RESEARCH WITH
INDIGENOUS
YOUTH

“Youth” is not only a life-stage but also a social location with material and political consequences. Youth
insights help make research findings more meaningful, benefitting researchers and those who use research
to make decisions. Yet, often in social science research young people are treated as not-yet adults, incapable
of analyzing the world around them. This research brief discusses approaches to research that recognize
young people as able to analyze and change the world around them.
These approaches emphasize engaging youth insights and theories about how to improve their lives,
communities, and the institutions they inhabit1. As The Ladder of Participation2-3 below indicates participation
requires youth to be fully informed about how and why they are being involved in the research study. In
addition, this brief specifically recognizes the need to utilize Indigenous methodology and epistemology when
working with Indigenous youth and Indigenous communities.

Benefits of Research with Youth
Conducting research with youth may also
bring some benefits to their lives in the
following ways:
• Allow opportunities for youth to develop
critical thinking and research skills
• Open avenues for youth to make
meaningful change in their communities
• Give space for young people to demonstrate
their competencies
• Redefine power relations among
researchers and participants as well as
between adults and youth
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EXAMPLES OF RESEARCH WITH YOUTH
Research methods designed to engage youth often ask young
people to reflect on their society, environment, and their
imagined futures. Youth researchers have opportunities to
create methods in which youth are engaged as experts in their
own lives, as complex persons, as co-theorists, and as having
perspectives worth sharing. The examples below are adapted
from a chapter on youth resistance research by Monique
Guishard and Eve Tuck4 and are by no means exhaustive.
Studies designated as participatory, participatory action
research, community based research, or community based
design research even more fully engage young people through
consultation, shared decision making, youth initiation and
direction of the research.
→ Youth led research - gives youth the opportunity to design
and implement research as well as opens space for youth
to be agents in making real and lived impact in their lives and
communities as well as experience as scientists and researchers.
→ Youth led observation - helps train youth to be critical thinkers
and questioners while ensuring their own perspectives, needs,
and questions are met.
→ Youth led analysis - offers practical experience as researchers
and can lead to innovations in data representations.

CRITICAL ETHNOGRAPHY
Critical ethnography acknowledges “the ‘art’ of everyday life,”
understanding that “people make sense out of their lives
in creative ways and that there are moments of penetrating
insight worth exploring and documenting”5, (p.5). For more
examples, refer to McCarty, Wyman, and Nicholas6.

INNOVATIONS IN INTERVIEWS
Innovations in interviews and focus groups in youth resistance
research are varied, from participants generating questions
for other participants to digital formats; from art shares to
collaborative storytelling.

EMBODIED METHODS
In Polling for Justice (PFJ), directors Madeline Fox, Brett Stoudt,
and Michelle Fine organized a Participatory Action Research
(PAR) collective who designed and dispatched a survey on
youth experiences of education, health, criminal justice and
policing in their schools7. Fox & Fine made use of embodied
methodologies to tell the stories of their survey results which
were intimately linked to young people’s bodies, stories
of complex personhood and hybrid consciousness. Youth
researchers performed the data and required that audiences
respond to performances in order to incite recognition of the
collective responsibility to address the study’s findings.
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MAPPING METHODS
Patricia Krueger-Henney worked with a Youth Participatory Action
Research (yPAR) collective to document criminalizing and punitive
school safety measures in New York City public high schools8. To
do this, they created spatial-temporal maps of the school safety
and security mechanisms, their daily trajectories through school
spaces, their evaluations of the safety of different spaces inside
the school, along with locations that are most trafficked and
avoided. These “mini-geographies” of youths’ cognitive maps
of their schools comprised what Cindi Katz has called “countertopographies,” of the school to prison pipeline9.

SURVEYS AS PUBLIC SCIENCE
One inspiring new approach comes from Brett Stoudt’s work
as statistical consultant in two recent projects, Polling for
Justice and the Morris Justice Project. In the latter, Stoudt,
Maria Torre, and others worked with an intergenerational team
of researchers from the Bronx, the PSP, and Pace University
Law Center to survey more than a 1000 residents of the
Morris Avenue section of the South Bronx10. They used “the
Illuminator,” a van with a projector that was used in Occupy
Wall Street demonstrations to project findings from the survey
to “discuss what it means to live, work, raise kids, shop, go to
school, play, and pray in a community that experienced nearly
4,000 police stops in 2011.”

PARTICIPATORY ACTIVITIES & GAMES
Sarah Zeller-Berkman and others at the Public Science Project
& the Intergenerational Change Initiative have created new
versions of board games to play with youth in focus group
settings to initiate discussions about social injustice11. They
used their Chutes and Ladders-like board game to present
their findings on the everyday struggles and boundaries faced
by children of incarcerated parents.
The Collective of Researchers on Educational Disappointment
and Desire used a board game (a remake of Pop-o-matic
Trouble) to initiate focus group conversations about
meritocracy, the American Dream, and poverty. In the game,
players try to reach all the way around the board to their
“American Dreams” without getting tripped up by health,
housing, education, policing or social issues or without getting
squeezed out or gentrified by opponents. This game was
followed by a facilitated discussion on the myths and realities
of meritocracy and implications on schooling12.
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INDIGENOUS RESEARCH METHODS AND
YOUTH
Simply including Indigenous youth in research does not
make it Indigenous youth research. When done effectively,
research with Indigenous youth and communities reflects
the cosmologies of their communities. This means that the
chain of value of research is shaped by how a community
understands the relationships between human knowledge
and/within the cosmos. This may mean that:
→ Research collectives refuse or disbelieve the premises
of deficit that are so prevalent in research on Indigenous
youth
→ Knowledge is shared and not hoarded
→ Inquiry projects have multiple points of entry, and
multiple meanings to be drawn
→ There is continuity between a project and community life
that moves in recursive ways to further inquiry and further
applications of meanings

Things to Consider
Research methods are effective in learning from and with
youth when they recognize young people as much more than
just future-adults. They recognize youth as having important
insights and theories about how to improve their lives, their
communities, and the institutions they inhabit1.
In some cases, especially when working with young people
who have been denied access to meaningful sites of learning,
it is important to design or modify research methods so that
they are dissimilar to schooling practices4.
Research methods with young children, struggling readers,
young people with disabilities, or young people who speak
first languages other than the language used in the research
may require modification to rely less heavily on text and
instead use images, art supplies, and other tactile strategies
to communicate2.

QUESTIONS FOR RESEARCHERS
How can we work with youth to design research
methods which interrupt rather than recreate
problematic practices?
How can we work with youth to meaningfully
analyze & interpret data and distribute to
academic and non-academic audiences?

WRITTEN BY EVE TUCK

“Youth” is not only a life-stage, but also a
social location with material and political
consequences. Youth insights help make
research findings more meaningful, benefitting
researchers and those who use research to
make decisions.

QUESTIONS FOR PRACTITIONERS
Do you engage youth in research, program
planning, or decision making? Why or why not?
Remember, program evaluation is a form of
research!
Are there ways to approach youth participation
from an Indigenous perspective?
How might you use the methods on page 3 of this
brief to engage youth in your work?
How might research with and by youth impact
your programs?
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BUILDING CAPACITY AND CULTIVATING INNOVATION
BCCI is designed to develop resources and practices that
will have exponential impacts on efforts to improve Native
student success across a variety of sectors.
BCCI Project Contacts
Megan Bang- mbang3@uw.edu
Charlene Nolan- nolanc3@uw.edu
Gabriel de Los Angeles- kender20@uw.edu
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