account the “collective, spiritual, or community connections” that are important identity qualities for many cultures. Similar sentiments regarding the assumptions in the use of interest and vocational assessments have been criticized as treating individuals as commodities designed to be attractive to a capitalist and industrialized world of work that negates many of the values and sources of motivation found in collectivist cultures [36].



A second concern raised by life design scholars is that due to increased awareness of the precarious nature of employment, traditional career counseling’s emphasis on helping clients make effective (i.e., the correct) career decisions (i.e., “prescribing” career advice) is not viable in today’s world of work [3]. While there are prevailing assumptions that career guidance and decision-making efforts were relevant when the US experienced a period of relatively stable employment [37] (e.g., end of WWI—1970’s), historians argue that for individuals from lower income or ethnically diverse backgrounds, the world of work has always been precarious [38]. Blustein and colleagues [39] argue that what has changed in recent years is an erosion in social welfare supports (i.e., health benefits, vacation, retirement accounts, wage increases) due to neoliberalism business practices that emphasize deregulation and open market policies. Henwood [38] argues that the most pressing issues in the world of work are that:


Wages are stagnant or worse, benefits are eroding, and much labor is dull, alienating, pointless, and sometimes dangerous. As a result, many people with typical, full-time jobs have a hard time making ends meet, and most households have little or no savings to fall back on in a crisis.







When considering the design of career related interventions for many high need, high opportunity youth, Sultana [35] points out that contextual constraints such as structural inequities, racism, and gender inequality too often limit access to quality education and job training opportunities and therefore traditional approaches such as the use of objective interest assessments likely narrow self and career exploration [13]. Moreover, Sultana argues that high rates of economic inequality, such as the wealth discrepancies found between Boston Latinx families and White families, impact youth access to quality learning opportunities, resulting in lower rates of youth employment and post-secondary education.



While life design aims to address these inequities using interventions that develop “coping strategies,” our collaboration seeks to enable youth to develop the human, technical, and career management skills [40] needed to become future-ready. We define “future-ready” as youth who begin shaping their future learning and life opportunities by becoming proactive, resilient, and adaptable young adults [19].



Using a critical psychology lens, Blustein and his colleagues [39] identify three important considerations in conducting STEM career-related interventions. The first consideration is whether, as a profession, career researchers should be serving business and industry interests by encouraging high need, high opportunity youth to consider STEM careers. The second consideration is that by focusing on STEM careers, career researchers are likely to ignore nonSTEM career interests that could be a better fit for their personality type. The third consideration is whether our efforts should focus on encouraging high need, high opportunity youth to consider STEM careers or intervening with industry to improve work environments that have historically not been welcoming to women and individuals from diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds.



Concerning the first two considerations, one crucial distinction in our implementation is that youth elect to participate in Sociedad Latina’s after-school STEAM Team. And our design efforts focus on developing advanced STEM learning skills that strive to expand future access to STEM and nonSTEM occupational opportunities by building youth self-efficacy for engaging in science and thereby supporting future engagement in more advanced science coursework. Self-exploration activities help youth identify how the advanced STEM skills align to a broad range of future opportunities and bring awareness of the value of STEM learning skills. We do encourage consideration of STEM occupations as one of three future options as they begin to identify career and life goals. Our rationale for supporting high need, high opportunity youth in considering STEM occupations is based on longitudinal research that determined that they will not consider STEM career options without designed efforts to engage the youth of color in STEM learning and career exploration. As a matter of social justice, we believe high need, high opportunity youth and their families should have a choice in selecting future career and life goals and by not being aware of STEM as a high wage, high demand opportunity or having an opportunity to develop important STEM skills that can serve as the foundational self-efficacy needed to perceive themselves as capable of pursuing a STEM career option, then they will not be in a position to exercise that choice.



With respect to the third consideration, we agree that it is important to intervene at the employer level and intervene in ways that address structural inequities and racism that impact both access to STEM occupations and that push out women and BIPOC individuals out of STEM Within the context of this project, one of the examples of collective impact (see below) is that the MyCAP lessons are being used by Boston Public Schools as part of a Transformative Mentoring program where significant attention is paid to helping adult mentors first become critically conscious of how structural inequities and racism impacts their interactions with youth. The BU Center for Future Readiness was asked to help in the design and implementation of this effort which will allow these mentor-focused development activities to be incorporated into other MyCAP professional development efforts. At a national level, the BU Center for Future Readiness helped establish a national Coalition for Career Development Center, which is industry-led and makes STEM equity a primary concern.



In sum, our collaboration design efforts aim to address structural inequities and prevalent racism that prevents many Latinx youth in Boston from gaining access to quality learning and workforce development opportunities. We intend to increase access to quality STEM learning and career services and support Sociedad Latina’s current efforts to support educational attainment and future readiness by supporting youth in charting a range of occupational pathways that include possessing the workforce skills needed to directly enter decent, high wage/high demand work opportunities such as STEM occupations after high school as well as to identify “on-ramps” into training, two-year and four-year programs that align to their future career and life goals.




3. Sample MyCAP Activities


In this section, we provide information on the lesson products that resulted from our collaborative research. MyCAP activities were originally designed to support the BPS districtwide high school implementation [41]. Sociedad Latina staff, with support of the BU Center for Future Readiness, redesigned these lessons to make them more culturally and linguistically accessible for Latinx middle school youth [10]. This section will focus on two of three Who Am I lessons that develop self-exploration and career exploration skills. Who Am I was modified from a lesson originally developed by Perry and his colleagues as part of their “Making My Future Work” lesson guide [42,43]. The Who Am I lesson facilitates a 45-min group conversation about one’s skills and talent and then explores how they align to a wide range of occupations. One key modification to the Who Am I lesson is that the personal qualities youth explore were drawn from a list of human skills (i.e., advanced social emotional learning skills) that employers have identified as in high demand [44]. Given this past year’s need to create remote learning, the Who Am I lesson consists of two interactive online activities using Microsoft PowerPoint as well as different add-on features such as Nearpod [45] (n.d.). While originally developed by EdVestors [11] (n.d.) for use with BPS high schools, the lessons were modified by Sociedad Latina (n.d.) to be relevant for middle school youth, and a third modification was made by Harvard University’s National Center for Rural Education Research Networks [46]. Sample slides are presented in Appendix A.



What is noteworthy about the Who Am I slides is the emphasis on using a narrative assessment strategy that enables youth to identify their current and emerging “human” skills. The conversation is designed to help youth recognize that these human qualities are advanced social emotional learning skills that represent their emerging talent and skills that are in high demand in the world of work. The second activity develops career exploration skills using O* NET’s advanced skills search feature. This feature involves clicking on a list of workforce skills the individual perceives themselves as possessing or developing. Based on those selected, O* NET generates a list of occupations that align to those skills. While we do support youth to identify the technical skills they are learning as part of the advanced STEM lessons they learned, by generating a wide range of both STEM and nonSTEM occupations, O* NET helps youth and the adults facilitating the activities to become aware of the relevance and value of STEM learning. Additional MyCAP lessons develop career exploration skills by helping youth compare two occupations with respect to skills, activities, and labor market information (i.e., salary, job opening projections). As noted above, the focus of these activities is to develop self-exploration and career exploration skills and support youth in establishing future goals (emphasis on plural). And, in reference to the important considerations raised by Blustein and his colleagues, while the context of the effort involves STEM learning, the goal is to empower youth with the skills needed to define their own range of future opportunities and identify the learning opportunities that support them in pursuing those opportunities.




4. Collective Impact


According to Flood, Minkler, Lavery, Estrada, and Falbe [47], the conditions necessary to achieve collective impact, that is to facilitate large scale adoption of the STEM and MyCAP lessons, include: (a) establishing a common agenda, (b) mutually reinforcing activities, (c) continuing communication, (d) establishing a system of organization, and (e) having a standard measurement for both implementation quality and outcomes. With respect to “establishing a common agenda” and “mutually reinforcing activities,” BPS’ engagement in MyCAP was facilitated by a number of meetings with district officials well prior to the current project as well as district officials participating in a three-workshop series offered by Massachusetts DESE [48]. As part of their focus on supporting career pathways, EdVestors staff also participated in the MyCAP workshops and supported the BU Center for Future Readiness to provide coaching support for Boston Public High Schools. It was in this context that Boston Public Schools requested, and EdVestors supported, the development of specific lessons that would encourage schools to adopt MyCAP. In reading about the nature and value of MyCAP [13], district officials discovered that the student-driven focus on empowering youth to develop the skills needed to become proactive, resilient, and adaptable adults was in line with their recently adopted College, Career, and Life Ready framework [49,50].



Efforts to “continue communication” and “establish a system of organization” are emerging. Remote access enabled more frequent and efficient engagement to discuss planning and provide professional development. And, in preparation for an expanding engagement in MyCAP in BPS in collaboration with Sociedad Latina and Boston University, it is clear that a system of organization is needed to coordinate lesson development and diffuse innovative ideas and practices across the district. Sociedad Latina’s efforts will parallel and contribute to this development and diffusion by adding MyCAP lessons into their high school support programs. At the end of the Spring term, the lessons were evaluated by student interns, and their feedback along with a larger community of practice discussion with educators and students throughout Boston has resulted in a set of lesson design recommendations that will be used to guide future lesson development [51]. A separate organizing team is being established whereby relevant departments within BPS and Massachusetts DESE in collaboration with Sociedad Latina and the BU Center for Future Readiness will have an assigned full-time coordinator to track lesson development and ensure that all parties, including educators and youth-serving organizations are able to access the lessons as well as professional development opportunities.



Achieving a standard measurement of implementation and outcomes is a work in progress that will be undertaken as part of the new organizational structure that is being launched. Each separate implementation of MyCAP within BPS and Sociedad Latina has measurement efforts underway, and the plan is to share these efforts in order to establish a common set of measures that can be used across the different efforts.




5. Qualitative Investigation of the Project Collaboration


During the initial design of this project, we proposed a scientific examination of this capacity building using qualitative methods to better understand the culture and complexities that facilitate and challenge the creation of effective community-based collaborations [52]. Collaborative research that is interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary is common in science and medicine [53,54,55]. Bansal et al. [53] provide the core elements of an effective collaboration that involves coordination between institutions, organizations, and/or communities: (a) collaboration that invites open communications for system change; (b) identification of stakeholders and their engagement in providing feedback; (c) clear roles and responsibilities, and (d) respect for different organizational cultures and professional environment. Using modified grounded theory, some of these elements will be explored as they emerge as major themes identified based on two data sources, one-on-one interviews and weekly meeting observations.



5.1. Participants


The qualitative analysis is based on field notes from weekly meetings among staff members that include Sociedad Latina’s STEAM Pathway Manager and two STEAM Program Coordinators and the Boston University PI, co-PIs, Project Manager, two graduate research assistants, and the university’s Director of Community Relations. In addition, two staff from Sociedad Latina and two from Boston University were interviewed to better understand the complex culture of the collaboration. These four participants were selected because they have been part of the project since the grant proposal and contributed to the establishment of the collaborative culture.




5.2. Procedure


Two staff members from Sociedad Latina were interviewed in Fall 2020, and two staff members from Boston University were interviewed in the Spring 2021, respectively. Each interview lasted about 30 min via Zoom and was recorded and transcribed. The interviews were semi-structured with the flexibility of focusing on the themes that seemed more meaningful to each participant. Interview questions include: (a) How was your overall collaboration experience (e.g., impressions, takeaways)? (b) What did you like the most/least about collaboration? (c) What were the challenges that you faced due to the unforeseen changes caused by COVID-19? (d) What were the successes you have achieved in this new collaborative environment? (e) How could this collaboration be improved?



Since the design phase of the first summer programming in 2020, the team has had three meetings each week, around the topics of curriculum, evaluation, and the check-in meetings with the whole group, reaching an approximate number of 150 meetings, in total. The Project Manager has maintained the meeting notes, and these were reviewed for the data triangulation purpose, to verify the information that was discussed during the interviews and identify additional information that can support the statements of the interviewees. Member checking was done during the writing process.




5.3. Plan for Data Analysis


As a qualitative analytic strategy, a modified grounded theory approach was used to identify emerging themes. The interview transcripts were thematically analyzed using the six steps of Braun and Clarke [56]: (a) become familiar with the data, (b) generate initial codes, (c) search for themes, (d) review themes, (e) define themes, and (f) write-up. The field notes from the weekly meetings were reviewed as an additional data source that helps develop a comprehensive understanding of the collaborative culture [57,58]. The analytic results were shared with the project members during the write-up process to verify whether the findings reflect their thoughts and experiences appropriately. Grounded in the voice of the staff members of this collaboration [59], it was possible to identify two emerging qualities that reveal who we are as collaborators, respect and trust. Two additional themes will be discussed—challenges and successes—that we believe provide further information on what contributed to the culture of our collaboration.




5.4. Findings


Four themes emerged from the analysis of field notes and interviews: mutual respect, trust, managing through COVID-19, and discovering positive outcomes of remote learning.



Respect for Each Other’s Expertise. “Community organizations have bad experiences because the university comes in and it’s an experiment for the university but it’s real for those people ‘‘(Katie, BU staff). We often underestimate the value of experience that our community organizations have established over many years. The negative connotation that university faculty carries when coming into a community-based organization is real and based on the misbelief that academic knowledge is “better” than experience. Sofia, a Sociedad Latina staff, recalled that the BU team came in at a time when they were struggling to show concrete evidence of their effectiveness and relying on the anecdotes of their high school graduation and college entrance rates. Unlike the common misconception, the BU faculty entered with great appreciation and respect for the expertise of Sociedad Latina: “They (Sociedad Latina) are clearly good at what they do’’ (BU staff). In turn, Sociedad Latina recognized that the faculty were coming in with “a good understanding of youth development, curriculum design and evaluation” (Sociedad Latina staff). For a collaboration to be meaningful and productive, each team member has to have their area of expertise—knowledge and/or experience—and others appreciate how each member of the collaboration is contributing to the project and making things better as a team. In our case, verbal appreciations were repeated over time at our internal meetings, external meetings with educators, workshops, and conferences. Whether intentional or unintentional, verbally expressing respect for others in a consistent manner elevated our mutual respect. This in turn allowed our weekly meetings and conversations to be positive and constructive, leading to increased productivity despite the challenges caused by COVID-19.



Trust Building and Togetherness. It is so true that it could have been difficult for us to build this level of trust if we had to build a new relationship during the pandemic. Luckily, our collaboration goes far before COVID-19 hit us all when we were writing the funding applications together. We were able to meet in person back then and make small talk before and after the meetings about the weather, families, updates in the district, and simply getting to know more about each other. Based on the “organic relationship” that happened a few minutes before and after the meetings, our continuing conversations led us to believe that we have a common goal of supporting the youth and families that otherwise will not have access to quality STEM learning and career development opportunities. We felt positive energy growing in our conversations and were convinced that we could create a synergetic impact together. The Zoom setting, however, often provides us limited opportunity to “get to know each other better” and “feel the energy” because we do not physically share space. What kept us going was the culture of our collaboration rooted upon mutual respect and the consistency that no matter what setting we are at, we check in on each other, listen to their concerns, and ask them to reflect and provide feedback: “There is no question we’ve built a level of trust with them. And I think that goes both ways” (BU staff). “You don’t have anything unless you have trust; I think that’s the foundation” (Sociedad Latina staff).



COVID-19 Challenges. Going through tough times together often cements the relationship. The pandemic helped us understand the feelings of others, think as a community, and recognize each other as partners who navigate the difficulties together. The challenges commonly identified across interview transcripts and meeting observation notes tie into our rapid transition to remote learning that nobody was prepared for. First, it was difficult for us to have a concrete understanding of the target population, especially for those who never worked with middle school students before, as we were unable to meet students in person before our summer pilot began. Designing lessons while considering their attention span in a remote setting was challenging as it is an area of inquiry that has not been explored much. Second, we were unable to observe the students’ body language during the lessons, how they engage with their peers and their reaction to the lesson activities. The feedback forms and survey results were often limited in showing the full spectrum of student experiences. Third, we were unable to sit around the table and use our full capacity to brainstorm and problem-solve. Our original intentions were to alternate between meeting in person with Sociedad Latina staff on campus and meeting in their building; We could have had students tour the campus and engage in campus learning activities that would supplement the curriculum. These challenges we experienced in managing within a remote learning environment taught us many lessons. We learned to take frequent breaks and have “fun times” on Zoom. We discovered new interactive online techniques and strategies to engage with students and understand their experiences. Most importantly, these challenges gave us an opportunity to reflect on our interactions with youth and their families and understand what is happening at home that affects students’ engagement in school and in the program.



Engaging in activities using Zoom also allowed BU staff to participate in Sociedad Latina celebrations and music festivals. These moments offered an opportunity for “chat” shout-outs to staff and youth, laughter, and the opportunity to witness the creative and musical talent of the staff and youth. During the celebration events that occur three times per year (end of summer and end of each academic term), we also witnessed how youth summarized their experiences in the program, and their honesty and voice were always moving and affirming.



Glass Half Full—Bright Side of the Crisis. Ironically, one of the successes we believe we made together was managing the challenge of ensuring access during remote learning. The online setting allowed us to reach more youth for snow days and more parents with little children or who work at night to participate in the orientation and parent meetings. It was also an opportunity for them to use Zoom and learn how to use other technologies, which increased their capacity to get engaged in their child/ren’s education. Our interactions with the youth also increased because we did not have to arrange time physically to make this happen. The flexibility of Sociedad Latina allowed us to visit on Zoom more frequently to observe or just hang out to see what is happening during the online lessons. We believe this also reduced the psychological distance the youth might have felt about the university and faculty and helped them realize that the universities are accessible, and role models are within reach.





6. Discussion


The themes identified from the interviews and field notes are consistent with some of the conditions described by Flood and her colleagues [47] as necessary to maximize impact. It was believed that the process of getting to know each other, the informal conversations we had before and after each meeting, and the genuine interest in each other as a person, which we called “organic relationships”, allowed us to build mutual trust. This in turn strengthened our understanding of each other’s background and perspectives and enabled us to “establish a common agenda”. Another condition of collective impact found consistent with the culture of our collaboration is our effort to “continue communication”. With more than 150 weekly meetings conducted during the first year, the engagement of project members and outside experts in different stages of the project, from initiation to planning to execution to monitoring was substantial. The amount of engagement was facilitated using remote access platforms that increased accessibility, frequent communications, and inclusivity of junior staff members. “Establishing a system of organization” and “having a standard measurement for both implementation quality and outcomes” are the conditions that certainly exist in our collaborative work but are in development and not reflected in the first-year data sources reviewed for this paper.



The themes identified are also aligned with the four core elements of an effective collaboration reported by Bansal et al. [53]. As described by the two interviewees, Boston University staff respect the experience and expertise of Sociedad Latina it has as a community-based youth-serving organization. Sociedad Latina staff in turn respect the knowledge and expertise the faculty and researcher bring in as to lesson design and evaluation. Other elements of effective collaboration are reflected throughout our Year 1 practice. First, stakeholders from regional, state, and national levels are invited to our webinars and meetings and asked to provide feedback on our accomplishments and challenges. Second, our collaborative research constantly seeks out feedback from various stakeholders and reflects their ideas and suggestions in the next round of lesson iterations. Third, we created a project management system that allows us to clarify our roles and responsibilities and asks team members to report on what they are working on, what is accomplished each week, and what the next steps are.


“Every word an opportunity, every word a responsibility, every word another chance”



[60] (p. 76).







As we are wrapping up the first year, this qualitative review of our first-year collaboration demands a new, innovative way of evaluating collaborations between a community-based organization and a higher education institution that work together to serve our youth to become future-ready. While such collaboration can improve the adoption and implementation of innovative practices, little is known about establishing positive inter-disciplinary, cross-organizational collaborations in social science and what is needed to lead such collaboration to success, mainly due to their complexities and the uniqueness of each project [61]. The identification of themes was one of the first steps that helped us understand our process, and more work is needed to have a deeper understanding of the social and cultural patterns of this collaborative work. The results of this qualitative study of the first year of the program are also meaningful in that it provides an opportunity to consider the future of this collaboration. Our team asks: “What have we learned?”; “What can we do better?”; and “what are we aspiring to do?” It will be exciting to continue our qualitative exploration around what we will be able to add to the culture of our collaboration and have us move up to the next level of collaborative research with increased, collective impact.




7. Summary


This is the first of two sequential papers describing the rationale and the process of designing a community-based participatory action research effort between a community-based organization offering after-school and summer STEM programs—Sociedad Latina—and Boston University and share sample activities with a wide audience. The paper provides a conceptual understanding of our collaborative research using two frameworks. The collaborative effort offers an example of life design’s “environment-centered” approach [4] to career development that focuses on supporting middle school Latinx youth in developing self-exploration and career exploration skills needed to enter high school with articulated academic and life goals. A number of U.N. Sustainability Goals were used as a logic model to frame the effort in terms of supporting future access to “decent work” opportunities (UN SDG 8) as a means for reducing poverty (SDG 1) and hunger (SDG 2), improving health and well-being (SDG 3) and ultimately improving the economic competitiveness of the community (SDG 11). In addition to offering examples of lessons and collective impact into the broader Boston Public Schools, a qualitative analysis of the collaboration was used to describe the nature and quality of the community-based participatory action research collaboration.
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Figure A1. Sample PowerPoint slide of the Who Am I activities: Connecting Skills to Careers. 
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Figure A2. Sample PowerPoint slide of the Who Am I activities: Lesson Objectives. 
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Figure A3. Sample PowerPoint slide of the Who Am I activities: 5 skill categories to consider. 
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Figure A4. Sample PowerPoint slide of the Who Am I activities: 6 skill categories to consider. 
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Figure A5. Sample PowerPoint slide of the Who Am I activities: communication skills. 
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Figure A6. Sample PowerPoint slide of the Who Am I activities: reflection notes. 
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Figure 1. BU Center for Future Readiness SDG logic model. Source: UN, 2017. 
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