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Abstract 

This research focuses on the relevance of cultural arts practices to the psychosocial 

wellbeing of adolescents affected by violence in Trinidad and Tobago. Previous research identified 

the need for further inquiry into the use of sustainable interventions with youth in communities 

affected by poverty and violence (Ryan et al., 1997), since adolescents exposed to violence 

experience cumulative negative effects, and often display violence and delinquency themselves 

(Benedini & Fagan, 2018; Foote, 2010; Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children, 2016; 

Savahl et al., 2013). This research seeks to understand the psychosocial effects of community 

violence on the wellbeing of adolescents as well as the therapeutic value of cultural arts practices 

for affected adolescents. It explores the development of approaches to art as therapy, to understand 

how the psychosocial wellbeing of adolescents might be enhanced. This participatory ethnography 

utilizes mixed qualitative methods of data collection with students and teachers at a school affected 

by community and school violence. The relevance of cultural arts practices to the psychosocial 

wellbeing of adolescents is a complex area of inquiry, given the diversity of the population and the 

historical and social context of a community affected by violence. Findings that impact the 

psychosocial wellbeing of adolescents and any implications of these for the fields of art therapy and 

research on community violence are discussed. 
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1. Introduction and Impetus for this Research Study 

This thesis seeks to address the relevance of cultural arts practices to the psychosocial well-

being of adolescents affected by violence in a community in Trinidad and Tobago. Violence is 

widespread in Trinidad and Tobago and has a serious negative effect on all aspects of life. It is 

broadly defined by Dahlberg and Krug (2002) as “the intentional use of physical force or power, 

threatened or actual, against oneself, another person or against a group or community that either 

results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment 

or deprivation” (p. 5), with the category of community violence situating it outside of the home and 

therefore in settings such as, schools1.  

As a global phenomenon, violence and mechanisms of violence control have attracted 

analysis of patterns of lethal violence, which Mesner, Pearson-Nelson, Raffalovish & Miner (2011) 

propose are the result of broad cultural shifts including socio-cultural transitions from collectivism 

to individualism. In their examination of cross-national patterns and trends in levels of homicide 

over the period 1950 to 2005, Mesner et al. (2011) note both cyclical patterns and appreciable 

increases in the homicide rate of different countries. For example, Denmark and Norway are 

observed to have cyclical patterns, with upward homicide rates from the 1950s and declines in the 

1980s-1990s. In contrast, Trinidad and Tobago falls within the category of ‘latecomers’, which 

indicates an upward trend in homicide rates in the 1980s. Furthermore, no reversal of this upward 

trend is observed into 2005 and Mesner et al. (2011) postulate that years of downturn might occur 

beyond the scope of their study2. Their findings also support the assumption that homicide rates 

respond to socio-cultural conditions3.  

Another broad analysis of violence against children notes this phenomenon remains largely 

undocumented and underreported since it may be socially accepted or condoned with victims being 

                                                 
1 This research is based on this definition of violence within the context of a school community, although further 

definitions and categories of violence are explored in Section 2.4.1.1. 
2 Cyclical patterns in lethal violence suggest a 30-year span between upward and downward rates of homicide. In 

addition, Mesner et al. (2011) note that most nations have not returned to their lowest levels.  
3 This study linked changes in traditional family arrangements with weakening institutional control and rising levels of 

crime.  
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too young or vulnerable to disclose, and systems unavailable to respond (UNICEF, 2014). 

Nonetheless, existing data shows that physical violence is a leading cause of injury and death 

among children, with boys at greater risk than girls of physical and harsher punishment4. Added to 

that, the highest levels of homicide among children and adolescents have been recorded in the 

regions of Latin America and the Caribbean, with UNICEF (2014) reporting that one in three 

homicides worldwide are committed in this region5.  

The impact of violence on adolescents is observed to include, lethal and non-lethal injuries, 

long-term mental and emotional negative effects, decreased academic performance and heightened 

risks of engaging in violent behaviour (Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children, 2016). 

Analysis by the Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children (2016) also alludes to a wider 

societal context of violence in which young people are vulnerable to physical injury, school failure 

and continuing violent trends. The presence of violence in the everyday is therefore not new for 

young people, rather, it is a complex and layered phenomenon, which pervades the very fabric of 

many societies.  

In Trinidad and Tobago Brereton (2010) documents the history of violence from Spanish 

occupation to the post-independence era, which provides some insight into the role of violence in 

the development of local culture. In addition, Adams, Morris and Maguire (2018) explore the 

impact of gang violence on community life for residents in the area of Port of Spain and the Joint 

Select Committee on Social Services and Public Administration (2016/2017) report on the 

prevalence of school violence in Trinidad and Tobago. The urgent need to develop and sustain 

interventions with Trinidadian youth in communities where there is violence is also identified in 

previous studies (Katz et al., 2010; Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children, 2016; Ryan et 

al., 1997), which suggests that adolescents exposed to violence experience cumulative negative 

effects to their psychosocial well-being. Furthermore, habitual exposure to violence may influence 

adolescents to engage in violent and delinquent behaviours with others (Benedini & Fagan, 2018; 

                                                 
4 Boys account for 70% of homicide victims under the age of 20 (UNICEF, 2014).  
5 This is four times the global average. 
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Foote, 2010; Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children, 2016; Savahl et al., 2013). These 

articles are described in further detail in the Review of the Literature (Chapter 2). 

The imperative to address the widespread effects of violence in Trinidad and Tobago re-

emerges in present day discourse, as the Prime Minister appointed a committee for the Community 

Recovery Programme, which is directed to examine the socio-economic challenges experienced by 

people in disenfranchised communities with an aim to develop solutions (Bridglal, 2020, July 2). 

This particular action was taken in light of the protests against police brutality, but additionally 

acknowledges the influence of systemic marginalization on the well-being of residents in urban 

communities. In my view, this recognition of the role structure/institution plays in the emergence of 

violence suggests that research into community violence is a complex inquiry into its history, 

culture and socio-economic context, requiring the input of those who are directly exposed to its 

presence. 

My interest in this area of research intersects between the urgent societal need to understand 

the psychosocial effects of violence on young people as well as develop relevant, sustainable 

solutions and my personal journey to reconcile apparent gaps in my training as an art therapist 

working in Port of Spain. 

As a Trinidadian-born, United States-trained practitioner of art therapy in Trinidad and 

Tobago, I often deliberate on the effectiveness and relevance of my therapeutic work with clients, 

given the disparity between the culture in which I was trained and where I currently practice. I 

recall my journey to becoming an art therapist and the dissonance I experienced when tasked with 

exploring therapeutic themes and directives with clients who belonged to the dominant culture of 

the United States of America (USA). As an international student and art therapist in training, 

consistent reflection on how my own upbringing influenced my thoughts about clients, my 

expectations for their behaviour and their response to treatment, formed an integral part of my 

learning process, as I set out to support the mental well-being of my clients. I also became 

conscious of how clients might perceive me, since I belong to a minority racial and ethnic group 
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from a different culture, in my supportive and typically leading role within the therapeutic alliance. 

This awareness extended to my reflections on the art therapy process itself and my consideration of 

whether art therapy interventions were appropriate for particular sub-groups/cultures I encountered 

while in the USA.  

Internally, I sometimes felt unable to relate to psychological concepts that formed a 

significant part of my art therapy curriculum, for example, the psychoanalytical framework for 

psychological development and interventions, Euro-American approaches to family dynamics or 

American standardised art-based assessments. My experience of feeling disconnected from these 

concepts urged me to rely on my own cultural understanding of these phenomena in order to bridge 

the gap between the curricula and the skills I adopted/adapted for practice. Much of my personal 

reflection on the art therapy process, while in training, focused on how I might relate newly learnt 

concepts to the culture I was most familiar with, in Trinidad.  

Upon my completion of training and subsequent return to Trinidad and Tobago, I was faced 

with the task of adapting my mode of treatment to the local culture. Once more, I felt dissociated 

from art therapy concepts that I learned, as I attempted to relate to the cultural context of clients I 

now encountered in my practice in the public sector. I also became increasingly cognizant of the 

many intersecting challenges confronted by clients, especially from communities where there is 

daily exposure to violence and pervasive poverty. My art therapy training inadequately prepared me 

to challenge the structural and systemic injustice that clients appeared to contend with in their 

everyday lives. Furthermore, the experiences of my clients seemed far removed from my own 

experiences and upbringing, despite our shared nationality, dialect and my often indirect and 

infrequently direct exposure to violence. In recognition of my privileged position and lack of 

knowledge, I sought to develop greater cultural sensitivity and competence in my practice through a 

review of existing literature. However, this endeavour did not fully satisfy my urgent need for 

professional development, as there was insufficient available literature. 

Although the Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children (2016) and Williams & Van 
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Dorn (1999) have examined the effects of violence on adolescents as well as community risk factors 

leading to increased violence among youth, Adams, Morris and Maguire (2018) and Williams 

(2013) suggest there is limited research that involves participatory methods with youth on issues of 

violence in Trinidad and Tobago, particularly in the form of in-depth, qualitative research. Added to 

that, research that identifies potential benefits of the arts and art therapy interventions for youth 

affected by violence6, do not accommodate for the historical, temporal, cultural or socio-political 

context of Trinidad and Tobago. This presents challenges in the therapeutic application of the arts, 

as Hocoy (2002) and Potash, Bardot, Hyland Moon, Napoli, Lysonsmith and Hamilton (2017) point 

out that art therapy interventions may utilise psychological constructs which are not valid cross-

culturally. Assumptions about identity, family and community relationships, access to resources as 

well as the significance and meaning of symbols in art therapy are also predominantly Euro-

American in origin and may undermine the relevance and effectiveness of art therapy interventions 

for individuals of differing backgrounds.  

As I came to terms with existing gaps in my art therapy training and in art therapy research, 

I resolved to embark on this current research in order to understand the effects of violence and 

cultural arts practices on the psychosocial well-being of adolescents and to explore approaches to 

the arts for the enhancement of psychosocial well-being within the cultural context of a particular 

community in Trinidad and Tobago. My aim is to contribute meaningfully to discourse on, and the 

practice of culturally informed arts interventions for young people, drawing from a participatory 

ethnography using mixed qualitative methods of data collection with students and arts practitioners 

at a school in a community affected by violence.   

1.1. Overview of the Thesis 

  In the following Review of the Literature in Chapter 2, I present existing research that I 

consider to be relevant to this research study. This chapter explores: A Historical Account of 

Trinidad and Tobago and its Relationship with Violence (Section Error! Reference source not 

                                                 
6 For example, Hylton, Malley and Ironson (2019); Lapum, Martin, Kennedy, Turcotte and Gregory (2019); Office of 

Education and Culture / DHDEC (2011); Rhodes and Schechter (2014) and Sitzer and Stockwell (2015). 
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found.); The History and Representation of Carnival in Cultural Arts Practice (Section 2.2); The 

conceptualisation of Culture, Identity and Otherness in the Development of Habitus (Section 2.3); 

Adolescent Psychosocial Well-being in Communities where there is Violence and Poverty (Section 

2.4) in addition to Psychosocial Support through Creative Arts and Therapies (Section Error! 

Reference source not found.).  

  My Methodology is described in Chapter 3 including: the Epistemological Framework 

(Section 3.1); Research Questions and Research Aims (Section 3.2); an Overview of Ethnographic 

Methodologies (Section 3.3); My Approach to this Ethnographic Research (Section 3.4); Ethical 

Considerations for a Participatory Ethnography (Section Error! Reference source not found.) and 

a description of my Thematic Data Analysis (Section 3.6).  

  Results of this research are submitted in Chapters 4 and 0. Chapter 4 presents Key 

Psychosocial Factors Affecting Adolescents Exposed to Violence in a Marginalized Community, 

namely themes of Psychosocial Well-being (Section 4.1); Violence (Section 4.2); Mental and 

Emotional Response to Violence (Section 4.3); Student Delinquency and Discipline (Section 4.4); 

Humiliation (Section 4.5); Respect and Trust (Section 4.6); Poverty and Privilege (Section Error! 

Reference source not found.) and Sex and Gender Norms (Section 4.8). Chapter 5 describes 

Adolescent Engagement in Cultural Arts Practices and Presenting Challenges with the Educational 

Setting, which is categorised into two key themes: Cultural Arts Practices (Section 5.1) and 

Structural Challenges (Section 5.2).   

  My Discussion of the findings follows in Chapter 6, along the sub-headings: “What kind of 

wellness you mean?” (Section Error! Reference source not found.); The Intersection of 

Psychosocial Well-being with Community and School Violence (Section Error! Reference source 

not found.); The Negotiation of Power in the School Setting and its Effect on Adolescent 

Psychosocial Well-being (Section 6.3); Adolescent Mental and Emotional Coping with Exposure to 

Violence (Section 6.4); The Development of Violent Behaviours among Adolescents in Response to 

Violence (Section 6.5); Cultural Arts Practices and their Potential Effects on Adolescent 
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Psychosocial Well-being (Section 6.6) and The Improvement of Adolescent Psychosocial Support 

through addressing Key Challenges at the School (Section 6.7).  

  Finally, my Conclusion and Recommendations in Chapter 7 summarizes my thoughts on the 

findings as well as my recommendations arising from this thesis study. 

2. Review of the Literature 

  This chapter examines the historical context of Trinidad and Tobago in relation to violence 

(Section 0), the representation of Carnival as cultural arts practice (Section 2.2), key concepts of 

culture (Section 2.3) and adolescent psychosocial well-being (Section 2.4). It also explores visual 

and performing arts as community, institutional and Trinbagonian interventions as well as creative 

arts therapies as treatment modalities for young people affected by violence (Section 2.5.2).  

2.1. A Historical Account of Trinidad and Tobago and its Relationship with Violence 

  This section of the literature review offers a narrated backdrop upon which I explore aspects 

Trinidad and Tobago’s history and its relationship with violence. I begin with the conceptualisation 

of decoloniality as the lens through which I present a history of colonialism, slavery and 

indentureship in Trinidad and Tobago, alongside a more contemporary socio-political context. I also 

feature four sub-sections that examine Historical Violence in Trinidad and Tobago (Section 2.1.1), 

An Overview of Gender-based Violence (Section 2.1.2), Laventille as a  Microcosm of Violence in 

Trinidad (Section 2.1.3) and The Historical Context of Education in Trinidad and Tobago (Section 

2.1.4).  

  Decoloniality seeks to revise the historical constitution of modernity and the power it holds 

(Quintero, Figueira & Elizalde, 2019). It is concerned with situating the origins of modernity in the 

colonization of the Americas by Europe, pointing out global exploitation in the structuring of 

colonial and modern/capitalist power, recognizing modernity as an asymmetrical relationship 

reflective of European power (based on work and intersubjectivity control), and assigning 

Eurocentrism as the form of knowledge production and subjectivity on which modernity relies.  
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  The coloniality of power is shaped by conquest and it signifies the emergence of globality as 

well as capitalist modes of production. It is a system of dominance and social exploitation, which 

hinges on the hierarchical classification of populations (Quintero et al. 2019). According to 

Quintero et al. (2019), partial decolonization is achieved with processes of emancipation and the 

dissociation of former colonies from colonizers, however, coloniality persists through social 

structures that reproduce historical and structural dependence, for example in labour exploitation 

and the stratification of societies along social and racial determinants. As I delve into the history of 

Trinidad and Tobago and examine its historical relationship with violence, you will observe there 

are chronological events that interlink with the emergence of modernity on a global scale and note a 

progression into more subtle, structural forms of coloniality of power through a continued reliance 

on Eurocentrism as the prevailing narrative in this postcolonial nation.  

Colonization of the Americas and Caribbean region is rooted in years of Christian 

Reconquest against the Moors along the Iberian Peninsula, from which emerged the kingdom of 

Portugal and the Crown of Castile (later known as Spain). Based in the Southern European region 

of Hispania, the heritage of Reconquest provided the momentum for Spanish and Portuguese 

expansion across parts of Europe, the African continent, the Atlantic, Americas and Asia (McAlister, 

1980). Sanctioned by the papacy and religious zeal, territorial conquest and economic enterprise 

became justifiable actions that reflected Catholic faith and values at that time. This led to crusades 

along the coast of Africa, the trafficking of blacks into Europe as well as the procurement of gold 

and goods for Western economies. By the 1450s, sugar plantations using enslaved black labour had 

already begun in Atlantic territories of Portugal.  

As frenzy grew for the acquisition of overseas land and wealth, Portuguese and Spanish 

conquests were justified through the position that territories were empty or occupied by savages and 

therefore void of polity (McAlister, 1980). As such, they could be discovered, occupied, seized and 

subjected to Christian dominion. It was in this atmosphere of imperialism that the Crown of Castile 

offered royal support for Christopher Columbus to discover new lands and chart a western route to 
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Asia. His first journey in 1492 landed him in regions contemporarily known as the Bahamas, Cuba 

and Hispaniola, where he interacted with groups of indigenous people (Lucayans and Taino) 

(McAlister, 1980). The excitement of the Crown upon Columbus’ return to Europe financed 

additional voyages and led to papal demarcation of this new7 world, claiming existing indigenous 

territories for Spanish and Portuguese colonizers8.  

By his third journey in 1498, Columbus sighted southern Trinidad. Spanish colonizers 

settled on the island in the early 1500s, where they implemented the system of encomienda9 among 

Taino, Kalinago, Nepoya, Suppoya and Yao indigenous populations. Tension between indigenous 

people and colonizers often escalated to violence, such as the Arena Massacre10 in 1699.  

As there was little initial interest by the Crown to develop the island for mass cultivation, 

trade arrangements were made for immigrants11 and enslaved people from the French Antilles, 

France and Corsica to settle on the island. Termed the Cedula of Population, this period of 

migration (1783-1797) led to the expansion of sugar, cocoa and coffee cultivation, through the 

development of the plantation economy and slave society (Brereton, 2007).  

Trinidad was overtaken by the British in 1797, which propelled Anglicization policies that 

shifted land ownership and wealth from French to British settlers. Initially, a small group of Chinese 

indentured labourers worked alongside enslaved Africans (180612), but with expanded investment in 

land cultivation the exploitation of enslaved labour was fuelled by a robust trans-Atlantic slave 

trade. As Emancipation loomed in 1835, formerly enslaved people (from more populous islands13) 

                                                 
7  New to Western Europe.  

8  The Line of Demarcation assigned by the Pope was negotiated between Portugal and the Crown of Castile in the 

Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494 (McAlister, 1980).   

9 According to Batchelder and Sanchez (2013), the encomienda system justified the receipt of goods and labour from 

indigenous groups under the assumption that they owed service to the Crown. As an imperial policy, this 

maximized the wealth of the Crown through distributing indigenous people to settlers (essentially a form of 

enslavement), undertaking their Christian conversion and using the enslaved to develop land allocated to Spanish 

settlers (Batchelder & Sanchez, 2013; Horne, 2003). 

10 During an uprising of indigenous people, several Capuchin Friars attached to the Mission of San Francisco de los 

Arenales and the Spanish Governor were killed (Horne 2003). The resisting group were hunted and killed or 

captured, tortured and executed (Brereton, 2007).  

11  While most were European or European heritage, some were free blacks.  

12  Chinese emigrant labour (about 200 labourers) from Malaysia and Macao was first introduced in 1806, however, 

harsh working conditions deterred their settlement on the island (Chu, 2021).  

13  Barbados, St. Kitts and Antigua (Gramaglia, 2013).  
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and Portuguese labourers14 migrated to Trinidad for work. When Emancipation was formalized in 

1838, sources of labour became increasingly difficult for plantation owners. A second wave of 

Chinese immigrated to Trinidad in the 1850s and 1860s (about 2750 labourers), however they 

mostly transitioned into business ownership15. East Indian indentured labourers were also brought16 

by the British to work in Trinidad between 1838 to 1917 (about 145,000 labourers) (Horne, 2003). 

Nonetheless, post-emancipation conditions on plantations remained hostile and there is often 

contemporary debate put forward by Indocentric Trinidadians about which group suffered most (an 

offshoot of implicit comparison between slavery and indentureship) (Brereton, 2007). East Indian 

indentureship formally ended in 1920.  

Contrary to the provision of consistent labour for plantation owners (until 1920) and their 

receipt of large sums as compensation for loss of property (following Emancipation), the formerly 

enslaved received no land or compensation and were systemically prevented from purchasing land. 

This narrative differs from the provision of free grants of land (not typical) and/or wages to 

purchase land (more common), which allowed the formerly indentured, Indo-Trinidadian 

community to participate in landownership (Brereton, 2007). Unsurprisingly, this disparity in the 

perceived treatment of both groups and further neglect in addressing this outcome of colonial 

injustice (until the 1960s) has contributed to tension between both groups, which (almost equally) 

make up most of the population.  

In 1831 a Council of Government was established in Trinidad, with the island of Tobago 

unified with Trinidad in 1889 and made a ward of Trinidad in 1899 (The Parliament of Trinidad and 

Tobago, 2012). Until this time, Tobago changed hands among the Spanish, British, French, Dutch 

and Courlanders (Woodcock, 1867). It became a British colony in 1763 through a treaty with 

                                                 
14  From Madeira (Gramaglia, 2013).  

15  The second wave of Chinese emigrant labour was sourced from the Guangdong and Shantou regions. Many of these 

labourers became successful merchants/traders and intermarried with local women, giving rise to a generation of 

mixed-raced offspring (Chu, 2021).  

16  Many Indian indentured labourers insisted they were deceived, tricked or forced into indentureship. However, 

Brereton (2007) points out that alternative narratives suggest the majority left India “to escape extreme poverty, 

landlessness, debts, caste and gender oppression, collapse of indigenous industry, and personal or family troubles” 

(p. 188).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_colonization_of_the_Americas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_colonization_of_the_Americas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dutch_colonization_of_the_Americas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Courland_colonization_of_the_Americas
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France and was granted colonial self-government shortly after. Although Tobago was returned to 

France in 1783 and recaptured by the British in 1802, it maintained a representative form of 

government from 1768 to 1874 (Brereton, 2007; Dookhan, 1975). Mismanagement by British 

planters, neglect from the metropolitan government and competition from sugar/beet producers led 

to Tobago’s economic collapse, the abolition of self-representation and its annexation to Trinidad 

(Brereton, 2007). Meanwhile, Trinidad also underwent a significant decline in its sugar industry 

(eventually surpassed by cocoa), from which emerged a diminished European population, an Afro-

Creole middle class and a black and East Indian working class (often separate from each other).  

Trinidad and Tobago transitioned into elected representation in 1924 and self-government 

between 1956 and 1962 (Dookhan, 1975). During this time, waves of immigrants entered Trinidad 

from regions such as, China, Greater Syria and nearby island colonies. In addition, Trinidad and 

Tobago experienced military occupation by the United States of America (1941-1947), which 

helped to develop its infrastructure, on one hand, and shifted the cultural landscape, on the other17. 

Under the leadership of Eric Williams, the People’s National Movement (PNM political 

party) formed the first self-government (Brereton, 2007). This signalled a transfer of power away 

from the French Creole elite and British leadership toward a vested interest in the black community. 

However, this also perpetuated the marginalization of indigenous people, Tobagonians and Indo-

Trinidadians since the national narrative emphasized the Afro-Creole experience above other racial 

and ethnic groups18. Less populous groups (such as the Chinese and Syrian-Lebanese), nonetheless, 

                                                 
17 US military occupation of Trinidad and Tobago during World War II is often viewed as a crucial point of 

development and economic growth on the islands. As a strategic location along the Caribbean archipelago, Trinidad 

was fortified by US forces in defense of the British West Indies. Fortification comprised setting up US military 

bases and the expansion of roadways as well as other infrastructure. This directly employed thousands (in 

construction and at bases) and indirectly contributed to those in hospitality/domestic and other industries. While 

opportunities for income were plenty, Neptune (2007) points out that US occupation also had a profound impact on 

the culture of the island; people adopted US fashion styles and mannerisms, US popular music influenced 

developments in calypso (Section 2.2.3), and most notoriously, local women entertained white American sexual 

partners (many for commerce).  

18 According to Brereton (2007), Williams’ focus on the Afro-Creole experience was based on the narrative of their 

prior arrival to others and the emergence of a distinctly Afro-Creole version of nationalism. As such, formerly 

indentured groups were seen as contributing to the society rather than forming part of its core group. Indigenous 

groups were excluded from nation-building and national identity under the presumption of their absence (this is 

now refuted with the establishment of the Santa Rosa Carib Community). In addition, Tobago’s social and 

demographic history, being separate from Trinidad until 1889 and largely neglected into the 1950s, contributed to 

its marginal involvement in economic and political development during self-government (Brereton, 2007).  
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succeeded in the small business industry from the late 19th century and were able to ascend to the 

upper echelons of contemporary society through their growing wealth and lighter skin19 (Chu, 

2021). Considered the most recent group of immigrants to colonial Trinidad20, Syrian-Lebanese 

emigration began in response to war, socio-economic upheaval and religious persecution throughout 

the Ottoman Empire21. As the community flourished22, family ties and growing prosperity attracted 

further migration to the Americas (Snell, 2013). In contemporary Trinidad and Tobago, the Syrian-

Lebanese community is considered the most powerful and influential group, given their significant 

wealth. They are also referred to, colloquially, as the one percent23. 

Independence was granted in 1962, amidst a global drive for decolonization. However, the 

emergence of the Black Power movement in the late 1960s to 1970s challenged the political status 

quo, with the Williams-led PNM accused of neocolonial hegemony and suppressing Afrocentric 

values. This incongruence solidified levels of the Afro-Trinidadian experience as being both in a 

position of power and in a position of oppression24. It also brought on the critique of other groups 

for the inclusion of more diverse contributing narratives of national identity25.  

Trinidad and Tobago became recognized as a Republic in 1976, with frequent petitions for 

internal self-government leading to the establishment of the Tobago Island Council in 1977. In 

1980, the Tobago House of Assembly was formed, which offered Tobago some opportunity to 

manage its finances while maintaining constitutional ties and unification with Trinidad (Dumas, 

2012). 

The Republic of Trinidad and Tobago is a parliamentary democracy, which follows the 

Westminster System of government. The President is the Head of State and Commander in Chief of 

                                                 
19 Many lighter-skinned racial and ethnic groups are assigned as belonging to the group of ‘whites’ in Trinidad.  

20 Estimated between 1860-1914 (Snell, 2013).  

21 Many fleeing Syrian-Lebanese belonged to the Christian minority (Snell, 2013).  

22 Through successful businesses in the pedaling of dry goods.  

23 The Syrian-Lebanese community represents about 1% of Trinidad and Tobago’s population.  

24 Post-independence economic hardship led to unrest and industrial action among the working class, who saw 

stringent government policies as an extension of colonialism.  

25 The Indo-Trinidadian perspective on national identity challenged the dominant discourse and gained momentum 

from the 1980s as more Indo-Trinidadians became involved in politics. Ethnic revitalization from the 1970s (similar 

to the Afrocentric movement) caused concern about the dilution of Indian values and stimulated the rejection of 

creolization among groups of Indo-Trinidadians (Brereton, 2007).  
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the Armed Forces, who is elected by an Electoral College consisting of members of the House of 

Representatives and the Senate. Executive power lies with the Prime Minister and Cabinet, which is 

appointed from elected Members of Parliament. Legislative power resides with 41 elected members 

of the House of Representatives and 31 appointed members of the Senate (Government of the 

Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, n.d.). The Judiciary is constitutionally independent of the 

government.  

During the 1970s, Trinidad and Tobago experienced a surge in wealth brought on by a 

significant rise in the price of oil26. This industry was developed as a type of monoculture, with 

burgeoning government expenditure and consumer spending leading to high inflation. By the 1980s, 

the economy was on the verge of crisis from worldwide economic recession, plummeting foreign 

reserves and negative GDP growth (Collihan & Danopoulos, 1993). As the elected government 

changed hands (for the first time since independence), implemented austerity measures and 

consistently high unemployment rates created the opportune environment for an attempted coup 

d’etat in 1990 by a group known as the Jamat al-Muslimeen (Section 2.1.1). This group held 

government officials (including the Prime Minister) hostage for 6 days before agreeing to step down 

with impunity from the President.  

In 2020, Trinidad and Tobago’s population was estimated at 1,366,725 averaging 50.2% 

males and 49.8% females (Government of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, Ministry of 

Planning and Sustainable Development, Central Statistical Office, n.d.). Population demographics 

also note that 46% of the total population range from 0-29 years of age (See Figure 1 Trinidad and 

Tobago Population Estimate by Age Group 2020) and the average life expectancy at birth for the 

year 2019 was 73.5 years (UNDP, 2020).  

                                                 
26 Oil was first discovered in the late 1800s, with commercial production beginning in 1908.  
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Figure 1 Trinidad and Tobago Population Estimate by Age Group 2020 

 

In addition, the Trinidad and Tobago 2011 Population and Housing Census (Government of The 

Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, Ministry of Planning and Sustainable Development, Central 

Statistical Office, 2011) report the three largest ethnic groups as East Indians (35.4%), Africans 

(34.2%) and Mixed (22.8%), with Roman Catholicism and Hinduism indicated as the largest 

religious denominations followed by Pentecostal/Evangelical/Full Gospel, Other and other religious 

denominations that fall broadly within Christianity or Islam. Figures for educational attainment 

reported by this census state that 29.8% of the population attained primary-level education, 43.5% 

attained secondary and post-secondary level education, 14.6% completed tertiary university and 

non-university level education and 38.7% of the population 15 years and older had no 

qualifications.  

  Economically, Trinidad and Tobago benefitted from its reserves of oil and natural gas, which 

contributed to its growth and development over many years. However, it is experiencing a rapid 

decline in this sector as the prices reduce and the supply of oil and natural gas increase in the global 

market. According to the Central Bank of Trinidad and Tobago (n.d.), the GDP per capita for 2019 

was 17,012.6 USD, down from 20,604.7 USD five years prior. The UNDP (2020) reports that 0.6% 
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of the population are multidimensionally poor27, with an additional 3.7% classified as vulnerable to 

multidimensional poverty. Additionally, the Government of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, 

Ministry of Planning and Sustainable Development, Central Statistical Office (n.d.) report an 

average rate of unemployment for the year 2018 at 4.1%, with female unemployment (5.1%) 

exceeding the male rate (3.4%).  

  In the Global Corruption Barometer report for Latin America and the Caribbean (Pring & 

Vrushi, 2019), 62% of respondents perceived that corruption increased in Trinidad and Tobago in 

the previous 12 months, with 17% indicating they paid a bribe for public services, 19% disclosing 

they experienced or know someone who experienced sexual exhortation and 51% responding that 

they felt most, or all members of parliament and the police are corrupt.  

  Contemporary socioeconomic issues in Trinidad and Tobago are not isolated, as they 

correspond with a historical context, including historical violence, corruption and abuse perpetrated 

by agencies of power. The next section will explore a decolonial understanding of violence, as well 

as accounts of violence on the twin isle Republic during colonization and post-independence, which 

illustrate processes of colonization and decolonization.  

2.1.1. Historical Violence in Trinbago  

“Decolonization is a violent event” (Fanon, 2004, p.1), reflective of a historical process of 

liberation. Its significance is best understood in the encounters between the colonist and the 

colonized, wherein cohabitation and exploitation are coloured by violence. Much like the means 

used for colonization, Fanon (2004) points out that decolonization often relies on violence to 

challenge the colonial situation. Violence therefore becomes the form of mediation through which 

the colonized man frees himself. In the context of Trinidad and Tobago history, this is noted where 

violence and resistance (in the form of riots, uprisings or even cultural arts practices28) demonstrate 

the process of decolonization at different stages.  

                                                 
27 This is defined by the UNDP (2020) along three dimensions of health, education and standard of living.  

28  Riots and uprisings are referenced in this section, while cultural arts practices are explored in Section 2.2.  
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Colonization and decolonization are also perceived by Fanon (2004) as struggles of power 

between the colonist and the colonized, wherein values are confronted. For example, he notes that 

during colonization, the colonized are dehumanized and portrayed as “impervious to ethics, 

representing not only the absence of values but also the negation of values” (Fanon, 2004, p. 6). By 

contrast, the colonist calls on the colonized to be reasonable (so long as white values reign supreme) 

during the decolonization period29. This is the attempt of the colonist to maintain power. However, 

Fanon (2004) points out the “masses thumb their noses up at these very values, shower them with 

insults and vomit them up” (p. 8), an indication of their rejection.  

When new nations emerge and colonial systems are demolished, violence may take on a 

different form; that of economic pressure. In this context, the colonizer withdraws capital and leaves 

newly independent nations without resources, unless they agree to terms that facilitate economic 

dependence using channels established by the colonial regime. According to Fanon (2004), “the 

flight of capital is one of the most constant phenomena of decolonization” (p. 59), by which Europe 

secured its wealth and continues to exert colonial power over former colonies. In this regard, 

Trinidad and Tobago experienced the immediate benefit of its oil reserves following independence 

but was subject to existing channels for trade. Its experience of economic recession in the 1980s, 

however, bears similarity to the poverty noted by Fanon during the post-independence period for 

many colonized countries (Section 2.1).   

As I transition into historical accounts of violence in Trinidad and Tobago, the decolonial 

understanding of violence put forward by Fanon deepens the significance of these events as 

reflective of points of coloniality and decoloniality. Here, colonial violence and acts of resistance 

demonstrate the struggle for power between the colonist and the colonized, not only on the level of 

strategy, but in their intensity, where violence becomes the language of negotiation.  

Exposure to violence in public spaces has played an integral role in the development of 

Trinidad and Tobago culture. Brereton (2010) outlines many accounts, from Spanish occupation 

                                                 
29 A notable example of this is contained within Trinidad and Tobago’s history of education (Section 2.1.4)  
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until post-independence, which relate the prevalence of violence in systems and spaces of 

Trinbagonian colonization, slavery, indentureship, policing and political activism.  

According to Brereton (2010) the recorded history of Trinidad began with violence against 

indigenous people, with less than 4,000 surviving to the 1630s as compared with 40,000 a century 

prior. She notes the torture and execution of captured indigenous people after the 1699 Arena 

Massacre: “bodies quartered and pieces displayed on spikes” (p. 3), which bears similarity to the 

treatment of “the body of the condemned” as described by Foucault (1975/1995).  

During enslavement corporal punishment, such as flogging and whipping, was integral to 

plantation discipline (Brereton, 2010). Foucault (1975/1995) proposes discipline is a technique of 

power, where individuals are viewed as objects and instruments. In Brereton’s reference, the 

enslaved were instruments of labour on the plantation and objects possessed by plantation owners. 

Punishment of enslaved persons accused of crime included poisoning tribunals, torture to exact 

confessions and sentences to be hanged then decapitated, burnt alive, branded, amputated or sold 

out of the island. This form of punishment mirrors Foucault’s (1975/1995) description of torture 

and the “spectacle of the scaffold”.  

Post-slavery, employers had no legal right to flog or whip labourers, however, physical 

violence remained customary, and the law often acquitted those in positions of power. In contrast, 

legal sanctions (prosecution in court, fines and jail sentences) against labourers were heavily 

enforced. One noted incident of violence post-slavery was the 1884 Hosay30 massacre. During this 

procession, police fired on crowds, killing over 16 people and injuring over 100.  

Between 1870-1871, most reported cases of assault were among working class persons from 

urban areas (Brereton, 2010). This increased between the 1880s to the 1950s, especially during 

festivities such as Canboulay31 and steel band performances during the 1940s-1950s.  

                                                 
30  Hosay is a commemorative event, which narrates the martyrdom of Hussein, the grandson of the Prophet 

Mohammed, his younger brother and 70 other friends and relatives. Indentured labourers observed this festival in 

Trinidad as early as 1847 (Balkaransingh, 2009).  

31  Canboulay was a precursor to Carnival in Trinidad and Tobago. It symbolizes freedom from slavery and 

incorporates African traditions of music, dance and theatre. In 1881 the British colonial government unsuccessfully 
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  While Brereton (2010) observes less violence in Tobago, she ascribes this to a stronger rural, 

cohesive village and church culture. Even though slavery in Tobago extended longer than in 

Trinidad (it had the highest death rate in the British Caribbean), present-day Tobago reports lower 

crime rates than Trinidad. Nevertheless, noted instances of violence in Tobago include the 1770 and 

1801 uprisings of enslaved people and the post-slavery Belmanna Riots of 187632.  

  Pre-independence, the termination of immigrant labour contracts in 1917 resulted in workers 

becoming vulnerable to unfair wages and this spurred the establishment of trade unions. By 1937, 

frequent disturbances occurred on sugar estates, as workers protested unfair and inadequate working 

and living arrangements (International Labour Organization, 1938). Protests also extended to oil 

field workers and many demonstrations progressed to riots, such as the Labour Strike of 193733. 

Post-independence, the global reach of the Black Power Movement surfaced in Trinidad in 

1970, with street demonstrations protesting conditions of poverty and discrimination based on skin 

colour. According to Constance (2016), nationwide marches and strikes led to frequent clashes with 

the police, the death of an unarmed protestor, a brief mutiny within the army and violent 

confrontations between the police and NUFF34.  

In 1990, an attempted coup by the Jamaat-al-Muslimeen manifested with the invasion of 

Parliament, where government ministers were held hostage for six days. The Prime Minister was 

shot during the take-over, but he was released along with other government officials after the 

President agreed to offer the group amnesty (Collihan & Danopoulos, 1993). This “militant, 

religion-inspired, self-proclaimed ‘revolutionary’ group” (Mahabir, 2013, p.2) consisted of about 

300 members who were mostly young unemployed black males from urban areas surrounding Port 

                                                 
attempted to suppress this festival, which resulted in riots and violent clashes between participants and the police 

(Funk, 2011).  

32  Riots ensued on the Roxborough Estate in Tobago after Corporal Belmanna shot and killed an estate worker, in a 

crowd, who attempted to prevent the arrest of suspected arsonists that started a fire, which destroyed cane fields. 

The Corporal died of injuries inflicted by the mob and British authorities had to summon a warship and soldiers to 

subdue the protestors (National Archives of Trinidad and Tobago, 2015).  

33  Commonly referred to as the Butler Riots, oil field workers clashed with police during protests in southern 

Trinidad (Walonen, 2013).  

34 The National Union of Freedom Fighters (NUFF) was a militarized organization that engaged in guerilla warfare 

against the police and army during the Black Power Revolution in Trinidad (Constance, 2016).  
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of Spain (Collihan & Danopoulos, 1993). At this time, the social climate was wrought with deep 

economic crisis and growing public discontent for the government, which likely steered young men 

to seek alternative ideologies and solutions to the poverty, unemployment, economic and social 

instability they experienced (Mahabir, 2013). Although this group was founded on ideals of 

economic and cultural social reform to pursue justice for those who were dispossessed, its 

paramilitary campaign against street drug trafficking and clashes with the state over illegally 

occupied state land, preceded the attempted coup d’état of 1990. By the end of the six-day siege, 31 

people died, 693 were injured and about 4,000 lost their jobs (Mahabir, 2013). According to 

Mahabir, while the coup was unsuccessful, the group continues to attract youth and develop a 

reputation for criminal activity and violence in urban, marginalized areas.  

While the historical account of violence, thus far, focuses on community violence, this type 

of violence often intersects with domestic violence. Violence against women is defined by Sukhu 

(2012, p. 72) as “violence by men to known women”. According to her, this definition attributes 

responsibility for action to the male perpetrator in that it is the wilful infliction of injury rather than 

a loss of control or impulsive act. In the following section I will explore gender-based violence in 

Trinidad and Tobago, in particular, domestic violence perpetrated by male intimate partners toward 

women as well as community violence that affects women. Here and throughout my thesis, labels of 

man/boy/male or woman/girl/female refer to the person’s assigned sex and that person is assumed 

cisgender unless otherwise stated.   

2.1.2. An Overview of Gender-based Violence in Trinidad 

  Violence against women has been documented in Trinidad since the period of East Indian 

indentureship (Sukhu, 2012). Coerced sex, rape and wife beating were viewed as normative 

practices for men in positions of power, male indentured workers and enslaved men even prior to its 

official documentation (Brereton, 2010). More currently, a National Crime and Victimization 

Survey (Citizen Security Programme, 2015) reports that 47.7% of national residents had recent 
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experiences of a domestic violence incident with an intimate partner35. This overall rate was higher 

for residents in East Port of Spain communities (51.6%) and in other communities36, the rate of 

physical violence was high enough to be considered a norm of intimate relationships.  

  A qualitative study of gender-based violence in Trinidad and Tobago by Hosein for the 

Government of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, Office of the Prime Minister (Gender and 

Child Affairs) and UN Women (2018) notes that one-third of women experience interpersonal 

violence in their lifetime, with beliefs of womanhood, manhood, love and family (reinforced by 

religious and media-driven messages) contributing to women’s vulnerability in circumstances of 

familial and interpersonal violence. This study indicates the risk of violence against women 

increases with male substance abuse, financial instability within families and female economic 

dependence. More specifically, individual risk factors for male perpetration and female 

victimization include low levels of education, witnessing and experiencing violence in childhood 

(including sexual abuse), drug and alcohol use and the acceptance of violence as a child or as a 

strategy for control. In addition, relationship risk factors consist of interpersonal dissatisfaction and 

conflict, male familial dominance, financial challenges and instances of women attaining higher 

levels of education compared with men.  

  Further, societal norms that connect manhood with dominance and female submission, 

contribute to female risk of victimization and male likelihood of perpetration. A study conducted by 

Sukhu (2012) with men who were facing allegations of domestic violence resulting in prosecution, 

the application of protection orders and/or court-mandated counselling confirms that the refusal of 

responsibility for violent behaviour and the utilization of excuses to justify violence or place blame 

on female intimate partners is commonplace in Trinidad and Tobago. Additionally, violent 

behaviour is considered a significant and integral aspect of local masculine gender roles (an area 

that will be explore further in Section 2.4.1.5).  

                                                 
35 Recorded domestic violence incidents include physical, sexual and emotional/psychological dimensions (Citizen 

Security Programme, 2015).  

36 Individual communities of Cocorite, Covigne, Dibe/Belle Vue and Patna Village, which are all located in North-

western Trinidad, West of Port of Spain.  
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  In general, domestic violence rates present a picture of a high incidence of violence against 

women in the context of their intimate relationships with men37. However, the rate of violence 

against men is significantly higher overall. Seepersad (2016) notes, for example, that between 2001-

2013 89.9% of murder victims were men and 94.9% of perpetrators were men, with the highest 

proportions of murders taking place in the Port of Spain police division. This data suggests that men 

are particularly vulnerable to violence in these communities. In the following section I will explore 

a brief history of Laventille, a community within the Port of Spain police division, that has an 

extensive historical context of violence.  

2.1.3. Laventille as a Microcosm of Violence in Trinidad 

  This account of Laventille’s history is intended to give context to my reasoning for its 

selection as the geographic focus of my research, in that it is a historically marginalized community. 

It is also a community representative of one that is affected by everyday violence, poverty and gang 

activity as well as one that has a longstanding relationship with the development of cultural arts 

practices in Trinidad (Section 2.2). My entry into this community is detailed further in the 

Methodology (Chapter 3). 

  Laventille is an urban, residential community located along the eastern outskirts of 

Trinidad’s capital city of Port of Spain. Its name is widely accepted as French in origin, from la 

ventille, which translates to ventilated, in English (Ryan, McCree and St Bernard, 1997). This name 

is thought to relate to its hilly topography, which experiences steady north winds that flow into the 

south-eastern region of Port of Spain. Located along Trinidad’s northern range, the community is 

situated within the Regional Corporation of San Juan/Laventille. Locally elected officials govern 

this municipal region and oversee the delivery of state services.   

During the Cedula of Population, land in Laventille was distributed to encourage social and 

economic development of the area, with farmed areas typically producing cocoa, coffee and cotton 

                                                 
37 Seepersad (2016) reports that in 72.3% of domestic violence cases, between the years 2007-2012, the victims were 

women.  
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(Ryan et al. 1997). Laventille is also a source of limestone and was quarried for construction and 

repairs to infrastructure in Port-of-Spain. As a strategic location over-looking the city, military 

structures were built in some of its uppermost areas. 

In the 19th century, Laventille was designated as a housing site for people with leprosy. Post-

slavery and into the 20th century, rural-to-urban and intra-Caribbean migration to Laventille rapidly 

increased. Social repercussions included the growth of unplanned settlements, poor living 

conditions and increased prevalence of crime. Laventille did not benefit from schemes implemented 

in Port-of-Spain to improve infrastructure and by the 1860s it already developed a reputation as a 

crime-stricken community (Ryan et al. 1997).  

Self-government marked high unemployment and underemployment in Laventille, as the oil 

industry rapidly expanded in the southern end of Trinidad. According to Ryan et al. (1997), efforts 

to address unemployment through the establishment of a Depressed Area Programme in 1957 were 

unsuccessful.  

Commenting on poverty in Laventille, Ryan et al. (1997) suggest that it appears to be 

influenced by structural and cultural elements, as well as conjuncture, but does not necessarily fit 

into the culture of poverty outlined by Oscar Lewis (Section 2.4.2). They note although many 

Laventille residents fit into a category of low-socioeconomic status, residents continue to share and 

modify core societal values and do not disconnect from wider society or community activities.  

In modern day, Seepersad (2016) highlights the existence of 102 gangs throughout Trinidad, with 

the Besson Street Police Station38 recording the highest numbers of gangs and gang members within 

its district. According to data collected, the proportion of murders committed by gang members 

appears to be increasing, with persons in neighbourhoods with gangs almost three times more likely 

to become victims of violent crimes when compared with persons in neighbourhoods without 

gangs. Violence in Laventille therefore seems to be interconnected with a high prevalence of gangs 

in the area, with the Trinidad and Tobago 2019 Crime and Safety Report noting that “gang and 

                                                 
38  The Besson Street Police Station operates in the Laventille area.  
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drug-related activities continue to drive the murder rate” (U.S. Department of State, Overseas 

Security Advisory Council, 2019, p. 2). Despite this challenging context, Laventille is a historically 

significant community for cultural arts practices in Trinidad and Tobago (Section 2.2.) It is also the 

geographic focus, wherein I base my research at a secondary school. The next section will outline 

the history of the educational system as a point of reference for later deliberations and findings on 

the specific school structure and its positioning within a dual education system.   

2.1.4. The Historical Context of Education in Trinidad and Tobago 

The system of education in Trinidad and Tobago was developed under British colonial rule 

and has since undergone phases of reform from the nation’s independence until modern time. 

Currently, it is divided into three levels of primary, secondary and tertiary education in which 

school enrolment and attendance are mandated for ages 5-16 and nation-wide assessment at the end 

of primary education is used to assign each child to a secondary school39. Likewise, in secondary 

education, national testing is mandatory for all students of Form 340, after which students may 

pursue their Caribbean Secondary Education Certificate (CSEC) in Form 5 or a specialised 

vocational/technical/skills training program at a suitable institution41.  

During the 1700s, education in the colonies of Trinidad and Tobago took the form of 

differentiated levels of access depending on social status and positioning. Educational provisions 

were, therefore, mainly arranged for the children of the white elite class, with very few 

accommodations made for select non-whites (Williams, 2019). Prior to Emancipation in the mid-

1800s, the enslaved gained access to a limited scope of formal learning by way of religious and 

moral instruction. According to Blouet (1991), enslaved people were thought to need training to 

enjoy the privileges of their freedom and were instructed in religious practices in preparation for the 

                                                 
39 This academic assessment is known as the Secondary Entrance Assessment (SEA) Examination, which comprises of 

Creative Writing, Mathematics and Language Arts papers based on the national curriculum of the Ministry of 

Education.  

40 The National Certificate of Secondary Education (Level 1) is a system of assessment and certification, which 

examines student competency in Language Arts, Mathematics, Science, Social Studies, Visual and Performing Arts, 

Spanish, Technology Education and Physical Education.   

41 Vocational and technical training is offered in both institutions and community-based centers for adolescents and 

young adults. 
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declaration of the Emancipation Act of 1834. Religious instruction was undertaken by Anglican 

clergy as well as nonconformist missionary groups such as, Moravians, Methodists and Baptists, 

who facilitated denominational education to ensure the enslaved were deemed ‘safe for freedom’ 

(Blouet, 1991). Sunday schools were established to teach obedience, industriousness as well as 

literacy (enough to read the bible) and this education, considered to be an integral part of the 

emancipation process, was funded by the British government’s negro education grant.  

Post-Emancipation, denominational primary-level schooling remained the main form of 

education offered to the formerly enslaved and incoming indentured labourers. Governmental 

reluctance to finance secondary education reflected their preservation of social hierarchies, 

however, with the decline of Caribbean sugar plantations (and the departure of many white people) 

secondary school education helped to facilitate upward social mobility. As a result, the upsurge in 

demand for secondary education led to conflict among denominational bodies and the emergence of 

a dual education system, whereby the government developed its own schools alongside religious 

bodies (Williams, 2019).  

Traditional secondary schools were mainly accessible to privileged groups and those with 

religious affiliations. These followed the British Grammar school model (De Lisle, 2009) and 

persisted despite government attempts to integrate the dual system (Williams, 2019). De Lisle 

(2009) notes that in the post-independence era, government undertook four phases of educational 

reform to expand and improve the quality, relevance and efficiency of education. Phases included a 

15-year Education Plan (1968-1983), Fourth Basic Education Plan (1996-2003), Secondary 

Education Modernization Plan (1999-2009) and Seamless Education Reform (2009-present). 

During this time, distinct models of high schools were introduced, which continue to exist 

simultaneously. These include the Government secondary school42, the new sector comprehensive 

                                                 
42 Government Secondary schools were built in the 1950s-1970s during the period of nationalism. They tend to offer 

non-religious, academic programs and student scores for entry are lower than traditional grammar schools (De 

Lisle, 2009).  
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school43 and the secondary education modernization plan high school44. However, De Lisle (2009) 

suggests there is difficulty in repositioning secondary education within postcolonial Trinidad and 

Tobago since colonial versions of the secondary grammar school remain the most desired and 

prestigious45 institutions compared with government schools built during phases of reform. As put 

forward by Williams (2019), today’s society and educational system continue to favour socially 

conservative, colonial (what he terms neocolonial) secondary education despite undergoing 

expansion and reform.  

   In addition to an examination of the context of violence, this research delves into the 

cultural arts and their potential to support adolescent well-being. Accordingly, the following section 

summarizes the history of Carnival and the various art forms that encompass this cultural arts 

practice such as, costume, performance, percussion, song and dance.  

2.2. The History and Representation of Carnival in Cultural Arts Practice 

Carnival derives its meaning from the Latin word carnivale meaning farewell to the flesh 

(Nurse, 1999). It symbolises a celebration of the body, which is expressed through music, dance, 

masquerade and feasts. Nurse (1999) suggests that in European culture, carnival blended rituals of 

Greek Dionysian festivals46, Roman Saturnalia47, as well as the grotesque realism48 of medieval and 

baroque theatres with Christian values of abstinence and penitence. As a hybrid festival, Carnival 

signifies a farewell to the flesh before the Lenten period. Lent is a religious observance in the 

Christian calendar that replicates the 40 days of fasting by Jesus Christ prior to his ministry. This 

                                                 
43 Comprehensive schools (also known as junior and senior secondary schools) were built in the 1970s-1990s and 

integrate both academic and technical vocational programs. They typically receive students with the widest range of 

abilities and student scores for entry are lower than either grammar or government secondary schools (De Lisle, 

2009). Williams (2019) points out these schools operated on a shift system, which meant that students only received 

half day’s education for many years.  

44 This most recent iteration of high schools in Trinidad and Tobago were built in the 1990s and include government as 

well as denominationally managed schools (De Lisle, 2009). They reflect the government’s attempt to transform 

new sector comprehensive schools into full day schools that offered a 5- or 7-year education (Williams, 2019). 

45 Williams (2013, Section 2.4.1.1) contends the division of schools into prestigious and non-prestigious institutions 

perpetuates structural violence and class-stratification in postcolonial education.  

46 Spring or harvest feasts at the end of winter dedicated to Dionysis, the god of wine, excess and sensual pleasure 

(Nurse, 1999).  

47 Roman festival of the new year celebrated by the upturn of social status, and loosened rules of conduct (Nurse, 

1999).  

48 Nurse (1999) notes that Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin considers grotesque realism to be the inversion of societal 

norms, in which mimicry, parody, satire and role reversal are used to confront social oppression. 



 

 

33 

  

period directly precedes Easter and is determined by the lunar cycle in relation to the spring 

equinox. In Trinidad and Tobago, Carnival is celebrated on the Monday and Tuesday before Ash 

Wednesday (the first day of Lent).  

  Carnival celebrations “have operated as mechanisms for inverting, subverting and 

deconstructing the moral and philosophical bases of societal strictures, conventions and power 

relations, if only temporarily and symbolically” (Nurse, 1999, p. 665). Nurse’s (1999) perspective 

situates the significance of masquerade as an aestheticism of politics through which subordinate 

groups can instigate forms of social resistance against colonial and neo-colonial society. The 

functions of Carnival, for Nurse, appear to fulfil Hall’s (1997c) suggestions for contesting and 

reversing stereotypes within culture through re-attaining control, reconstructing identity and directly 

confronting dominant representations (Section 2.3).  

  On the ritualistic significance of Carnival as a symbol of freedom, Hill (1972) reflects that it 

is “rooted in the experience of slavery and in celebration of freedom from slavery” (p. 21). He 

suggests that although Carnival originates as a European-inspired festival, it has been adapted in 

Trinidad and Tobago as a meaningful reminder of deliverance from bondage, a mode of theatre that 

draws inspiration from the culture of its people as well as for social and political 

commentary/resistance. This perspective is also shared by Fournillier (2009) who considers 

Carnival to be a form of performance art in which Carnival Mas49 bands are typically under the 

direction of a bandleader, group or committee who designs, produces and oversees their final 

performance (masquerade) on Carnival Monday and Tuesday. Carnival performance also comprises 

calypso, steel pan, soca music and dance. Costume designs may be inspired by traditions, myths, 

history or fantasy and are traditionally produced in artisanal Mas Camps by Mas Makers including 

wire-benders, seamstresses and decorators.  

  The history of Carnival is explored by Green and Scher (2007), who point out that its 

traditions are rooted in colonization, the development of the slavery economy, emancipation, the 

                                                 
49  Mas bands referring to the Mas or masquerade that is part of the Carnival, in which participants assume different 

identities through costumes, masks, adornments and dance. 
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flow of migration/emigration and independence/post-independence socio-political movement, 

which position it within patterns of migration, colonial discourse, cultural resistance and cultural 

recognition. In their view, Carnival in Trinidad and Tobago is a historical product, reflective of 

society, nation and culture. It is also the result of “the movement of people, ideas, and objects” 

(Green & Scher, 2007, p. 1) made possible through modern developments in mobility, 

communication, labour and the hybrid of cultures. Given that it evolves parallel to societal change, 

it is no surprise that the working class faced strong criticism from the ruling and middle classes for 

their involvement in the festival during the post-emancipation period, as this represented shifts in 

political, moral and power relations.  

  Early iterations of Carnival in Trinidad began with French colonizers who migrated to the 

island during the Cedula of Population (Smith, 2012). At this time, Carnival comprised of masked 

costumed balls, concerts, dinners, hunting parties and fête champêtres50 (later known colloquially as 

fetes) for the elite class where guests wore masks, wigs and elegant clothing while they revelled. 

Smith (2012) and Juneja (1988) detail that some masqueraders also dressed as enslaved people, 

mocking their behaviour and sensationalising stereotypes about their sexuality.  

  The Carnival season typically extended from Christmas to Lent51 and the enslaved were 

excluded from these celebrations, except as performing acts. Over time, many enslaved people 

began to organize their version of Carnival balls, which were more closely aligned with their own 

cultural traditions and incorporated the use of masks, beads, feathers and shells to adorn costumes. 

However, attempts to ban their involvement in festivities were pursued through the imposition of 

martial law and military processions in order to discourage gathering and rebellion among the 

enslaved during the Carnival season.  

  On July 31st, 1834 slavery came to an official end and the formerly enslaved took to the 

streets on August 1st to re-enact a Canboulay52 procession (Smith, 2012). This procession 

                                                 
50 A garden party or outdoor entertainment popular in the 18th century.  

51 This period was known as the ritual of the Christian Shrovetide (Nurse, 1999).  

52 Smith (2012) notes that the word Canboulay is derived from the French cannes brûlées, which means burning cane.  
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traditionally symbolised the burning of the sugar cane crop in order to extract cane juice for 

refinement into sugar. It usually involved slave drivers whipping bands of enslaved people toward 

the plantation fields to work, while drums kept the pace of labour. However, in celebration of 

Emancipation, the procession took on new meaning as parades of formerly enslaved people 

celebrated their freedom with torches, drums, bamboo, conch shells and rattles. According to Juneja 

(1988), “the re-enactment of this drama of bondage and brutal labour became an emblem of their 

freedom” (p. 88). Canboulay eventually merged with Carnival as a routine procession symbolic of 

its inauguration. Hill (1972) points out that Canboulay masqueraders typically wear chains and 

blacken their face and bodies with molasses and soot. This tradition has further evolved into the 

portrayal of the contemporary character, Jab-Molassi or molasses devil and Canboulay continues to 

be re-enacted annually in modern celebrations, with enslaved girl costumes becoming a symbol of 

freedom to mask and parade in the streets.  

  Post-emancipation, Carnival represented conflict between the European ideals of the elite 

class and the working class. Juneja (1988) indicates the upper and middle classes disapproved and 

distanced themselves from celebrating Carnival well into the first two decades of the 20th century, 

owing to working class participation in the festivities. Disapproval was often evidenced in news 

publications, which described the event as “noisy and disorderly amusement for the lower classes”, 

“wretched buffoonery” and “an orgy indulged by the dissolute of the town” (Hill, 1972, p. 17). In 

addition, celebrations were restricted to two days instead of three, with the support of the church, 

which declared the masquerade too noisy for Sundays. One particular incident also led to violent 

clashes between working-class stick fighters53 and the police. As noted by Juneja (1988), the 

Canboulay riots of 1881 were likely a culmination of urban unrest and criminal behaviour in 

response to the poor conditions of the working class. Following the riots, the ruling government 

requested for British fleet units to be stationed in Trinidad during Carnival (Juneja, 1988) and a ban 

                                                 
53 Stick fighting also known as kalinda is the practice of an African tradition of a fighting dance that is still performed 

during Carnival celebrations in Trinidad and Tobago. Stick fighting is usually accompanied by singing and 

drumming.  
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was proclaimed against masquerading at night, carrying lit torches, stick fighting, drumming, 

dancing and congregating (Nurse, 1999). Despite these measures, celebrations from 1881 to 1884 

became notorious for their violent clashes between the police and stick fighters (Hill, 1972).  

  Emancipation shifted Carnival from the hands of the plantocracy into those of the newly 

formed working class and it rapidly became a distinctly black celebration in which the elite class 

were mocked by parodies of their pretensions and habits (Juneja, 1988). As forms of visual 

representation, Hill (1972) describes the early persistence of European costume traditions in the 

portrayal of characters such as the Highlander, Turk, Death and Punchinello54. Later on, newer 

Carnival characters emerged, for example the Dame Lorraine, where men dressed as European 

ladies of the elite class and masqueraded the street with vulgar mimicry of their formal dancing. 

The emergence of satirized characters such as Pierrots55 (clowns), Pierrot Grenades56 (a parody of 

clowns and a mockery of migrants from smaller islands into Trinidad) and Midnight Robbers57 were 

noted after Emancipation (Juneja, 1988), in addition to the formation of satirical military and naval 

masquerade bands, as well as Red Indian masquerade58 (Hill, 1972).  

  Although Carnival was momentarily suspended during World War I, masked costumes in the 

20th century re-emerged with portrayals of sailors59 and nocturnal characters from local folklore 

such as, Soucouyants60, Devils, Diablesses61, Bats and Dragons. Juneja (1988) suggests that 

costumed devil bands became popular in the 1920s and 1930s, with their symbolic anti-heroism 

taking opposition to the established orders of British colonial society of the time. These masquerade 

bands often incorporated hierarchies of devils including Beelzebub, devils, imps and beasts.  

                                                 
54 Hill (1972) notes the Highlander is a forerunner for military bands, while Death preceded devil mas and the 

Punchinello was a variant of a clown.  

55 Pierrots dressed in elaborate costumes and were verbally aggressive (Juneja, 1988).  

56 Pierrot Grenades were portrayed as ostentatious scholars (Juneja, 1988).  

57  Armed cowboys dressed in Elizabethan costumes and symbols of death, with boastful and threatening lyrics 

       demanding ransom. 

58 Hill (1972) suggests that Red Indian masquerade was initially played by seasonal labourers from South America.  

59 Bands depicting sailors began to appear in 1907 when Trinidad hosted a US naval fleet. This trend of sailor mas 

resurged in World War II, when the US set up a military base on the island.  

60 Soucouyants are vampire witches of Trinidadian folklore (Juneja, 1988).  

61 This folklore is commonly known in Trinidadian culture as La Diablesse (female devil).  
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  According to Nurse (1999), increased commercialization and expanded ethnic participation 

in festivities were ushered in by the entry of the middle class into Carnival. By the 1950s, greater 

involvement of the middle class spurred on its development in the form of more ornate and lavish 

costumes, which became known as Pretty Mas62. Increased exposure and interest in American 

movies also led to the portrayal of Wild Indians and later on, Fancy Indians that reflected even more 

adornment with costuming. Additionally, naval bands evolved into the portrayal of Fancy Sailors, 

which according to Juneja (1988), were adorned with glittering braids, mirrors and sequins. 

Growing participation from the middle class contributed to the development of large Mas 

(masquerade) bands that require division into sections, where masqueraders from each section dress 

alike to depict one aspect of the band’s overall theme (Juneja, 1988). This particular trend remains 

popular among largely populated Mas bands.  

  The establishment of the Carnival Development Committee63 by Prime Minister Eric 

Williams in the post-independence period was another contribution to widen the symbolic legacy of 

Carnival into national cultural identification. This committee signified that participation in Carnival 

encompassed Trinidad and Tobago’s diverse heritage of race, class and ethnicity, rather than a 

single sub-group. Unlike any other national festival, Carnival has become a distinctive expression 

of Trinidad and Tobago identity. However, it continues to undergo processes of transformation. For 

example, Nurse (1999) points to the modernization of Carnival through the expansion of Pretty Mas 

rather than traditional costumes, electronic sound systems instead of steel bands and soca music in 

lieu of socially conscious calypso. Other transformations are observed with the rise of women 

masqueraders indicating shifts in gender, notable adjustments in ethnic and class 

roles/representation as well as the exportation of Carnival as a product in overseas diasporic 

communities (Nurse, 1999).  

2.2.1. Playing Mas 

                                                 
62 Nurse (1999) considers this form of masquerade to be ‘depoliticized, fantasy-oriented costuming’.  

63 Currently known as the National Carnival Commission.  
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Within the festival of Carnival lies a myriad of actions and activities that embodies different 

modalities of performance based on ritual as well as innovation. Campbell (2018) reflects on her 

experience of playing Mas with a traditional band, as an observation of ritual sustained by past 

stories and myths, future global development as well as present place and time. She considers how 

modern traditional bands, through their practice of creating and performing Mas, have sought to 

uphold oral traditions of stories and myths through teaching, demonstration and participation. In her 

view, even though workshops can give a historical context and illustrate the performance of Mas, 

she perceives that “embodying a Mas character can neither be achieved through a series of acting 

sessions nor be understood through someone telling you how to” (p. 23).  

  In his exploration of Trinidad and Tobago Carnival, Hill (1972) perceives the evolution of 

Mas as a type of national theatre in which the audience is fully immersed in the performance. He 

draws an example from the traditional Mas character Pierrot, which originates from European 

Carnival and explores how this symbol of a light-hearted clown transforms into that of a fierce 

fighter through the adaptation of the costume by stick fighters in Trinidad. This character, according 

to him, evolves into a theatrical role with grandiose speeches about prowess, referencing historical 

writings on conquest and using a war of words to battle opponents. Many Mas characters referenced 

by Hill (1972) reflect a similar process of evolution stemming from European masquerade, East 

Indian religious symbols and South American cultural icons. For example, the Burrokit 64 appears to 

be inspired by both Indian folklore and Venezuelan bullfighting.  

  In addition to costuming, the performance of masquerade brings characters to life through 

story-telling and dramatic narratives. Wild Indian masquerade inspired by the Guarajo or Warrahoon 

tribe of the Orinoco Delta, for instance, incorporates short dramas in presentations that sometimes 

reflect gathering and chanting to settle a dispute or to invoke spiritual healing (Hill, 1972). Honoré 

(1998) also reflects on the speech of the Midnight Robber, known as robber talk, in which the 

                                                 
64 Costume of a horse or donkey’s head attached to a skirted frame that enables the masquerader to appear as its rider.  
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character gives monologue commentary on contemporary social and political issues using satire and 

metaphor, inspired by the Griots of West Africa (storytellers and oral historians).  

  Other aspects of performance outlined by Hill (1972) envision Carnival tents as backyard 

theatre for song, dance, drumming, dramas and coronation traditions to crown masquerade kings 

and queens. Originating from bamboo tents constructed in open yards, the Carnival tent takes on its 

own life as a stage for calypso and the presentation of King and Queen Carnival costumes during 

Dimanche Gras65. Hill (1972) expounds that the performance of masquerade is a “theatre of the 

streets” (p. 84) where the masquerader becomes “the living embodiment of his most fancied 

imagination” (p. 84) during the two days of costumed street parade.  

  As a type of theatrical production, Mas performers acknowledge an order of appearance by 

which folkloric and nocturnal characters are the first to emerge on the streets during J’Ouvert66 

celebrations on Monday morning, proceeded by individual traditional masqueraders, small 

traditional bands and then large Pretty Mas bands (Hill, 1972). By the end of the night, nocturnal 

characters reappear to usher in Tuesday’s celebrations, which elaborate the spectacle of Pretty Mas, 

dressed in full costume for the judging of bands.  

2.2.2. From Drums to Steel Pan  

African enslaved people from Central and West Africa established the tradition of drumming 

in Trinidad and Tobago culture since the early 1700s (Smith, 2012). At that time, drums were a 

significant feature of recreation, religion and celebration for the enslaved, who used animal skin 

drums as their primary instrument. Drumming was especially important for enslaved people from 

Yoruba cultures since the instruments were revered as sacred objects and a form of communication 

with the gods. Smith (2012) points out that the talking drum67 became a useful tool of 

communication among the enslaved and it was used to convey different messages to those of the 

                                                 
65 Dimanche Gras (Great Sunday) is held on the Sunday night before Carnival. This annual event crowns the Carnival 

King and Queen as well as the Calypso monarch.  

66 J’Ouvert meaning daybreak. 

67 The talking drum is described by Smith (2012) as an hourglass-shaped drum covered with animal skin on each end, 

which was held and squeezed while it was beat with a bent mallet, giving the drum a different pitch the more it was 

squeezed.  
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same tribe across different plantations. Although enslaved people were forced to abandon their 

customs and language, Smith (2012) suggests that music and drums helped them to keep linked 

with their tribal communities. However, there was a lot of suspicion by European owners of the 

enslaved regarding the use of drums in festivities, especially during periods of rest, where enslaved 

people would gather to dance and play music. European plantation owners became concerned that 

drumming would be used to inspire riots and communicate coded messages. Their apprehension led 

to a widespread ban of drums in the 1800s, with an aim to suppress enslaved cultures and to boost 

their conversion to Christianity. Despite this measure, the prohibition of drumming merely served to 

spur on the creation of new forms of percussive instruments.  

  The steel pan is recognised as the only new acoustic instrument created in the 20th century 

(Waithe & Worrell, 2003). As a percussive instrument, its development in post-emancipation 

Trinidad was preceded by tamboo bamboo68, through which sounds emanate from the rhythmic 

tapping and stomping of bamboo sticks. These instruments are made by cutting and drying different 

lengths, widths and weights of bamboo for a range of musical sounds and rhythms69. Tamboo 

bamboo usually accompanied songs in celebration of Carnival, wakes, weddings, christenings as 

well as Christmas and were used by emancipated Africans in place of drums, since those were 

banned at the time70 (Smith, 2012). Tamboo bamboo bands71 comprised of family members and 

close groups of friends who were known to engage in rival clashes during Carnival, at times 

resulting in violence. Habitual conflict led to a ban on bamboo instruments in 1934, with biscuit tins 

replacing bamboo in many tamboo bamboo bands.  

  The discovery of oil in Trinidad and Tobago in 1901 as well as the establishment of an oil 

refinery in 1913 marked significant change on the island. According to Waithe and Worrell (2003) 

and Smith (2012), Carnival revellers in the 1930s from East Port of Spain and the Laventille 

                                                 
68 Tamboo originates from the French tambour meaning drum (Smith, 2012). 

69 The largest instrument known as the boom creates a bass sound, while the cutter holds a high pitch, and the fuller 

and chandler create tenor and alto sounds (Smith, 2012).  

70 Drumming was banned in 1883 in Trinidad (Smith, 2012).  

71 Bands comprise of tamboo bamboo instruments as well as iron bells and glass bottles with spoons (Smith, 2012).   
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community began incorporating discarded oil drums into their tamboo bamboo performances using 

pieces of wood or iron as mallets to create a bass sound. The consistent use of oil drums revealed 

their versatility to create notes of different pitch, depending on the extent to which the metal is 

stretched. Winston “Spree” Simon is widely considered to be the inventor of the steel pan, although 

this claim is disputed by some72.  

  Forerunners of the modern steel pan include the doo doop (two-note instrument) and ping 

pong (segmented four to eight-note instrument capable of playing on the major scale). These were 

followed by the development of the tenor, second, guitar and bass pans73. Smith (2012) suggests the 

development of the steel pan occurred across various areas of Port of Spain and its environs, with 

each pan yard exploring the various sounds of metal for rhythm and melody.   

  However, the steel pan was not embraced by all sections of society, particularly the elite 

class who treated them as noisemakers rather than musical instruments (Waithe & Worrell, 2003). 

Groups of steel pan musicians (steel bands) also became associated with a rise in violence during 

Carnival festivities. Smith (2012) points out that rival bands and their followers from different areas 

of Port of Spain often engaged in gang wars and territorial disputes that sometimes lasted many 

years. Steel pan players were deemed by the wider society to be troublemakers and were often 

pursued by the police. In spite of this turmoil, steel pans became more refined each year and by the 

1960s steel pan tuners Anthony Williams and Rudolph Charles extended the steel band to include 

two, three, four and six drum instruments. This evolution of the steel pan was accompanied by an 

improvement in their mallets (these were wrapped in rubber to give a clean and more resonant 

sound) as well as the use of stands to hold the instruments. These changes over the course of the 

1950s and 1960s helped to widen its appeal, along with the support of government and religious 

leaders. Waithe and Worrell (2003) suggest modern steel pan orchestras lifted many taboos of 

violence in previous years, with the inclusion of women steel pan musicians, the support of 

                                                 
72 Smith (2012) suggests various accounts credit the creation of the ping pong to Winston “Spree” Simon or Victor 

“Totee” Wilson. 

73 Each pan indicates a different pitch range.  
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sponsors, public outcries for peace and nationally recognised steel band festivals such as, Panorama 

and Junior Panorama74. These festivals continue to form an integral part of modern Carnival 

festivities.  

2.2.3. Kaiso, Calypso, Soca and Dancehall  

Call and response songs75 of enslaved people on plantations were the earliest examples of 

what later developed into kaiso76 and then calypso music. Quevedo (1983) proposes that a rhythm 

was usually set by a leader of a slave gang and the enslaved would chant while cultivating plots of 

land. Keen on competition, leaders would also boast about their prowess in the field and use witty 

rebuttals as well as irreverent ditties to make fun of each other. Songs were originally performed in 

African dialects and were also used during religious ceremonies and harvest festivals. According to 

Quevedo (1983), important events were commemorated in song, where the lead singer was first 

known as a griot (storyteller) before this role evolved into chantwell, kaisonian and then 

calypsonian (Smith, 2012).  

  Post-emancipation, formerly enslaved people took greater ownership of Carnival 

celebrations and traditions of songs that mock the elite class grew in popularity (Smith, 2012). 

Chantwells performed during stick fighting competitions and led bands of people into the streets to 

face opponents. Hill (1972) notes that chantwell groups are typically comprised of women, even 

though modern calypso is male dominated. Over time, tents were erected for singers to perform and 

compete in front of an audience each night, during the Carnival season. These songs were delivered 

in creole dialect and Quevedo (1983) points out that kaiso was not sung completely in English until 

1899 when Norman Le Blanc sang about a noted disagreement between the Governor and the 

Borough Council of Port of Spain.  

                                                 
74 Panorama is a national steel band competition in which top bands in Trinidad and Tobago compete. It was first held 

in 1963 (Smith, 2012). Junior Panorama is a national school steel band competition, which includes participants 

from secondary and primary schools. Many schools offer steel pan as an extracurricular activity.  

75 These songs were also known as lavways.  

76 Kaiso loosely translates to mean Bravo! (Smith, 2012). 
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  Kaiso is defined by Quevedo (1982) as “an ensemble of melodic pattern, thematic content 

and rhythm, fused into a synthesis of one complete indivisible whole”. It consists of two stanza 

forms known as single tone and double tone with a  
2

4
 or 

4

4
 time signature. The former indicates four-

line verses, while the latter reflects eight-line verses that are treated with literary vivid or 

argumentative narrations as well as innuendos (Quevedo, 1983). In the years 1903 until 1921, kaiso 

tended to follow a double tone, repetitive and recitative pattern performed in the minor key. Musical 

accompaniment comprised of tamboo bamboo, but this later evolved into cuatro, guitar, vera and 

chac-chac77.  

  Historically, performers of kaiso (kaisonians) were closely associated with stick-fighting 

and Mas bands. They also engaged in battles through song known as picong (taken from the French 

piquant meaning hot and spicy), which involves the use of cleverly crafted insults against opponent 

singers (Smith, 2012). Picong still forms part of modern calypso tradition, however in the 1930s, 

kaisonians also began to compose songs in the major key with a social and political context rather 

than previously short melodies or chants (Smith, 2012). Added to that, there was greater recognition 

of the art form globally, for which kaisonians were invited to record and perform in the United 

States of America.  

  Despite this progression, there continued to be state interference in the expression of the 

arts, with the introduction of the 1934 Theatre and Dance Halls Ordinance. This legislation gave the 

police and Colonial Secretary authority over the licencing of kaiso tents and the right to ban kaiso 

records on their discretion. The Ordinance posed challenges for kaisonians as they felt concerned 

about censorship of their political expression and fear about being targeted for their use of picong. It 

was not until 1951 that the ordinance was debated and amended (Quevedo, 1983). This change, 

along with Trinidad’s emergence out of World War II and subsequent naval occupation by the 

United States of America, led to more melodic adaptations to the sound of kaiso. The new 

                                                 
77 The cuatro is a four-stringed instrument from South America, while the vera is perforated tin cylinder that is 

scraped with iron wire, and a chac-chac is a dried gourd filled with seeds that is shaken to produce a rhythm 

(Quevedo, 1983).   
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movement in the musical form became popularized by two kaisonians, known as Kitchener and 

Killer, who experimented with fusing other genres of world music into kaiso. 

  Calypso (kaiso) melodies adopted a faster tempo, which was influenced by popular music 

from the United States (Rohlehr, 1998). This development created a paradox between the rising 

popularity of party songs geared for an international market and calypso traditions of socio-political 

commentary in the local context. Rohlehr suggests that calypsonians (kaisonians) began to 

“manically alternate between celebration and denunciation” (Rohlehr, 1998, p. 86) to satisfy 

emerging contradictory cultural imperatives. In addition, calypso was blended with other genres 

such as reggae and Latin rhythms. This is exemplified in soca music, which comprises party songs 

that often represent carnivalesque frenzy in modern celebrations.  

  Soca is categorised by Rohlehr (1998) as a hybrid of calypso and American popular music. 

It emerged in the 1970s, according to Burke (2020), and he describes it as up-tempo and synthesised 

with elements of brass and iron in its sound. Burke suggests that early iterations retained themes 

prevalent in calypsos such as, political commentary and scandalous humour, however, the impact of 

globalisation appeared to widen the gap between calypso and soca. In the 1980s, soca became more 

synonymous with lyrical repetition and fast tempo than social commentary and by the 1990s it 

incorporated elements of hip-hop, rhythm and blues and Jamaican dancehall music.  

  The commodification of sound, according to Rohlehr (1998), continues to drive the 

evolution of soca for both complex domestic and international market trends. For example, Leung 

(2009) examines the blending of soca and Jamaican dancehall into the sub-genre ragga soca, which 

incorporates the use of Jamaican Creole English. She suggests this musical hybrid enables artists 

“to negotiate and index a specific experience and identity of the Afro-Trinidadian underclass” 

(Leung, 2009, p. 509). In her view, the alignment of ragga soca artists and Trinidadian reggae 

artists with the linguistic artefacts of Jamaican Creole English, facilitates the need to address 

particular social realities of the disenfranchised Afro-Trinidadian underclass, which is excluded in 

present-day soca or calypso. 
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  As a fixture of Trinidadian youth culture, Jamaican dancehall not only permeates the local 

musical landscape, but functions to provide marginalised groups with a voice. However, this 

musical form is often critiqued as playing a significant role in the over-simplification and 

sexualization of Trinidadian music (Leung, 2009). Noble (2008) notes the emergence of dancehall 

in the mid-1980s, as an offshoot of reggae music in Jamaica, which has since gained popularity in 

wider transnational cultural circuits through migration and globalisation. Central to the themes 

explored in dancehall are those of sex, sexuality, violence and black identity. This has led to 

ongoing discourse over its role in perpetuating homophobic attitudes (Noble, 2008) as well as 

promoting illicit, violent or sexualised behaviour particularly among adolescents (Jackman, 2010).  

  Noble (2008) argues that dancehall highlights the constant struggle and negotiation for 

freedom outside of political movements in that it creates “an important public space in which the 

social power and everyday politics of gender and sexuality are negotiated” (p. 115-116). She puts 

forward that dancehall reflects the working-class culture of opposition and resistance to the 

colonially rooted morality of the middle class that demands adherence to patriarchal order and 

gender respectability. Although Noble (2008) discusses dancehall culture in the context of the 

Jamaican and British-Jamaican experience, the negotiation for freedom she describes also seems 

relevant to the dancehall movement in Trinidad and Tobago, which is driven by youth from 

marginalised communities and is often engulfed in intense debate over its positioning within the 

local music industry (De Souza, 2020, January 12). The Soca Monarch Competition of 2020, for 

example, premiered a segment for Trinidadian dancehall artists, however, this was met with 

criticism by members of the soca fraternity as well as the public on the appropriateness of dancehall 

music in Carnival events (De Souza, 2020, January 12; Dowrich-Phillips, 2020, February 17). In 

this example, the soca fraternity and members of society attempt to impose patriarchal order and 

exclude youth participation through defining boundaries for the cultural expression of Carnival.  

2.2.4. Ancestral Links of Folk Dance  
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There are underlying African traditions that have merged with Spanish, French and British 

aesthetic attributes78 in Trinidad and Tobago folk dance (Franco, 2010). Franco (2010) defines folk 

dance as originating from “ordinary people” who are moved to dance. In her view, folk dances can 

signify spiritual worship such as the funerary dances of bongo and limbo, social traditions such as 

the wedding dances of jig79 and reel80 or work dances that display skills particular to a village such 

as, fishing and harvesting. Gerstin (2004) also points out early traditions of dance in Trinidad 

including the stick fighting dance of kalenda81 as well as the bamboula, ghouba and bèlè, which 

were likely introduced by enslaved people from Martinique and Guadeloupe following the 

migration of French settlers on the island. Although these forms of dance were performed in secrecy 

during the period of slavery, they were more openly seen during Carnival or wakes in the post-

emancipation period, accompanied by the rhythm of drums.  

  Trinidad and Tobago’s history plays an important role in the progression of cultural forms, 

in that colonialism and slavery defined rituals and social behaviour (Franco, 2010). According to 

Franco (2010), folk culture began to be recognised as art through its emergence onto the theatrical 

stage in the 1930s, led by pioneers including Beryl Mcburnie and Cyril St. Lewis. This development 

continued into the 1960s when Trinidad and Tobago gained independence and there was greater 

political interest in establishing national unity and identity through events such as, the Prime 

Minister’s Best Village Trophy Competition82. The influences of the Black Power movement in the 

1970s also reconnected many Trinbagonians with their African ancestry through rituals, festivals 

and community practices, while they simultaneously embraced and adapted European culture to 

create distinct dance forms. The Astor Johnson Repertory Dance Company was instrumental in 

                                                 
78 According to Franco (2010) these include: African nation dances, Orisha dances, wake dances; French bèlè, 

quadrille, piqué; Congo bèlè; Spanish joropo, castillian, galleron, sebucan; and British lancers, jig dances.  

79 Typically performed in Tobago, this dance uses rocking motions and hops with the shifting weight of the dancer. 

This dance costume consists of scissor-tailed coats, top hats, European-styled dresses and gloves. Music 

accompaniment incorporates a fiddle, tambourine-style hand drum and steel triangle (Franco, 2010).   

80 This dance is held to honour ancestors before marriage, and also at wakes as a rite of passage. It is a couple’s dance 

that involves intricate floor patterns and bodily gestures as though in conversation (Franco, 2010).  

81 Also known as kalinda. 

82 This competition continues to be an annual landmark on Trinidad and Tobago’s calendar of events, and includes 

craft, cuisine, song, dance, music, drama, fashion and sport.  
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defining dance in Trinidad and Tobago during the 1970s, with greater emphasis on the role of 

women in society and incorporating modern and jazz dance styles.  

  In describing the influence of African aesthetic on Trinbagonian dance, Franco (2010) 

observes slightly forward-tilting torsos, bent knees, parallel feet and Afro-aestheticized hand 

gestures. These dance movements form part of local cultural and religious practice along with 

drumming and song, as seen during the thanksgiving feast of Salaka (which celebrates African 

nations) or in Orisha83 religious worship, where dance is referred to as manifestation and the body 

moves according to the deity that possesses the devotee.  

  As Carnival evolved over time into traditional and Pretty Mas, there were also developments 

in the expression of movement and rhythm. Campbell (2018) examines the dance patterns of Mas 

performance, which reflect elements of movement grounded in African diasporic discourse. Her 

observations of movement during Carnival include grounded stance, body-part isolation, initiations 

from the torso, complex polyrhythms (making use of two or more rhythms concurrently) and 

flexibility. She notes that movement in Mas is closely linked with music, percussion, spirituality 

and interconnectedness. Franco (2010) also proposes the creolisation of European and African 

traditions of Carnival and dance have influenced the evolution of dance forms in the portrayal of 

traditional Mas characters such as the Dragon, Jab Molassie84, Jab Jab and Moko Jumbie85, where 

distinctive body movements embody their mythos. Additionally, she suggests the evolution of the 

steel pan as well as the portrayal of sailor and fireman Mas prompted the display of fancy footwork 

that depicts life on ships during the world wars. This movement, in its simplest form, is popularly 

known as chipping, which consists of two-step shuffles, punctuated by more elaborate foot 

movements. However, the more popular dance movement is that of winin’, which has become 

particularly associated with movement in Carnival. 

                                                 
83 Orisha (also known as Shango) is a syncretic religion originating from the Caribbean region, which incorporates 

mainly Yoruba and other spiritual practices (such as Christianity, Hinduism, Surfism, Buddhism and Kabbalah).  

84 Jab Molassie (molasses devil) is a traditional Carnival character that is portrayed in cut-off pants, covered in black 

grease and bearing a pitchfork. This character moves with a menacing presence and pelvic motions (Franco, 2010).  

85 The Moko Jumbie is a stilt walker whose presence is overpowering, tall and stately (Franco, 2010).  
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2.2.5. Women in Carnival and Winin’ as the Embodiment of Female Agency 

  In the past, Carnival celebrations in Trinbago tended to highlight the Afro-Trinidadian male 

as its key performer and leader in its evolution. This is observed in early iterations of Mas as forms 

of resistance, where male masqueraders performed both male and female roles (Section 2.2) and 

throughout the development of its musical and cultural practices such as the steel pan and calypso 

(Sections 2.2.2 and 2.2.3). De Freitas (1999) points out that Carnival was numerically dominated by 

men who engaged in ritualized and aggressive behaviour, as seen in routines of stick fighting and 

picong. However, women have always participated in Carnival performances despite their roles 

being minimised in cultural documentation. Early examples include jamette86 Mas and chantwell87 

groups, which both contributed to the evolution of Carnival. 

  A key observation about the portrayal of women in cultural practices of Mas and calypso 

relate to the prevalence of the male perspective through which women are cast as promiscuous and 

crafty or respectable and family-focused. These attributes not only polarize women, but contrast 

with the heroic terms associated with men and their sexual exploits or bachelor lifestyles (de 

Freitas, 1999). As women were traditionally expected to fulfil societal norms of submission and 

respectability, it was only after World War II that women openly participated in street Mas 

unmasked. Nonetheless, the debate on their role as a respectable mother or sensual object has not 

dissipated, even though the rise in women masqueraders in the post-independence period has led to 

them outnumbering men. According to de Freitas (1999), Carnival is undergoing gender 

transformations that spotlight the festival as a female space yet remains controlled and defined by 

men. This includes the exoticism of the female body as an object of desire, which is negotiated by 

women between spaces of “compromise and rebellion”, “mother and jamette” (de Freitas, 1999, p. 

                                                 
86  According to de Freitas (1999), jamette (referring to the feminine) was a patois term used to describe women in the 

lower classes and on the fringes of polite society. In the context of Mas traditions, jamette Mas characters were 

masked women who parodied sex workers in 19th and early 20th C dress. Unlike the Dame Lorraine (which was a 

parody of the upper class), these characters were known to expose their breasts during their performance. Although 

the jamette character persists in traditional Mas as an archetype of crude behaviour and morally loose values, the 

character’s performance has evolved with time to encompass broad social themes.  

87  Chantwell groups typically comprised of women (Section 2.2.3). 
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29). The negotiation is also seen in discourse about winin’ and its role in a woman’s agency or as a 

performance for the male gaze.  

  In modern Carnival celebrations, there is the popularity of winin’ (to wine), which Jones 

(2016) describes as an Anglophone-Caribbean term for gyrating movements involving vigorous 

rolls and thrusts of the hip, pelvis and buttocks. She notes that winin’ is readily connected with 

sacred and secular dances observed in Yoruba, Igbo and Bantu regions as well as Hindu, Syrian and 

Lebanese cultural dances. The coupling of dancers in winin’ also bears strong resemblance to 

European court dances such as the quadrille. Winin’ is synonymous with the embodiment of 

freedom and agency that is celebrated during the Carnival season, however, there continues to be 

debate on whether it objectifies and fetishizes a woman’s body.  

  Historically, the Caribbean woman’s body has been perceived as “exotic, hyper-sexual, 

feminine, low-classed and black (Africanized)” (Jones, 2016, p. 32) and although there is 

playfulness in the expression of winin’ as a form of dance, Jones (2016) explores how identity is 

constantly negotiated through socio-political relations within colonial power structures. She notes, 

for example, the objectification of Saartjie “Sara” Baartman who was displayed as a scientific 

curiosity in Europe from 1810-1815 because of the size of her buttocks and labia, which determined 

her to be an anomaly and sexually insatiable in the eyes of dominant European culture. In her view, 

the fascination of Europe with the buttocks and genitalia of African women has normalised the 

stigmatisation of the African body as sexually deviant and this view continues to create a sense of 

societal shame around the movement of the body in winin’.  

  The uses of masquerade to confront dominant power structures in the guise of the Dame 

Lorraine, baby doll and pisse-en-lit88 are also explored by Jones (2016). She comments that the 

masquerade of Dame Lorraine criticises the hypocritical relationship of the elite class with 

vulgarity, through its parody of European aristocrat women. Traditionally played by men, this 

Carnival character exaggerates the hips and buttocks through costume and dance. Likewise, the 

                                                 
88 The bed wetter (Jones, 2016).  
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pisse-en-lit offers both men and women masqueraders the opportunity to examine the over-

sexualization of the Caribbean body through dance performances that involve gyrating and 

costumes that emphasise genitalia. Jones (2016) implies these Mas performances promote winin’ as 

a means of resistance, in that they celebrate erotic agency and reclaim ownership of one’s body (no 

longer as property of the state). However, this resistance has not transpired without retaliation by 

the state, which criminalised “obscenity” and outlawed pisse-en-lit Mas in the past. Despite this, 

winin’ has survived as an integral part of Carnival performance.  

  Whether the public expression of sexuality in dance reflects a new form of male patriarchal 

dominance and control over female sexuality or the assertion of ownership by women over their 

own sexuality is contemplated by Devonish (2011). While female sexuality is significantly 

expressed through music and dance in postcolonial society, the morality of dance moves is often 

perceived through two diametrically opposed value systems. On the one hand, values are oriented 

toward highly structured families with a commitment to religion and responsibility and on the other 

hand, values reject institutionalisation and formal kinship roles for transience and personal style. 

Devonish (2011) suggests that stereotypically underprivileged groups tended toward the latter and 

their historical link with Carnival festivities, including the display of female sexuality in dance, 

rendered these forms of cultural expression as immoral to groups of relative privilege.  

  Even within the discourse of calypso, the traditions of male dominance were pervasive for 

many years, emphasising the male role to initiate female participation in dance. It is only in the late 

1980s that there was a distinct movement away from this conservative framework, ushered in by a 

shift in the participation of women in Carnival masquerade to the majority group. This change in 

the composition of Mas was accompanied by the creation of more form fitting costumes and a 

growing display of women winin’ alone or on each other. Devonish (2011) submits that the 

expression of female sexuality became more self-dependent and was mirrored in the rise of the 

women calypsonians who provide a direct voice to respond to criticism by purveyors of traditional 

values. However, he makes note that opposing views contend that the assumption of power by male 
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soca artists in modern Carnival celebrations continue to command the movement of female bodies 

under the illusion of female empowerment (Devonish, 2011).    

  As I reflect on the rich and diverse history of cultural arts practices in Trinidad and Tobago, 

I begin to understand and appreciate their complexity and nuance, in that they are rooted in colonial 

resistance with the function of deconstructing and subverting existing hierarchies of power. It is 

therefore important to consider the conceptualisation of these practices alongside existing theories 

of culture, identity, otherness and habitus, as a theoretical framework helps to deepen insight into 

their representation and meaning.  

2.3. The Conceptualisation of Culture, Identity and Otherness  

  In my endeavour to further understand the representation of Trinbagonian89 culture, I 

explore how people recognise and/or adopt shared systems of representation and meaning. Culture 

is framed by Hall (1997a) as the “shared values of a group or of society” (p. 2), which involves the 

process of producing and exchanging represented emotions, attachments, concepts and ideas 

between members of a group or society. He proposes that culture, as a process, is a set of practices 

that is dependent on members of a group interpreting its meaning in essentially similar ways and 

that language is the medium through which meaning is shared.  

 As a representational system, Hall (1997a) suggests that language utilises symbols (sounds, 

words, images, music, objects) to communicate thoughts, ideas and feelings, which are represented 

in a culture. It does not consist of individual concepts, instead, it is a system of organizing, grouping 

and classifying individual concepts in different ways in order to establish complex relations 

between them (Hall 1997b). Meaning is constructed by the representational system of language and 

becomes firm through a connection between the concept of what something represents and its 

symbolic or linguistic code. Codes bring stability to meaning within culture, when they enable 

concepts to be communicated among individuals and thus, create a sense of belonging to a culture. 

However, as codes evolve over time, their meanings can shift to represent a different concept. To 

                                                 
89  A Trinbagonian is someone who lives on either island of Trinidad or Tobago. 



 

 

52 

  

this end, Hall (1997b) acknowledges the reflective90 and intentional91 potential of meaning as he 

puts forward a constructionist approach in which meaning in language is ascribed to the systems 

that represent an individual’s or society’s concepts92. He submits that these shared meanings form a 

crucial part of culture through which individuals can become members.  

 Hall (1997c) also examines the representation of difference and otherness, which forms a 

crucial part of discerning stereotypes within culture. He notes that people who are different from the 

majority, by way of race, class, sexuality or ability, are often subject to binary and polarizing forms 

of representation in popular culture (for example, grotesque versus exotic). Further to this, one 

represented variant of difference can lead to the addition of others, which he frames as “a 

‘spectacle’ of otherness” (Hall, 1997c, p. 231). The meaningfulness of difference is noted by Hall 

(1997c) in the binary nature of representing otherness, that is, we can understand the meaning of 

something by understanding what it is not. While he contends that a binary perspective is over-

simplified and indicative of power relations through which one end of the pole exerts dominance 

(white/black or upper class/lower class), in his view, the assignment of difference is the basis of 

culture, which “depends on giving things meaning by assigning them to different positions within a 

classificatory system” (p. 236). As such, binary forms of representation are important for 

classification, and difference becomes essential to cultural meaning. Nevertheless, this 

classificatory system does not neglect to acknowledge the disturbance of cultural order when a 

category is not found, even more so, when it becomes a tool for the assertion of power. Ambiguous 

classification can lead to rejection/stigmatization or curiosity/attraction (polarizing forms of 

representation previously mentioned). Hall illustrates this point by referencing representations of 

racial difference during slavery, where blacks were seen as fit for servitude, although lazy, and were 

                                                 
90 Language whose meaning mirrors the natural world (Hall 1997b). 

91 Language that communicates an individual’s unique view of the world (Hall 1997b).  

92 Hall (1997b) makes note of Foucault’s constructionist approach to the production of knowledge, through which 

meaning and meaningful practice are conceptualised in discourse (all social practices) rather than language. It 

draws from the idea that knowledge of the material world is only produced when it takes on meaning within 

discourse and particular historical/cultural contexts. It also makes a crucial link to knowledge as a form of power.  
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therefore reduced to simplified characteristics that represented their perceived culture as being fixed 

by nature (stereotypes).  

 Stereotyping “divides the normal and the acceptable from the abnormal and the 

unacceptable” (Hall, 1997c, p. 258). It maintains social order and emerges where there is gross 

inequality of power. In view of this, he discusses strategies for contesting and reversing stereotypes 

within culture, which include: affirmation of cultural identity; promotion of positive attitudes 

toward difference; regaining control over representation; reconstructing positive identification 

through substitutions of images (underpinned by accepting difference and diversity); and direct 

confrontation of dominant representations through using the ambivalence of representation itself.  

 Stereotyping, as the over-simplified binary representation of otherness, is crucial to 

understanding the narrative of Trinbagonian history and culture that I present from this point on. It 

is through this lens that systems of value, discourse and constructs of reality are formed and 

performed. Likewise, it is by contesting and reversing stereotypes within culture (as described by 

Hall, 1997c), that those symbols and meanings are reconstructed and re-presented. 

 Similar to Hall, During (2005) points out that culture is not a singular system or object, 

rather, “it is a set of transactions, processes, mutations, practices, technologies, institutions” (p. 6) 

whereby people, objects and experiences are produced and ascribed meaning. He proposes that 

cultural representations and meanings are attributed by participants in a culture and can be 

expressed in forms of language, signs and imagery. These representations help make sense of and 

enable communication in ways that other people can understand. The conceptualization of culture 

within the framework of social constructionism posits that current knowledge and reality are 

contextualized, culturally embedded, organized and represented in relational processes of 

identification within place, time and history (Gemignani and Peña, 2007). As a contemporary 

approach to understanding culture, the relational specificity of social constructionism is positioned 

to assist the postmodern researcher with an understanding of how systems of value, discourse and 
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constructs of reality create and are created. For example, language is perceived to be the foundation 

and origin for constructing the:  

‘social and political (that is, power-based) practices of interpretation and action that order 

 reality and generate, organize, and limit possibility within a specific relational and historical 

 context’ (Gemignani and Peña, 2007, p. 278). 

Language, therefore, acknowledges the possible validity of diverse social realities, rather than 

undertaking the quest for objectivity and absolute truth.  

  Arising from an epistemological approach of social constructionism, culture is interpreted 

“as a shared and ever-changing organization of beliefs, interpretations, and practices” (Gemignani 

& Peña, 2007, p. 279). This continual negotiation, internalization and expression of social practice 

is also echoed in Hall’s (1997a) conceptualization of culture and cultural identity.  However, 

Gemignani and Peña (2007) outline divergent perspectives between social constructionism and 

cultural studies, in relation to the politics of social constructions, the agency of language, the 

question of realism and the concept of ideology.  

2.3.1. Cultural Identity as an Ongoing and Evolving Concept 

Identification can be defined as a construct, which recognizes “some common origin or 

shared characteristics with another person or group, or with an ideal, and with the natural closure of 

solidarity and allegiance established on this foundation” (Hall, 1996, p. 2). Hall proposes that 

identification is a continual process that depends on material and symbolic conditions of existence, 

which are not necessarily harmonious, but can be understood on strategic and positional terms. 

Cultural identity, as an intersecting construct of culture and identification, can therefore be 

understood as constantly transforming and consisting of “increasingly fragmented and fractured” 

identities, which are “intersecting and antagonistic, discourses, practices and positions” (Hall, 1996, 

p. 4). Postcolonial cultural identity especially requires contemplation in the context of history, 

where many different populations were disturbed, uprooted and resettled through forced migration. 

Hall (1996) asserts that modern cultural identities not only reference a particular historical past or 
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origin but reflect current and transforming identities which are also partly reconstructed and 

reimagined from history, language, culture, fantasy and symbolism.  

Cultural identity is conceptualised by Hall (1996) as occupied with the fragmented and 

evolving identities of a person or group. In contrast, During (2005) focuses on how national identity 

attempts to widen this context to the shared values, which are visible at a national or regional level. 

During submits the construct of national identity is rooted in historical narratives that serve to unify 

individuals as belonging to a national community. For European nations, this will for political and 

economic autonomy is intimately linked with the demand for expressions of cultural heritage (arts, 

practices), whereby collective values are stored in culture (During, 2005). However, he puts forward 

that for many postcolonial nations, the transition from colony to sovereignty unifies citizens along 

anti-colonial and political resistance rather than national cultural identification. In light of this, he 

suggests that a unified postcolonial national identity is difficult to sustain, after colonial withdrawal, 

since communities tend to return to inherited ethno-cultural traditions rather than embrace a 

national culture. This brings to the fore, the ongoing deliberation among many postcolonial nations 

regarding their identity as plural or creolized societies, for which both arguments are strongly 

supported (Allahar, 1993). Allahar suggests that even though many regions bear structural and 

historical similarities, this does not solely equate to cultural unity, since racial and ethnic diversity 

also crucially impact cultural unity or division on a national and regional level.  

  The ongoing dilemma of cultural identity for Caribbean people stems from an inability to 

clearly identify origins, since “everybody there comes from somewhere else” (Hall, 1995, p. 6). As 

a diasporic population where traditions were formed elsewhere, Hall (1995) notes that cultural 

sources in the Caribbean region were disrupted by the traumas of violence and the separation of 

linguistic, tribal and family groups. According to him, cultural characteristics are also subjected to 

processes of negotiation and transculturation wherein identity shifts as there is further recognition 

of the complexities of social structures. Added to that, Hall (1995) puts forward that “identity is not 

the past to be found, but in the future to be constructed” (p. 14). This perspective reinforces his 
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ideas about culture as ongoing and evolving processes of production and transaction.  

2.3.2. Perspectives on the Role of Habitus in Cultural Discourse 

  While cultural discourse focuses on how shared values influence the behaviour of 

individuals and groups of people (Hall, 1997), Pierre Bourdieu (1977/2013) presents his theory on 

how practices and habitual behaviour develop within cultures. He defines this concept of habitus as 

“systems of durable, transposable dispositions” (p. 72) and “socially constituted system(s) of 

cognitive and motivating structures” (p. 76). In essence, habitus conceptualises and accounts for 

how practices endure and traverse between individuals and social systems. On an individual level, 

he notes that habitus causes ritualised practices to be perceived as sensible even though the 

behaviour has no explicit reason or intention. Likewise, the homogeneity of habitus among a group 

causes practices to be experienced as comprehensible and predictable for its members. Habitus is, in 

effect, a product of history that produces individual and collective practices in accordance with 

history itself. It gives these practices continuity and regularity without a rationale, yet it is perceived 

as objective in social circumstances.  

  Many systems of practice such as social class, marriage and reproduction are governed by 

principles of habitus (Bourdieu, 1977/2013). As such, acts (e.g., ritual practices) and symbols (e.g., 

sayings) are structured according to the corresponding habitus and their habitual practice remain 

implicit and unquestioned. He notes that “habitus could be considered as a subjective but not 

individual system of internalised structures, schemes of perception, conception and action common 

to all members of the same group or class” (Bourdieu, 1977/2013, p. 86) and that “all products of a 

given agent, by an essential overdetermination, speak inseparably and simultaneously of his class93” 

(Bourdieu, 1977/2013, p. 87). Although this perspective has been subsequently criticised for its 

broad assumptions about class-bound behaviours (Cargile, 2011; Saatcioglu & Ozanne, 2013), 

Bourdieu (1977/2013) proposes that the systems governed by habitus are influenced by history and 

societal conditions and “the conditioned and conditional freedom it secures is as remote from a 

                                                 
93 Class here meaning a person’s social position as well as socially qualified attributes that are praised or stigmatized, 

such as one’s beauty, strength or honour (Bourdieu, 2013).  
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creation of unpredictable novelty as it is from a simple mechanical reproduction of initial 

conditionings” (p. 95). 

  On the other hand, Cargile (2011) offers his perspective on habitus as a concept that links 

structure and agency in ways that allow for examination of the relationship between a culture and 

members of a culture. He reflects on the on-going dynamic between the structure of culture and 

individual agency in relation to the practices of people in particular situations and deliberates on 

whether habitus can comprise intentional sets of behaviours, given the implication that processes 

are typically deterministic and pre-conscious. Cargile suggests that although points of awareness 

can be difficult to determine within habitus, it is possible to facilitate intentional reactions 

(individual agency) through reflexivity and cultivating mindfulness. Additionally, he notes that 

room for agency is possible since habitus is considered to be in a state of constant change, owing to 

changing historical, societal and political conditions. As such, Cargile (2011) proposes that “habitus 

is a concept that allows individuals to enact reflexive agency in the context of cultural patterning” 

(p. 18).  

 Saatcioglu and Ozanne (2013) further examine the role of habitus in reproducing social 

stratification and negotiating status within a marginalized, working-class neighbourhood. In 

reference to Bourdieu’s original theory, Saatcioglu and Ozanne comment on the notion that habitus 

can function as set patterns of thinking that are often unconscious and enduring but guide the way 

social structures are reproduced in new settings. They acknowledge Bourdieu’s perspective that in 

the struggle for societal power, social agents compete for status within social spaces using 

economic, social and cultural resources that make way for social entitlement by those who possess 

these resources. They also note that Bourdieu’s argument has many critics in that habitus seems 

overly deterministic and does not give merit to the power of education as a transformative tool for 

social advancement yet appears to explain the reproduction of social inequalities in individual 

choices. While these opposing viewpoints are considered by Saatcioglu and Ozanne (2013), they 

examine a key gap in Bourdieu’s theory that assumes working-class culture is uniform, subordinate 
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and passively accepting of popular culture. They argue that in working-class neighbourhoods where 

people lack resources, social status is negotiated through local social hierarchies of a moral nature 

rather than cultural capital. Within this dynamic, a moral habitus functions as a concept by which 

ethics and morals of existing cultural practices are internalized and enacted as normative 

dimensions of social life through an evolving moral identity. Saatcioglu and Ozanne suggest that 

moral habitus utilises constructed rules for behaviour and specific skills to navigate social status 

successfully. They put forward that habitus can be deliberate, dynamic and continually 

transforming, rather than unconscious and static. Saatcioglu and Ozanne (2013) also reflect on the 

multiplicity of habituses present in culture, which can occur within the same social class and even 

within individuals at different stages of their lives. For example, they are able to observe the 

persistence of class structures through the perspectives of those who distinguish from or identify 

with a particular social group, indicative of overlapping but distinct moral dispositions even when 

individuals are geographically bounded.  

  In my own reflection on how habitus functions within marginalized groups, Saatcioglu and 

Ozanne’s (2013) concept of moral habitus resonates with my understanding of the processes of 

culture (beliefs, values, interpretations, practices) as dynamic and evolving constructs. It is my view 

that wholly adopting Bourdieu’s perception of habitus risks appearing presumptuous of inflexible 

class-bound behaviours and nescient of the role of individual agency. This critique of Bourdieu’s 

work is explored by Elliott (2014) who notes that habitus inadequately addresses the complexity of 

social experiences and minimises an individual’s ability to creatively negotiate and transform 

existing social systems. It is with this premise that he refers to Anthony Gidden’s concept of 

structuration, which is concerned with how individual action is structured within everyday social 

practices as well as the individual’s role in the reproduction of structure and organization in modern 

society (Elliott, 2014). In essence, it leans neither toward an individual- or society -dominated 

account to produce habitual practices but conceptualises society as an active and continuous flow of 

social life in which systemic structures and individual accomplishments perform key roles in social 
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activity.  

  According to Elliott (2014), theorist Anthony Giddens suggests that social action is 

governed by rules and resources, however individuals apply them in creative and transformative 

ways in different contexts. As such, individuals (who are mostly conscious of their actions) can 

express to themselves and others about their motivations or understand their actions, motivations 

and beliefs without readily articulating them. Furthermore, habitual routines help to restrain 

unconscious and repressed knowledge when they are featured in an individual’s social activity. An 

individual’s ability to adapt to the changing flow of social activity forms a key aspect of Giddens’ 

theory, since reflexivity facilitates for the examination and reformation of social practices as 

information evolves (Elliott, 2014). Reflexivity is an important aspect of my approach to this 

research and although it is more fully explored in Section 3.4.3, structuration sets the stage for the 

examination of cultural practices as active and continuous social activities.  

  In the next section I will examine literature on the psychosocial well-being of adolescents 

affected by violence and poverty.  

2.4. Adolescent Psychosocial Well-being in Communities where there is Violence and 

Poverty 

  Another key aspect of my research into the relevance of cultural arts practices for 

adolescents affected by violence, relates to their psychosocial well-being. The following sections 

define well-being and explore areas of adolescent psychosocial well-being in existing literature that 

are relevant to this research such as, the psychosocial impact of violence on adolescents (Section 

2.4.1), poverty (Section 2.4.2) and shame (Section Error! Reference source not found.).   

  Firstly, well-being encompasses physical, social and spiritual health as well as economic and 

political factors (Kostelny, 2006). An examination of the determinants of health and well-being 

contends that the concept of health extends beyond physical, psychological and scientific issues to 

include economic, political and environmental conditions in addition to trends, cultures, norms and 

standards for healthcare (Dubey, 2018). Dubey (2018) and Webb and Will-Herrera (2012) outline 
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both objective and subjective definitions of well-being, the first of which assumes only observable 

biological, psychological and social factors and the second of which includes an individual’s 

affective and cognitive evaluation of their lives. While Dubey (2018) aligns the concept of well-

being with mental health, happiness, life satisfaction and the realization of individual potential, she 

also notes the connections between education, health and well-being94. In particular, she suggests 

that education can contribute to better perceptions of health status, that is, greater engagement with 

health-enhancing practices (healthy diet, vaccination, hygiene), active coping in cases of health-

related problems and improved access to health services. Additionally, education can equip people 

with the skills and information necessary in order to manage stress, solve problems and utilise 

preventive health behaviours, therefore impacting overall psychosocial well-being.  

  Multidimensional approaches to individual and community development, according to Webb 

and Will-Herrera (2012), require the inclusion of nonmaterial and noneconomic values into the 

conceptualisation of well-being. These values can comprise feelings of security, family and social 

interconnectedness, perceived health, aspirations, spirituality and engagement (Webb & Will-

Herrera, 2012) in addition to income, health, marital status, age, gender, job morale and education 

(Franc, Prizmic-Larsen & Lipovčan, 2012). According to Webb and Will-Herrera (2012), human 

security and satisfaction with security are crucial factors that influence well-being, since they 

highlight the importance of perceived insecurities, fear of crime and concern about personal safety 

to overall quality of life.   

  Psychosocial supports and interventions therefore need to employ holistic, culture-grounded, 

family and community-based methods, which involve contributions from local resources, the 

community, cultural traditions and healing practices (Kostelny, 2006). This approach can help to 

reinforce self-reliance among those involved and engage communities to contribute to their own 

psychosocial assistance, especially in areas affected by conflict and violence. Furthermore, in order 

to deepen understanding on the relevance of psychosocial supports and interventions, a 

                                                 
94 Education, literacy, employment, income distribution, working and social environments are regarded as key 

determinants of health (Dubey, 2018).  
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consideration of the issues affecting persons in their community becomes essential. Pertinent 

aspects of psychosocial well-being relevant to this research are explored below. 

2.4.1. Violence and its Psychosocial Impact on the Well-being of Adolescents 

2.4.1.1. Forms of Violence that Adolescents Encounter 

The World Health Organization’s definition of violence adopted by Dahlberg and Krug 

(2002, Section 1) regards violence as an act that imposes a position of power to the effect of causing 

harm. As an action, violence can result in physical, sexual and psychological harm as well as 

deprivation, neglect and social problems, which burden individuals, families, communities, social, 

economic and political systems. They further delineate three categories of violence including self-

directed violence, interpersonal violence and collective violence. Self-directed violence refers to 

suicidal behaviour and self-abuse including, suicidal thoughts, attempted suicides, completed 

suicides and acts of self-mutilation. Interpersonal violence encompasses family and intimate partner 

violence as well as community violence. The former refers to violence that occurs among 

individuals with close ties, while the latter defines violence among individuals who are unrelated 

and may or may not know one another. Community violence typically takes place outside of the 

home and can involve youth violence, random acts of violence, sexual violence by strangers, 

violence in settings such as schools and prisons (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002) in addition to gang 

violence (Savahl, Isaacs, Adams, Carels & September, 2013). 

Using an ecological model, Dahlberg and Krug (2002) outline how individual 

characteristics, proximal social relationships and community contexts determine whether people 

become perpetrators and/or victims of violence and how individuals might potentially shape each 

other’s experiences in settings that perpetuate opportunities for violence. In the broadest societal 

context, they highlight cultural factors that create an acceptable climate for violence. These factors 

include cultural norms that accept violence as a method for resolving conflict, give priority to 

parental rights over child welfare, engrain practices of male dominance over women and children as 

well as perpetuate inequality among groups in society. As an example, Ryan et al. (1997) suggest 
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the prevalence of oppositional behaviour in impoverished communities occurs when certain 

predatory behaviours and distrust become the norm, as correlating changes emerge in the 

community for example, poor housing, graffiti and littering. Their observation of the connections 

between community neglect and the development of cultural norms of oppositional behaviour 

highlights the complex and intersecting relationship between the individual and society in relation 

to violence. 

The Joint Select Committee on Social Services and Public Administration second session 

11th Parliament of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago (2016/2017) states that violence in the 

school environment can include bullying, fighting, the use of weapons, gang-related violence and 

electronic forms of bullying and aggressive behaviour. School violence, in this context, is defined as 

“violent acts/scenarios involving school students that occur on school property, on the way to or 

from school or at school-sponsored events” (p. 9).  

 School violence is further delineated by Williams (2013) as a social construct that 

necessitates the conceptual perspective of those directly involved. Drawing from his discussions 

with young people, he describes school violence as one that constitutes “direct forms of violence, 

which include, inter alia, fighting, carrying weapons, vandalism, cursing, theft and sexual 

harassment” (Williams, 2013, p. 45). Teachers on the other hand, conceptualize school violence as 

“rule breaking, indiscipline, disruption, lack of control and being against the norm” (Williams, 

2013, p. 45). His analysis of data from a high school in Trinidad reveals that both groups equate 

school violence with youth violence, but neither group considers school violence as attributed to 

school staff or the educational system. It is on this point that Williams (2013) postulates on the 

structural role of the school as a purveyor of postcolonial violence in Trinidad and Tobago. He 

references school violence research at a secondary school where he makes a keen observation that 

the role of the school is often omitted from discourse and this affects reflection on how youth, 

family, home and community influence school violence. He submits that avoiding an analysis of the 

structural role of the educational system reinforces its power to perpetuate class-stratification in 
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Trinidad and Tobago, which occurs through the bifurcation of prestigious and non-prestigious 

institutions of education. The classification of schools, he puts forwards, is a form of structural 

violence.  

With regard to the influences of school violence, Williams (2013) outlines three categories 

of environment, macro/society and micro/individual in which environment is used to describe 

home, community, media and peer association. Macro/society refers to Trinidad, the Ministry of 

Education, globalisation and schools, while micro/individual is gendered performance, material and 

students. While he recognizes the contributions of the environment and individual to the discourse 

on school violence, he proposes there needs to be more focus on the contributory effects of the 

school space and structure on school violence, that is, the quality of the educational system, school 

policies, practices, curricula and resources. This, he expounds, is systemic violence that unfolds in: 

‘macro-exclusionary practices, standardized tests which may possess alienating cultural   

bias, gendered differentiated discipline, inflexible zero tolerance policies for regarding 

infractions, bureaucratic and hierarchical structures that resist or do not value teacher 

and student input, and practices of prematurely labelling students as educationally-

challenged’ (p. 52). 

Furthermore, structural violence emerges in the bifurcated educational system that dates back to the 

colonial era (Section 2.1.4). In this system, students are separated by their performance at the end of 

primary school into prestige and non-prestige institutions that heavily guide their access to 

resources, current/future opportunities and their experience of stigma. Williams (2013) details the 

history and development of this system and offers his perspective on how this translates into 

postcolonial systemic violence in education, including its influence on student and teacher 

behaviour.  

  Literature on the impact of violence on adolescent well-being is presented in the following 

section. 

2.4.1.2. The Psychosocial Impact of Violence on Adolescent Well-being 
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In considering the impact of exposure to violence on adolescents, Savahl et al. (2013) 

indicate potential negative effects on child well-being across physical, psychological, social, 

cognitive, educational and economic domains. Community violence can especially have a 

cumulative negative effect on children, leading to lethal and non-lethal injuries, life-long mental 

and emotional harm, lowered academic performance, heightened risk of becoming violent and 

undesired societal and cultural effects through the assumption of adult responsibilities in the home 

or forced displacement, which sacrifices their personal development, social circles and education 

(Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General (SRSG) on Violence against 

Children, 2016). Short-term and long-term psychological effects include depressed mood, anxiety, 

somatization, post-traumatic stress disorder, low self-esteem, loneliness, suicidality, sleep 

disturbance and emotional desensitization in addition to increased aggressive behaviour, self-

identification with high-risk groups, gang fighting, school-related problems, antisocial behaviour 

and other outcomes such as, risky sexual behaviours and substance abuse (Savahl et al., 2013; 

Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children, 2016). 

Safety needs and fear of crime are key factors that affect well-being (Franc et al., 2012). For 

example, threats to personal safety, often categorized into personal fear of victimization or fear of 

others being victimized, can be experienced as feelings of anxiety and worry. Franc et al. (2012) 

note that people living in areas where there are high levels of crime report greater levels of fear 

when compared with others who live in low-crime areas. Overall feelings about a community can 

play a role in life satisfaction as well, since people living in communities where there is perceived 

disorder95 report high levels of fear and mistrust (Medina & Tamayo, 2012).  

Multiple traumatic experiences are associated with a range of mental health sequelae and 

carry a significant risk for the development of psychopathology in adolescents (Rollocks, Dass, 

Hutchinson & Mohammed, 2013). Psychological trauma or distress can be characterised by 

                                                 
95 Perceived disorder has been characterised by the levels of police crime reports, individual experiences, membership 

in organized crime networks, class and racial composition (the latter two tend to reflect ingrained stereotypes) 

(Medina & Tamayo, 2012).  
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symptoms of anger, depression, anxiety and post-traumatic stress, following direct or witnessed 

exposure to death, threatened death, serious injury or threat to physical integrity, where the person 

feels intense fear, helplessness or horror. In their research into traumatic experiences and mental 

health symptoms reported by adolescents in Trinidad, Rollocks et al. (2013) observe that 24.3% of 

participants indicate exposure to school violence, 15.7% reported home violence and 21.9% 

reported community violence. They also notice that symptoms of anxiety and depression increase 

significantly among adolescents who experienced more than one traumatic event.  

An additional outcome of exposure to violence is that it approximately doubles the 

probability of adolescents perpetrating serious violence (Office of the SRSG on Violence against 

Children, 2016). For example, Benedini and Fagan (2018) note that maltreatment experienced 

during adolescence is more likely to result in delinquency compared with maltreatment during 

childhood only, as there is greater cognitive awareness in adolescence and the disruption of familial 

bonds compound existing opportunities to engage in criminal behaviour. These factors can lead 

adolescents to commit delinquent acts in order to cope with negative emotions of anger and 

depression when they are victimized. Community risk factors for increased delinquency and 

violence among young people also include continual exposure to high levels of crime, poverty, 

population density, drug trafficking, poor housing and the prevalence of gangs (Medina & Tamayo, 

2012; Williams & Van Dorn, 1999).  

The SRSG on Violence against Children (2016) and Medina and Tamayo (2012) note that 

youth participation in organized armed violence, organized crime and gangs are associated with low 

levels of education, high unemployment, social marginalization, violence from other groups, family 

dysfunction as well as inadequate cultural and recreational activities. Furthermore, the cycle of 

violence perpetuates when young people affected by violence become involved with gangs for 

protection or to seek revenge against aggressors. As an example, Foote (2010) points out that 

violence and delinquency at school often originate from experiences of violence at home and in 

communities, including gang violence.  
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As many gangs in Trinidad have little formal structure, many members indicate joining 

more for friendship than criminal activity (Ryan, Rampersad, Bernard, Mohammed & Thorpe, 

2013). However, Ryan et al. (2013) note that gang membership often leads to delinquent behaviour 

and criminality such as vehicular theft, taking guns to school and attacking others with the intent to 

cause harm. UNICEF (2014) additionally suggests that gang members are typically between the 

ages of 12 and 24, with early adolescence being the average age of initiation. Risk factors for youth 

involvement in gangs include poverty, a lack of job and educational opportunities, instability within 

residential communities, access to firearms as well as drugs, low academic achievement, association 

with delinquent peers and poor parental supervision/management. Gang membership can seemingly 

provide opportunities for family-like bonds, emotional support and protection (UNICEF, 2014) as 

well as to gain a sense of belonging, identity, recognition and respect (Office of the SRSG on 

Violence against Children, 2016). 

2.4.1.3. Violence among Adolescents: Prevalence and Factors of Age, Sex and Ethnicity 

Latin America and the Caribbean have recorded the highest levels of homicide among 

children and adolescents globally. Homicide is considered the leading cause of death for adolescent 

boys in Trinidad and Tobago, with regional rates suggesting that the risk of dying by homicide 

dramatically increases for boys in late adolescence, ages 15-19 (UNICEF, 2014). Statistical data 

collected by the Children’s Authority of Trinidad and Tobago (2017) also indicates that 39.9% of 

investigated reports of child abuse and maltreatment involved children ages 10-15 years, with 

highest reported cases of suspected child abuse and maltreatment being in relation to sexual abuse 

(26.8%), neglect (24.3%) and physical abuse (17.2%).  

In a Global School-based Student Health Survey conducted in Trinidad and Tobago among 

students, ages 13-15, health risk indicators report that 26.1% became drunken one or more times 

during their lifetime, 22.9% seriously considered attempting suicide within the past year, 33.4% had 

sexual intercourse with 57% reporting use of a condom during their last sexual encounter and 

42.7% of students were in a physical fight one or more times during the past year with 22.7% 
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indicating they were bullied within the previous month (World Health Organization, 2017). Added 

to that, the First Report of the Joint Select Committee on Social Services and Public Administration 

(Joint Select Committee on Social Services and Public Administration second session 11th 

Parliament of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, 2016/2017) reports there were 5,910 incidents 

of violence in 86 Government Secondary Schools and 766 incidents of violence in 39 

Denominational Secondary Schools for the period 2012-2015. These reported figures significantly 

outnumber violent incidents among primary schools in Trinidad and Tobago and seem to indicate 

that exposure to violence in schools is a markedly increased risk for adolescents, especially from 

non-prestigious schools96. Moreover, the figures for male-male violence greatly outweigh female-

female and male-female violence. Forms of violence reported include assault with and without 

weapons, extortion, taxing97 and fighting with and without weapons.  

The role of culture in understanding aggression among children and adolescents in Trinidad 

is explored by Descartes and Maharaj (2016), who consider how age, sex and ethnic differences 

influence cultural norms related to aggression and how children develop differing mechanisms to 

regulate conflict. They note that socialization in the Caribbean encourages distinct gender-

appropriate behaviour for boys and girls with regard to the direct98 or indirect99 expression of 

aggression. In particular, boys are more likely to use direct aggression, while girls tend to use 

indirect aggression. Descartes and Maharaj (2016) put forward that toughness and physical strength 

are encouraged in Caribbean males, whereas females are expected to be passive and subtle in their 

behaviours.  

Age differences influence the level of direct or indirect forms of aggression, with maturity 

leading to the reduction of physical aggression and higher levels of indirect aggression. Younger 

                                                 
96  Government Secondary Schools tend to be considered non-prestigious schools when compared with 

Denominational Secondary Schools.  

97  The Joint Select Committee on Social Services and Public Administration second session 11th Parliament of the 

Republic of Trinidad and Tobago (2016/2017, p. 41) define taxing as “the taking of money and other valuables from 

a student against his or her will”.  

98 Descartes and Maharaj (2016) define direct aggression as physical and verbal types of aggression that are hostile in 

nature.  

99 Indirect aggression tends to be more covert in nature, usually aimed at destroying social relations through 

gossiping, ostracizing or social exclusion (Descartes & Maharaj, 2016). 
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children, according to Descartes and Maharaj (2016), have not yet developed the skills to 

manipulate social relationships and therefore rely on physical aggression in comparison with 

adolescents. In contrast, their research indicates that age does not present a significant difference 

regarding verbal aggression. They suggest this may be owing to their sample population (ages 9-

15), since verbal skills are likely already acquired by that age range. Their research further indicates 

that Afro-Trinidadians endorse the highest levels of physical, verbal and indirect aggression when 

compared with their Mixed and Indo-Trinidadian counterparts. Descartes and Maharaj (2016) 

contemplate the role of historical and cultural factors on the socialization of children and 

adolescents towards developing a collectivist or individualist orientation, in this instance. They 

posit that since Afro-Trinidadians were stripped of their collectivist cultural identity through 

enslavement, that adopting individualist culture has led to greater engagement in risk-taking and 

more assertive individual expression, compared with other ethnic groups that were able to retain 

collectivist cultural traditions that tend to follow conventional societal norms. However, they 

caution against using this indicator to stereotype the behaviour of Afro-Trinidadian children.  

The section below investigates one context of adolescent violence relating to their 

involvement in gangs.  

2.4.1.4. Youth Involvement in Gangs  

The Anti-Gang Act, No. 1 (2018) outlines the provision for the maintenance of public safety 

and order through discouraging gang membership and suppressing criminal gang activity in 

Trinidad and Tobago. It defines a gang as “a combination of two or more persons, whether formally 

or informally organized, who engage in gang-related activity” (p. 3), with membership including “a 

person who belongs to a gang or associates himself with a gang-related activity” (p. 3-4). This Act 

indicates a range of years imprisonment for liable persons who commit outlined offences and uses 

punitive measures to dissuade gang membership, association, harbouring, benefit and violence. 

  Violent crime, especially the rate of homicide, is significantly higher in the capital city of 

Port of Spain than in the rest of Trinidad and Tobago (Adams, Morris & Maguire, 2018). Higher 
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concentrations of gangs have been associated with considerably more crime and violence, which 

poses a threat to national growth, social development, human welfare and the provision of essential 

services. In their research into the impact of gangs on community life in Trinidad, Adams et al. 

(2018) discuss on-going conflicts between two dominant gangs in Port of Spain, which affect 

movement, safety and opportunities for employment. They note that gang members become 

involved in criminal activities related to kidnapping, murder, extortion, theft, drugs as well as the 

trafficking and exploitation of humans. As rates of crime increase in the Port of Spain area, the 

consistency of national services such as education, security and infrastructure are negatively 

affected. As a result, residents encounter limited access to resources and this leads to their 

acceptance of services provided by gangs, who then become intermediaries between the community 

and national resources.  

The impact of heightened gang activity for residents in the area of Port of Spain can be 

observed in their restricted movement owing to gangs’ territorial borders, with rivalry causing 

injury and trauma to those in communities where shooting incidents occur regularly (Adams et al., 

2018). The researchers note that young men are particularly vulnerable to violence, as gang 

members perceive unknown males and those residing in rival communities to be potential threats 

when they cross territorial borders.  

Employment opportunities are also affected by the prevalence of violence in the 

communities of Port of Spain, with residents reporting difficulty with finding jobs owing to 

stigmatization and many seeking legal or illegal paths to meet basic needs (Adams et al., 2018). 

Some young people especially become reliant on gang members for the provision of goods and 

services, which leads to them feeling obligated to honour the requests of gang leaders.  

Reliance on gangs for survival and the control this affords them, leads to the furthering of 

initiatives by gangs to ensure their economic survival. Such initiatives can include drug trafficking, 

farming, protection rackets, extortion, casinos and the tendering of government contracts as outlined 

by Adams et al. (2018). In effect, gangs become empowered to distribute resources to the 
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community, fulfilling the roles that are typically attributed to the state.   

In examining the formation of youth gangs, White (2013) discusses nuances that surround 

the definition of a gang as well as how this concept might differ from that of another youth-group. 

In a wider context, collective youth behaviour includes a variety of recreational, leisure, peer, 

friendship and familial circles. However, these interactions can sometimes be misinterpreted as 

gang identification and this reshapes how more general fundamental issues are addressed in society, 

such as racism, poverty, and social inequality. White (2013) cautions that diminishing the attention 

paid to these underlying social causes of conflict, criminality and marginalization impacts public 

policy put forward by those with an academic and political agenda.  

Gang identification can tend to rely on stereotypes and ignore the dynamic of individuals 

within their communities, since it implies a relatively fixed social status (White, 2013). 

Nonetheless, a few key features of gangs across varied locations, demographics and ethnicities 

reflect that they can be diverse (in terms of ethnicity, criminal activities, age range, use of violence 

and organization) and evolving (in terms of efforts to suppress them and in response to economic or 

demographic factors). Gang formation is often linked with “the systemic and structural exclusion of 

identifiable categories and classes of people from the mainstream institutions of society” (White, 

2013, p. 80). Added to that, gang membership can be fluid with individually varying degrees of 

association and undefined relationships. For instance, White notes that a person may participate in 

gang activities, but not become a member. He suggests that factors which link a person with a gang 

include self-admission, association with known members, styles of criminal behaviour, residence 

and police/informant identification as a gang member.  

Communities tend to react differently to the presence of gangs (denial or actively seeking to 

address gang issues) and may have diverse responses to address their impact such as, focusing on 

prevention, intervention, suppression or enforcement (White, 2013). Some considerations that affect 

the responsiveness of communities to gangs include their ties with members of the community 

through family, religion or culture, their range of conventional activities, the measure of tradition 
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and legitimacy connected with gang membership, the potential benefit of underground economies 

for marginalised groups as well as the level of protection and social identity afforded to members 

(White, 2013).  

While the community’s response to gangs can be moderated and diverse, the media’s 

portrayal of youth gangs tends to cause societal panic and outrage, with members being stereotyped 

as dangerous, defiant and destructive (White, 2013). This perception of gangs, in turn, drives the 

political and public agenda to suppress and punish members. Further to this, the association of 

particular ethnicities with youth gangs can generate a negative image of that group, lead to the 

stigmatization of young people and entire communities as well as prolong the disproportionate 

representation of that group in the criminal justice system.    

The distinction between gangs and gang-related behaviour is recommended by White 

(2013), given the nuances surrounding the definition of gangs, however he makes note that 

membership of certain groups is associated with levels of violence and illegal activity. He also 

outlines four categories of gang-related activity including criminal actions, conflict, retreat and 

street culture. White (2013) describes criminal activities as those focused on profit-making through 

illegal means. These can comprise selling illicit substances and may additionally encompass 

complex and highly organized divisions of labour, relationships and skills. Conflict, on the other 

hand, features the use of violence to attain social status and notoriety. This activity emphasises the 

protection of community boundaries (often via group violence) and is intertwined with notions 

about masculinity and self-identification. The category of retreat relates to persistent drug use and 

the impact of this habit on the behaviour of drug users. As such, crimes related to property and 

violence may heighten where there is the presence of gangs and access to drugs. Added to that, 

street culture presents as a characteristic of gang-related behaviour and reflects the visible attributes 

of gangs and gang culture through music forms, attire, gang signals/signs, tattoos and graffiti.  

Although White (2013) points out that involvement in one of more of these activities do not 

equate to gang membership, he observes that juvenile offending can tend to appear as such. 
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Moreover, he debates that not all gang behaviour is criminal, since these groups afford vulnerable 

youth a sense of belonging, support and security from marginalisation and social exclusion.  

A 2006 examination of the prevalence of gang involvement among school-aged youth in 

Trinidad and Tobago revealed that 7.7% of surveyed youth identify as being a gang associate, with 

an additional 6.8% confirming former gang membership and 6.2% affirming as a current gang 

member (Katz & Fox, 2010). The researchers note that in all categories, boys outnumber girls. They 

also analyse risk and protective factors associated with gang status along four domains of the 

community, school, family and peer-individual. Results of their research indicate that within the 

community, a high level of residential mobility and perceived availability of handguns are 

significant risk factors. In the school domain, low commitment to school is noted as a risk factor 

and within the family, parental attitudes that favour antisocial behaviour are indicated as a 

significant risk. The peer-individual domain reveals risk factors including, the early initiation of 

antisocial behaviour, the intention to use drugs and the presence of antisocial peers as well as peers 

that use drugs and alcohol. On the other hand, significant protective factors across the four domains 

include the development of social skills, belief in the moral order and interactions with prosocial 

peers. Interestingly, living in communities with rewards for prosocial involvement, having more 

family opportunities for prosocial involvement and being rewarded by peers for prosocial 

involvement are more likely among gang associates than non-gang members100.  

Katz and Fox (2010) deduce that school-aged youth who are exposed to a high number of 

risk factors are more likely to be gang-involved, while those who report exposure to a high number 

of protective factors are less likely to indicate gang involvement. They also note there is a robust 

relationship between gang status and peer-individual risk factors, indicating that having delinquent 

peer networks and negative peer influences are strongly associated with gang involvement. 

However, in examining the details of their findings they caution that other bodies of research 

                                                 
100  Katz and Fox (2010) infer from this result that it may be likely that at-risk youth who participate in group-based 

activities in Trinidad increase their chances in joining a gang, rather than these factors performing as protective 

measures from gang-involvement.  
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connect fear and a desire for protection to gang involvement. Additionally, exposure to multiple risk 

factors do not automatically connect youth with gang involvement.  

2.4.1.5. Masculinity and Youth Violence  

Research shows that violence has a greater direct impact on men than women, as most 

victims of homicide are men (Medina & Tamayo, 2012; UNICEF, 2014). Drawing from data 

collected at a school in Trinidad, Williams (2014) explores the intersections of school violence with 

hegemonic masculinities observed among students, school personnel and on a structural level. 

While he notes that masculinity is a constantly changing construct, he describes hegemonic 

masculinity as one that procures and sustains hierarchical power through excluding and debasing 

alternative configurations of masculine practice. Hegemonic masculinity seeks dominance and 

control and is marked by violence and hyper-aggressiveness. In the school setting, this plays out in 

the form of boys bullying each other, internalized views about underperformance as the male 

domain, characterization of violence as part of male biology and the protection of heterosexual 

identity through violence and aggression.  

Female students also police masculinity in accordance with hegemonic masculine 

expectations and concurrently help to defuse school violence among male students (Williams, 

2014). However, Williams cautions that reliance on female students to perform roles of de-

escalation unnecessarily burdens them and removes the responsibility of self-regulation from male 

students. Williams (2014) contends the constant policing of behaviour by male and female students 

highlights the fragility of masculinity for young men from “violence-ridden, economically-

distressed communities” who are “attending a school for ‘academic failures’” (p. 128).  

In relation to the influence of school personnel, Williams (2014) likens their maintenance of 

social hierarchies to those of hegemonic masculine identities. He observes that school personnel 

exert dominance over students and are themselves estranged from the administration and 

management of the school. The separation between personnel and students prolongs their inability 

to build authentic relationships and discipline is reinforced by way of male personnel intervention 
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for physical matters and female intervention for emotional expressiveness and nurturance. The 

discipline of students therefore mirrors problematic relationships male students have with their 

fathers as well as spotlights how male personnel assert their masculine dominance over students. 

Williams (2014) submits this leads to physical conflict between male personnel and male students 

in addition to conflict between male students who feel disempowered.  

Further to this, the wider structure of the educational system, in Williams’ (2014) opinion, is 

steeped in traditions of imperialism and capitalism that reflect neo-colonial hegemonic masculinity. 

He makes note that the Ministry of Education in Trinidad retains colonial administrative and social 

structures via “bureaucratized, functionalist, political” (p. 139) processes, which undermine the 

ability of male students to excel. Resulting from this is the continuity of curricula that perpetuates 

male disengagement from education and the pursuit of hegemonic masculinity through violent 

means.  

As a social structure, Rosen and Nofziger (2019) point out that school forms a key part of 

the reflection, reinforcement and enactment of societal gender roles including, the shaping of 

masculinity. Schools tend to be binary-gendered institutions where policies, curriculum, discipline 

and practices conform to masculine or feminine ideology. Children, in particular, are actively 

involved in reproducing the gender norms and inequalities of the larger culture through the process 

of socialization at school.  

Bullying is a common example of how gendered inequalities manifest and are maintained, 

as victims are often targeted for their perceived sexuality and gender presentation (Rosen & 

Nofziger, 2019). It conforms with hetero-normative practices and perpetuates concepts of manhood 

and as such, boys are more likely the victims and perpetrators of this behaviour. Rosen and Nofziger 

(2019) define bullying “as unwanted physical or emotional mistreatment that is intended to inflict 

harm on a person, often involves an imbalance of power and occurs two or more times a month” (p. 

298). Bullying includes direct as well as indirect violence and can lead to poor school outcomes, 

feeling unsafe, adverse physical and mental health issues, suicide and criminal behaviour. Rosen 
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and Nofziger (2019) also note that children who are perceived as non-conforming to gender norms 

experience bullying as a way for perpetrators to assert their own heterosexual identity. They suggest 

bullying reinforces hegemonic masculinity in addition to the acceptance of violence at schools.  

Hegemonic masculinity is examined by Tomsen and Gadd (2019) within male-perpetrated 

violence that purposes to retain respect and social honour. They suggest that concepts of respect and 

disrespect form part of everyday social relations among young men, where perceived disrespect can 

lead to violent disputes about seemingly trivial matters. These violent encounters are characterised 

by heightened sensitivity to personal affronts and the intense need to respond with impulsive 

aggression, verbal and physical violence. They also manifest in both intimate partner violence and 

male-on-male confrontational violence.  

Perpetrators, according to Tomsen and Gadd (2019), perceive themselves as dishonoured 

and take action to re-establish their dominance. As an example, they indicate that young men who 

ascribe to traditional notions about the physical assertion of male power over women, view corporal 

discipline in families as “unfortunate but sometimes quite reasonable” (p. 22). Female compliance 

is expected and when there is a feeling of disrespect, male honour is protected through violence, 

punishment and the limiting of embarrassment. Likewise, violence among young men is linked with 

a perceived pressure to maintain self-respect, group belonging and masculine honour (Tomsen & 

Gadd, 2019).  

On the other hand, disengagement from violence might also be viewed as a secure 

masculine trait in certain situations where withdrawal indicates confidence (as in the case of 

unworthy or much smaller opponents). In this instance the narrative is more heroic since violence is 

avoided or measuredly applied depending on the circumstance. 

Regarding youth gang behaviour, White (2013) brings to attention the gendered nature of 

gang violence in which physical aggression is connected with masculinity, self-perception and the 

self-image of male youth. Aggressive forms of masculinity typically honour physical prowess and is 

mediated through codes of conduct regarding what, when, how and to whom violence might be 
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permissible. Concepts of hegemonic masculinity dictate toughness, competition, heterosexual drive 

and dominance as defining factors of manhood. However, the maintenance and attainment of 

manhood is dependent on material resources and successfully navigating this masculine identity 

presents individual concerns about access to opportunities, ability to make choices and group 

affinity (White, 2013). Social context is crucial to this negotiation and although masculinity is 

traditionally established through paid work, White (2013) submits that marginalised and 

unemployed groups rely on “more anti-social forms” (p.136) through which physical violence and 

destructive behaviours are directed toward self or others, particularly other male youth with similar 

dispositions.  

The formation of youth-groups, including gangs, can offer protection from ongoing threats 

of violence and eventually become intertwined with an individual’s identity through a shared sense 

of community, solidarity and loyalty (White, 2013). Nonetheless, the expectation of loyalty and 

compliance with constructs of hegemonic masculinity can also result in experiences of humiliation 

perpetrated by members within the group. White (2013) brings forward an example in which 

members may be emasculated through language and actions intended to spur on a particular 

response and he notes that these actions not only humiliate members on the receiving end, but also 

impose compliance to hegemonic norms.  

While the link between masculinity and youth violence is robust, Schaffner (1999) attends to 

the less explored relationship between violence and delinquency among girls. She proposes that 

violent acts committed by girls may mirror their experience of violence in daily life and she 

suggests the normalization of violence and suffering results in adjustment, acceptance and 

adaptation to these experiences. In addition to previous objectives of those in authority to reform the 

moral behaviour of girls, modern responses to delinquency among girls accommodate for increases 

in the physicality of female offenders. Changes in gender roles are partly accountable for this 

observable change and these shifts become manifest in higher levels of overt aggression and anger 

among girls (Schaffner, 1999). However, hegemonic ideals that perpetuate female violence as a 
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transgression against gender norms, lead to continued neglect of the need for a deeper 

understanding of this issue.  

The violent acts of girls “cannot be prevented and the girls themselves cannot be 

understood, ‘rehabilitated’ or successfully empowered without an awareness of the ways in which 

their life experiences differ from those of boys” (Schaffner, 1999, p. 52). Firstly, Schaffner (1999) 

makes note that witnessing or becoming a victim of violence affects girls differently from boys, 

with girls being disproportionately more vulnerable to abusive acts. Additionally, internalised 

misogyny, particularly domestic experiences of violence and wife-beating are uniquely experienced 

by girls. Furthermore, homophobic attitudes and sexual harassment also affect girls and can persist 

if unaddressed. Schaffner (1999) suggests that persistent experiences of violence legitimatise its use 

as an appropriate coping strategy and as a form of resistance against hostility. It can also perpetuate 

girl-on-girl violence and interrupt the formation of helpful female friendships.  

Focusing solely on issues of masculinity in relation to community violence, according to 

Schaffner (1999), exclude opportunities for the experiences of girls and women to meaningfully 

contribute to the discourse on violence. Moreover, this neglect prolongs the inadequacy of officials, 

carers and girls to provide support and to discover safe and healthy forms of intervention, 

prevention or treatment for female-perpetrated violence.  

The following section examines adolescent violence in the form of hostility and humiliation.  

2.4.1.6. Hostile Acts of Humiliation and Humour 

Humiliation arises as a result of the intentionally hostile actions of others rather than the 

unintentional moral failing typified in experiences of shame (Walker, 2014). Although a humiliating 

experience may not be long-lived, it can be long-remembered and invoke intense emotions of anger 

or thoughts of violence. Kaufmann, Kuch, Neuhäuser and Webster (2011) conceptualise that the 

violation of human dignity constitutes humiliation among other experiences such as degrading 

treatment, torture, war, poverty and slavery. While experiences of shame and humiliation are widely 

explored within the context of poverty, these emotions also describe individual experiences in 
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particular settings such as, in a school. The nuances between humour and humiliation are explored 

by Wardman (2020), whereby insults are reframed as jokes in order to “mitigate against claims of 

malicious intent” (p. 1). She makes note that humour can be a progressive act of resistance for 

minority groups and can have a range of “physiological, psychological, emotional, social and 

educational benefits” (Wardman, 2020, p. 2), however, when destructive humour is used by those 

with authority towards marginalised or less powerful groups, it can serve to disempower. In her 

research into the use of humour by male teachers with students, Wardman argues that destructive 

humour takes the form of performative violence and it establishes hierarchies of masculinity where 

the teacher is positioned at the highest rank. As an example, she observes this type of humour being 

utilised to control the behaviour of students or furthermore, as a threat of violence for non-

conformity. In this case, the teacher as a figure of authority, signals to his ability to exert power that 

is less likely to be challenged. Additionally, any resistance by students via a humorous or witty 

response, is met with negative humour and acts of humiliation in order for the teacher to maintain 

his power and sense of control. Wardman (2020) suggests that although this type of humour can be 

directed toward both male and female students, oftentimes, it is used by male teachers toward male 

students, which brings into play a struggle to maintain the hierarchy of hegemonic masculinity101. 

This is especially illustrated when teachers use humiliating nicknames to imply deficits in gender in 

situations where their own gender is challenged or questioned. She concludes that “denigrating, 

intimidating or subversive humour is used to establish, maintain, negotiate and resist social 

hierarchies of hegemonic masculinity involving ‘toughness’, light-heartedness and heterosexuality” 

(Wardman, 2020, p. 10-11) and cautions that negative humour risks “poisoning” (p. 11) supportive 

learning environments. 

Humour additionally serves as a technique for the regulation of masculinities and to 

negotiate gender-related sexual hierarchies among male students in secondary schools (Kehily & 

                                                 
101 Rosen and Nofziger (2019) describe hegemonic masculinity as a particular form of masculinity, which is perceived 

to be superior compared with femininity and alternative masculinities. It places emphasis on dominance, power and 

authority attained through wealth, race, and strength.  
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Nayak, 1997). Kehily and Nayak (1997) suggest that humour can function as a student’s survival 

response to the harsh realities of school and as a ritual of resistance against the authority of the 

teaching establishment, which in effect, helps male students to establish their heterosexual 

masculinity through gameplay, narratives and the use of insults. Kehily and Nayak (1997) note that 

female peers are often the target of male humour in addition to peers who are non-conformant to 

heterosexual gender codes.  

Interactions using techniques of game play can comprise of verbal sparring and physical 

assaults to demonstrate male heterosexual dominance (Kehily & Nayak, 1997). However, these 

actions are often disguised as humour to avoid reprimand. Kehily and Nayak (1997) observe that 

game-play rituals tend to be competitive and can be used to establish intra-male dominance through 

the student’s ability to absorb and exert hostility. The humiliation of opponents may also occur 

through sexist jokes, innuendoes, and insults directed at real or imagined aspects of a student’s 

sexual activity, particularly in the case of female-directed hostility. 

 Narratives and collective storytelling play a role in humour and the establishment of 

heterosexual masculinity, as well (Kehily & Nayak,1997). As an example, the repetition of events 

that retell the humiliation of teachers by male students offers the storyteller the opportunity to relish 

in the approval of his peers and contributes to his masculinity. Likewise, witty responses and 

remarks that question the sexuality of others are used to boost masculinity and sexualise the 

interactions of others. Homophobic humour is particularly used to display and affirm heterosexual 

masculinity, police the identities of others and define belongingness.   

Like other forms of violence that adolescents encounter, the hostility of adolescents toward 

each other (using humiliation and humour) intersects with many challenging contexts that require 

intervention on the macro-, mezzo- and micro- levels. In the section below, I will explore some 

proposed solutions to adolescent-perpetrated violence presented in existing literature. 

2.4.1.7. Proposed Solutions to Violence  

The First Report of the Joint Select Committee on Social Services and Public Administration 
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on the Current Level of Violence Among Students in Schools with Particular Focus on Physical and 

Cyberbullying (Parliament of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, 2016/2017) reported there were 

5,149 incidents of violence in Secondary Schools for 2012-2015. This report recommended the 

Ministry of Education prioritise reducing school violence and identified 35 schools for immediate 

action by the Ministry of Education, of which two are located in Laventille. The Joint Select 

Committee’s report also submitted that the Ministry of Education address school violence through a 

multi-disciplinary approach, including “specialised components exposing students to anger 

management, conflict resolution and mediation” engaging students in extra-curricular activities and 

“developing inclusive education that is responsive to the abilities and talents of students” (p.33). 

Interventions may take the form of increasing student supervision, conducting parenting workshops, 

adequate teacher/principal training, collaborating with other relevant agencies, implementing 

programmes for peer mediation, leadership-focused extra-curricular activities and other 

interventions aimed at both victims as well as perpetrators of violence in schools. Additionally, the 

report suggested the development of a procedural manual to delineate responsibilities and roles of 

all stakeholders in response to incidents of violence at schools.  

Community projects, school-based violence prevention programmes and holistic family 

interventions have been recommended as feasible solutions to reduce risk factors associated with 

criminal behaviour among youth (Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children, 2016; Ryan et 

al., 2013). Community-based programmes can include youth development through training and 

conflict resolution in addition to urban planning to improve housing and essential services. School-

based programmes can also be implemented help to promote non-violent behaviour and change 

attitudes toward violence. Schools can serve a protective role against violence through encouraging 

social inclusion, empathic behaviour, conflict resolution as well as supporting diversity and 

personal expression. Violence prevention programmes at schools can particularly help to curb 

bullying and aggressive behaviour at schools. Additionally, holistic family interventions can 

promote positive parenting as a key response to addressing criminal behaviour among youth. Given 
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that parenting styles can influence a child’s likelihood of becoming a victim or perpetrator of 

violence, the Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children (2016) highlights the potential 

benefits of state-supported family interventions that are implemented through social policies and 

made accessible via social services. Such interventions can include home visits and parent skills 

training. Other interventions highlighted by the Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children 

(2016) comprise support for victims of violence, such as counselling, policies to reduce the harmful 

effects of alcohol, drugs and access to firearms as well as the promotion of awareness in order to 

gain the support of communities, leaders and the corporate sector.  

The Government of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago (2019) has identified key 

initiatives for addressing violence in its Social Sector Investment Programme 2020, which include 

the implementation of the National Crime Prevention Programme. This programme aims to use a 

multi-sectoral approach to crime prevention and quality of life such as, stakeholder training, school 

engagements, youth outreach and national sensitization. As part of its sector plans in education for 

2016, a National School Violence Elimination/Prevention Action Plan and School Improvement 

Project for the Morvant/Laventille communities aimed to focus on areas such as infrastructure and 

aesthetics, literacy, teacher training and development, student violence, indiscipline and parenting in 

education.  

In response to growing violence at schools, Katz, Choate, Maguire, Webb and Armstrong 

(2010) developed the Trinidad and Tobago Violence Academy, which was funded by the Republic 

of Trinidad and Tobago. This programme focused on training school-based personnel in the 

development and implementation of violence prevention plans that are specifically adapted for 

participating schools. Training used a combination of in-person learning and technical assistance 

with an aim to improve the violence prevention skills of personnel as well as build the capacity of 

schools to sustain implemented programmes through problem solving processes. As a pilot 

programme, the Trinidad and Tobago Violence Academy tracked outcomes for 25 schools, which 

are selected based on their relatively high number of reported incidents of violence and indiscipline. 
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Two of these schools were located within the Laventille area. Administrative and teaching staff 

were educated on trends in crime, roles of the police and schools, partnerships for violence 

prevention, planning, problem-solving, evidence-based strategies and accessible resources. Data 

was collected by trainees on the rates of incidents at their school and surveys were collected from 

students and teachers to identify key issues. Problem-solving strategies were then developed and 

implemented with a follow-up assessment that considered the effectiveness of violence prevention 

projects. Issues identified by students include disrespect, fighting, disruptive behaviour and 

gambling, while the teacher survey indicates frequent teacher victimization. Although response 

plans were developed, this study revealed varying degrees of implementation by schools and a high 

level of unreported data. Follow up surveys conducted with students and teachers suggest changes 

in perceptions of identified issues toward more positive outcomes. Teachers also appeared to benefit 

from improved morale, increased perceptions of safety and greater organizational capacity for 

planning and action.  

Contributing discourse on how teachers might potentially impact school violence through 

“the cultivation of a systemic praxis of care” (p. 69) is examined by Williams (2017). He is critical 

of conventional approaches used by teachers to intervene in situations of school violence, noting 

they are usually punitive and reflective of lingering colonial practices in the educational system that 

value order, control, hierarchy, violence and marginalization. In-keeping with a dominant 

authoritarian model, this approach to maintaining compliance and control in schools perpetuates a 

lack of tolerance, whereas more peace-oriented approaches can help to provide sustainable 

solutions. Drawing from longitudinal ethnographic research at a secondary school in Port of Spain, 

he highlights how teachers nurture an ethic of care through their formation of positive teacher-

student relationships. In his view, authentic care and trust that is built in listening, dialogue, 

reflection, critical thinking and connecting serve to deconstruct power relations toward a praxis of 

care that is mutually symbiotic and potentially decolonizing. Williams (2017) suggests that although 

some teachers develop nascent praxes of care to positively impact attitudinal changes in some 
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students and individual classrooms, this approach to peace in education requires robust systemic 

implementation. Additionally, he recommends that community-based approaches to bullying and 

school violence be explored, along with the wider necessity to address structural violence in the 

educational system. 

Greater governmental engagement with civil society to facilitate “inclusive, horizontalist 

structures for sustainable partnerships with and for the people” (p. 142) is advocated by Williams 

(2014). In particular, he urges the Ministry of Education to reconstruct curricula, pedagogies and its 

very structure in order to encompass participation, equity and social justice. He perceives that action 

research projects can foster consciousness and critical sensitivity in students as well as pedagogies 

that support adaptive responses that resist the cultivation of structural, inter- and intra-personal 

hegemonic masculinities.   

Other potential solutions to youth involvement in gangs and violence might lie in addressing 

key risk factors such as, limited access to opportunities and resources (Section 2.4.1.4). The issue of 

poverty is significant, in that it is pervasive in many communities affected by violence. Poverty 

especially plays a role in the economic conditions experienced by adolescents and therefore affects 

their overall psychosocial well-being (Section 2.4). The following section takes a closer look into 

how poverty is defined (Section 2.4.2), the notion of poverty as a cultural phenomenon (Section 

2.4.2.1), the intersections between poverty and violence (Section 2.4.2.2) and the experience of 

poverty-related shame (Section 2.4.2.3).   

2.4.2. The Significance of Poverty in Communities Affected by Violence  

What defines poverty is often a contested and relatively difficult task, since global policy 

references an absolute definition, while domestic debates seek to understand poverty relative to 

individuals within a particular society (Walker, 2014). In a study conducted by Yan (2014), he 

observes that participants have difficulty with defining poverty and categorizing people living in 

poverty, even though all have some level of personal or secondary experience. Yan (2014) notes in 

his research that participant views on the causes of poverty appear to be formed through personal 
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experiences and notions of individual determinants (level of education/skills, life chances) rather 

than exclusively by structural/social factors (governmental policy, socio-economic inequality). 

The meaning of poverty appears to be a fluid construct that shifts over time, place and 

culture, but is shaped by ideology and politics (Walker, 2014). In reference to the principal 

measurements of poverty put forward by Rowntree in 1899, Walker (2014) suggests that absolute 

poverty was initially calculated according to a ‘minimum needs-based threshold’ that considers the 

cost of necessary food, rent and clothing. However, by 1965, Abel-Smith and Townsend argued for 

changes in what should be considered essentials for living, since a lack of income might also mean 

that people are unable to afford items or activities that are socially expected (Walker, 2014). This 

argument transitions the definition of poverty toward a more relative measurement.  

Arguments that add multidimensional perspectives about poverty, such as deprivation (the 

denial of items and activities owing to low income) and exclusion (social exclusion and denied 

access to service, resources and opportunities) are also contemplated by Walker (2014). He 

proposes that discussions on poverty require reflection on the interactions between poverty, people 

and places, in which a lack of access to adequate housing and employment in urban spaces can 

correlate with higher rates of crime and antisocial behaviour as well as diminished psychological 

well-being that imposes human rights issues in need of political action. His perspective hints to an 

awareness of the inequalities of power that preside over individuals who experience relative poverty 

and how this may connect with the emergence of criminal behaviour and the need for political 

(institutional) action.  

Inequalities of power can dictate the way that people who experience relative poverty are 

perceived by the wider society. The conceptualisation of a culture of poverty is one such narrative 

that is explored further in the next section. 

2.4.2.1. A Culture of Poverty? 

A culture of poverty is proposed by Oscar Lewis (1966) as a subculture that transmits 

intergenerationally and encompasses more than economic deprivation, whereby impoverished 
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people attempt to cope through local solutions, since their issues are unaddressed by institutions 

owing to ineligibility, inability to afford and ignorance about them. While Lewis (1998) 

distinguishes between impoverishment and the culture of poverty, in that “not all people who are 

poor necessarily live in or develop a culture of poverty” (p. 7), he postulates on a few key traits that 

expand on his theoretical perspective. In addition to the important trait of poverty, Lewis (1998) 

suggests that people with a culture of poverty feel marginalised, helpless, powerless, dependent and 

lack a sense of belonging. He also holds the view that institutions do not meet their current needs or 

interests and proposes that alleviating a culture of poverty among marginalised and impoverished 

groups requires a transformation of the values and attitudes of people to support a sense of 

belonging within the institutional, economic and political landscape.   

In contrast, Small, Harding and Lamont (2010) submit that Lewis’ theory on a culture of 

poverty places blame on the impoverished for their own state by perpetuating misconceptions about 

cultural orientations of the poor. They contend that culture plays a significant role in many aspects 

of poverty, as cultural factors can influence the behaviour of low-income populations, give some 

insight into how attitudes, beliefs, values and practices perpetuate over time and inform the creation 

of policies to reduce poverty. They make note of previous research, which explores how people 

have learned to cope with material deprivation through utilizing family ties, exchanging goods, 

seeking state/private organization assistance and relocating. Small et al. (2010) also highlight how 

people differ in their ability to escape poverty, owing to differences in their behaviour and decision-

making. In addition, they denote that different methods of coping with poverty can be influenced by 

cultural factors such as, the use of microcredit associations among homogenous immigrant 

populations. Existing cultural myths of the poor especially require critical examination through 

empirical work and testing theory against nationally representative data (Small et al., 2010).  

Offering her critique of Lewis’ theory on the basis that “it distorts the concept of culture and 

absolves social structures- governmental and institutional- of the responsibility for the 

vulnerabilities that poor children regularly face” (p. 82), Ladson-Billings (2017) proposes that 
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poverty is a social condition by which those in power have determined “who lives where, who has 

access to which schools, who gets which jobs, who is policed in particular ways, who gets access to 

representation both in the political order or a court of law-all are aspects of structural inequity, not 

elements of culture” (p. 82). She uses a lens of Critical Race Theory102, in which she perceives 

poverty to be the outcome of structural inequities that creates predictability in its outcomes, 

especially for urban, black youth who experience persistent disadvantages regarding opportunities 

such as education. Although her research focuses on the experiences of black youth in an urban 

American city, she highlights positive outcomes in education when teachers facilitate expansive and 

intellectual learning, develop cultural competence and acknowledge socio-political issues, rather 

than subscribe to ideas that children, families and communities in urban spaces are determinedly 

flawed.  

An additional perspective is presented by Wilson (2010), who seeks to examine how social 

structure and culture both contribute to an understanding to inner-city poverty. He puts forward the 

perspective that “structural conditions provide the context within which cultural responses to 

chronic economic and racial subordination are developed” (p. 216). According to him, social acts of 

individuals and social processes that occupy particular roles in society, directly affect racial group 

outcomes such as rates of poverty and unemployment. In the social context, these acts can include 

individual stereotyping behaviour (discrimination in hiring, housing and admission to educational 

institutions) as well as social processes that affect the relationships among members in society 

(embedded organizational, political and economic ideologies that stigmatize or exclude groups of 

people in the form of laws, policies and institutional practices). Wilson notes the structural impact 

on marginalized groups is often indirect, but deeply affects the social positions and experiences of 

individuals.  

Adjacent to this ongoing dynamic, Wilson (2010) also pays attention to the acts of 

                                                 
102 According to Bell (1995), Critical Race Theory “embraces an experientially grounded, oppositionally expressed, 

and transformatively aspirational concern with race and other socially constructed hierarchies” (p.906). It is a body 

of legal scholarship that is ideologically committed to the struggle against institutionalized racism.  
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individuals that are influenced by their exposure to traditions, practices and beliefs. He suggests that 

people who live and interact in shared physical and social spaces, develop group norms, values, 

attitudes and habits, whereby their decision-making is influenced. These behaviours and ways of 

understanding are conceptualized as cultural traits that affect poverty through patterns of intra-

group interaction in spaces of discrimination and segregation that are reflective of the collective 

values, attitudes and habits of the space. Wilson further considers the impact of cultural traits that 

may inhibit social mobility. For example, he notes the perpetuation of traits among black youth that 

receive precedence within inner-city spaces (sexual conquests and the use of drugs), but also might 

inhibit social mobility in the larger society. It is important to note, however, that Wilson cautions 

against over-emphasizing cultural factors, as this can diminish the responsibility of policymakers to 

address the deficits of structural discrimination that allow poverty to persist in inner-city 

communities. He proposes that structural factors have a greater role than culture in changing 

impoverished neighbourhoods and adopting a holistic approach to social policy, which can help to 

acknowledge the complexity of structure and culture in addressing poverty.  

As I expand my examination of the literature relating to poverty, I will look into the 

intersections of poverty and violence below.  

2.4.2.2. Intersections of Poverty and Violence  

The Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children (2016) notes that, “cities with high 

levels of economic inequality and endemic poverty are often affected by insecurity, political tension 

and instability, leading to increased fear and violence” (p. 13). The expansion of urban communities 

through mass migration and limited access to resources can marginalise children into cycles of 

poverty and violence where there is a lack of state presence and intervention. According to the 

Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children (2016) community violence can have a 

detrimental effect on rates of child and adolescent poverty, as it affects their access to education, 

healthcare, recreation and social support. In addition, poverty leads to the emergence of informal 

economies, where illicit markets may be seen as opportunities for wealth, inclusion and recognition 
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by young people. However, participation in these economies also lead young people into risky 

behaviours such as drug use and acts of violence. Poverty, wealth inequality and a lack of economic 

opportunities are identified as key elements in youth participation in organized crime, violence and 

gangs (Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children, 2016).  

Although Trinidad and Tobago was classified as a high-income country by the World Bank 

in 2008, Kedir and Sookram (2013) note that poverty continues to affect a significant portion of the 

population. In their evaluation of poverty in Trinidad and Tobago, 22% of the sampled population is 

considered poor. They also postulate that households headed by young adults could be directly 

linked with high rates of youth unemployment, since rates indicate 17.8% unemployment for 

individuals aged 15-19 and 11% unemployment for those aged 20-24. Kedir and Sookram’s (2013) 

research into ethnic variables indicate that Afro-Trinidadian households are more vulnerable to 

experiencing poverty than other ethnic groups. In addition to their recommendations for public 

policy to address various aspects of poverty reduction such as, subsidies for workers in the 

agricultural sector, they take note that education significantly reduces the probability of poverty and 

suggest that more policies be implemented to support the role of education in poverty reduction, 

including arising issues on the quality of education being offered.   

Janssen (2004) explores how poverty affects the livelihood of youth living in a marginalized 

neighbourhood in Port of Spain. He notes the importance of this focus because youth are 

particularly vulnerable to poverty and have limited access to the resources that are needed for a 

secure livelihood. In his research, he observes that youth report earning low income from low-skill 

permanent jobs or irregular short-term jobs. According to Janssen (2004), widespread poverty 

appears to be linked with a lack of qualifications, inadequate work experience and poor job seeking 

skills. He also proposes that youth are affected by stigmatisation and discrimination based on their 

geographic location, age and ethnicity. Stigma ascribed to youth from this neighbourhood purport 

that they are “lazy, not trustworthy, thieves and troublemakers” (p. 18). Additionally, youth suggest 

that they are less likely to be employed since their complexion and African heritage play a role in 
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decreasing their chances of employment.  

The link between permanent employment and social respect contributes to a lack of 

motivation by youth to seek jobs in addition to a negative work ethic and perceived lack of social 

connections to ensure gainful employment (Jassen, 2004). In light of this, Jassen makes note of 

emerging subcultures that normalise and grant status to forms of earning income through criminal 

activities, which is perpetuated by a high level of materialism among youth, who place value in 

commodities as a symbol of status.   

In his examination of the role of education in reducing poverty, Jassen (2004) reveals that 

youth from marginalised communities often lack adequate qualifications and skills for employment. 

He connects his observation with the low quality of primary and secondary schools in the area, low 

relevance of the curriculum, competitiveness of the educational system, costs associated with 

enrolment in school, lack of awareness about skill training and lack of stimulation in the home and 

environs. Likewise, youth livelihood is impacted by their difficulties with saving money, lack of 

access to credit and social welfare, inadequate housing and close proximity to polluted areas. 

Further to this, underlying and divergent subcultures reflect social norms that accept criminal 

behaviour, dependency as well as commoditisation that point to a high level of poverty among 

youth and support the perception that poverty is caused by an unequal distribution of wealth by the 

government (Jassen, 2004).   

While Jassen considers the material relationship between violence and unequal access to 

resources, Walker (2014) investigates the interconnections of poverty, shame and stigma.  

2.4.2.3. Poverty-related Shame 

Shame is defined by Walker (2014) as a self-conscious emotion that requires both self-

awareness (an understanding of “I”) and self-representation (an understanding of “me” in relation to 

others). It encompasses a negative evaluation of self in relation to personal aspirations and the 

expectations of others. According to Walker, shame can manifest with feelings of inadequacy as 

well as powerlessness and can lead to social isolation, depression or loss of agency. Walker (2014) 
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puts forward that shame can impose social control through encouraging adherence to social norms. 

For example, he proposes that when poverty is perceived to be the transgression of a social norm, 

shame may be employed to encourage an individual towards social cohesion. In this instance, 

Walker (2014) notes “the threat of shame binds societies together, for what is at stake is an 

individual’s continued belonging” (p. 47). However, in situations where poverty is associated with a 

lack of personal achievement, he proposes that shame can reinforce social inequality and strengthen 

societal stratification.  

Stigma is defined as “a key mechanism through which shame is produced” (Roelen, 2020, p. 

708) and constitutes overt (avoidance, humiliation) or subtle (lack of eye contact) responses of 

others to stigma. The relationship between shame, stigma and poverty is examined by Walker 

(2014), who submits that shame and stigma can lead to social exclusion, low self-worth and a lack 

of agency among people living in poverty. Walker postulates that stigma is linked with an 

individual’s social identity and can negatively affect social acceptance, since it discriminates based 

on belonging to a particular category/group rather than function to bring about social cohesion. 

Added to that, Yan (2014) proposes that stigmatized views of poverty often result in individuals 

living in poverty being less likely to engage socially with others since they feel unable to meet 

financial expectations in a socio-cultural context and this avoidance reflects shame.   

The stigma of poverty can legitimise shame through the power of the state (institutional 

stigma) or by fuelling shaming responses of people toward others (social stigma) (Walker, 2014). 

Walker submits that social stigma shapes institutional stigma with regard to the structure and 

delivery of benefits for those living in poverty. This is supported by Yan’s (2014) research into 

attitudes toward poverty and shame, where participants make a distinction between ‘deserving’ and 

‘undeserving’ candidates for social assistance. Participant views perpetuate notions that those 

deserving of support include people with disabilities and illness, whereas those undeserving of 

support are perceived to be of working age but unwilling to work. While poverty seems most 

typified by a person’s ability to afford food for themselves and their families, people particularly 
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focus on individual determinants of poverty such as unwillingness to work, poor work ethic, limited 

aspirations, individual dysfunction and poor decision-making, rather than on the structural 

inequality that underpins poverty (Chase & Walker, 2014). According to Yan (2014), moral 

judgements about the behaviour and priorities of individuals reflect the prejudice and shame that is 

embedded within society’s understanding of poverty. 

Social stigma influences policy through language and ideas that uphold negative views 

about those who are perceived to be undeserving of state support (Walker, 2014). Furthermore, 

beliefs about individual determinants of poverty perpetuate ideas that people living in poverty are 

social burdens or entangled in a culture of poverty. Chase and Walker (2014) note that media and 

personal experiences guide opinions about the existence of poverty (absolute or relative) and its 

causes (structural or individualistic). They also observe these views are echoed in the media, for 

example, news stories often frame individuals living in poverty as a threat to the national 

community and dependent on social welfare owing to their lifestyle choices.  

Chase and Walker contend that societal and media views of people living in poverty impose 

shame on them for their disposition and shape political debates on policies to reduce dependency on 

welfare. In addition, media and individual discourse on poverty reinforce deeply entrenched and 

widely disseminated stereotypes through labelling that is used to describe individuals living in 

poverty. Chase and Walker (2014) postulate that labels guide the treatment of people as well as the 

development of policies in response to poverty. These policies include the design and delivery of 

social assistance interventions, which Roelen (2020) suggests can both alleviate and reinforce the 

poverty-shame cycle. 

Non-contributory social assistance (old-age pensions, child grants, disability benefits) is a 

key policy strategy in low- and middle-income countries and has the potential to meet basic needs 

and support participation in social activities (Roelen, 2020). On the one hand, its effects can 

improve an individual’s sense of dignity and confidence and on the other, it can perpetuate stigma 

and shame that is directed towards those in receipt of social assistance. A critical exploration of the 
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relationship between social assistance and shame by Roelen (2020) highlights the ways in which the 

design and implementation of social assistance policies can mediate or transmit stigma. She 

suggests that targeting narrowly defined groups can lead to substantial psychosocial costs and risks 

exclusion. Likewise, the setting of conditions for the receipt of benefits, individualises poverty and 

relieves the state of responsibility. In contrast, individuals may increase their self-esteem and sense 

of self, when they actively separate the stigma of poverty from their own identity, share in the 

experience with others and/or receive appropriate support and service delivery. Roelen (2020) 

recommends that programmes for the reduction of poverty need to be assessed through a shame and 

stigma lens to minimise the exposure of stigmatised individuals. Potential solutions can include less 

overt targeting of impoverished groups, digital forms of benefits payments and greater training of 

social assistance staff at relevant institutions.  

Overall, the impact of poverty-related shame can lead to individual responses of inadequacy, 

anger, withdrawal, depression, social distancing and attempts to keep up appearances (Chase & 

Bantebya-Kyomuhendo, 2014). Many individuals report feeling some sense of personal 

responsibility for their predicament and this may appear in the form of feelings of inadequacy, 

worthlessness and failure, even though assertions about their behaviour may be stereotypical and 

unfounded. Children appear to be prone to outbursts, feelings of resentment toward others and 

shame about their situation. Cross-culturally, people living in poverty express feeling helpless 

although they aspire to improve their financial disposition. Chase and Bantebya-Kyomuhendo 

(2014) observe that individuals living in poverty invest effort into seeming typical, despite financial 

constraints. Additionally, people express anger and frustration by circumstances of poverty in which 

systems, government and the wealthy seem punitive and inconsiderate. For example, Chase and 

Bantebya-Kyomuhendo (2014) surmise that welfare systems continue to emphasise individual 

determinants of poverty rather than acknowledge underlying failures in existing social systems. 

Poverty contributes to the creation of social distance between those living in poverty and the 

relatively wealthy through perpetuating attitudes of us and them (Chase & Bantebya-Kyomuhendo, 
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2014). These attitudes may be initiated by those who are made to feel inferior or by the relatively 

wealthy who disassociate from individuals living in poverty, along narratives that bear similarity to 

those deemed deserving or undeserving of social assistance. Relative poverty can especially lead to 

humiliation and advance the destruction of an individual’s sense of self-respect because it highlights 

the person’s lack of material wealth to be perceived as an equal citizen in society (Müller & 

Neuhäuser, 2011). The experience of relative poverty can be marginalizing and a person may feel 

humiliated through being rejected by the groups that contribute to their sense self-identity and self-

respect.  

As with issues of violence, poverty and its effect on the psychosocial well-being of 

adolescents is significant and requires earnest attention. As an example, Green et al. (2018) note that 

persistent and early childhood poverty in the United States and United Kingdom are associated with 

poor adolescent health and health behaviour including, smoking. In addition, a longitudinal study in 

Australia reveals that family poverty predicts higher rates of adolescent and young adult anxiety and 

depression, with repeated experiences of early life poverty being associated with increased levels of 

poor mental health (Najman et al., 2010). This study particularly identifies the adolescent period as 

the strongest independent predictor of higher levels of anxiety and depression. In the final section of 

my literature review, I will delve into existing forms of psychosocial support for adolescents from 

marginalised communities who are affected by violence.  

2.5. Psychosocial Support through Creative Arts and Therapies 

 This section will consider the cultural context of approaches to mental health treatment 

(Section 2.5.1), arts as intervention in varied settings (Section 2.5.2) and creative arts therapies for 

the treatment of adolescents affected by violence (Section 2.5.3). While I am unable to do justice to 

the full discussion of these topics, given the remit of my thesis, I will touch upon them in the 

following.  

2.5.1. Culturally Informed Approaches to Mental Health Treatment  
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Qualitative research methods in studying human behaviour have helped to shift the field of 

psychology from positivist-empiricist approaches to context-dependent studies that use inductive 

research methods to make inquiries about culture (Thomas, Gopal & Sasidharan, 2018). On an 

individual level, “the making of a personal and social self” (p. 243) is acquired through “language, 

values, norms, beliefs, roles and social collectives” (p.243), which are informed by culture. Thomas, 

Gopal and Sasidharan (2018) propose that an individual’s understanding of self within the context 

of culture and sub-cultures is dependent on how well that person has negotiated and integrated his 

or her experiences within various elements of culture.  

Mental health issues can also be understood within a specific context of culture and Thomas, 

Gopal and Sasidharan (2018) argue that Euro-American classifications for psychiatric conditions 

may become lost and invalid cross-culturally, since they observe that different cultures may present 

with different aetiologies, symptom patterns and treatment responsiveness. As an example, they 

suggest archival data from Kerala, India in the late 1800s indicate that Western physicians were 

unable to understand the causes of most mental health symptoms, which led to culturally 

inappropriate diagnosis and treatment. Likewise, in Trinidad and Tobago Maharajh and Parasram 

(1999) propose that the practice of psychiatry in Trinidad and Tobago is influenced by the country’s 

history and “the influx of many colonizing forces and cultures” (p. 173). Furthermore, Gramaglia 

(2013) notes the broad categorization of behaviours by doctors in the colonial setting remains 

considerably dependant on clinical judgement and often reflects the pathologizing of social and 

political opposition to colonial systems of control, which entrench colonial views of racial savagery 

(Gramaglia, 2013).  

The Western view of a universal reality is disputed by Thomas, Gopal and Sasidharan 

(2018), who suggest that Euro-American dominance is engrained in mental health practice and 

therefore discredits the role of power in diagnosis and treatment. In their view, the progression of 

mental health services to embrace different medical systems reflect more holistic concepts of health 

and wellness, however, there remains strong influence from Western mental health movements, 
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which can impact effectiveness of adaptation and transferability. Instead, they propose that mental 

health research focus on the construction of mental illness in the context of history and culture 

through locally based qualitative research that explores different ways of coping with illness. 

Additionally, mental health services need to adopt pluralistic models to address issues such as 

cultural integration, migration, morality, racism and sexism brought on by differences in religion, 

age, gender and class. Moreover, culture and community-based approaches to therapy can help to 

bridge inequalities in the dynamic of power between the clinician and client with regard to 

psychiatric/psychological examination as well as subjectivity of symptoms and personal 

significance. Thomas, Gopal and Sasidharan (2018) illustrate that culturally informed counselling 

programmes utilize initiatives to adapt cultural learning in understanding mental illness and develop 

non-medical models for treatment.  

Culture and social justice are key concepts, which inform respectful and ethical professional 

practice for those who assume roles in counselling, consulting, supervision and inter-professional 

collaboration (Arthur, 2018). As those in helping professions often engage with people who are 

adversely affected by institutionalised social inequalities and prejudice, Arthur contends that it is 

impossible to fully understand a client’s health and well-being without considering the possible 

effects of social exclusion, experiences of discrimination/oppression or lack of access to resources. 

In addition, cultural learning is an essential practice for understanding the worldview of clients. It 

encompasses awareness about culture and reflection on the assumptions, values and beliefs that 

guide both practitioners and clients. Through using a client-centred approach, Arthur (2018) 

proposes that counsellors can become familiar with their client’s unique worldview and deepen 

understanding of cultural identity and diversity in the context of how power is socially distributed. 

She cautions that relative privilege can create barriers to care in that it may marginalise and exclude 

clients further. 

Through further inquiry into how culture becomes relevant to therapeutic practice, Ancis 

(2003) firstly considers how culture influences beliefs and practices in personal contexts such as, 
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during intimate family events. Drawing from examples in the United States and internationally, she 

observes that values, attitudes and perspectives associated with culture tend to be intergenerational 

and contribute to the formation of an individual’s personality. Likewise, discrimination, 

marginalization and oppression impact an individual’s sense of self, behaviour and family, as social 

inequality can lead to the development of destructive behaviour and conflict. Ancis suggests that the 

role of the family and community in shaping an individual’s experiences can be supportive, on one 

hand, and magnify experiences of powerlessness, on the other. Consequently, family dynamics can 

potentially lead to distress and/or provide significant support to individuals who experience distress.  

In her critique of Western approaches to mental health treatment, Ancis (2003) points out 

that predominantly European values can restrict and even harm racial and ethnic minority groups 

when they are inconsistent with that group’s culture. Alternatively, she submits that culturally 

responsive interventions must recognize that cultural background, presenting issues, social and 

cultural context affect the course and outcome of counselling. She supports the use of cultural 

adaptations and strength-based approaches to mental health treatment, which acknowledge and 

address the importance of social context using family and community interventions, special 

considerations for psychological and contextual factors103 affecting clients and awareness of 

stigmatizing experiences. She encourages culturally informed practitioners to engage with a variety 

of verbal and nonverbal tools in addition to learning about specific traditional 

healing/spiritual/religious practices used by clients, as these can be essential to change and healing. 

Added to that, she recommends that therapeutic practitioners become familiar with their own world 

view and culture, to be mindful of stereotyping and culture-bound assumptions within 

psychotherapeutic theories. 

  Integrating approaches from talk therapies with various forms of spiritual and cultural 

healing impacts both therapists and clients (West, 2005). In his research, William West (2005) notes 

that many people acknowledge the presence of healing phenomenon in their therapeutic 

                                                 
103 Ancis (2003) suggests that psychological and contextual factors can include race, ethnicity, language, gender, 

sexual orientation and socioeconomic status.  
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experiences, even though this is not typically part of a therapist’s public discourse or discussion in 

clinical supervision. He gives context to this by suggesting the prohibition of spiritual healing 

practices in the past continue to influence the conceptualisation of mystical and spiritual 

experiences as being akin to madness, even though most people have personal belief in forms of 

divinity.  

  A developmental model for integrating healing and therapy is proposed by West (2005), in 

which practitioners may identify as a therapist or a healer, use both modalities separately with 

differing clients, begin to integrate one practice with the other or transcend both positions into true 

integration. Nevertheless, he acknowledges two key difficulties that arise out of this model. The 

first challenge he identifies is with language, that is, how to converse about experiences of spiritual 

healing in therapy. The second problem that emerges is around supervision and how to address 

existing taboos about spirituality with supervisors. West (2005) suggests the increasing need of 

clients to have their spirituality honoured and included in therapeutic encounters, reflects the 

importance of allowing therapists to develop spiritual and healing techniques and insights. In his 

view, training, practice, supervision and research that explores therapy-spirituality integration can 

help to aid clients’ therapeutic processes.  

  Within the sphere of the Caribbean region, Maharajh and Parasram (1999) reflect on the 

evolving dynamic between Western medicine and traditional practices from the East such as, 

ayurvedic medicine, herbal remedies and spiritual therapies. In their observation, some mental 

health practitioners in Trinidad and Tobago utilise a blend of Eastern traditional practices and 

Western psychoanalytical models in the treatment of people with mental health issues (although the 

biomedical model remains dominant for most of them). Maharajh and Parasram (1999) suggest this 

development in treatment is influenced by history and the migrant cultures represented in Trinidad 

and Tobago. They note the influence of African and Indian customs, which base treatment on 

adherence to religious and cultural norms, utilizing the services of local healers, priests, pundits, 

imams and obeahmen. However, the attribution of illness to spiritual interference and states of 
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demonic possession is not supported in the medical model and this can lead to conflict between 

psychiatrists and religious leaders.  

  As expected, there are limits to the relevance of Western models of psychotherapy across 

cultures in the Caribbean, according to Johnson, Weller, Williams-Brown and Pottinger (2008). In 

their view, many practitioners in this region adopt eclectic approaches to therapy, however, they do 

not routinely examine therapeutic models critically to consider which are best suited to culturally 

diverse clients. Johnson et al. (2008) propose that psychotherapy becomes more successful when 

the cultural context of the therapeutic alliance is acknowledged and integrated, utilising appropriate 

aspects of theories. To assume universalism in psychotherapy minimizes the client’s sociocultural 

environment (Johnson et al., 2008).  

  On spiritual and cultural healing powers in the English-speaking Caribbean, Marshall (2005) 

notes these are sought after to treat chronic medical conditions. Through reflection on the region’s 

historical past, he makes note that the development of healthcare in the Caribbean was originally 

structured to benefit European colonizers. As such, enslaved people and indentured labourers were 

dependant on religion and folk medicine to treat the body. These traditions of healing continue to 

exist alongside contemporary Western medical practice and Marshall (2005) observes there are 

therapeutic effects when the client believes in the possibility of supernatural healing amid practices 

of spirituality, faith and group/family involvement. Nevertheless, the use of folk and/or Western 

medicine varies depending on the client’s perception about illness, health and cure. Clients may also 

seek counselling from traditional healers who, like therapists, can assist through demonstrating a 

high level of care for the client’s condition. Marshall (2005) suggests that the integration of 

counselling and psychotherapeutic techniques with traditional healing may present opportunities to 

further explore culturally relevant options for health recovery. In addition, the arts, as expressions of 

culture, may be propitious as forms of culturally relevant interventions. This is explored further in 

the following.  

2.5.2. Arts as Intervention for Young People 
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  Arts interventions show promising benefits for young people exposed to violence and other 

psychosocial issues. This section will explore art interventions and youth arts programmes in the 

context of community (Section 2.5.2.1), educational (Section 2.5.2.2) and Trinbagonian (Section 

2.5.2.3) settings.  

2.5.2.1. Arts and Culture Programmes in Communities 

Urban environments pose detrimental consequences for the social and psychological health 

of children and adolescents who are exposed to violence and experience poverty (Rhodes & 

Schechter, 2014). These consequences can include vulnerability to depression, post-traumatic stress 

disorder, academic difficulties, disruptive and aggressive behaviours. Rhodes and Schechter (2014) 

acknowledge that to reduce exposure to violence, drug abuse, gang activity, discrimination and 

other stressors in neighbourhoods with severe and chronic risk of exposure, interventions need to be 

safe, prosocial and person-level. This way, they can foster resilience among youth through 

strengthening their personal and social resources.  

According to the Office of Education and Culture / DHDEC, Executive Secretariat for 

Integral Development Organization of American States (2011), there is increasing recognition for 

the use of art and culture in strategies to reduce violence and motivate social inclusion in 

community settings. This recognition is based on their acknowledgement that art and culture 

programmes are effective in all four levels of the ecological model for violence including, 

individuals, relationships, community and society.  

On an individual level, youth involvement in creative activities such as painting, writing, 

photography, drama, dance and music offer them opportunities to learn new skills, improve 

academic achievement, develop their sense of well-being and belonging (Farnum & Schaffer, 1998; 

Weitz, 1996). For example, research into the value of community arts highlight their role in the 

development of self-identity, self-esteem, cognitive and social skills, problem-solving and 

motivation among youth, while reducing stress, the potential for delinquent behaviours and 

facilitating the processing of trauma (Rhodes & Schechter, 2014; Weitz, 1996). In supporting the 



 

 

100 

  

latent creativity of young people in the form of dialogue or life narratives, (Froggett, 2007) 

proposes this resonates with their cultural identity and presents opportunities to help them change 

the course of their lives toward seeking education, employment and belonging. Creative writing and 

storytelling especially allow for the expression of fantasies, life experiences, aggression, love and 

compassion (Froggett, 2007). Added to that, adolescents are likely to improve their overall mood, 

behaviours, academic performance and rate of attendance when engaged with the arts, as these 

activities encourage a sense of pride, ownership and further the celebration of cultural heritage for 

marginalized groups (Rhodes & Schechter, 2014; Weitz, 1996). 

Participation in art activities can help young people living in poverty to cope with 

stigmatization and invisibility in relation to school failure (Freytes Frey & Cross, 2011). Research 

conducted by Freytes Frey and Cross (2011) at a community centre, using a participatory action 

research methodology, explores the issues that deter young people from remaining in school, 

including familial, cultural and educational factors. Throughout this study, they emphasise the 

importance of including young people’s perspectives, as public debate typically excludes their 

input. In particular, methods of dramatization and video production are used to help facilitate 

expression, cohesion and communication with others, thus enabling young people to share 

experiences that were formerly hidden by stigmatisation (Freytes Frey & Cross, 2011). They 

propose that participants’ self-produced videos especially assist with the development of strategies 

that can be used by teachers to address school abandonment among young people.  

Arts-based programmes also promote resilience through providing safe physical spaces and 

fostering positive relationships. They are especially shown to foster resilience among youth through 

expanding their capacity for empathy, creating social bonds and expressing shared meanings within 

the community, with benefits leading to a reduction in aggression. As an example, Froggett (2007) 

observes that young offenders can develop moral learning, explore their guilt and process their 

desire to make reparation, through modalities of creative writing and storytelling in a community-

based, restorative youth justice programme in the United Kingdom. She submits that confrontation, 
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as well as the expression of creativity and destruction in these modalities create a tension, which 

“animates the active moral faculty” (p. 356) and allows others to “hold it in mind without 

identification, idealisation or denigration” (p. 356). This supports young people in moral learning, 

whereby they can engage in self-reflection to acknowledge their destructiveness and foster guilt as 

well as concern for the hurt they impose on others. Froggett (2007) makes note that engaging with 

the arts can assist young offenders during their transition between the education system and labour 

market to restore their links with family, peers and the community. In the context of restorative 

justice, this process can precede encounters between wrong-doers and victims to enable a genuine 

assumption of responsibility for the harm caused. 

Nonetheless, the role of teachers, family members and communities in imparting warmth, 

support and structure to children and adolescents is crucial to the process of building resilience 

(Rhodes & Schechter, 2014; Wetiz, 1996). Weitz (1996) notes the presence of caring family and 

community members at organizations that focus on the use of arts and humanities with youth at 

risk, help to ensure children are healthy, skilled and optimistic through benefitting from 

programmes and experiences that add structure to their lives and connect them with role models 

who can provide meaningful adult support. For example, Rhodes and Schechter (2014) observe that 

prosocial relationships between teachers and students support self-esteem, self-efficacy and mutual 

respect with youth. This occurs alongside learning curricula and learning about morals and 

strategies that lead to success. Likewise, prosocial relationships among youth peers are an important 

strategies for resiliency, as these create a sense of solidarity for the mutual benefit and bonding of 

peers. Rhodes and Schechter (2014) suggest these prosocial relationships might create opportunities 

for access to resources that extend outside of the immediate group, which they refer to as “bridging 

social capital” (p. 838).  

On the levels of the community and society, art and culture programmes that involve the 

community provide life skills training and information, which offer alternatives to violent 

behaviour. In a study conducted by Rhodes and Schechter (2014) within inner city community arts 
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centres, knowledge about and participation in artistic and cultural activities facilitate the training 

and developmental of children and adolescents in the performing and visual arts to promote positive 

alternative dialogue (anti-drug and pro-school messages) that is distinct from undesirable values 

experienced in the community. The opportunity for an alternative dialogue is also explored in arts 

and culture programmes such as, The Remix Project (Toronto), multi-pronged cultural and social 

initiatives in Medellín (Columbia), Arte Como Expresión de Lucha (Guatemala) and Caribbean 

Vizion (Caribbean region), whereby students are engaged in discussion about issues such as, 

HIV/AIDS, violence, teenage pregnancy, drugs and piracy with an aim to promote non-violence and 

reduce community violence (The Office of Education and Culture / DHDEC, Executive Secretariat 

for Integral Development Organization of American States, 2011). These programmes utilize art 

forms of dance, music, singing, drama, poetry, visual arts and writing.  

Effective community arts programmes, according to Weitz (1996), consider the broader 

context of child development, while remaining focused on particular arts and humanities 

disciplines. They can entail the use of teaching strategies (experiential learning, apprenticeships, 

small group setting), technology, existing youth values and goal-oriented expectations to create 

accessible and safe spaces where youth actively participate in shaping programmes along with 

professionals and parents. A critical exploration of community arts programming for youth at risk, 

conducted by Farnum and Schaffer (1998) also reveals crucial elements that contribute to effective 

programmes. These elements include evidence-based practices, the design and testing of evaluation 

methodologies, the need to conduct evaluations of the impact of arts programmes on adolescent 

behaviour, the design and testing of training models for professionals who work with at-risk youth 

populations, the strengthening of collaborative relationships, the dissemination of models and the 

increased leverage of funding for relevant programmes. Evidenced-based practices acknowledge the 

usefulness of art for building self-esteem, emphasise the importance of collaborative service 

delivery (including with the community and families), facilitate a safe space that is age-appropriate, 

utilise dynamic teaching strategies that support youth success and critically engage with evaluation. 
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Many youth arts programmes in the United States focus on interventions with adolescents 

who are from resource-poor communities and vulnerable to involvement in criminal activity, 

truancy and homelessness (Weitz, 1996). They are typically started by artists, concerned teachers, 

public figures, those involved with juvenile justice or youth workers and aim to provide youth with 

a range of opportunities to create, reflect, communicate and improve their life skills. Programmes 

tend to employ a small number of staff and utilise volunteers as well as consultants in partnership 

with schools and allied groups. Partnership is a key aspect of programme development that is 

considered by Farnum and Schaffer (1998), as well. For example, in the development of their 

YouthARTS Development Project to reduce risk factors and improve protective factors in youth arts 

programming, they identify various collaborative agencies such as, schools, juvenile justice 

departments, social service agencies and community-based groups, with consideration given to the 

far-reaching context of youth life beyond the arts. Teams that work with youth are recommended to 

engage in capacity building through various levels of training in areas such as communication skills 

and special populations with clearly defined goals, monitoring, evaluation and documentation. In 

order to maintain their effectiveness, Weitz (1996) suggests that community arts programmes 

require commitment to long-term goals, support with technical areas, widened community links and 

continued funding, as many organizations rely on multiple sources. Additionally, she proposes that 

extending organized youth arts and humanities activities into the school curriculum can potentially 

deter risky behaviour among adolescents and promote youth development (Weitz, 1996). This is 

explored further in the next section on arts interventions in educational settings.  

2.5.2.2. Arts Interventions in Educational Settings 

In addressing issues of bullying and harmful behaviours in schools within the United States, 

Baer, Glasgow and Fink (2008) and Chung, Monday and Perry (2017) explore the use of process 

drama and drama-based peer education as tools to help students actively problem-solve and 

promote adolescent well-being. The study by Baer et al. (2008) for example, reflects on bullying as 

a group phenomenon in which several roles are assumed to pressure or influence the incident. These 
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roles place students as active or bystander participants, with intentional or unintentional roles in 

violence. They point out that bystanders can play a crucial role in curbing bullying and violence, 

even though this role is often dismissed as “just witnesses to violent acts” (Baer et al., 2008, p. 80). 

In drawing attention to the use of process drama with literary works that explore the roles of 

bystanders as assistants, reinforcers, outsiders or defenders, they discuss how these roles can be 

used in classroom settings to promote a deeper understanding of bullying in schools.  

Process drama, according to Baer et al. (2008) encourages creative and spontaneous role-

play in response to literary text. It challenges students to take on other perspectives, engages them 

in active problem solving and supports their emotional, intellectual and experiential needs. In the 

context of bullying, it provides a safe space to openly discuss and teach about bystander roles as 

well as empowers students to support actions against bullying.  

The empowerment of students to influence their peers and engage in problem solving is an 

approach that is also explored by Chung et al. (2017), using drama-based peer education. Chung et 

al. (2017) consider how integrating drama techniques into peer education can help to promote 

adolescent well-being in urban schools in the United States. They indicate that a lack of information 

can often contribute to the proliferation of harmful behaviours by young people. However, school-

based peer education programmes can potentially reach a large segment of youth who are at risk of 

engaging with such behaviours. As a form of intervention, peer education programmes train 

individuals to promote positive behaviour change and reduce risky behaviours among their social 

groups. Drawing from youth feedback on this approach, Chung et al. (2017) found that young 

people perceive this form of intervention as effective to address a range of topics including anger 

management, violence prevention and sexual decision-making. 

Given that young people may perceive their peers to be trusted sources of information, 

Chung et al. (2017) suggest this creates opportunities for open discussion about sensitive topics that 

are avoided with adults. The inclusion of drama in this type of intervention supports learning 

through interactive scenarios whereby role-play skits or dramatic speaking pieces help students to 
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relate with their peers and reflect on their responses, behaviours, motivations and intentions. Chung 

et al. (2017) recommend that future interventions can be modified to best reach the developmental 

needs of students of different ages. However, this study points out a few limitations in that it was 

unable to assess changes in knowledge, attitudes and behaviour given its brief duration for data 

collection. 

The examples presented in this section highlight the potential for arts interventions to 

confront issues of violence in educational settings, however, there is little discussion that offers a 

critical perspective on the effectiveness of these interventions, especially in the long-term. In part, 

this may be owing to their methodologies, which capture brief snapshots of existing programmes or 

techniques. Additionally, there is limited reporting from the perspective of participants to determine 

aspects of the interventions that may have felt ingenuine or forced. Overall, there is likely the need 

for greater research in this area to identify the practical limitations to implementing arts 

interventions in educational settings including, teacher training and curriculum integration.  

2.5.2.3. Arts in the Trinbago School Context 

Within the context of Trinidad and Tobago, there has been inconsistent success with the 

integration of cultural arts into school settings. While exhibitions and competitions such as Junior 

Panorama, Junior Calypso or Soca Monarch and Kiddies Carnival are supported, these activities 

oftentimes form part of a student’s extra-curricular schedule rather than being integrated into their 

formal education. In addition, schools that focus primarily on academic success are unlikely to 

direct equivalent resources to equip and encourage student participation in the arts. Despite this, the 

value of the arts as a form of intervention is not completely unnoticed. One programme that has 

relative success in the promotion of theatre to address psychosocial issues in Trinidad and Tobago is 

Arts-in-Action. Founded in 1994, this public education programme is based in the Department of 

Creative and Festival Arts (DCFA) at the University of the West Indies. It functions as an applied 

creative arts company that utilises creative and performing arts, including Carnival Arts, to develop 

educational content for primary and secondary schools, communities and offices on issues such as, 
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behaviour change, HIV/AIDS awareness, bullying, abuse and violence (University of the West 

Indies, n.d.). Structured around interactive workshops, facilitators engage with an audience to create 

safe spaces for expression and dialogue about pertinent topics that are relevant to individual and 

group experiences. According to Arts-in-Action (n.d.), “we believe the arts have an indispensable 

role to play in the process of attitudinal change, personal and social development”. 

Carnival, like many other popular arts forms, struggles to be formalised within education 

even though it is valued as an economic asset (Fournillier, 2009). Fournillier contends this 

challenge may lie within elitist colonial and neo-colonial rationale that value humanistic studies, 

language fluency in the tongue of the colonial power and skills for secondary positions within the 

bureaucracy, thus attributing festivals such as Carnival to a category of low culture because it is 

associated with the working class. Although there have been attempts to incorporate Carnival into 

schools, as a way to nationalize the curriculum and promote knowledge about Carnival, there 

continues to be decreasing participation from schools. Fournillier (2009) suggests the association of 

Carnival with promiscuity and sexually explicit behaviour may also likely contribute to this 

perspective. However, she proposes that learning Carnival Mas art can help students to value 

different methods of teaching and receiving knowledge. In her view, “teaching art in the Mas camp 

was a performance and performative” in that it facilitated mutual interaction and learning, which 

helped students to widen their scope beyond the place of learning and develop their awareness of 

identity. She puts forward that there is a greater need for developing education that gives students 

opportunities to experiment with their curriculum in order to expand creativity, problem-solving and 

critical thinking skills through deconstructing barriers between academics and creativity.  

Opportunities for Carnival arts to be integrated into the tertiary education curriculum of 

adult students training to become primary school teachers is explored by Herne, Burgess-Macey and 

Rogers (2008). They suggest that Carnival arts, as an inclusive, trans-disciplinary and applied 

cultural practice, enhances student involvement, creativity, artistry and cross-curricular learning. 
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According to them, Carnival comprises street theatre, music, costume, dance and challenges the 

boundaries of cultural hegemony via processes of mockery and memory.  

Through their research on the arts in schools and teacher education, which was conducted 

with trainee teachers in the United Kingdom, Herne et al. (2008) observe that involvement in 

Carnival projects promote reflection, productive critique, evaluation and future planning. 

Additionally, trainee teachers are able to perceive the value of creativity in supporting autonomy, 

self-expression, play, experimentation, collaboration and the creation of a community practice. 

Furthermore, they suggest that students can improve in their levels of motivation, develop skills and 

learn how to work alongside others. 

Herne et al. (2008) note benefits of Carnival education can include learning new ways to 

share and exchange ideas about identity and culture in order to promote greater racial and ethnic 

inclusion as well as address issues surrounding cultural diversity in education. Additionally, 

research in Carnival in education presents potential opportunities to explore the value of cross-

curricular planning and learning through collective processes of production and performance. Herne 

et al. (2008) conclude that although the context for arts in education is transforming and unstable, 

an understanding of Carnival as a practice that draws from tradition, yet thrives on improvisation, 

can help to broaden the selective scope of curricula.  

The following section will examine literature relating to the use of creative arts therapies 

with adolescents affected by violence.  

2.5.3. Creative Arts Therapies as Intervention for Adolescents Affected by Violence 

This section will explore the use of creative arts therapies with young people who are 

exposed to violent experiences as well as those who might become or engage with violent 

behaviours. I also expound on the cultural relevance of art therapy.  

2.5.3.1. Creative Arts Therapies as Treatment for Exposure to Violence 

Short-term creative arts therapies have been shown to improve the mental health and 

positive affect of adolescents exposed to a school shooting (Hylton, Malley & Ironson, 2019). This 
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study was conducted at a high school in Florida, United States. Through participation in a two-week 

camp incorporating visual art, drama and music therapy, they note that adolescents experience 

significant reductions in post-traumatic stress, depression, anxiety and negative affect. Additionally, 

adolescents show significant increases in positive affect.  

In the weeks and months following a school shooting Hylton et al. (2019) indicate that 

students experienced loss, grief, fear, hyper-arousal and intrusive memories, made worse by re-

exposure to the setting, which constantly triggered their emotional responses. The psychological 

trauma this type of event causes is significant and lasting for students, teachers, administrators and 

their families. Students are particularly vulnerable because embarrassment may deter help-seeking 

behaviours. As such, creative arts therapies provide opportunities for students to engage 

collaboratively and at their own pace, in an environment that is more familiar, less stigmatizing and 

non-threatening. 

Therapeutic activities used in this study that aim “to encourage the creative expression of 

emotions and feelings, improve verbal and non-verbal communication, build social support and 

reduce stress and anxiety” (Hylton et al., 2019, p. 5) are led by music, visual art and drama 

therapists. These interventions are found to be age-appropriate and effective treatments for 

traumatized adolescents, in the results presented by Hylton et al. (2019).  

Another trauma treatment approach for youth ages 11-17 in Canada, who have experienced 

violence and/or abuse is explored by Lapum, Martin, Kennedy, Turcotte and Gregory (2019). They 

postulate that trauma manifests in bodily ailment when individuals are unable to adequately process 

their experiences verbally and as such, treatment of the body is central to healing trauma. Dance 

therapy, they submit, offers an opportunity to address physiological symptoms, relieve tension and 

restore a sense of mind and body control.  

Lapum et al. (2019) discuss the use of trauma-informed, hip-hop dance interventions with 

youth who experience or are exposed to violence. Drawing from trauma-informed practice, they 

note the importance of understanding how trauma affects the whole person and emphasize the need 
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for authenticity and compassion in therapeutic relationships. The nature of dance, for example hip-

hop, especially facilities for working physically and emotionally in the present, using and 

responding to the bodily movement of self and others. Hip-hop is rooted in youth culture as an 

expression of self and storytelling for oppressed and marginalized groups. The anti-oppressive and 

inclusive background of this dance form mirrors the themes explored in trauma-informed practice 

that are, power and oppression (Lapum et al., 2019). The intrigue of hip-hop also enables youth to 

feel empowered to participate in therapeutic intervention, where they can contribute to the design of 

their own therapeutic process.  

Exploration of this approach to trauma-treatment is initiated as a 10-week dance programme 

in the community for adolescent youth. It includes dance sessions, visualization and journal writing 

to take participants through a journey of self-growth through focusing on safety, stabilization, 

integration, exploration and establishment of a sense of self. Lapum et al. (2019) make note that 

evidence shows improvement in some trauma symptoms (anxiety and depression) and they 

recommend that facilitators must be adequately trained in trauma-informed approaches as well as 

actively involved in the culture and community of hip-hop and street dance in order for this type of 

intervention to remain successful.  

The concept of resilience speaks to the capacity to adapt to difficult experiences. For 

marginalized groups who are vulnerable to social inequality and injustice, the development of 

resilience becomes a crucial protective factor for the well-being of its members. However, this is 

not easily achieved without acknowledging the socio-political factors that negatively impact 

disempowered groups. Lu and Yuen (2012) present a “decolonizing framework of practice” (p. 192) 

which integrates art therapy to empower and inform clients’ therapeutic journeys through the 

recognition and deconstruction of colonization and discrimination. Exhibited as Journey Women, 

this project involves imagery from First Nations, Inuit and Métis women illustrating their 

experiences of healing from violence and the impact of violence. It utilises both creative processes 

and traditional Aboriginal ceremonies (prayer, smudging, drumming, singing, movement) to 
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empower women as self-advocates for social change and justice.  

Creative arts play an integral role in Aboriginal healing models and culturally relevant 

practices such as beading, drumming, dancing and storytelling are used to connect culture, 

spirituality and identity. Lu and Yuen (2012) note that art therapy practice in this context, undergoes 

a constant process of change to adapt to the decolonizing framework, which is informed by learning 

and discussion with clients, colleagues and community members. Interventions are carefully 

adapted to fit Aboriginal teachings of healing as well as different aspects of life.  

Women participating in the Journey Women project share stories from their life cycle and 

reflect on the pain and hurt they have experienced from personal encounters as well as the violence 

and abuse that affect their communities, owing to colonization. Through this process of reflection 

and healing, participants are empowered to share their stories with others in an exhibition format 

and then as a social action project with additional groups. Lu and Yuen (2012) highlight the need to 

maintain an ongoing network of community support for projects that use a decolonizing framework, 

as social action is a continuous process and participants can become vulnerable to the risks of 

reopening past hurt.  

The section below will explore the use of creative arts therapies with adolescents who 

exhibit/may exhibit violent behaviours. 

2.5.3.2.Creative Arts Therapies Treatment for and to Prevent Violent Behaviours 

An additional aspect of creative arts therapies interventions relates to treatment for the 

prevention of violent behaviour in at-risk youth104. Sitzer and Stockwell (2015) describe the use of 

art therapy combined with cognitive-behaviour therapy and dialectic behavioural therapy to 

promote resilience, social and emotional functioning among children who have witnessed and 

directly experienced violence. They bring to attention that life-long maladaptive attachments 

develop in children following their experience of traumatic events in addition to inadequate coping 

resources. Early life stressors particularly increase the likelihood of children developing 

                                                 
104  In this study, at-risk youth include students ranging from 9 to 12 years of age who were referred for the programme 

by teachers based on their history of trauma and presentation of emotional and behavioural concerns. 
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maladaptive behaviours into adulthood such as, substance abuse, abusive parenting styles, 

depression, impaired empathic development and poor conflict resolution strategies. Children may 

also lack adaptive problem solving and social skills, which contribute to rejection, alienation and 

the expression of violence towards self and others.  

In developing a 14-week art therapy pilot programme for at-risk youth in a school setting in 

California, United States, Sitzer and Stockwell (2015) aim to “create a variety of positive 

attachment interactions across different art directives and process-oriented discussions” (p. 71) and 

“build resilience by encouraging students to develop the capacity for self-observation” (p. 71). 

Their programme draws from prevention interventions for at-risk youth as well as interventions to 

lessen the impact of past or present traumatic experiences. Sitzer and Stockwell (2015) outline their 

wellness curriculum with the following: trust building; family cohesion; anger management; coping 

skills; mindfulness; resilience development and integration. Their evaluation of the curriculum 

following its initial launch, reveals encouraging findings, which lend to the validity of this 

therapeutic multi-modal approach.  

As implied, the development of trust is a key aspect of building positive attachments with 

youth who are at risk of violent behaviour. Armstrong and Ricard (2016) discuss the benefits of a 

strong therapeutic alliance and rapport to the positive outcome of adolescents in disciplinary 

alternative education programmes in the United States. They note that adolescents who interact with 

empathic and affirmative adults tend to become less involved with interpersonal violence, 

especially when problems and experiences are addressed within the context of their culture. They 

submit that music can foster this type of interaction and help to bridge gaps of culture and 

generation between therapists and adolescents. For example, incorporating cultural components of 

music (such as rap music) enhances the therapeutic experience for youth from minority and at-risk 

groups. As a therapeutic tool, rap music can be integrated with narrative approaches to support 

meaningful storytelling, to express foundational beliefs or perceptions about the world and to assist 

clients with the processing and re-construction of stories.  
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For adolescents, music plays a significant role in the development of their social, emotional, 

interpersonal, intellectual and artistic identity (Armstrong & Ricard, 2016). Integrating culturally 

appropriate music in therapy creates an outlet for self-expression and promotes positive mental 

health outcomes through increased client reflection on the emotions and perspectives drawn from 

lyrics heard in music. Armstrong and Ricard (2016) suggest that exploring themes in rap music 

facilities heightened awareness of problematic, underlying patterns of behaviour. They outline 

stages of implementing this intervention including, assessment, alliance, reframing, role 

play/reinforcement and action/maintenance. These stages detail processes of investigating client 

interest, building rapport, validating perspectives, listening deeply, developing and processing 

personal meaning, empowering reflection and managing/reducing negative behaviours.  

Rap music in therapy is demonstrated to be an effective intervention with aggressive 

minority youth in disciplinary alternative education programmes in the United States (Armstrong & 

Ricard, 2016). It is considered a culturally sensitive technique in counselling minority students with 

persistent violent and aggressive patterns of behaviours, utilising specific technique assumptions 

and goals, as those outlined by Armstrong and Ricard (2016).  

Examination of the effectiveness of creative arts therapies interventions forms a critical part 

of theory development and evidence-based practice. In their research, Smeijsters, Kil, Kurstjens, 

Welten and Willemars (2011) combine naturalistic/constructivistic and grounded theory 

methodologies “to develop, implement, evaluate and improve arts therapies interventions for young 

offenders in secure care” (p. 41). At the onset, they observe that many young offenders in secure 

care have unstable family lives and histories of direct exposure to violence or sexual abuse. These 

experiences lead to fragmented schooling, inadequate social service interventions, behavioural and 

emotional issues as well as greater risk of violence. However, evidence to support how these young 

people benefit from creative arts therapies is limited.  

Smeijsters et al. (2011) first engage creative arts therapists (drama, music, art, 

dance/movement therapists) to analyse and integrate their implicit and theoretical knowledge for the 



 

 

113 

  

development of consensus-based interventions and a credible treatment theory. After this initial 

phase, the consensus-based interventions are used in practice and are continually evaluated to 

inform improvements in treatment. What they learn from the results is that arts therapists focus on 

core problems of self-image, emotions, interactions and cognitions in treatment, which help to 

reduce juvenile delinquency among young offenders in secure care. Smeijsters et al. (2011) caution 

that although this approach combines the development of evidence-based practice with practice-

based evidence, within the framework of naturalistic and grounded theory, models for treatment 

need to be evaluated and adjusted for each new context.  

Even though additional research indicates the usefulness of arts therapies as forms of 

intervention with adolescents affected by violence (Riley, 1999; Malchiodi, 2014; Gussak, 2006, 

2007, 2011, 2013), it is important to note that many interventions can be problematic if wholly 

applied for people of different cultures with varying social structures and differing expectations for 

therapy. In the following section, I will examine key literature on the cultural relevance of art 

therapy.  

2.5.3.3.Cultural Relevance of Art Therapy 

Assumptions of universal application for participants of creative arts therapies can gloss 

over the unique psychosocial challenges of individuals, groups and cultures (Hocoy, 2002; Hogan, 

2015; Kalmanowitz & Lloyd, 2005). The perspective that Western psychology has greater validity, 

development and value than ethnic systems of healing can lead to implicit bias in treatment without 

fully recognizing that Western practices are, themselves, culturally determined. As art therapy is 

based on Euro-American cultural assumptions, values and constructions, greater consideration of 

the differences present in the conception and function of art in diverse cultures and art as a tool of 

healing across cultures is needed. For example, art therapy assessments and techniques can be 

problematic across diverse cultures as they risk misinterpretation and the mistreatment of diverse 

clients based on culture-bound methods of interpreting symbolic meaning, posing difficulties in 

their validity and reliability (Hocoy, 2002). Additionally, art therapy interventions may be 
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impractical in certain economies where access to resources are limited. 

In developing an ethical approach to therapeutic work, Potash, Bardot, Hyland Moon, 

Napoli, Lysonsmith and Hamilton (2017, p. 75) recommend to “adopt a framework that is self-

reflexive to mediate among individual, cultural, economic and political realities”. This way, art 

therapists can be guided by their scope of practice, experience, training and their underlying 

motivations for cross-cultural engagement as well as its potential consequences. In order to develop 

greater reflexivity, Potash et al. (2017) suggest that art therapists seek competence in areas of self-

awareness, knowledge, skills and cultural humility (other-oriented interpersonal stance) as a 

decolonizing approach to cultural competence. In addition, they submit that continual reflection on 

the role and impact of power and privilege on the therapeutic dynamic is essential to cross-cultural 

art therapy work. 

Talwar (2015) also advocates for a deeper examination of “identity and difference, issues of 

power and privilege and systemic inequality” (p. 100) among art therapists, as a way to give greater 

focus to issues of culture, diversity and identity that arise in the practice of art therapy. She observes 

that despite the profession’s acknowledgement of the need to utilise cross-cultural, intercultural and 

culturally competent frameworks of practice, there is often a disparity between this statement of 

support and what is replicated in the field. She reflects on the ways in which diversity and 

multiculturalism frameworks disguise and sustain colonial power relations through polite language 

and disregard for the context of history or privilege. Added to that, she argues for the development 

of art therapy discourse that conceptualises equity and social justice as routes to transformative 

work with clients. This therapeutic work can explore the transmission of intergenerational trauma in 

the context of a client’s social, cultural and historic experiences. When art is used within a social 

praxis it can become a communal, critical and conscious action. Talwar (2015) urges art therapists 

to participate in decolonizing art therapy through an alliance with marginalized groups, to commit 

to a critical examination of art therapy practice and to prioritize diversity frameworks that empower 

marginalized clients, colleagues and students.  
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Collaborative, consultative and supervisory relationships also assist art therapists with their 

understanding of available resources, areas of need and to develop cross-cultural sensitivity (Potash 

et al., 2017). For example, the integration of individualistic and collectivist perspectives in addition 

to ethnocentric and ethno-relative views help art therapists to adjust to diverse understandings of 

social norms and relations between art and healing. Consultation can be provided in collaboration 

with local service providers or community members to avoid harmful consequences. Supervisory 

support can be used to help art therapists cope with potential experiences of culture shock and to 

develop appropriate strategies for the delivery of art therapy services, particularly in areas of 

relationship building, therapeutic engagement and training. An investigation of traditional arts 

practices in the local culture, the use of local materials, careful consideration of art therapy 

directives/interpretation and the acquisition of consent/authorization in order to support ethical 

cross-cultural practice can support cultural competence (Potash et al., 2017). These approaches help 

to lead art therapists to greater accountability to stakeholders including participants, visitors, 

sponsors and collaborators through accurate reporting and appropriate measures of evaluation. 

However, they do not necessarily address the ethnocentric nature of art therapy discourse and the 

embedded biases that guide its practice. 

The integration of relational social justice with art therapy ethical practice is a framework 

that engages policymakers, art therapists and clients to challenge injustice and reconstruct societal 

norms (Potash, 2019). This perspective focuses on how art therapists can use their leverage to affect 

change in communities. Potash (2019) puts forward that as mental health professionals, art 

therapists should seek to affirm the human rights of “autonomy, non-maleficence, beneficence, 

fidelity, justice and creativity” (p. 202) through their commitment to dialogue across racial, cultural, 

social and political differences. He observes that in situations of structural and systemic inequality, 

art-based civic dialogue may effectively stimulate societal change by way of creative processes that 

are congruent with tenets of relational social justice. For example, art making can “disrupt 

presumptions, stimulate emotional experiences, encourage risk taking and foster openness” (Potash, 
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2019, p. 205). Potash implores art therapists to use their affiliations with non-profit organizations to 

advance crucial public policy by advocating, lobbying and participating in relationships with 

policymakers, in ways that avoid “negation of art therapy values and policy stances and exploitation 

of clients” (Potash, 2019, p. 206). Reflective art making can also be utilised by art therapists to 

dialogue challenges to systemic oppression, increase sensitivity to injustice and express support for 

social action. 

In the context of this current research, I will seek to explore arts practices grounded in the 

local cultural context rather than art therapy interventions, as these appear to provide a more 

appropriate basis for inquiry. As stated by Potash et al. (2017), “Art therapy often implies a specific 

Western concept, while these alternative terms encompass a wider array of arts in health and healing 

practices” (p. 75). This perspective acknowledges the historically, temporally and culturally specific 

elements of society and aligns with social constructionism as an epistemological framework through 

focusing on cultural arts practices rather than art therapy interventions in research. In my view, this 

position creates potential for the development of meaningful ways to address the psychosocial well-

being of adolescents using tools that may already be familiar and significant to them. The next 

chapter will examine my methodology for this research project.  

3. Methodology 

  This chapter presents the methodology for my research study. First, my epistemological 

framework is outlined (Section 3.1). Second, I convey my research questions and research aims 

(Section 3.2). Third, I give an overview of ethnographic methodologies (Section 3.3), followed by 

my approach to ethnographic research (Section 3.4) and ethical considerations (Section 3.5). 

Finally, I describe my use of thematic analysis for this research (Section 3.6). 

3.1. Epistemological Framework 

  An overview of epistemological approaches to social research reveals competing 

perspectives along a continuum of realism versus relativism. Positivism tends to reside in the 

former and constructionism in the latter, although Crotty (2014) makes the point that “social 
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constructionism is at once realist and relativist” (p. 63). Realism describes the belief that objects 

exist in the social world “independent of thought or perceptions” (O’Reilly, 2009, p. 181) and 

therefore external to the observer. In contrast, relativism perceives that the social world is 

constructed and interpreted by people in a way that creates distinct realities (Hammersley 

&Atkinson, 2019). While there are varying degrees of each perspective and many alternative 

approaches along the way, I have chosen to focus on these two opposing perspectives for the 

purpose of presenting my allegiance to one over the other.  

3.1.1. The Positivist Perspective and its Epistemological Failures  

  Positivist methodologies of social research dictate: (i) the methodological model for social 

research is physical science, as they share a common logic comprising of quantitative variables that 

are manipulated in order to identify relationships or effects; (ii) universal laws are grounded in 

statistical analysis and the generalizability of findings and (iii) observation is fundamental to 

science, with standardized procedures for data collection being considered reliable and objective 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). In this conception of scientific method, the testing of theories or 

hypotheses are of great importance in order to confirm or falsify them with some degree of 

certainty.  

  Positive philosophy presents an “assurance of unambiguous and accurate knowledge of the 

world” (Crotty, 2014, p. 18). It is concerned with the invariable natural laws that govern all 

phenomena, that is, an analysis of the circumstances of phenomena with an aim to connect their 

sequence and resemblance as well as reduce laws to the smallest possible number (reductionism). 

Its study proposes that rational and logic (through experimentation), scientific generalisation and 

the clarification of sciences as well as social reorganization, based on doctrines of method and 

homogeneity are superior forms of attaining knowledge.  

  Historically, positivism emerged during the period of Enlightenment in West Europe (Crotty, 

2014). Its conceptual development is described by Martineau (1999a) as one that endured 

progression through theoretical conditions from “the Theological, or fictitious; the Metaphysical, or 
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abstract” to the “Scientific or positive” (p. 27). She suggests the natural human mind, in seeking the 

essential nature of beings, first assumes that phenomenon is the result of the supernatural. It is 

through the quest for knowledge that we arrive to the transitory state of the metaphysical, in which 

abstract forces (such as nature) are perceived to cause all phenomenon and then onward to the 

positive state, where the search for the Absolute is redirected into the study of the laws that explain 

phenomenon. Positivism, therefore, is not interested in the nature of phenomena, rather, it seeks to 

generalise and simplify them. According to Martineau (1999a), theological and positive philosophy 

are radically opposed and it is the intermediate system of the metaphysical that enables human 

understanding to transition from the former to the latter.  

  Positivist research holds to the assumption of determinism, whereby causes determine 

effects or outcomes that are identified and assessed via experimentation (Creswell, 2014). Ideas are 

typically reduced to the form of variables that comprise a hypothesis or research question, which is 

then observed, measured, tested, verified and/or refined. As such, positivism is occupied with the 

collection of quantifiable data that refutes or supports a hypothesis. Competent inquiry is also 

measured by its objectivity (validity and reliability) and outcomes necessarily lead to the revision of 

theory and additional testing of alternative hypotheses.  

  Unlike astronomy, physics, chemistry and physiology, Martineau (1999a) notes that social 

phenomena are distinct in that they are difficult, complicated and not yet completely defined in the 

positive state. In her critique of the metaphysical perspective of psychology, she puts forward that it 

fails to adequately estimate “the general relations between the affective and the intellectual 

faculties” (Martineau, 1999b, p. 99), as the intellect is the focus of speculation and affections are 

often neglected or subordinate to understanding. In her view, this hierarchy appears to be the 

opposite to reality, where spontaneity (affective action) is perceivably indispensable to the start and 

continuity of intellect. She also opposes the notion of the I (state of self-awareness) and describes it 

as a fictitious state that psychologists exclusively and inappropriately attribute to humanity instead 

of all animal life.  
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  As a positivist alternative, Martineau (1999b) proposes the scientific principle of the 

phrenological perspective conceives that affection and intellect are simply more elevated in the 

human brain than in other animals. For example, affective faculties are subdivided into propensities 

(related to the individual or family need for preservation) and sentiments (related to the existence of 

social relations and the characteristic tendencies for each of these relations). However, she (1999b) 

admits that phrenology has excessively multiplied its number of distinct faculties, which positions 

this perspective no closer to the simplicity and generalisability of elementary functions sought after 

by positive philosophy than the metaphysical perspective of psychological notions. In light of this 

she proposes the science of Social Physics is a philosophical procedure that unites order and 

progress as indispensable conditions present in modern civilization. However, it is important to 

consider that a key assumption in Martineau’s proposal perceives its application solely to European 

societies and therefore neglects to offer any considerations for social systems outside of this 

geography. She states, “unless we proceed in this way, we lose sight of all the political relations 

arising from the action of the more advance on the progress of inferior nations” (Martineau, 1999c, 

p. 6).  

  The perspective put forward by Martineau is positioned significantly within the theory of 

positivism postulated by Auguste Comte, however, logical positivism also informs this approach in 

the modern day (Crotty, 2014). The central idea proposed in logical positivism is described as the 

verification principle, which posits that “no statement is meaningful unless it is capable of being 

verified” (Crotty, 2014, p.25). Verification is achieved through sensory experiences and this 

knowledge becomes established as factual. The drive for the establishment of facts in science 

dictates that positivist philosophy is preoccupied with clarifying and analysing propositions from 

scientific findings. Consequently, logical positivism is uninterested in the metaphysical, ethical, 

aesthetic and religious because it views these concepts as non-factual and unverifiable.  

  The impact of positivism in the present time is strongly observed in its alliance with 

empirical science and the notion of progress through objectivity, scientific discovery and 
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technology. In contrast, opinions, beliefs, feelings and assumptions are considered subjective and 

are distinguished from verifiable knowledge.  

  A critical review of positivist epistemology reveals that it has failed to accommodate for 

certain social and psychological phenomena and is unable to “formulate an account of the nature of 

psychological theories and certain research practices” (Hibberd, 2005, p. 75) such as, feminist 

methodology, subjectivity, human action, qualitative research as well as meaning and human 

interaction. This approach is especially inflexible to the interplay of the amorphous relationship that 

occurs between researchers and subjects, as it suggests this affects the validity of research. Hibberd 

(2005) points out that positivism misconceives and does not reconcile the consequences of the 

researcher’s characteristics, the characteristics of the subject and the nature of their relationship. 

Further to this, positivism has falsely promoted the notion that science has removed subjectivity 

from research, data collection and experimentation (Williams, 2015). In particular, it has presented 

positivist approaches as value-free, even though science is a social practice that occurs within a 

particular social context. Crotty (2014) adds that positivist science addresses a world that is not part 

of the everyday experience in its pursuit of objectivity. Nonetheless, Williams (2015) suggests “the 

most deleterious of their effects is concealment of power relations” (p. 23) in that those who control 

how evidence is defined and counted have restricted and therefore colonized, the various and 

diverse ways of knowing and being. Within the sphere of educational research positivist 

epistemology has especially assumed orderliness and predictability that does not appear to be useful 

to understanding the indeterminate nature of social processes as well as prohibits exploration of 

alternative and diverse options (Williams, 2015). As such, standardised measures of performance 

present a rigid and narrow view of students, teachers and schools, which can lead to the 

reproduction of inequalities. It is with the distinct exclusion of colonial and postcolonial societies as 

well as positivism’s inability to accommodate for qualitative research methodologies and the 

nuances of social relationships/processes, that I consider the social construction of reality put 

forward by Berger and Luckmann (1966) and Foucault (2017).  
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3.1.2. The Construction of Objective and Subjective Realities 

  Social constructionist theory proposes that reality is socially constructed and the sociology 

of knowledge105 is therefore engaged with analysing these processes, with the premise that both 

knowledge and reality possess a long history of philosophical inquiry (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). 

In their seminal work on the social construction of reality, Berger and Luckmann (1966) define 

reality “as a quality appertaining to phenomena that we recognise as having a being independent of 

our own volition” and knowledge “as the certainty that phenomena are real and that they possess 

specific characteristics” (p. 13). Both of these concepts are described by Berger and Luckmann in 

relation to their specific social context, in that, the realities and knowledge unique to one particular 

society are observably different from those of another.  

The concepts of subjectivity and truth are also deliberated on by Foucault (2017) in his 

series of lectures at the Collège de France. He refutes the positivist philosophical formulation with 

his submission that in every culture, civilisation or society there exists a number of discourses on a 

subject that are recognised through consensus or by institution to be truth. He suggests that 

subjectivity is not conceptualised by an existing universal theory, rather it is “constituted and 

transformed in its relationship to its own truth” (Foucault, 2017, p. 12). He defines truth “as a 

system of obligations” (Foucault, 2017, p. 12) and not as a universally valid knowledge or criterion 

for knowledge. As such, truth is crucially linked with its ability to appear true for the subject who 

produces, accepts and submits to it. In this vein, he puts forward that the subjectivity of 

experiencing self and others is formed by the historical and political obligations of truth.  

  As they endeavour to examine the knowledge that guides behaviour in everyday life, Berger 

and Luckmann (1966) clarify their position as one that seeks to understand the subjective meaning 

and interpretation of reality experienced by ordinary members of society and not its causes or 

ontology. Interpretation is a key concept in this position, since Crotty (2014) points out that social 

constructionism dismisses the idea of a true or valid interpretation of reality, although there may 

                                                 
105  Berger and Luckmann (1966) refer to the sociology of knowledge as the relationship between human cognition and 

 its historical-social context. 
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exist useful/non-useful, liberating/oppressive forms of interpretation, for example.  

  Drawing from a phenomenological analysis of everyday experiences, Berger and Luckmann 

(1966) assert that consciousness is always intentional and directed towards some external object or 

inner subjective reality, which is ordered in “the ‘here’ of my body and the ‘now’ of my present”106 

(p. 36). Crotty (2014) adds that meaning is not inherent to the object but is “merely waiting for 

someone to come upon it” (pp. 42-43). Therefore, meaning emerges when consciousness engages 

with an object and it is in the ongoing communication of the meanings of reality between self and 

others that a common sense (shared) reality develops. Appropriately, common-sense knowledge 

becomes “the knowledge I share with others in the normal, self-evident routines of everyday life” 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 37). Added to that, knowledge of shared meanings is open to 

ongoing reinterpretation and transformation in the everyday.  

  Face-to-face interaction affords the most significant opportunity for the self to experience 

others and this becomes one facet of everyday reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Similar to 

common-sense knowledge, face-to-face situations are subjective experiences and patterns of 

relations are therefore highly flexible, continuously formed and modified over time. Nonetheless, 

everyday life contains schemes through which encounters are organized and typified, more so when 

face-to-face situations are progressively removed from the immediate environment.  

One way of conceptualising schemes is through the use of language, which contributes to 

knowledge in everyday life as a sign system (system for understanding schemes) and communicates 

intention and subjective meaning beyond face-to-face interactions or the ‘here and now’. It conveys 

the everyday realities of life and are transmitted across generations. As a sign system intrinsic to 

humans, language is pertinent to understanding reality and captures an accumulation of meaning 

and experience in everyday life. In addition, language can facilitate the incorporation of new 

experiences into existing knowledge through objectifying these experiences. Systems of symbolic 

language such as religion, philosophy, art and science are noted by Berger and Luckmann (1966) to 

                                                 
106  That is, the world of everyday life is organized/structured by space and time (Berger and Luckmann, 1966).  
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be historically significant and consisting of highly abstracted and constructed symbols. These 

systems are experienced and interpreted in the wider context as comprising culture, which Crotty 

(2014) submits is “an indispensable guide to human behaviour” (p. 53) because human behaviour is 

directed by culture, culture organises human experiences and culture is present in communities 

beyond the lifespan of individuals.  

  One key aspect of everyday life explored by Berger and Luckmann (1966) relates to the 

construction of society as an objective reality. According to them, “the self cannot be adequately 

understood apart from the particular social context in which they were shaped” (p. 68), meaning the 

self is socially determined by its human social environment within which there are socio-cultural 

and psychological formations as well as social order. Berger and Luckmann (1966) also contend 

that “Society is a human product. Society is an objective reality. Man is a social product” (p. 79). In 

this regard, society may be analysed according to its objective reality through which processes such 

as institutionalization and legitimation develop over time. Further to this, all meaningful reality is 

construed as socially generated (Crotty, 2014). In illustration, Berger and Luckmann suggest that 

institutionalization occurs when habitual human activities (both actions and individuals) result in 

the formation of institutions, that in turn, predefine patterns of human behaviour. Through 

functioning as historical systems of social control, institutions appear inherent, objective and 

resistant to change, despite remaining humanly constructed realities in need of legitimation 

(explanation and justification). While the scope of institutionalization is dependent on the general 

relevance of the institution’s structures, institutions can represent segments of meaning for 

particular groups in society. Deviations from the social order that institutions create are perceived to 

be a departure from objective reality and they be categorized as morally depraved, mentally 

diseased or ignorant (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). On an individual level, social order or deviation 

from social order may take the form of compliance or non-compliance with socially defined roles 

that represent institutions and their inherent knowledge.  

  Legitimation facilitates the production and integration of meanings attached to institutional 
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processes (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). It ascribes validity to meaning, justifies social order through 

normalising practices and maintains the socially constructed reality. Institutions are legitimated by 

individuals with defined social locations and social interests, either in positions of power to define 

meanings or as subjects/deviants of the social order who have internalized the meanings attached to 

institutions. Nevertheless, when legitimations weaken over time, this results in institutions no 

longer persisting in their strength or functionality.  

  While identity is formed in socialization, theories on identity are socially constructed. 

Berger and Luckmann (1966) argue for the consideration of socio-cultural context in defining an 

individual’s identity given that objective and subjective realities differ depending on the social 

situation of the person. Issues of identity are different for individuals belonging to different cultures 

and significant changes in a society’s social structure may transform the meanings assigned to 

identities. Identity, like institutionalization and socialization is a construct that depends on 

legitimation within a particular social context.  

An additional perspective on the conception of subjectivity is examined by Colaci (2019), 

who comments that Foucault presents subjectivity as being formed by the imposition of power (via 

institutions) on the desires and beliefs of the body. In this view, the individual is drawn into the 

dynamic of conforming to the morality, religion and political practices of society that allows for 

social inclusion and avoids marginalisation. The social system assigns roles and identities that are 

suitable for the individual and the individual typically seeks an identity that facilitates inclusion in 

the cultural convictions developed over time. As such, Colaci (2019 suggests that Foucault’s notion 

of identity conceives the role of power in shaping its formation.  

  The social construction of reality put forward by Berger and Luckmann (1966) underpins 

later theoretical developments in the study of humans as social beings. It is an approach that is 

explored further in the form of social constructionism. 

3.1.3. A Social Constructionist Approach to Discourse 

  Social constructionism as a post-modernist meta-theory of psychological science, which 
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challenges the traditional perspective of positivist-empiricist philosophy in the pursuit of 

psychological knowledge (Hibberd, 2005). It draws from a multi-disciplinary approach to social 

sciences (philosophy, sociology, linguistics) and while there is no all-encompassing definition, there 

are similarities and links that loosely group this approach. Burr (2003) states that social 

constructionist approaches are identified by four key assumptions, which include: “a critical stance 

for taken-for-granted knowledge” (p. 2); “historical and cultural specificity” (p.3); “knowledge is 

sustained by social processes” (p. 4) and “knowledge and social action go together” (p. 5). These 

assumptions outline the need for a critical approach to conventional knowledge, in which there is 

recognition that individuals are subjective observers and that meanings (for example categories and 

concepts) are historically and culturally relative to prevailing social and economic arrangements at 

that time. In addition, this approach assumes that daily social interactions and their relevant power 

relations, create current knowledge and shared ways of understanding, which influence the resulting 

social action.  

  Social constructionism proposes that concepts, theories, scientific practice and bodies of 

knowledge are assembled and constructed by social groups and can therefore be discarded, subject 

to change or entirely replaced (Hibberd, 2005). Social and linguistic conventions, history as well as 

societal factors influence current conceptions of theory and knowledge, which are grounded in 

discourse to form a social reality. Within the discipline of psychology and social psychology, social 

constructionism relies on an understanding of human behaviour/processes that opposes essentialism 

and determinism. It also criticizes perspectives that suggest knowledge is directly derived from an 

absolute reality or is universally applicable. Instead, language is valued as a pre-condition for 

thought in addition to a form of social action, in that, the framework for concepts, categories and 

actions is developed as well as reproduced within language and culture. Social interactions and 

practices are therefore viewed as active producers of knowledge and social phenomena107.  

 Moreover, social constructionism features in various theories of critical psychology/critical 

                                                 
107 Social phenomena include an individual’s attitudes, motivations, and cognitions, in addition to prejudice and 

 delinquency in wider society (Burr, 2003).  
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social psychology108, discursive psychology109 and deconstructionism110 (Burr, 2003). However, 

there are differences among these theories as well, in terms of their focus on micro or macro 

interactions, linguistic and social structures. Micro social constructionism looks into the everyday 

discourse between individuals. Hibberd (2005) for example, references the work of Potter, Shotter 

and Gergen in explicating how psychological knowledge about individuals can be re-conceptualised 

through the epistemology of social constructionism noting that cognition is grounded in discourse 

and that discourse (conversation and social activity) is central to the constitution of social reality 

and therefore becomes established as factual accounts. Gergen also explores the misunderstood 

relationship between language and the external world and proposes that psychological theory is not 

acquired from observation and does not represent reality, rather, it is dependent on the discourse of 

linguistic and social practices (Hibberd, 2005). As such, all knowledge is historically and culturally 

specific and requires exploration into its constantly changing social, political and economic context. 

This general focus on context is contrasted with perspectives that promote empiricism and dominant 

Euro-American values, as it seeks to give a voice to the everyday individual in the social-world 

setting.  

  Nonetheless, theories within micro social constructionism differ from perspectives in macro 

social constructionism, in that the latter views the constructive power of language as derived from 

material social structures, social relations and institutionalised practices (Burr, 2003). The 

conceptualisation of power is particularly important in this analysis and can be referenced in the 

work of Foucault, for example. Areas of inquiry addressed in these theories include social 

inequalities such as, issues related to gender, race, disability and mental health. Burr (2003) submits 

that micro and macro social constructionism need not exist exclusive of each other but can be 

integrated in reflection on existing social structures/institutional practices and the way individuals 

                                                 
108 Burr (2003) notes that critical psychology considers how an individual is situated within society in relation to 

 points of difference, inequities, and power. 

109 Discursive psychology focuses on social interaction and language, as social action (that is, their performative 

 functions) (Burr, 2003). 

110 According to Burr (2003), deconstructionism emphasises the constructive power of language, the historical/cultural 

 specificity of knowledge, and the relationships between knowledge and social action/power. 
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relate to these and each other.  

  Other differences among social constructionism theories address the concepts of realism 

(external world that is independent of individual representation) versus relativism (external world 

being inaccessible to the individual), personal agency versus determinism and varying definitions of 

discourse analysis. In support of the diverse understandings presented by social constructionism, 

Burr (2003) proposes that it can bring new light to fundamentally essentialist views on personality, 

health and wellness as well as sexuality.  

  As mentioned by Berger and Luckmann (1966), Burr (2003) and Hibberd (2005), language 

and discourse play significant roles in social constructionism and its construction of objective and 

subjective realities. They are, in essence, central to the construction process, although in constant 

change and varied in meaning. To further this point, Burr (2003) suggests the structure of language 

(signs/symbols/concepts) helps individuals to make sense of their experiences (constituting personal 

reality), though the meanings are subject to change (as when words carry numerous meanings or 

when the meanings of words change over time) and this process lies within social 

action/phenomena. In addition, she notes, “if language is indeed the place where identities are built, 

maintained and challenged, then this also means that language is the crucible of change, both 

personal and social” (Burr, 2003, pp.55-56). In social constructionism, language therefore offers a 

base for all thought and provides a system for producing and categorizing experiences, while the 

shifting, transient and contestable meanings in language situate it at points of conflict and change.  

  Discourse, in the context of macro social constructionism, includes both an interest in the 

immediate context of language as well as in the limiting forms of language and practice that shape 

individuals. Burr (2003) defines discourse as “a set of meanings, metaphors, representation, images, 

stories, statements and so on that in some way together produce a particular version of events” (p. 

64). This definition implies the possibility of many different discourses on any object, event or 

person, with each one highlighting a different aspect, issue and implication for a course of action. 

However, when each discourse claims to be an objective purveyor of truth, this raises concern about 
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its relationship with knowledge and power, since Burr (2003) puts forward those discourses regulate 

knowledge about the world, inform both institutional and social practices and impact subjectivity as 

well as personal agency. The acceptance of one discourse as having precedence over others is 

dependent on the society’s culture, history and structure at a point in time and this prevailing 

knowledge empowers individuals to act in particular ways, to claim resources and to control or be 

controlled. Burr (2003) points out that social control is best tolerated when the discourse remains 

invisible or embedded in the social structures and it is often in the interest of relatively powerful 

groups to maintain a discourse in society that is beneficial to them. Despite this, discourse is not 

directly created and disseminated by the powerful or particular social conditions, rather, it emerges 

amidst culturally practical and social conditions. Furthermore, the presence of alternative discourses 

also creates the possibility for contestation, resistance to repression and even the production of 

knowledge.  

  In illustration, a social constructionist approach to can be used to present discourse on how 

historically used descriptive terms in art therapy theory perpetuate essentialism and power in ways 

that control the treatment of illness. Springham (2016) submits the need for the urgent revision of 

art therapy language, to more ethically and effectively engage with the present research context in 

the wider scientific community. He notes that although early art therapy research developed from 

the pragmatic (with a focus on how people value art making when distressed), it has adopted 

psychological frameworks (such as psychoanalysis) as its main point of theoretical reference and 

while psychological theory has contributed valuable insights to the field of art therapy, its extensive 

use is criticised on the basis of “a theory-practice divide caused by applying theory from one 

practice (verbal psychoanalytical) to understand another (art therapy)” (Springham, 2016, p. 104). 

According to Springham, this contestation of psychological theory brings forward the need to 

change how art therapy language is created and used, alongside the prioritising of research that aims 

to develop theory drawn directly from the language and concepts inherent in art therapy practice. 

Springham proposes that the development of taxonomical descriptions in art therapy using social 
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constructionism as a framework, enables language to become more accessible to the various 

communities that require their use (for example, service users, funders and art therapists) and allows 

for reflexive clarity on the socio-historical contexts that shape art therapy descriptions in the past, 

present and future. In particular, social constructionism facilitates equal validation of the voices of 

service users and researchers in a manner which helps to link theory with the context of its 

production and avoids “reifying concepts to essences beyond scepticism” (Springham, 2016, p. 

111). Springham (2016) suggests that by acknowledging the socio-cultural contexts of language and 

the theories they describe, the field of art therapy might benefit from greater freedom to draw upon 

a range of methodologies to describe ways in which it is helpful.  

  Another discourse facilitated through a social constructionist perspective is proposed by 

Gergen and Gergen (2011), who present performative social science as a way to invite 

collaborations among various discipline fields including, between the sciences and expressive forms 

(art, theatre, poetry, music, dance, photography etc.). They suggest that “performative social science 

involves the deployment of different forms of artistic performance in the execution of the scientific 

project” (Gergen & Gergen, 2011, p. 1) and expands upon traditional conceptions of research in 

textual form through including live audiences and various media to represent research studies. 

Although performative research practices are in their early stages of development, Gergen and 

Gergen (2011) submit that it draws from dramaturgical theory on human action to study 

performances (rituals, games, dance, drama), to engage people in social change movements and for 

performance-oriented inquires (on gender for example).  

  While there are many merits to social constructionism as an epistemological approach, Burr 

(2003) outlines some of its key criticisms. She notes that by focusing on discourse at the level of 

society or on discursive devices, social constructionism “threatens to dispense with the need for 

psychology as a study of the experience and subjectivity of persons” (Burr, 2003, p.178), in that it 

excludes the humanistic concept of the “self”. It is in the absence of concern for individual 

subjectivity, self-awareness, thought, intention, life history, personality, attitudes and motivations 
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that social constructionist views are left with many unanswered questions that mainstream 

psychology attends to through examining the concept and content of the person. As such, there has 

not been sufficient examination of the relationship between the individual and society in social 

constructionism (Burr, 2003).  

  An additional criticism put forward by Burr (2003) relates to the challenges that surround 

explaining the processes of desire, hope and fantasy as well as their influence on the choices that are 

made by individuals. Although these concepts are inherently acknowledged in social constructionist 

approaches as occurring within the negotiation of position and the formation of subjectivity, their 

inner workings are not adequately explained, especially when desires are conflicting with a 

particular discourse (for example, when something is not beneficial but desired nonetheless).  

  Furthermore, the wider issue of “direction of influence” (Burr, 2003, p. 182) is raised by 

Burr, who questions whether social constructionism implies that individuals determine society or 

that society determines individuals. In the former discourse, individual agency seems intact, while 

the latter suggests that individuals become the product of society. Each discourse seems to be 

favoured in either micro or macro social constructionism respectively but they do not resolve the 

debate on the extent to which individuals or groups of individuals are able to reconstruct self and 

society. Burr (2003) points out, however, that Berger and Luckmann address this dichotomy through 

their suggestion that the relation between individuals and society operates in both directions via 

externalisation, objectivation and internalisation111. The concept of positioning is also a viable 

approach to addressing individual agency in social constructionist theory, as it recognises that 

discourse can be constructed at a societal level and that individuals have the capacity to position 

themselves within discourse for particular purposes. This perspective acknowledges that individuals 

are produced by discourse and can simultaneously manipulate it.  

3.1.4. Research Through the Lens of Social Constructionism 

                                                 
111  Externalisation refers to the meanings we attach to objects that turn them into signs, while the objectification of the 

 meaning (the sign) becomes detachable from the particular situation so that it can be applied to other experiences 

 and can be transmitted to future generations through language and socialisation (Burr, 2003). 
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  As indicted, social constructionist research is less concerned with the model of natural 

science or an investigation of existing assumptions of psychological structures and processes and 

more interested in understanding how knowledge becomes a function of power between the 

researcher and subjects under study (Burr, 2003). As such, it emphasises language, symbolic 

systems and discourse with a particular preference for qualitative methods of inquiry112. 

Additionally, it highlights some key ideas such as, the impossibility of objectivity, the presence of 

partiality and the inequality of power between the researcher and subject, for which claims of truth 

are discouraged, the partiality of the researcher is acknowledged (with personal and political values 

as well as perspectives) and the voice of participants are validated (via reflexivity and 

collaboration). 

  Nonetheless, social constructionist research is often challenged by realists/positivists 

regarding its validity and reliability, as critics suggest that there is difficulty in legitimising forms of 

discourse/qualitative analysis. In response to this critique, researchers might: (i) use systematic 

processes and soundly argued interpretations to construct the perception of coherence and rigour, 

(ii) integrate quantitative methods of coding and analysis and/or (iii) provide in-depth information 

on the analytical procedure (Burr, 2003). 

  Another criticism on the validity of social constructionist research relates to the notion that 

all versions of discourse are valid and therefore none is justifiably privileged over another. Groff 

(2004) makes the point that equal validation incurs a problematic political implication because false 

claims would be accepted and unchallenged without critical analysis. However, Burr (2003) argues 

that the very nature of the social constructionist perspective serves to point out the often-hidden 

social power wielded by the idea of a prevailing objective truth.  

  In light of the arguments for social constructionism put forward by Berger and Luckmann 

(1966) and Burr (2003), I maintain that this epistemology is appropriate to the direction of my 

                                                 
112 Burr (2003) suggests that various qualitative and even quantitative methods may be validly used with this 

 approach, however forms of discourse analysis are more typical for social constructionists, such as those 

 proposed by Potter, Shotter and Gergen (Hibberd, 2005).  
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research interests, that is, my exploration into the impact of community violence on adolescent 

psychosocial well-being as well as the relevance of cultural arts practices for this group. Firstly, this 

approach facilitates acknowledgement of my positionality113 as I endeavour to interpret discourse 

with a vulnerable group based on my subjective construction of objective reality. As a woman of 

relative privilege, I have not experienced many of the challenges discussed in this research, 

particularly poverty and daily exposure to violence. As such, I am aware of my inability to fully 

understand the experiences of participants and that my retelling of their stories is filtered through 

my personal biases. My viewpoint particularly influences many aspects of the constructed reality 

presented in this thesis (the epistemological approach (Section 3.1.3), methodological approach, 

thematic analysis and points of discussion)114. Secondly, social constructionism enables me to 

integrate elements of both micro and macro social constructionism in a manner that reflects the 

everyday interactions between individuals, interactions between individuals and the researcher as 

well as interactions between individuals and their wider societal or institutional structures. This 

attention to micro and macro interactions puts into perspective the role of power in the production 

of everyday knowledge and the way this dynamic of power reflects institutional practices and the 

individuals that relate to them. In addition, this epistemology supports a participatory approach to 

the methodology, which helps to include and validate the voice of participants as contributors to the 

knowledge-production process. The possibility for alternative discourses in social constructionism 

means that prevailing conceptions about the research topic can be disputed and transformed as new 

knowledge is produced in the everyday socio-cultural context. This further helps to shift the 

creation of discourse away from essentialist positions of power and invites more vulnerable groups 

to actively participate in social action that can directly affect their outcome. Participation is a key 

feature of my methodological position and research aims, which I present below.  

3.2. Research Questions and Research Aims 

                                                 
113 Shaw, Howe, Beazer and Carr (2020) reflect on ethics and positionality in qualitative research with vulnerable and 

 marginal groups.  

114 The methodology and other aspects of this research are discussed in detail, further along.  



 

 

133 

  

  As mentioned in my Introduction (Chapter 0), my entrance into this research topic was 

foreshadowed by my realisation that I was inadequately prepared to support the needs of the clients 

in my art therapy practice who were affected by their daily exposure to community violence. This is 

referred to by Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) as a ‘foreshadowed problem’ (p. 22), from which 

the research arises. It is a starting point that is essential to my process of inquiry and one that has 

led me to the development of my epistemological perspective, research questions and research aims. 

  In contextualising my positionality and how this influences my research questions and aims, 

I will discuss my role as an art therapy practitioner in the public health sector. At the time of this 

research, a significant client base for my art therapy practice was situated within Port of Spain and 

its immediate environs. Here, the clients that I typically encountered lived in marginalized and 

underserved communities, including Laventille. It was my observation that many of them 

experienced interpersonal violence, from a young age, in their homes or communities and were 

unable to access mental health support until adulthood. As an art therapy practitioner, my interest in 

researching the relevance of cultural arts practices to the psychosocial well-being of adolescents 

affected by violence initially stemmed from my desire to explore how young people in communities 

like Laventille might benefit from the arts, including art therapy.  

  My review of the literature (Chapter 2) further refined the scope of my study, as there was a 

gap in research on art therapy interventions for adolescents affected by violence in Trinidad and 

Tobago in addition to existing critique of the universal acceptance of art therapy interventions 

across cultures (Section 2.5.3.3). This insight directed my research interest toward the potential for 

cultural arts practices to support adolescent psychosocial well-being, as a more culturally grounded 

approach. The literature also confirmed that Laventille experiences a high incidence of community 

violence (both presently and historically) and that this intersects with their history of exclusion from 

access to resources as well as opportunities for employment and education (Section 2.1.3). 

Furthermore, Port of Spain and environs (including Laventille) are historically significant for the 



 

 

134 

  

development of cultural art practices in Trinidad and Tobago, which I found to be an interesting 

juxtaposition to its link with violence (Section 2.2.2) and therefore opportune for data collection. 

  My principal research question is: What is the relevance of cultural arts practices to the 

psychosocial well-being of adolescents who have been affected negatively by violence in 

Laventille? 

My research questions are:  

1. How do adolescents in Laventille perceive psychosocial well-being and in what ways does 

community violence affect their psychosocial well-being?  

2. How are adolescents using cultural arts practices in Laventille presently and what potential 

do they see for using cultural arts practices for improving psychosocial well-being? 

3. How do art practitioners in Laventille perceive psychosocial well-being and what potential 

do they see for using cultural arts practices for improving the psychosocial well-being of 

adolescents? 

4. How can cultural arts practices inform the use of art as therapy with adolescents affects by 

violence in Trinidad and Tobago? 

My research aims are as follows: 

1. To understand the effects of community violence on the psychosocial well-being of 

adolescents by undertaking an in-depth participatory ethnography in the neighbourhood of 

Laventille as representative of a community affected by community violence. 

2. To understand the effects, if any, of cultural arts practices on the psychosocial well-being of 

adolescents in Laventille affected by community violence. 

3. To develop approaches to the visual and plastic arts as a therapeutic medium for the 

enhancement of psychosocial well-being in adolescents affected by community violence, 

within the culture of Laventille. 

4.  To contribute to ethnographic case study work in the larger category of ethnographic 

research into community violence in Trinidad and Tobago. 
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 As indicated in my fourth outlined aim, ethnographic research became my primary 

methodological tool of inquiry, which I posit, facilitates the type of data I endeavour to collect, in 

that it flexibly accommodates for exploration of contextualised discourse (in both micro and macro 

social constructionist perspectives described in an earlier chapter) as well as highlights the 

individual voices/perspectives of participants. 

3.3. Overview of Ethnographic Methodologies 

  Ethnography is a long-established qualitative approach to research that involves direct and 

sustained interactions with people in the context of their daily lives and cultures. This highly 

engaged and interpretive type of research creates opportunities for rich descriptions through 

examining and relating complex areas of inquiry to readers. As a methodology, ethnography 

encourages an inductive115 and in-depth exploration, which can facilitate an understanding of the 

meaning and significance of aspects of human behaviour as well as experiences of a specific culture 

or group of people (McLeod, 2011). Ethnographies document detailed accounts of human 

experience that can include: the roles of people in relation to others; practiced rituals and belief 

systems; spoken and symbolic languages; history; the physical environment (McLeod 2011) and 

shared community experiences (Smartt Gullion, 2016).  

  Ethnographies are used in many academic disciplines to explore a particular social reality in 

which social interactions occur (Smartt Gullion, 2016), as ethnographers are typically interested in 

some aspect of social life, situation, group or topic and investigate these with an open-ended, 

exploratory and multi-technique qualitative approach, which becomes progressively focused and 

strategic (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). Mixed methods appropriate to a situation are therefore 

adapted and utilized by researchers in various settings including their own cultures (insider 

ethnographies) and their own experiences (autoethnography). Methods can take the form of diverse 

experiences, workshops, encounters, relationships, observations, conversations, documents and 

artefacts in physical and virtual spaces. Its inductive and reflective nature enables researchers to 

                                                 
115  O’Reilly (2009) notes that “an inductive approach is where the researcher begins with as few preconceptions as 

 possible, allowing theory to emerge from the data” (p. 104). 
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engage with participants, to use new and varying methods as information or questions emerge 

(Parthasarathy 2008) and to elicit knowledge generation for the purpose of its application to policy 

(Brewer 2000).  

  The emergence of ethnography in nineteenth century Western anthropology typically 

described when social anthropologists conducted fieldwork through immersing themselves in an 

unfamiliar community or culture for extended periods of time with the purpose of documenting and 

interpreting distinctive ways of life, belief systems and values integral to that society (Hammersley 

& Atkinson, 2019). This process involved travel to remote locations to ‘discover’ indigenous tribal 

populations, to learn about ‘primitive’ practices and to understand processes of ‘civilisation’ as 

noted by Smartt Gullion (2016). This anthropological approach to research became popular in the 

1800s and early 1900s and was oftentimes dehumanizing and imperialist because it relied heavily 

on positivist epistemology to classify and categorise humans. Later on, this approach to 

ethnography was criticised for its perpetuation of ‘otherness’ in research and posed dire concern 

about the potential moral and ethical implications of using ethnography to study global cultures 

(Smartt Gullion, 2016).  

  Alongside the development of this anthropological form of sociological inquiry, other 

approaches to ethnographic fieldwork that utilised observational techniques to explore the actions 

and experiences of marginalised rural and urban groups within Western societies began to emerge 

(Brewer 2000). This form of inquiry extended into the fields of sociology, cultural studies and 

psychology, where there were overlapping interests in the study of human behaviour (Hammersley 

& Atkinson 2007). Within the United States, early iterations of sociological ethnography sought to 

uncover and comment on the ‘truths’ of marginal groups (on different ends of the social class 

structure), however, this type of ethnography was also criticised for its tendency to especially 

exoticize low-income groups (Smartt Gullion, 2016).  

  While the origins of ethnography are somewhat complex and shifting, Hammersley and 

Atkinson (2007) outline key features of more recent ethnographic work that include: the study of 
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people’s actions within the context of daily life; data collection from multiple sources using 

unstructured approaches; an in-depth focus and the analysis of data through interpreting meanings, 

functions and consequences of actions and practices. There is also greater focus on the ethics of 

ethnography in order to minimise the possibility of harm to research participants through participant 

collaboration, heightened awareness of issues relating to participant exploitation as well as attempts 

to address power inequities between the researcher and participants (Smartt Gullion, 2016).   

  In the research undertaken by Williams (2013) at a school in Trinidad and Tobago, for 

example, focus is given to the structural role of the school as an institution representative of residual 

colonial attitudes and as one that enables the continuity of class inequality and harbours forms of 

postcolonial violence. His research design is of particular interest to me because it uses 

ethnographic tools to collect data with a marginalised population that is affected by violence, much 

like in my own research. Williams engages in observation, participant observation and class 

discussions with students as well as semi-structured interviews with staff, administration and 

officials in addition to document analysis over a period of seven months. He follows up this initial 

data collection with a visit to the research site three years later.  

  Unlike traditional ethnographies, where there is a defined and hierarchical relationship 

between the researcher and the observed, participant collaboration in ethnographic research 

facilitates a unique involvement in the knowledge-production process in a way that enables 

participants to engage as co-researchers and to withdraw from familiar routines, forms of 

interactions and power relationships to question and rethink established interpretations of situations 

(Bergold & Thomas 2012). This fits appropriately within a social constructionist perspective and 

enables participants to contribute to the development of approaches that might have direct benefit in 

their own future, thereby ensuring that marginalized groups are given opportunities to be heard and 

respected (Bergold & Thomas 2012; Dold & Chapman 2011). Undertaking a participatory process 

can particularly deepen insight into participant perceptions on issues of personal significance. 
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  As noted by Bergold and Thomas (2012), participatory elements in research design can 

support examination of the social world and habitual practice through collaboration that generates 

greater understanding and empowerment. Nevertheless, participation requires that social and 

political conditions are conducive to democratic processes and that participants are afforded a safe 

space to disclose their perspectives and experiences. In Cheney’s (2011) model of participatory 

ethnography, for example, young people are involved as contributing participants in assessing the 

needs of orphans and vulnerable children. This approach to research facilitates a meaningful 

contribution to the development of insights on policy and practice with the marginalized group and 

initiates transformative relationships between participants and their communities. Although 

challenges with ethics, access and coordination emerge in practice, Cheney proposes that 

collaboration improves the quality of the findings through strengthening relationships among 

stakeholders and increasing organizational commitment to children’s rights.  

3.4. My Approach to this Ethnographic Research 

  In my investigation into understanding how cultural arts practices might be relevant for 

improving the psychosocial well-being of adolescents affected by violence, I drew from Cheney’s 

(2011) model of participatory ethnography with vulnerable children and Williams’ (2013) 

ethnographic approach to a case study, which enabled me to develop a relational understanding of 

emerging issues as I interacted with adolescent participants who are typically marginalised and 

reside in a community affected by violence in Trinidad and Tobago. Through collaboration with 

adolescents who engaged with the arts at school, in the community and in their wider cultural 

context, this research helped me to highlight the value of participants as experts on the issues 

directly affecting their lives. This approach also empowered participants to act as key stakeholders 

in the production of knowledge that can meaningfully contribute to the development of future 

interventions and policies that affect them. 

  The participatory nature of the process utilised data collection methods, which revealed 

ways that adolescents relate to the culture of youth in their community via artistic forms that appear 
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to mirror the narrative of violence directly affecting them. Mixed methods of ethnographic 

fieldwork comprising participant observation, semi-structured group discussions with adolescents in 

addition to interviews with arts practitioners, facilitated the collection of data that was guided by 

emerging questions and themes from informal conversation and observations.  

  A time-flexible approach to ethnography, proposed by Jeffrey and Troman (2004), helped to 

guide my adaptation of ethnographic work to the time constraints I experienced as a part-time 

researcher. They suggest there are different forms of ethnographic research time with specific 

features that are dependent on the circumstances and purpose of the research. Research collected 

within the school context (researcher as student), for example, is bound by an intensifying academic 

life and the pressure to complete research within a relatively short timeframe. As such, Jeffrey and 

Troman (2004) outline ethnographic time modes that include: a compressed time mode (a short 

period of intense ethnographic research, where the research site is inhabited for a few days to a 

month); a selective intermittent time mode (a flexible approach to the frequency of site visits over a 

period of three months to two years) and a recurrent time mode (research formalised by temporal 

phases or a regular predetermined basis).  

  Further noted by Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) is the understanding that ethnographic 

work in the modern day does not typically involve day-to-day researcher participation but tends to 

comprise of “more specific and episodic bouts of data collection, sometimes over a relatively short 

period” (p. 38). Their consideration of time regarding research activity particularly resonated with 

my experience, as I remained employed throughout my research study and I was limited in the 

scheduling of data collection.  

  My research project adopted the selective intermittent time mode described by Jeffrey and 

Troman (2004), which gave me flexibility with my frequency of site visits, aided me in adapting to 

time constraints experienced by participants and myself and supported the depth of my study with 

progressive focusing. This time mode also enabled me to become familiar with the setting and 

people in fieldwork before I progressed into conducting group discussions and interviews. As such, 
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I was able to incorporate short bursts of selective visits to participate and observe arts practices as 

well as sporadic visits to observe daily routines. In addition, I had time in between visits to reflect 

on my observations and emerging themes, which I then reviewed with participants in group 

discussions and interviews.  

  As stated by Jeffrey and Troman (2004), a selective intermittent mode requires “gaining the 

compliance of the inhabitants to visit the site at any time, the gradual opening up of areas for access, 

the gaining of respondent’s trust and commitment to the research, the opportunity to decide during 

the process of research where to focus and the chance to respond to serendipitous events” (p. 542). 

In my experience, meeting these requirements were made possible through my decision to access 

adolescent participants in the community of Laventille via a locally situated high school. Moreover, 

the access granted to me by the Ministry of Education, the school’s administration as well as the 

support of participants who informed me of their schedules and upcoming school events, were 

pivotal in my ability to utilise a selective intermittent time mode for ethnographic work. Added to 

that, I applied for periods of vacation leave from my employer in order to visit the school more 

routinely, when possible. As recommended by Hammersley and Atkinson (2019), I attempted to 

establish adequate coverage through attending special and seasonal occasions and including routine 

visits. During these visits, I was able to witness critical incidents or inquire about them through 

retrospective accounts from informants. Altogether, I visited the school during the course of an 

academic school year on fifty-eight occasions over a period of eleven months116. This length of time 

helped me to develop relationships and to engage in meaningful interactions with participants.  

  Ethnographic fieldwork continues to be a key method of data collection in ethnography, 

which entails the recording of observations and reflections by the researcher, while they are 

immersed in the everyday environment of the culture or group of individuals under investigation. It 

allows for a depth of understanding that goes beyond a brief snapshot of data collection, typically 

noted in surveys or one-time interviews (Smartt Gullion, 2016). Fieldwork involves gaining access 

                                                 
116 This stated period of time includes school holidays and scheduled school examinations in December, April and 

June, during which I was unable to collect data.  
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to and recruiting participants on the field (physical or virtual space), capturing insider perspectives 

through building rapport with participants (O’Reilly, 2009) and retelling what is witnessed by the 

researcher in written accounts that narrate the fluidity and dynamism of lived experiences (Smartt 

Gullion, 2016). One significant challenge to obtaining access and recruiting, relates to the need for 

researchers to negotiate whether research can be conducted and how best to adhere to constraints 

that might be imposed on the methods of data collection (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). 

Additionally, there may be challenges with establishing trust with participants and pursuing 

research that is ethical and respects the privacy of participants (Brewer, 2000).  

  In the next sections, I will outline how I obtained access (Section 3.4.1), conducted 

participant observation (Section 3.4.2), collected fieldnotes (Section 3.4.3) and engaged in group 

discussions (Section 3.4.4) as well as interviews (Section 3.4.5). I have highlighted key dates in my 

fieldwork timeline in the table below (Figure 2 Fieldwork Timeline May 2017 – August 2018): 

 Access Participant Observation Group A Discussions Group B Interviews 

2017     

May Ministry of Education 

approval for the year 2017 

   

June – August     

September  Start: 27th September 2017   

October     

November     

December     

2018     

January Consent for Interview   15th January 2018 

February     

March Ministry of Education 

approval for the year 2018 
& Consent for Interviews 

  9th, 23rd & 27th March 2018 

April     

May Parent Consent and Group 

Participant Assent 

 24th & 28th April 2018  

June   14th & 22nd June 2018  

July Group Participant Consent  End: 4th July 2018 4th July 2018  

August Consent for Interview   13th August 2018 

Figure 2 Fieldwork Timeline May 2017 – August 2018 

 

3.4.1. The Process of Gaining Access to a Government School 
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  Before the start of my fieldwork, I underwent various administrative and interactional 

processes to gain access to the school environment. Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) refer to this 

as “approaching the field” (p. 45) and point out that obtaining access to data is a critical and 

difficult aspect of ethnography. It requires continual negotiation and insight, as obstacles to access 

might also reflect the wider societal setting and the nature of the people or group under study. 

Access also comprises a consideration of ethics regarding seeking permission from institutions, 

groups and/or individuals. This is particularly crucial for the study of minors and vulnerable groups.  

  Obtaining access to the school that I identified for my research study depended on the 

approval of the Ministry of Education. This school operated solely under the purview of the 

Ministry, which differentiates it from denominational government-assisted schools117 and private 

schools. Overall, this process was ongoing for about five months and comprised of various trips to 

the Port of Spain and Environs Education District Office to meet with the District Supervisor for my 

intended location of study and the primary office of the Ministry of Education to submit my 

Research Proposal and Application for Permission to Conduct Research in Schools. As a doctoral 

student with ethical approval from my university, I received permission from the Educational 

Planning Division in the Ministry of Education to move forward with my research at the school and 

subsequently reapplied for an extension to the timeframe granted, since the initial approval did not 

grant me access for the entire academic year, as I had intended.  

  Equipped with the Ministry’s approval, I endeavoured to connect with the school’s 

administration to seek their permission and support for my research at the school. At this point in 

my research process, I relied on a family relation who works as a teacher at the school to assist me 

with scheduling a visit to the school’s administrative office. Her role as a gatekeeper facilitated my 

meeting with the school’s principal for administrative approval. As I had a personal relationship 

with her, I felt comfortable to discuss any of my concerns about access and to ask questions relating 

                                                 
117 Government-assisted schools are typically operated by a school board that is affiliated with a particular religious 

denomination. Also known as denominational schools (Section 2.1.4), they receive significant funding by the 

government in addition to funding from their relevant religious organizations.  
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to procedures for research in the school setting. I also felt that her expressed trust in me and my 

presentation as a cis-female doctoral student researcher from an upper-middle class background, 

aided in easing possible apprehension by the school’s administration to permit my presence at the 

school. As put forward by Hammersley and Atkinson (2019), in settings where there are 

institutionalised boundaries, as in the case of schools, gatekeepers can provide information about 

the setting that eases the process of gaining access. Added to that, O’Reilly (2009) denotes that 

gatekeepers may be in a position to persuade others and can be used at different points in the 

research. During my time at the school, the guidance counsellor also performed a role of gatekeeper 

in order to assist me with accessing parents to obtain their consent for my intended group 

discussions with adolescent participants.  

3.4.2. Participant Observation in the School Setting 

  Participant observation is the main method of data collection for ethnographers and 

comprises of researcher involvement as a member of a community, while making observations 

(O’Reilly, 2009). In social research, this method is distinct from the perspective of naturalism (and 

naturalistic observation), which excludes mention of the very obvious presence of the researcher, 

even though both perspectives typically aim to disturb the natural setting as little as possible. 

Participant observation facilitates the documentation of first-hand experiences and requires that 

researchers strike a sensitive balance between participating in a group/activity/shared 

experience/emotion and observing as an outsider/partial member within a defined timeframe. It also 

enables researchers to see and relate to others informally and spontaneously, while simultaneously 

learning to adapt to the norms of the culture. The extent of participation is especially of importance 

and influences the depth of data collection and the level of insight gained (O’Reilly, 2009). This can 

range from short periods of obtaining access to becoming fully immersed in the culture under study.  

  For the purpose of this research study, participant observation of adolescents was conducted 

during my visits to music, art and dance classes, special school events and in short intervals of 

“hanging around” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019, p. 40). I decided to focus my observations on a 
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particular year group that was engaged with arts practices offered at the school, without having 

selected these subjects for their Caribbean Secondary Education Certificate (CSEC) 

examinations118. As such, this group likely comprised of a range of students who might enjoy or 

dislike the arts and who showed great to little interest in pursuing the arts in further studies. I met 

individually with the arts teachers to inform them of my research and I arranged my visits based on 

their teaching schedules. My level of engagement in class activities ranged from observation (for 

example, when the teacher was explaining a topic) to participation (such as, helping to paint during 

a group art activity).  

  It is important to carefully consider the role of the researcher, according to O’Reilly (2009), 

as this affects the perceptions of others and may be problematic for informal access. Researcher 

roles may be covert, overt, insider or at times, unanticipated. In addition, Hammersley and Atkinson 

(2019) note that field roles may be assigned by others. In each instance, these assumed or presumed 

roles (for example, expert or critic) may facilitate or hinder the collection of data and can also 

become emotionally demanding for the researcher. Furthermore, these roles can give insight to 

different types of information. While I chose to present myself as a research student in this study, 

perceptions of my role tended to shift throughout my experience. For example, students and 

teachers at the school referred to me as “Miss”, some noted that “she come to observe children119” 

or “she is a student like us120” and others asked whether I was a teacher, teacher in training, still in 

high school or from “the Ministry121”. These varying perceptions of my role also varied my access 

to certain types of information at different points in data collection and influenced whether others 

appeared at ease around me or seemed concerned about my presence. In addition, I was aware of 

the potential for my personal characteristics, as described by Hammersley and Atkinson (2019), to 

impact the role I was being assigned. For example, my racial ambiguity (being mixed-race) and 

short stature might facilitate data collection in certain instances, but my complexion might also be 

                                                 
118  This certification is equivalent to GCE Ordinary Level. 

119  Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017. 

120  Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 24 May 2018 

121  Researcher’s fieldnotes, 25 October 2017.  
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perceived as privileged at other times. As a lighter-skinned, cis-woman from an upper-middle class 

background and educated within the denominational school system, my position is most often one 

of privilege within Trinidad and Tobago society. This allows me access to opportunities and 

resources that are otherwise denied to other groups. In this context of data collection, my privilege 

can create discomfort and/or distrust for participants, who are able to discern my appearance and 

way of speaking as belonging to a different social group than themselves. Data collection can 

therefore become difficult in situations where, students prefer to relate to someone who appears 

more like them as well as adjust their behaviour when relating to someone who is of a different 

social group.  

  As my research progressed, my routine presence helped me to build rapport with many 

adolescents and teachers at the school. This eventually enabled me to request more active 

involvement in exploring my research aims with adolescents and arts practitioners in the form of 

interviews and group discussions. The establishment of relationships built on mutual trust and 

understanding plays an essential role in ethnographic data collection. However, mutual trust is a 

gradual process reflective of confidence in the ability and trustworthiness of all involved. It 

demands time, routine presence, empathy, sharing, learning, authenticity and commitment 

(O’Reilly, 2009).  

  On the issue of building rapport in fieldwork, Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) recognise 

that self-disclosure is appropriate and useful. Furthermore, trust is connected to disclosure about the 

research (O’Reilly, 2009). However, the extent of self-disclosure poses concern for the ethics and 

quality of the research, in that bias can impact the direction of the research and its findings. As an 

example, Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) note that problems might arise in situations where the 

researcher’s political or religious values differ from those being studied. Furthermore, the 

boundaries of the researcher-participant relationship may be tested in instances where the researcher 

is pressured into disclosure. On one hand, this may be done to feel some sense of reassurance or 

approval, but on the other, it can impart an emotional toll on the researcher and may jeopardise the 
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impression others develop. Gauging an appropriate level of self-disclosure for the purpose of 

building rapport was a tricky task for me as I wanted to develop mutual trust and at the same time, 

safeguard my sense of privacy. In this regard, I found great comfort in my reflective practice 

through writing fieldnotes.  

3.4.3. Fieldnotes: Reflective/Reflexive Practice  

  As stated by O’Reilly (2009), “Fieldnotes are the written record of the observations, jottings, 

full notes, intellectual ideas and emotional reflections that are created during the fieldwork process” 

(p. 70). This record is essential to participant observation in that it captures impressions, significant 

events, analytical and personal thoughts as well as accounts for the time that is spent on the field 

(the when, where or how). One challenge identified by O’Reilly with regard to writing fieldnotes, is 

the tendency for the researcher to fall behind while immersed in the daily activities of observation. 

It is therefore imperative that researchers write frequently, systematically and in detail, in order to 

more accurately capture stories and thoughts in that present time.  

  Although fieldnotes are inherently partial and selective, they can be used to better clarify 

research findings and add greater transparency to the research process. As outlined by O’Reilly 

(2009), my fieldnotes served to capture my observations and experiences as I encountered different 

individuals and situations on the field. For me, this included my first impressions of staff members 

or students at the school, reflexive notes in response to social events or behaviours that I observed, 

my thoughts about institutionalised practices or other aspects of social and cultural norms. As part 

of my routine, I endeavoured to write down my fieldnotes in the school’s staffroom, which became 

a space that I could use to quietly remove myself from the student environment and to reflect on the 

observations I gained from the classroom setting, as soon as possible. I sometimes found myself 

writing notes about staffroom activity while seated there as well. On some occasions, I took notes of 

work that was written on the board in the classroom. However, in these instances, I was cautious of 

doing this too often as I did not want to appear to be writing what students did or said, as I felt that 

would create suspicion among the students and lose their trust.  
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  As indicated above, reflexivity is encompassed in the fieldnotes and O’Reilly (2009) puts 

forward that it is a fundamental component of fieldwork because it locates the researcher in the 

context of the social and physical setting as well as facilitates critical thinking about the context and 

research procedures. In particular, reflexivity acknowledges the relationship of the researcher with 

the research, places the ethnography in the context of being constructed by an individual (with 

biases and decisions to be made) and locates the work in history, space, structure and time. 

Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) add, “the principle of reflexivity implies a recognition that 

research acts shape the phenomena under investigation” (p. 198).  

  Critical analysis of the ethnographic work through reflexivity requires that the researcher 

restrain the desire to generalise experiences as emanating from a voice of authority. Instead, the 

researcher is invited to confront the relationships and impressions formed of others, as they unfurl. 

Reflexivity involves personal reflection and social critique that considers the impact of the 

researcher’s “own background, assumptions, positioning, feelings, behaviour while also attending to 

the impact of the wider organisational, discursive, ideological and political context” (Finlay, 2008, 

p. 6). The practice of reflexivity proved useful in my responsive decision making to emerging 

developments in the context of the school and the community. As I observed significant events at 

the school and gained a deeper understanding of them, I was able to present my observations for 

further reflection within the group discussions that later occurred. This added to the richness of the 

responses when participants in the group reflected on the emotions they felt in relation to these 

events and aided with the emergence of themes that I did not initially consider relevant to the topics 

being discussed. In addition, I was able to develop more immediate and dynamic responses to my 

assumptions and feelings in the wider context of institutionalised social processes at the school and 

in the community (Finlay 2008). 

  This study documents the shared experiences and observations of adolescents who are 

exposed to community violence as well as arts practitioners who engage in helpful practices with 

adolescents using varying arts modalities. As informal conversations and participant observation 
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progressed, I further explored themes in group discussions and semi-structured interviews with the 

two groups, henceforth known as Group A and Group B. Recruitment for both groups was only 

initiated after I had already been visiting the school for some months. This decision was taken to 

allow sufficient time to build rapport with potential participants and to become more familiar with 

the socio-cultural context of the school setting. 

3.4.4. Group Discussions with Adolescent Participants 

  Planned discussions are described by O’Reilly (2009) as a gathering of between 4 and 12 

individuals to intentionally discuss a topic. She submits that planned discussions can help to 

generate conflicting ideas, highlight aspects of a topic not otherwise raised, confront existing 

assumptions and point out social processes of adherence, power relations, norms and interactions.  

  In this research, Group A participants consisted of seven adolescents who reside in the 

community of Laventille and are exposed to arts practices both at school and in their community. 

Group participants selected the following pseudonyms, by which they are known henceforth in this 

research study: Diddy, Book, Star, Sunny, Sky, Cloudy, and Scarlet Ibis.  

  Participants volunteered for group discussions, following my visit to each class of the year 

group to provide students with recruitment materials and information. Some potential participants 

opted to volunteer immediately and others provided their form teacher with their names and contact 

information, which were passed along to me. The guidance counsellor also assisted with group 

establishment through identifying potential participants who did not meet the criteria for inclusion 

in the study. The exclusion criteria is detailed further in the section on ethical considerations 

(Section 3.5). She also assisted with arranging for parents to visit the school in order for me to 

obtain informed parental consent. According to the guidance counsellor, my previous attempts to 

contact parents directly was based on misinformation that I received from the administration, since I 

was not a staff member and therefore not permitted to contact parents on my own accord. She 

requested that I provide her with my list of potential participants and she offered to contact their 

parents in order to confirm their attendance for upcoming parent meetings that were already part of 
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the school calendar. I met with potential participants and their parents at the end of these meetings 

and was able obtain informed consent from them. One additional participant joined the group 

discussions much later, owing to his parent’s busy work schedule. 

Group discussions were usually held at the school library and on one occasion, in the 

guidance counsellor’s office. These locations were selected as they provided, perceivably, the best 

options for participant privacy. I was not permitted by the Ministry of Education to request for 

students to leave the school’s compound and the school’s administration indicated that students 

were not encouraged remain after school. Privacy in the library was not always guaranteed, as 

students would sometimes enter, despite there being a sign placed outside indicating private use of 

the space. In light of this, group participants sometimes decided to keep the door locked during the 

group meetings. Meeting times for group discussions were scheduled under the guidance of the 

group participants and with the librarian’s input. They were typically facilitated during the lunch 

break because this ensured the library could be reserved for our use. Five group discussions were 

held during the course of the research study. These discussions were recorded and transcribed.  

Generally, group discussions began with a few outlined areas of focus but always included 

discussion about aspects of the topic not previously determined. I tried to maintain flexibility in our 

conversations and to draw from new ideas that were brought forward in the moment. The group was 

also encouraged to review previous discussions and to give feedback on the direction, themes or 

topics that needed more attention. They were approached as experts on their experiences and were 

invited to participate in the group as valued members. The group dynamic sometimes aided or 

hindered cohesion but this generated rich material, nonetheless. A research assistant joined in the 

group discussions to observe group dynamics and to give an additional perspective on participant 

responses. He was recruited from my primary place of employment and has experience with 

facilitating group work. He mostly listened during the discussions, only adding comments or 

questions where requested or needed. He also documented his perspective and furnished me with 

this at the end of data collection. Owing to his personal schedule, he was unable to commit to 
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attending all of the group discussions and his absence was noted and discussed in the group.  

3.4.5. Arts Practitioners Interviews 

  Interviews are another feature of ethnographic fieldwork, where in-person encounters enable 

researchers to request information from participants using highly structured, semi-structured or 

unstructured interview schedules in the form of open or closed questions (Brewer 2000). Interviews 

can be used to collect verbal reports of behaviour, meanings, attitudes and feelings that are not 

necessarily observed in the moment but are a reflection on the information requested.  

  On creating the space for in-depth conversations, O’Reilly (2009) suggests that interviews 

give the researcher and respondent more time to focus on intimate details, express their feelings 

about topics that would not typically be addressed and to reflect on historical events and 

ambivalences. Interviews also encourage reflexivity as well as reflect the established rapport 

between the researcher and the participant. Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) point out that 

interviewers must be active listeners and able to assess how responses relate to the research focus. 

However, Brewer (2000) cautions that interviews are hinged on assumptions that participants 

provide reliable descriptions and that questions being asked are reliable indicators of the research 

being undertaken. On the question of reliability, Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) postulate that the 

level of trust between the researcher and participant becomes of paramount importance.  

As referenced previously, Group B consisted of 6 arts practitioners, including the school’s 

guidance counsellor, who engage in helpful practices with adolescents using various arts modalities 

(music, visual arts, dance). Participants were recruited at the school and consent was obtained for 

their participation in individual, semi-structured interviews. Sampling for this group was much 

more purposive than Group A, in that I approached members of staff who fit the criteria and were 

actively engaged in the arts with the year group that was my primary focus. Participants of Group B 

were provided with information about the study and further questions were addressed with each 

participant prior to informed consent. Individual interviews were held at times and places 

convenient to participants within the school and at other locations. As these interviews were semi-
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structured, questions ranged from a prepared list of topics to new areas that were not previously 

identified. They were recorded and transcribed for analysis.  

3.5. Ethical Considerations for a Participatory Ethnography 

  An ethical approach to ethnography is one that attempts to avoid harm, to respect the rights 

of participants and to consider/plan for the consequences of the research process through a multi-

pronged effort (O’Reilly, 2009). Research ethics have typically diverged along two key 

perspectives, that of universalist/procedural approaches and situationist/contextualist approaches. 

The former, according to Hammersley and Atkinson (2019), broadly assumes that compliance with 

universal rules or procedures can resolve ethical challenges, while the latter conceptualises ethics as 

more nuanced and dependent on the specific context. While both views stress the importance of 

informed consent, it is defined and achieved in different ways and leads to further questions about 

what constitutes fully informed consent. To explore this concept, Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) 

highlight the spectrum of consent in which covert research resides on one end and overt research on 

the other. However, they make the point that even with overt approaches, ethnographers rarely 

inform all participants about every aspect of the study. In the everyday, most ethnographers likely 

occupy some point along this spectrum, choosing to divulge information depending on what/who is 

being studied, the ethnographer’s prior knowledge about what is being investigated, whether 

participants are interested in knowing, the ease by which information can be provided to all 

involved or whether information might affect the participant’s behaviour. In order to address the 

oft-times passive approach to consent, O’Reilly (2009) suggests that participatory research is 

encouraged to empower participants to take an active role in contributing to, modifying and guiding 

research in ways that reflect their own perspectives.  

  Another issue that arises from social research is that of privacy and to what extent does the 

researcher make public, the private lives of individuals. The complexity of this concept inherently 

lies in what actions or contexts define privacy and who is involved. For example, Hammersley and 

Atkinson (2019) draw reference to groups of people who may not be regarded as having legitimate 
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access to certain information and are therefore barred from knowing through the justification of 

privacy. On a further note, this example also spotlights relationships of power, where the right to 

control information relating to oneself is paramount to the permission that may be meted out to 

others to record and share such information. The protection and maintenance of 

privacy/confidentiality, therefore, becomes a process which must be negotiated and contextually 

defined.  

  The risk of harm also requires significant consideration in research, especially with regard to 

the process and publication of research and findings. Although social research does not typically 

require invasive procedures, there may be dire consequences when data collection incites feelings of 

anxiety or perpetuates stressful situations (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). Experiences of stress 

may even be worsened when there are instances of immediate danger to participants or there is 

disclosure of harmful actions to the researcher on the field. At these points, the researcher is faced 

with an ethical dilemma of how best to respond. Likewise, when the researcher publishes findings, 

this action directly impacts participants and there may be the need to omit, limit or edit what is 

published in the context of participant safety. The researcher should always be cognizant of the 

powerful position they hold and the way they construct, record, ignore or present their research 

(O’Reilly, 2009).  

  My first process related to obtaining access was my application for ethical approval of this 

research study to the Research Ethics Panel at Queen Margaret University. This entailed a detailed 

description of my research study, my plan for collecting and storing data as well as my 

consideration of potential risks to participants, especially their privacy. It is at this stage that I 

developed consent forms and information sheets relevant for my potential participants. After a 

revised submission, I was granted ethical approval, pending further approval from the Ministry of 

Education in Trinidad and Tobago. (Further comments on ethical considerations are provided later 

on.) 
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  In addition to the layers of permission I obtained from the Ministry of Education and the 

school, I attended to collected data bearing in mind the guidelines put forward by the Research 

Ethics Panel, Queen Margaret University. Notes from fieldwork, recorded interviews/group 

discussions, photographs of artwork and transcripts were made anonymous and kept confidential. 

Participants were provided with information outlining the research project, their roles, expectations, 

and potential risks, which were discussed with participants and parents prior to obtaining their 

consent. Potential Group A participants were excluded from participating in the research if the 

guidance counsellor or form teacher notified me that their well-being would be negatively affected 

by doing so, if they were unable to acquire parent/guardian consent and/or if they were identified by 

the guidance counsellor or form teacher as being currently involved in legal action, illegal activities 

or the bullying of others. The guidance counsellor was made available to assist Group A participants 

as a measure of psychological safety, while Group B participants were made aware of access routes 

for counselling in the community. Group discussions and interviews emphasized confidentiality, 

anonymity and the avoidance of/procedures for the disclosure of sensitive information as well as 

potentially traumatising/re-traumatising experiences. Group A participants assisted with reinforcing 

confidentiality in the group context, to ensure their own personal safety. They also selected a name 

for themselves, which is unrelated to any alias in their daily lives but allowed them to maintain a 

unique identity throughout the research process.  

  Participants were not offered payment to participate in this study, however, refreshments 

were provided as group discussions were usually held during the lunch break. All participants were 

informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any stage, without giving any reason. Four 

participants of Group A withdrew at various points of the study. 

  For the researcher, ethnographic research opens exposure to the particular risk of ‘going 

native’ (now termed ‘over-rapport’) to address the rhetoric of colonialism (O’Reilly, 2009), where 

the researcher may become fully immersed in the culture and environment under study as a 

complete participant. As suggested by Hammersley and Atkinson (2019), “it is necessary to be 
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intellectually poised between familiarity and strangeness” (p. 93) in order to manage the role of 

being simultaneously an insider and outsider. However, over-rapport can harm the objectivity of the 

research and lead to a lack of distance, where the researcher gives in to the lure of feeling 

acceptance or risks experiencing psychological harm, owing to an immersion in the experiences of 

the group under study. In approaching these potential risks, I prioritised making fieldnotes, as 

recommended by O’Reilly (2009). Furthermore, I convened with my research assistant following 

group meetings to discuss the overall direction of the research, to identify potential themes or to 

process difficult moments. This was also done in collaboration with my supervisory team.  

  The potential physical risk for the researcher was additionally considered, as this study 

involved the collection of data in the context of a community setting where there is violence. 

Precautions that were taken for this potential risk included conducting research at a school in 

the community, since it generally functions as a safe, neutral territory for students and staff who 

attend. It is also a structured setting that is governed by rules and codes of conduct, which seek 

to create safety for those within the compound and is situated along a main road that is 

frequently used by many people outside of the community to go into and out of the capital city 

of Port-of-Spain. I was familiar with this area as well as the safest routes to and from the school. 

In addition, I maintained contact with staff at the school in order to be notified of any recent or 

emerging incidents. However, this was not easily avoidable given the spontaneous nature of 

violence. On one occasion I witnessed a particularly eruptive school-wide fight, for which I 

took shelter in the staffroom, under the direction of the teachers. On another occasion, I arrived 

at the school shortly after a nearby shoot-out, during which staff and students were endangered 

by the potential for stray bullets. I did not witness/experience this incident but followed the 

direction of law enforcement who required that all persons remain on the school compound 

until the surrounding area was cleared for safe travel. 

3.6. Thematic Data Analysis 
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  The analysis of data in ethnographic research is described by Hammersley and Atkinson 

(2019) as an iterative process that encompasses all stages of the research, from the formation of 

research aims through to the final stage of writing up. As an ongoing method of thinking on and 

producing new knowledge, analysis seeks to identify patterns, highlight unexpected details and at 

times, support existing theories through progressive focus on the description of social 

events/orientations and the development/testing of theories. Development of an understanding of 

social actions, socially constructed meanings and their institutional contexts are especially explored 

in the analysis of data. Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) note that descriptions are selected, 

interpreted and reliant on the assumptions of the researcher, who conceptualises analytical 

categories122 to capture aspects of the data that are relevant to the research aims. Analytical ideas 

and emerging concepts are formed through a combination of abduction123 and referencing the 

existing research literature124. However, unlike in discourse analysis, ethnographic data analysis 

typically spans a range of primary sources from which the researcher will draw upon.  

  In this study, the methodological framework helped to capture the thoughts and feelings of 

adolescent participants as they relate to violence in their immediate community. It facilitated an in-

depth understanding of their creative processes through participant observation and group 

reflexivity. In addition, the contributions of arts practitioners enabled a multidimensional 

perspective of the potential for cultural arts practices to assist in the psychosocial well-being of 

adolescents who are affected by everyday experiences of violence. Reflexivity formed a critical part 

of analysing this data (Brewer, 2000) and was used to identify and understand recurrent patterns, 

routines and relationships, as experiences and observations unfolded (O’Reilly, 2009).  

  In this research, thematic analysis was used as the fundamental method for the analysis of 

data collected in fieldnotes, transcribed group discussions and interviews, as it has the potential to 

                                                 
122 This process is known as the coding of data (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019).  

123 Abduction is described by Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) as the process of finding concepts that helps make 

 sense of what is going on within the data.  

124 Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) caution against forcing the interpretation of data to fit into the conceptual moulds 

 put forward in the literature.  
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give a rich, detailed and complex account of qualitative data. A theme is defined as some level of 

patterned response that signifies an important relationship between the data and the research 

question. Themes can either emerge from existing theories (deductive) or maintain a strong link to 

the data (inductive). Within the framework of social constructionism, thematic analysis focuses on 

the sociocultural context and conditions that underpin individual responses. This approach to 

analysis, according to Braun and Clarke (2006), is flexible and can be applied across a range of 

epistemological perspectives, although it is often critiqued for its lack of methodological soundness. 

In light of this Braun and Clarke propose six phases that guide how thematic analysis can be used as 

a system for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns within data. These phases include 

becoming familiar with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, 

defining and labelling themes as well as the final stage of producing a report. 

  My first phase of data analysis involved transcribing my data, reading and re-reading its 

contents with the aim to record initial ideas, as described by Braun & Clarke (2006). The 

transcription of data was a significant undertaking for me, which spanned from April 2018 to May 

2019. During this time, I listened to recordings of the group discussions and interviews, read and re-

read my transcriptions and fieldnotes as well as initiated the second phase of analysis, that is, 

generating initial codes based on prevalent/recurring features of the data that I identified across the 

data set. Some of my initial codes for my group discussions and fieldnotes included: violence 

(exposure, guns, gangs, vandalism, bullying), safety, discipline, punishment, absenteeism, respect, 

power, poverty, the arts (visual arts, music, dance, mas, groupwork) and student interactions 

(teachers, researcher).  These codes were collated for further analysis.  

The third phase denotes the process of organizing codes into categories of potential themes 

followed by the fourth phase of review and refinement. My codes were organized into categories 

such as violence, student delinquency and discipline, shame and humiliation, respect and trust, 

poverty and privilege, cultural arts practices, challenges and potential effects of the arts on 

psychosocial well-being. During the fourth phase of review, a few of these themes were subsumed 
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under broader categories. For example, school violence and school safety were integrated into one 

section and shame was shifted under another theme. Braun and Clarke (2006) note the process of 

review will often confirm whether themes can be supported by substantial data or form part of a 

larger concept. At this point, the data within themes should have internal cohesion, but appear 

distinct between themes. Themes are then defined and labelled before they are written up. Braun 

and Clarke (2006) propose that the final process of analysis ought to provide a logical and concise 

account of the data’s narrative through sufficient evidence of themes, which utilize convincing 

extracts to demonstrate their prevalence. 

The usefulness of thematic analysis as a pragmatic method of analysing qualitative data sets 

is considered by Nowell, Norris, White and Moules (2017), who describe this approach as 

accessible, highly flexible and modifiable. However, they note the challenge of demonstrating 

trustworthiness in thematic analysis, usually arises from a lack of guidance on how to conduct a 

precise, consistent and rigorous process of analysis. In response, they outline key factors for 

establishing trustworthiness in qualitative research, which include credibility, transferability, 

dependability, confirmability and reflexivity as evidenced by an audit trail. Credibility, as the 

cohesiveness between the participant’s views and the researcher’s presentation of them, might be 

achieved through prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation and member 

checking125. In my research, credibility was achieved through engaging in data collection for a 

period of nine months, using different methods of data collection and reviewing group discussions 

with participants. Transferability relates to the generalizability of the study (although this is not the 

aim of this study), while dependability ensures the research process is “logical, traceable and clearly 

documented” (p. 3). Documentation for this research process includes proposals that were submitted 

to the university, ethics and Ministry of Education approvals as well as fieldnotes that describe 

recruitment and data collection. Confirmability, according to Nowell et al. (2017), establishes a 

clear link between the findings and data, which is evidenced by an audit trail of decisions in the raw 

                                                 
125  Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) refer to member checking as when participants are able to recognise the validity 

 of the researcher’s description of their beliefs/behaviours. 
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data through the practice of reflexivity. Confirmability is achieved in my research through my 

process of defining my themes, which is documented in my raw data transcripts and notes.  

Referencing Braun and Clarke’s (2006) phases of thematic analysis, Nowell et al. (2017) 

expound on different means of establishing trustworthiness throughout the iterative and reflective 

process. In addition, they highlight the usefulness of triangulating different data collection modes, 

archiving records of the raw data, being vigilant about pre-existing researcher perspectives, 

applying a consistent approach to coding, tracking emerging impressions of the data as well as the 

development of concepts, testing for referential adequacy, engaging with peer debriefing, 

embedding extracts of raw data in the analytic narrative, discussing all relevant results and 

submitting results for participant feedback in order to improve credibility and trustworthiness. 

Findings from my research are presented in the following Chapters 4 and 5.  

4. Findings Part 1: Key Psychosocial Factors Affecting Adolescents Exposed to Violence 

in a Marginalized Community  

  In this chapter I will present results that were produced from data collected in my participant 

observation fieldnotes, interviews with arts practitioners who engage in helpful practices with 

adolescents using varying arts modalities (teachers and the guidance counsellor) and group 

discussions with adolescent participants. It is structured along themes that emerged using thematic 

analysis, as described in Chapter 3 (Methodology). The themes presented here explore the 

psychosocial well-being of adolescents in relation to violence and within the context of the wider 

community and school. Issues arising at this high school appeared to be linked with its geographic 

location in a community affected by violence and poverty as well as the low academic performance 

of students entering the school. The sections below expound on psychosocial well-being (Section 

4.1); violence (Section 4.2); student delinquency and discipline (Section 4.4); humiliation (Section 

4.5); respect and trust (Section 4.6) poverty and privilege (Section Error! Reference source not 

found.) as well as sex and gender norms (Section 4.8). Although some of the themes did not 
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directly relate to acts of violence, they created the context for which violence flourished at the 

school.  

4.1. Psychosocial Well-being 

  Adolescents shared their understanding of psychosocial well-being, which they recognised 

as encompassing a range of factors relating to the physical, mental, financial, emotional, social and 

educational. Wellness also described a state of “feeling good” as illustrated in the excerpt below: 

Star (f126): Like when you good. Like when you well.  

Me: When you good, alright…What do you think wellness means Sky? (Sky did not respond.) 

Or what about you Cloudy? 

Cloudy (f): Me I, I quiet for that one.  

Me: Quiet for that one. What do you think it means to be well? (Directed at Diddy) 

Star (f): When you good. 

Cloudy (f): When you good and you feeling good. Alright and you’re okay.  

Diddy (m127): Which kind of wellness you mean? 

Me: That’s a good point. Which kind of wellness.  

Diddy (m): Like mental, physical, like you know, money. What kind of wellness you mean? 

(Cloudy laughs) 

Sky (f): Emotional. 

Me: So it have different wellness? 

Sky (f): Yeah. 

Me: Yeah, I think that’s a good point to raise, like there’s different kinds of wellness. So it 

could be emotional… 

Cloudy (f): Physical.  

Me: Physical.  

Sky (f): Mental.  

                                                 
126 Throughout Chapters 4 and 5, “(f)” denotes the quote is from an adolescent female.  

127 Throughout Chapters 4 and 5, “(m)” denotes the quote is from an adolescent male.  
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Me: Mental.  

Sky (f): Social.  

Me: Social. What do you think it means to be well Scarlet Ibis? 

Scarlet Ibis (m): Wellness. (Group discussion, 14 June 2018). 

Arts practitioners defined psychosocial well-being as relating to physical and mental self-

care, interpersonal relationships and how the environment affects behaviour. For example, Female 

guidance counsellor perceived adolescent well-being as “not having to hear gunshots every day”, 

being “able to understand schoolwork”, “being able to get a proper meal every day”, “having 

money to come to school” and “self-acceptance” (Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 

2018). She also identified some challenges faced by students in the following: 

So, they have self-esteem problems, they have confidence problems, they are not motivated, 

so they have motivational problems, they have home problems, financial problems, they have 

mental issue problems, they have, ahm128, speaking problems, reading problems, some of 

them, seeing problems, am, hearing problems, am, some of the kids are ADHD129, so they 

have, they latch130 out for attention. Ahm…it’s too much problems (Female music teacher 2 

interview, 9 March 2018).   

  Psychosocial support was formally provided by Female guidance counsellor, who shared the 

scope of her role with me. She stated that she typically focused on student career development 

through individual and group meetings, arrangements for external assistance for students and the 

provision of teacher sensitization and training on learning and behavioural issues observed in 

students. Students were also referred to her for a range of issues including “disrespect for 

authority”, “fighting”, “bullying”, “grief and loss”, “trauma” and “sexual and physical abuse” 

(Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018).  

                                                 
128 Meaning “am”. 

129  Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

130 Meaning “reach”. 



 

 

161 

  

  In the past, the school attempted to support the well-being of adolescents through activities 

such as boxing, music and Mas. Students were still interested in sports such as, basketball and 

football, however, most interventions seemed to lose the support of the administration and donors 

over time. For example, one teacher discussed a project that was started to upgrade the music room 

with technical equipment. Although the corporate donor followed through with some of the basic 

furnishings, the technical equipment was never donated and there seemed to be some 

misunderstanding about which software was appropriate for students. In another example, teachers 

talked about the school’s history of participation in national Carnival competitions, which they 

dominated for a number of years. This faded over time, even though students retained interest in 

Carnival and the portrayal of traditional characters. 

Male art teacher: …Also the school was huge in Carnival and competitions. 

Me: Oh, really? 

 

Male art teacher: Yep. So, the, all the trophies to the front of the school is from Carnival 

(Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018).  

  Despite these setbacks, arts practitioners at the school felt there was potential for the arts to 

support the psychosocial well-being of students through encouraging expression, building self-

esteem, facilitating an interest in learning, supporting them to develop a career and reducing 

conflict. The dance teacher postulated that focusing on trade skills and the arts might benefit the 

community far greater than an academic focus. For example, one teacher recounted her experience 

with a student who communicated about abuse through a painting. The teacher felt that making art 

facilitated a safe space for expression for this student.  

She tells me a story about a past student who began painting a dark shadowy figure in three 

of her paintings, despite changes in the subject matter. She showed the art to the school’s 

principal, and upon further investigation it was revealed the student was being abused by a 

relative. The student had disclosed her abuse in her art (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 27 

September 2017).  
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Added to that, teachers felt that some students needed to escape from their daily experiences and 

difficult circumstances. 

And it’s like…so sometimes you need for them to remember you’re still a child. You may 

have the world of responsibilities at home, but here you could still be a child… (Female 

music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018).  

  Furthermore, the guidance counsellor suggested the arts had the potential to help with 

confidence building. She noted “if the child is excelling well where the arts is concerns, that’s 

building their morale, building self-esteem, making school start to make sense” and giving them “a 

sense of purpose” (Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018). For example, she felt 

there were “very talented students who can actually sing, who can actually really, really, sing, but 

they are not given the opportunity to do that131”. According to one music teacher, confidence was 

built through the process of creativity and self-discovery.  

Along with…the arts helping them...be creative. Because at the end of the day they could say 

Miss come, I create this you know, I make this (Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 

2018).  

4.2. Violence 

4.2.1. Violence in the Community 

  Violent and delinquent behaviours seemed to be entrenched in the culture of the community 

and school as normative experiences and practices. As one adolescent suggested, violence reflected 

a lack of unity in the community. I was often greeted by the presence of the police or scenes of 

students receiving discipline for delinquent or violent behaviours. My routine journey to the school 

offered me the opportunity to observe the surrounding area, which was delineated by the main road, 

a large drain, housing and the nearby Laventille Technology Centre. Police roadblocks and vehicle 

searches were a common sight along the roadway, especially after periods of unrest in the 

community. On two occasions I noted the following: 

                                                 
131  Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. 



 

 

163 

  

On my way to the school, I notice there is a police and army blockade on the road nearing 

the compound. Soldiers and police officers are heavily armed and appear to be pulling 

selected cars aside for searching (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 February 2018).  

Upon leaving the school, I take my usual route, which runs parallel to the main road; 

however, my path is blocked by police officers that have erected caution tape to quarantine a 

section of the road. It seems as though a serious crime might have just taken place. I am 

directed to turn on to the main road to exit the area. (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 27 April 

2018). 

These observations captured a snapshot of the heightened tension and volatility of the environment, 

in that at any moment the community was likely to descend into chaos and violence, requiring the 

intervention of security and armed forces. As indicated by Sunny, a male adolescent group 

discussion participant, “wherever it have gun, it does have violence132”. Indeed, there were a few 

notable incidents of community violence during my time collecting data, including shootouts near 

the school and fiery community protests that directly impacted the safety and mobility of students 

and teachers, as described below:  

There was a huge shootout among residents and police officers, which extended onto the 

highway and affected motorists and passers-by earlier today…The group of women 

(administrative staff) prepare to leave the school. They are requesting to be dismissed early. 

They hope the recent incident in the neighbouring community will not affect their ability to 

find transportation home (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 23 November 2017). 

   Community gang rivalry and gun violence directly threatened the mortality and safety of 

loved ones as well as elicited feelings of vulnerability and helplessness. Gang rivalry was associated 

with incidents of violence, where gang members targeted people in the community who were 

perceived to be a rival or associated with a rival. My brief meeting with one parent, for example, 

                                                 
132  Group discussion, 4 July 2018.  
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revealed her concern for her son’s safety, as he was a survivor of a shooting incident in his 

neighbourhood.  

One parent admits to me that a stray bullet had shot her son during an incident in their 

neighbourhood some time ago. She informs me that this research is meaningful to her and 

her son, as he continues to be concerned about his personal safety every time he leaves his 

home to attend school (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 17 May 2018).  

   The on-going fear of being targeted by others contributed to the feeling of being unable 

move about freely in the community. Diddy, a male adolescent group discussion participant, 

reflected on being an “inside child133” to avoid exposure to violence, while others in the group 

discussion highlighted the potential threat to safety from being outside. In the excerpts from 

discussions below, adolescents reflected on how the persistent threat of violence impacted their 

feeling of safety in the community. 

Star (f): You does feel unsafe and thing...Only the innocent people dying...The people who 

them warring134 is not the people who dying. 

Cloudy (f): they killing anybody today. Family…your family could be in thing135 or ain’t be 

in thing, you get hit136…them don’t know who them warring with you know, because them 

just killing out everybody. Everybody, everybody them kill.  

Scarlet Ibis (m): Yeah, you getting hit just so. 

Sky (f): They could be coming for a certain person in the family and because they know you 

from the family and they see you they will kill you (Group discussion, 14 June 2018). 

Sunny’s sister (f): outside the porch it have bad stuff happening…police station it have bad 

stuff happening…On the taxi stand, bad things is happening…you never know the time and 

place something bad could happen to you. (Group discussion, 4 July 2018). 

Added to that, one teacher related to me that gang violence deterred students from attending school.  

                                                 
133  Group discussion, 24 May 2018. 

134 Meaning “fighting”. 

135 “In thing” meaning involved in illicit activity. 

136 Meaning the person is targeted or killed. 
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So like…a few years ago a lot of children didn’t come to school a week and I asked. They 

say Miss right now one faction of Laventille warring with a next faction. And taxis have to 

pass through one of the areas, so if no taxis passing through that area we ain’t coming down 

the hill (Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018).  

Moreover, it appeared to discourage student enrolment because parents were concerned about 

whether their child would be misidentified as a gang member. In the example below, Female 

guidance counsellor relates her interaction with a parent, who was concerned that her child would 

be associated with the “Muslims137” gang because she wore a hijab.  

I remember being told by one of the administrators that her mother said she was not going 

to send her because she’s Muslim and she wears the hijab and she didn’t, the mother was 

afraid for her to be associated at the school for the whole gang affiliation (Female guidance 

counsellor interview, 13 August 2018). 

This was of particular concern because gangs seemed to infiltrate the school through the recruitment 

of students who operated drug blocks within the school compound. 

Female dance teacher: So, a lot of these gang leaders, for a lack of a better term…see them, 

know of their situation and make them a target. So… 

Me: They are thinking about recruiting them? 

Female dance teacher: Yes, and a lot, I know a lot of that happens in this school.  

Me: Within the school? 

Female dance teacher: Within the school. Am, I, I know of a child who’s in my class, my 

form class, who am…he’s, he’s related to one of the, am, known gang leaders. The gang 

leader was executed sometime, but he’s known, and he’s only in form (year group), and he’s 

more or less carrying on that legacy.  

Me: Yeah. 

Female dance teacher: So, he has… 

                                                 
137  Interview 13 August 2018.  
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Me: He’s already kind of been initiated.  

Female dance teacher: Yeah, he has…he’s in form (year group), hear this eh138, he’s in form 

(year group) and he has control over the form (older year group). He will bring the stuff to 

give the form (older year group) to sell or…and none of them will snitch on him (Female 

dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018).   

  The impact of the community on the school was very apparent. As an example, a teacher 

shared with me about the issue of squatting on the school grounds, which meant that students were 

unable to access their recreational space. This affected the school’s ability to host its Sports Day 

event, as it posed a threat to the safety of students.  

I ask one of the teachers about the lack of a school field. She informs me that the school 

compound used to be larger, but residents in the area began squatting over the drain that 

divided the school buildings from its recreational space. As a result, this space is now 

separated from the rest of the school (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 26 April 2018). 

My informal conversation with a teacher about my research topic additionally revealed the 

following, in which she described that community violence constantly threatened the safety of 

students and staff at the school.  

The children are overexposed to violence. When they come to school they get to relax. Some 

of them come from homes that are violent...That is actually a bullet hole there (Researcher’s 

fieldnotes, 27 September 2017).  

The teacher then pointed me to the classroom window that was riddled with bullet holes from a 

nearby community shooting. At the time, I felt alarmed by this sight, unaware that by the end of the 

school year I would visit shortly after a similar incident. This occurred on the day of my last visit to 

the school, during a Parent Day event.  

When I arrive, I notice that most students and parents have left, and there are students 

gathered in the administrative area requesting phone calls in order to leave the school…I 

                                                 
138 “Hear this eh” meaning to listen carefully.  
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make my way to the staffroom, where I observe the (administrator) speaking with members 

of staff. She is assuring them of their safety once they remain in the school…The teacher 

tells me there was a shootout among suspected gang members just outside of the school 

compound earlier today, and chaos ensued at the school as students and teachers rushed to 

lay on the floor in the Front Hall in fear of being shot by stray bullets. He tells me that once 

the sounds of gunfire settled, students who were with their parents left the school 

immediately. Teachers raced to the staffroom to shelter, and remaining students were 

gathered into the administrative area. (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 4 July 2018). 

4.2.2. School Violence and Safety 

  In previous years, violence in the community did not signify the prevalence of school 

violence. An interview with Male art teacher revealed that “violence was more on the outside of the 

school” and “you used to get one or two little incidences139”. However, the looming threat of 

violence and chaos in the community was now paralleled by that of the school environment. As 

indicated by one teacher:  

The environment that the kids live in affects them a lot, and then when they come to school, 

there is no difference, because they going to school with the same boy that they lime with on 

the afternoon, and so there is no, there is no break from their environment, so it’s like taking 

them from there and just putting a uniform on them here (Female music teacher 2 interview, 

9 March 2018).  

Classes were abruptly dismissed owing to school violence or violence in the nearby community. On 

one occasion, a teacher recommended that I avoid visiting the school that day because of its volatile 

atmosphere.  

  Additionally, there were many incidents of fighting among students that were loudly 

announced and seemed to a be spectacle for those onlooking. Larger eruptions of violence that 

                                                 
139  Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. 
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overtook the wider school population, were also seen. During one such incident, I recorded the 

following experience: 

A fight has erupted in the schoolyard, just outside of the staffroom. 

Male teacher: “What the hell wrong with you!” 

There is a large group of students outside. I see a piece of wood is being brandished by a 

boy. 

Boy: “Fight! Fight! Fight!” 

The male teachers run outside to separate the boys. Two boys are wrestling each other just 

outside of the staffroom in full view of the staff. One pushes the other against the wall and 

the other pushes back to free himself.  

Some of the female teachers come into the staffroom.  

Female teacher: “Lock the door. I not going out there. Let them call the police and dismiss 

the school again.” 

The teachers watch outside from the large windows. They are huddled around the doors and 

windows as chaos ensues outside. I can barely see what is going on, other than large groups 

of students crowing and running along the schoolyard. One teacher returns to the staffroom 

with a long iron rod. She tells the staff that she took it from a student who told her that it 

“won’t stop him.” Students are running to the front of the school (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 

30 October 2017).  

My experience of witnessing this fight at the school stirred up feelings of anxiety and fear, as they 

were unusual experiences for me. I was especially concerned about my personal safety and although 

I was able to shelter in the staffroom, this incident highlighted the volatility of student behaviour 

and made me feel cautious of my safety within the school environment. As I later reflected on it 

with adolescents in the group discussions, they seemed curious about my emotional response and 
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inquired whether the fight seemed “like a movie140” or I felt “shocked141”, “disappointed142”, 

“exciting143” or “frightened144”. Violence in the context of the school setting did not seem unusual 

to them and this mirrored their intrigue about my response as well as reflected their views about 

violence as experiences they felt “accustomed145” to.  

  The normalisation of violent behaviour at the school permeated everyday interactions for 

students. As Sunny related in the group discussion, “that is one thing it will always have in a 

school146”. Fights were considered “normal147” and students seemed desensitized to them. As 

indicated by Female music teacher 2, this tendency to normalise violent experiences reflected the 

frequency of student exposure to violence in their community.  

What they think are norms are hearing a gun going Pow, Pow, Pow, 4 o’clock in the 

morning and they were like…somebody get shoot. And…where that might be a dramatic 

something for somebody else…who does not live in the area. For them it’s like a norm 

(Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018).  

  The extent of community and school violence heightened the administration’s concerns 

about the maintenance of order and safety in the school setting. This was addressed by the 

institution through the procurement of a security firm to oversee and implement safety measures. 

However, as one excerpt from my notes revealed, students engaged in fights with members of the 

school security team.  

There is talk in the staffroom of a fight, which occurred this morning. I am told that a boy 

walked out of the school compound yesterday and returned today. He got into a physical 

altercation with a corporal of the security firm and is being held in an administrative office 

in discussions with police officers (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 28 November 2017).  

                                                 
140  Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 24 May 2018. 

141 Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 24 May 2018. 

142 Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 24 May 2018. 

143 Diddy, male adolescent group discussion participant, 24 May 2018. 

144 Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 24 May 2018. 

145 Sunny, male adolescent group discussion participant, 4 July 2018. 

146 Group discussion, 4 July 2018. 

147 Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 24 May 2018. 
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This led to their unfavourable treatment by school security. To draw a comparative example, my 

arrival to the school was usually marked by my interaction with security guards posted at the 

entrance of the gate. At the beginning, they recorded details of my vehicle, identification and the 

purpose of my visit, but as my presence became more frequent, I observed that I was no longer 

required to submit this information on the basis that I was a known visitor. My interactions with 

them felt agreeable. In contrast, I was struck by the daily interaction between students and the 

security. This was marked by the formation of students into rows to go through a series of security 

checks for contraband items and weapons when entering the school compound. The treatment of 

students by the security guards conveyed suspicion and distrust. It especially appeared to mimic the 

treatment of detainees. 

Students are filing through the security checkpoint at the entrance; bags are being opened 

and checked. Metal detectors are passed along uniforms and bags by security guards 

(Researcher’s fieldnotes, 25 October 2017). 

  The routine of the security team was magnified by the police, who visited the school in 

order to address incidents of violence and delinquent behaviour. This normalised their presence at 

the school. For example, in my reflections I noted the following:   

I walk towards the administrative area, past a parked police car with blinking lights. I recall 

that I may have seen a police officer at the school for every day that I have been present. On 

my way out of the school, I notice that a girl is being questioned by police officers near the 

hall. I assume there was another incident at the school (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 29 

November 2017).  

The normalisation of police presence influenced my own perspective for the relatively brief time 

that I visited the school. 

There is a police car parked in the school’s compound as I enter the administrative area. It 

occurs to me that I am becoming desensitized to the presence of the police here 

(Researcher’s fieldnotes, 13 November 2017). 
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  In addition, the school arranged for students to visit the Youth Transformation and 

Rehabilitation Centre (formally the Youth Training Centre – YTC), which was a facility developed 

to reprimand young people that were convicted of crime. Like their interactions with the security 

guards, students were treated by the police as though they were detainees.  

He (teacher) is present, but busy preparing some students for a field trip to YTC…On my 

way out, a group of students file past me in the corridor, led by police officers. They form a 

line outside of the police bus. They are being taken on a field trip to YTC. This leaves me 

feeling a bit upset, since it does not feel like a field trip to me, but an attempt to scare 

students into changing their behaviour. I wonder whether the school might consider a much 

more inspiring and uplifting field trip in the future (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 19 April 2018).  

As a result, students viewed the police with contempt. Students especially highlighted police 

corruption and violence in their opinions about police officers.  

I overhear a girl talking about how she thinks the police are corrupt and lie. She mentions 

that police say people die in shootouts, when they have shot them (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 

20 February 2018).   

4.2.3. Interpersonal Violence  

  Students also routinely teased each other and engaged in playful fighting. Physical play in 

the form of aggressive behaviours and hitting seemed to go unnoticed or unaddressed. However, 

this had the potential to escalate into more serious incidents, as shown in the two examples from my 

fieldnotes below: 

The girls next to me are smiling as they tease each other. Eventually one nudges the other 

and the nudge is returned. Gentle nudges turn into open-palmed slaps and grows in 

intensity.  

Girl 1: “Girl you is a grown child eh. I told you don’t hit me.” 

This goes on for about ten minutes. Sometimes they smile while slapping one another. Other 

times I am unsure whether it is still a game. I become a bit anxious, but no one else seems to 
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be concerned or paying attention to this development. Eventually one girl pushes the other’s 

chair away when she is about to sit. The girl barely misses falling to the ground.  

Girl 1: “Girl you wild eh! I not playing with you.” 

The other girl laughs, and they eventually settle back into drawing (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 

14 October 2017. 

The boy explains that his right hand is injured because a girl in his class bit him. Indeed, it 

is a bit swollen. The boy complains about the injury with friends. He shares that he would 

have liked to “knock her out” or “hit her straight”, but he refrained because “they will tell 

me I am wicked”. He chose to leave her alone. The teacher asks why she bit him. He asserts 

the girl stole his money while they were playing and she refused to give it back to him. She 

bit him in the process. He often refers to her as a “pitbull” during the class (Researcher’s 

fieldnotes, 8 November 2017).  

Even within the group discussions, I recorded an incident where Sky and Cloudy, two female 

adolescent group discussion participants, responded aggressively to being interrupted by a boy. This 

led them to pursue him and threaten him with violence. 

During the conversation, a boy walks into the library and is asked by the librarian to leave. 

He seems embarrassed by this and bangs loudly on the door on two occasions. This causes 

Sky to grab a pair of scissors from the table and run outside in pursuit of him. Cloudy 

follows her outside in support, while I frantically follow them, concerned about their 

intentions. In the recording I can be heard shouting, “No…no…no…no…”. The girls run 

down the corridor and stop, shouting at the boy from a distance. They then turn around and 

calmly return to the group in the library. I choose to keep the scissors near to me for the rest 

of the discussion (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 June 2018). 

  Teachers and other staff members were also affected by school violence. As an example, in 

my conversation with a teacher, he expressed that he was relieved to retire from the school, since 

this meant that he would no longer be exposed to incidents of violence. His sentiment was shared by 
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others who felt eager to transfer out of the school, owing to feeling overwhelmed by the 

surmounting challenges and violence. For example, Female guidance counsellor observed that the 

school “has a very high turnover rate...in terms of teachers leaving148”.  

4.3. Mental and Emotional Response to Violence  

  In response to their exposure to violence, students tended to show a range of emotions and 

behaviours including sadness, aggression and apathy. As described by Star and Cloudy (two female 

adolescent group discussion participants), some became withdrawn and sad. 

Star (f): Because like, sometimes they does hurt people around you, or you does be studying 

it149 and thing and you does not feel to socialise with people, and you just feel down.  

Cloudy (f): And you don’t feel happy in your own community (Group discussion, 14 June 

2018).  

In addition, other adolescents expressed feeling alone and misunderstood.  

  As indicated by two teachers, “if they actually see something that’s detrimental…it kinds of 

puts up a wall around them150” so “they don’t speak, they stay to themselves151”, “some actually do 

lash out at others who they find are weaker than them152” or “they talk about it like, yeah boy, you 

eh see153 the man they shoot boy154”. If students were related to a victim of violence “they lash 

out155 and they, they might say…you would see the ones that hurting like the females, they would 

cry about it. They would break down in class156”. Male students would “try to be…tough. You 

know, they, they would say, yeah my cousin get kill and be cool with it. But it’s not really them 

being cool, it’s just them putting up a wall157”. Students often talked about what they witnessed as 

                                                 
148 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. 

149 “Studying it” meaning worrying about the people that were hurt. 

150 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. 

151 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. 

152 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. 

153 “You eh see” meaning “didn’t you see?” 

154 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. 

155 “Lash out” meaning the person has a negative behavioural response. 

156 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. 

157 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. 
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well as what they heard others say about an incident. According to Female music teacher 2 in her 

interview, “it affects them…Whether they say it or don’t say it, we, we, we feel it158”.  

  The act of putting up a facade to avoid showing authentic emotions was acknowledged by 

Cloudy who stated: 

Cloudy (f): Mhmm…but sometimes you could be emotionally not good and you know, you 

not feeling it159…and…you part fake it (Group discussion, 14 June 2018). 

Following a later incident of violence that affected the school, I observed her response in our 

informal conversation that I recorded in my fieldnotes: 

I notice that Cloudy is hanging around the canteen. I approach her and I disclose that I am 

still deciding whether to attend the funeral service today. She advises me not to go. I am not 

sure what to make of her response, so I ask her why I should not attend. It feels like I have 

hit a wall – Cloudy is very resistant to giving me a response. She tells me, “Miss, go if you 

want to go.” (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 20 June 2018).  

  During my time at the school, the mental and emotional impact of violence on the well-

being of adolescents was spotlighted when local news reports confirmed that a student was killed in 

the community during a gang-related, drive-by shooting outside of his home. My first visit to the 

school following this incident seemed strangely routine, as most classes functioned as normal and 

students were expected to continue with their end of term examinations, as planned. Upon further 

investigation, I learned that students belonging to the boy’s class and teachers were offered 

counselling by the Student Support Services Division of the Ministry of Education as well as the 

Ministry of Education Employee Assistance Programme. However, other students at the school 

were not included in this intervention.  

  Female guidance counsellor shared that she assisted with counselling students following the 

death of the student. She noted: 

                                                 
158 Interview, 9 March 2018.  

159 “You not feeling it” meaning that you do not feel like yourself or you do not feel well.  
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There was like, the floodgates open type of thing. Am, you have students from…form 1 to 

form 5 coming in. So he was, his death affected everyone. Am, what you saw out of that as 

well Miss, am some of the cases that came to me it was…his death was a reminder of death 

that they would have experienced. So some of them, while they may not have known him, just 

the idea of him being in the school and knowing him around, but not knowing him 

personally, it felt…it kind of brought back memories of a father or a brother or a sister or a 

mother in some cases, who would have died in the same violent way and they had to…we 

had to deal with them in that aspect to…you know? Because what you recognize is that even 

when that happened a lot of them don’t get counselling…they’ve never gotten grief 

counselling…never gotten anyone to intervene in their lives like that (Female guidance 

counsellor interview, 13 August 2018). 

In her view, the death of the boy was a traumatic event for many students and re-traumatized those 

who lost someone close to them in the past. Death was a recurring feature at the school because 

“it’s almost, that school is, am...well...to use my students’ words, they feel like the school is cursed 

because every year a student must die” (Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018). In 

my interview with Female music teacher 1, she revealed previous incidents where two schoolboys 

were murdered in the community and where a student was stabbed on the school compound. Male 

art teacher also suggested to me that he had experienced the loss of multiple students over the year 

that he worked at the school.  

  In response to this particular death, I observed that many staff members shared about their 

grief with each other as well stories that reflected on their relationships with the deceased boy. One 

teacher shared with me that this was his sixth or seventh loss. He seemed calm and focused on 

arranging for his students to receive counselling. According to Female guidance counsellor in her 

interview, “some teachers have become so immune to it, it’s like okay it’s just another one160”.  

                                                 
160 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. 
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  On the other hand, I noticed that a newer staff member appeared to be overwhelmed by the 

boy’s death and needed to be consoled by her co-workers. One teacher shared with me his feelings 

about the loss. He confided that the boy’s death was difficult for him, because “he was one of the 

good ones161” and showed an interest in improving his grades. This teacher expressed feeling 

overwhelmed by the amount of loss he experienced, since he recently lost close friends and family 

members as well. Subsequently, he felt unable to attend the boy’s funeral and he related those 

emerging memories and emotions were too difficult for him to manage.  

  As a group, the staff intended to placard the community in an appeal to end violence and 

promote peace for young people. However, they were met with resistance from the administration, 

which expressed disagreement with their plans and chastised them for potentially embarrassing the 

school. This response left many staff members angry and upset. Nonetheless, in an act of protest, 

teachers arranged a public demonstration along the outer perimeter of the school during their lunch 

break. They ensured that union members were present to oversee the proceedings and they held up 

placards and banners with tributes to the boy, appeals to end community violence and the additional 

names of students who were victims of violent crimes. Teachers were joined by students who lined 

the fence on the inside of the school compound. I observed that cars slowed down along the main 

road to attend to their messages and I was able to capture the moment in the video below162.  

                                                 
161 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 11 June 2018. 

162 Recorded on 14 June 2018. 
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Figure 3 Teacher and Student Demonstration, 14 June 2018 

 

This demonstration highlighted how the arts might be used to communicate and cope with grief and 

loss. It incorporated signs, placards and singing, as a performative protest against community 

violence. Students participated in the staff demonstration, chanting dancehall artiste Tommy Lee’s 

“Redemption Song”, a song that speaks to the struggles of daily life and the hope for redemption. 

In my reflection I wrote: 

The moment feels beautiful to me, as I realise they are choosing to mourn together in this 

way (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 June 2018). 

  Following the school-wide demonstration, Diddy (male adolescent group discussion 

participant) opened up to me about his response to the loss of his peer. He admitted that he was 

“stress eating163” and did not feel his best. I noticed he seemed a bit disconnected from the 

discussions that followed and he preferred to draw (Figure 4 Diddy’s Drawing, 14 June 2018).  

                                                 
163 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 June 2018. 
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Figure 4 Diddy’s Drawing, 14 June 2018 

 

Likewise, I observed the proliferation of graffiti in the boy’s classroom that paid tribute to his life, 

friendships and the sadness felt by his peers in the days following his death. The walls and ceiling 

of his classroom bore messages such as “rest in perfect peace”, “gone too soon”, “rest up high” and 

“gone but not forgotten” (Figure 5 Graffiti tributes to the deceased boy). Additionally, Sunny (male 

adolescent group discussion participant) shared about how social media posts with pictures of the 

boy and messages of love, were used by students to express feelings of loss. 
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Figure 5 Graffiti tributes to the deceased boy, 18 June 2018 

 

  The group discussions explored mental and emotional well-being in relation to violence. 

The excerpt below provides further insight into the reflections of Sky and Cloudy (two female 

adolescent group discussion participants) on their experience of grief and loss. In particular, they 

pointed out that violence affected them emotionally and mentally. 

Sky (f): Violence could am, affect, could affect, am...emotional well-being because if you 

was good with somebody for real long and thing, and you was now speaking to the person 

and then after you hear the person died, it go hurt you because you was there for the person 

and thing and next thing you know that happen. 

Cloudy (f): And mentally...When them thing happen to me, it does affect you all how. Death 

and thing is a serious thing. It does make you want to go real mad (Group discussion, 14 

June 2018).  

  Exposure to violence that resulted in death, remained a traumatic and difficult experience to 

cope with emotionally. Adolescents reported feeling “hurt164”, “don’t feel happy165” and “unsafe166” 

when they shared how they felt in response to the loss of life, referencing suicide and madness as 

part of this discourse.  

                                                 
164 Diddy, male adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018. 

165 Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018.  

166 Star, female adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018. 
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Star (f): …they does hurt people around you, or you does be studying it and thing and you 

does not feel to socialise with people, and you just feel down.  

Sky (f): Because you go start to go mad. Physical it could affect you physically because you 

could just kill yourself (Group discussion, 14 June 2018).  

The impact of grief on the mental well-being of students was also noted by Female music teacher 1, 

who shared with me about the support she provided to a boy who lost his brother to violence.  

…then it had one who wanted to kill himself because his brother was gunned down the day 

before…Miss you don’t understand that’s…that’s…he’s my blood167 and this and that and 

the other. And he used to real look out for me. And I have nothing to live for, and I’m like, 

but ent168 you tell me your brother have a child? Yeah, Miss. So if you kill yourself, who’s 

looking out for your brother’s child? (pauses) And that brought him out of his anger for a 

little while. And I didn’t see him for 2 weeks after that, and then he came to school and he 

say, Miss I understand what you saying and I’ll take it down because his nephew used to 

come to him now as in, daddy not home (Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 

2018). 

  Regarding the community, adolescents shared with me what they observed about their 

community’s response to loss. They described that people typically shared stories about the 

deceased and engaged in disruptive forms of public protest, such as blocking roads and burning 

tyres, as a means of grieving and appealing for justice.  

Sky (f): Yeah well everybody in the community will come and say what they will think about 

the person that die, or what they didn’t know about the person that die. 

Cloudy (f): What they think about…and sometimes they does protest about it. Probably not 

the right way but…how them feel, how them want they justice, they go block up the road, put 

tyres in the road and you know? Burn garbage and them kind of thing. (laughs) Because 

                                                 
167 “He’s my blood” meaning the person is a biological relative. 

168 Meaning “Didn’t”.   
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if…they wouldn’t get no justice out of it so them have to do them thing to get justice for them 

to feel better about them loss (Group discussion, 14 June 2018).  

  At the boy’s funeral, I was able to observe the community and family’s response to grief. I 

noticed there was a large gathering of people outside of the church, who attended to pay their last 

respects to the deceased. Inside, family members, students and teachers occupied the church pews. 

During the funeral ceremony, I heard the sound of sobbing, which originated from family members 

and teachers. The minister proclaimed a charismatic sermon that lamented the boy’s violent death 

and reflected on how he positively impacted the lives of others. A family member orated the eulogy 

but was unable to complete it. A family friend read the remainder on his behalf. Students and 

teachers shared poems and songs in tribute to the boy. This was followed by the procession out of 

the church, which was accompanied by singing and loud wailing.  

   In consideration of the long-term impact of exposure to violence, adolescent participants 

noted that they held on memories of traumatic incidents. In reflection, Diddy (male adolescent 

group discussion participant) shared about witnessing a violent incident in his community that he 

recalled from early childhood. Although quite a bit of time passed, he noted that his memory 

brought on a feeling of fear. 

Diddy (m): The worse thing I ever seriously see by us…is a man get shoot. Me and my 2 

brethren169. Playing one day and a man… 

Book (m): That would be frightening for he because you was small nah. 

Diddy (m): Not really. It wasn’t frightening. You remember we small, we were…we ain’t 

really know what going on? So we take that like normal thing nah, then after they just run 

outside and pull everybody inside quick…It scary when you think about it now…We playing 

and you just see somebody running behind somebody and just platow170 and you dead right 

there…I could remember up to that day (Group discussion, 24 May 2018). 

                                                 
169 Meaning his close friends who he considers like his brothers. 

170 The sound of the gun.  
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  Another enduring effect of violence was the tendency for those in the community to become 

desensitised to violent and traumatic experiences that they heard about or witnessed. This state of 

desensitisation became evident as adolescents discussed the recurrent and persistent threats to their 

safety. For example, they referred to their experiences of exposure to violence as “normal 

fighting171” and “normal thing”.  

Sunny’s sister (f): Yes, because we’ll hear it in the morning, in the night…it don’t have a 

particular time and we’ll, we’ll hear like okay yes is shots172. It come like, where you have to 

like ignore it. This is where we live, this is what does happen in the ghetto (Group 

discussion, 4 July 2018).  

This particular response also indicates that adolescents showed resilience in their ability to cope 

with intense experiences.  

  Female guidance counsellor also mentioned that, “those who are a part of the life...they 

have family who are part of it...when they see things happening that’s the normal way of life...this is 

just how it is173”. As such, the feeling of being unsafe was one that adolescents were 

“accustomed174” to and they were taken back by the differences in my response to similar 

experiences. For example, in reflecting on my own response to the news of the boy’s death I 

recorded the following in my fieldnotes:  

I feel a bit disillusioned by my experience at the school. I wonder whether I am coping well 

because I feel a bit desensitized by the violence in Trinidad and this cause of death seems 

commonplace. I also wonder whether I can remember the boy and whether we interacted in 

person. My memory seems blurred, and I feel surreal (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 11 June 

2018).  

                                                 
171 Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 24 May 2018.  

172 Gunshots. 

173 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018.  

174 Sunny, male adolescent group discussion participant, 4 July 2018.  
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Although I did not share a close relationship with the student, he belonged to one of the classes that 

I observed. The revelation that I may have interacted with him at some point, resonated with me and 

I felt sadness. 

4.4. Student Delinquency and Discipline 

  This section explores the theme of student delinquency and discipline, which emerges from 

data analysis. It is crucial to note the consistent use of the terms delinquency and delinquent 

behaviour (referring to behaviours such as truancy, vandalism and substance use), in research 

literature, influences my decision to describe this theme accordingly. Nonetheless, I acknowledge 

there are existing bodies of scholarship in which these labels are avoided due to its controversial 

history of being applied to black children in the juvenile court system, even when no crime was 

committed by them. According to Agyepong (2018), the combination of blackness, poverty, 

inadequate parental care and youth pinned black children to this label, despite on-going progressive 

reform towards models of rehabilitation. This practice validated racialized constructions of 

delinquency, which criminalized black children and was supported by the published work of social 

scientists, psychiatrists and medical practitioners, as well as newspaper articles, judicial opinions 

and state laws (Agyepong, 2018).  

  The labelling perspective proposes a link between the use of labels (such as delinquent) and 

continuing patterns of involvement in delinquency and criminal behaviour (Bazemore, 1985; Lee, 

Tajima, Herrenkohl & Hong, 2017). This perspective attends to the impact of negative or 

stigmatizing social reactions on those who are labelled and perceives that labelling contributes to 

the extension of patterns of offensive behaviour through the adoption of a more deviant self-image. 

Bazemore’s (1985) study on the use of delinquent labelling in both the juvenile justice system and 

in school settings supports that labelling may influence subsequent behaviour through its impact on 

the young person’s commitment to conventional behaviour and the organizational behaviour of 

social control agencies. On the other hand, Lee et al.’s (2017) research into the effects of formal and 
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informal deviant labels note that parental perceptions of adolescents as deviant were associated with 

criminal behaviours in adulthood, while formal legal system labels were not significant. 

  Hirschfield (2008) proposes there is a declining significance of delinquent labels within 

disadvantaged urban communities. He suggests in the context of communities where arrests are a 

normalised ritual of male adolescence, labels have less legitimacy, carry little stigma and may not 

perceivably harm self-concept or social relationships. As such, he views micro-level labelling 

theory as an inadequate framework to conceptualise the social impact of mass criminalization 

alongside social exclusion and diminished social expectations (especially for black youth). As an 

alternative, he recommends more emphasis on the development of theory that implicates social 

policy, social structures and the justice system in the perpetuation of delinquency.  

  Although Hirschfield’s (2008) perspective better aligns with the need to examine the wider 

connection between marginalization and mass criminalization, the interpersonal nature of these 

findings cautions my use of the terms delinquency and student delinquency without first recognising 

their potential to contribute to the marginalization of vulnerable groups in research.   

4.4.1. Student Delinquency  

  The school’s atmosphere was typically noisy and chaotic. In the classroom, students 

appeared restless and unable to focus. One teacher pointed out that students “find themselves in all 

the negative and delinquent behaviours” because “they don’t have a purpose for being here”175. 

Truancy and tardiness were significant issues at the school for the majority of classes that I 

observed. Students were often seen gathering around staircases and outside of classroom doors 

during the times that they were required to be in class. In one classroom that I visited, only 14 

students were in attendance even though there were 40 registered for the class. As a result, class 

attendance was taken twice per day, in the morning and after lunch and teachers usually needed to 

clarify the whereabouts of students when they were absent.  

                                                 
175 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018.  
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Teacher takes roll call towards the end of the class.  

Students: Yes Miss! Not here Miss! 

Teacher: Not in class or not on the compound? (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017)  

Teacher: (Student’s name) isn’t coming back to school? 

Student: No, Miss. 

Teacher: She drop out? (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 29 November 2017) 

Truancy and tardiness were formally reported to the administration and were punishable by 

detention or suspension, depending on its severity. Some students resisted discipline through 

accusing teachers of informing on them with the administration and alluding that they will notify 

their peers to evade being caught.  

Boy: Miss you are a snitch! A snitch Miss! I’m going to tell them to run (Researcher’s 

fieldnotes, 28 September 2017). 

Other students seemed to relish in the respect they earned for their truancy.  

There is another boy in the room who is showing his peers lines that he was asked to write 

as punishment for skipping class. He says this with an air of pride, while asking others to 

help him complete his lines (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 20 February 2018). 

  Vandalism was another challenging behaviour identified at the school. Students were 

oftentimes responsible for destroying or defacing school property.  

The teacher later informs me that he was busy reporting an incident, where his Form 

classroom was vandalized by students. As the form teacher he is required to submit a report 

to administration and to liaise with them to solve the issue (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 10 

January 2018). 

Recurrent vandalism appeared to determine whether the administration invested in new equipment 

for the school, so measures were proposed to curb this behaviour as well as theft. These measures 

included video surveillance and the securing of equipment under lock and key. The administration 
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also pursued ways to recover incurred loss, since this had a significant impact on the total resources 

of the school.  

The principal discusses with staff plans for the end of the term, financial difficulties, 

vandalism, rats, due dates, improving staff morale, violence at the school and the exam 

schedule. Teachers are expected to assist with minimizing vandalism at the school. The 

school will also be investing in security cameras and school construction will be scheduled 

in intervals owing to the vandalism. The principal relates that contractors cannot afford to 

replace items when they are continually damaged. Once construction is complete, it will not 

be repaired again. Students will be held personally accountable for vandalism, and this will 

be communicated to parents through the PTA (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 28 November 2017).  

  A third issue identified among students at the school related to their use of drugs and 

alcohol. Some students were known to use illicit substances on the school’s compound or attend 

school while they were high or intoxicated. When caught, they were handed over to the police for 

further investigation and reprimand. Although I did not encounter incidents of substance use during 

my observations, some teachers and group participants shared about this behaviour with me. For 

example, Sunny (male adolescent group discussion participant) shared about his use of alcohol 

when he attended parties outside of school.  

Sunny (m): And you could drink your little rum and thing176, you know? Miss, and when you 

drink rum you go and get on real bad177. The last time I went, and I was vex the whole night 

and when I was standing up…real people start to give me Hennessey and thing and I… 

Me: Oh, they gave you alcohol? 

Sunny (m): Yeah. I didn’t overdo it, but you know? You supposed to know how much you 

could drink. But I real like to drink, so it wasn’t a problem with me (Group discussion, 22 

June 2018).  

                                                 
176 “And thing” meaning “etc.” or whatever else you might drink.  

177 “Get on real bad” is referring to how you behave when you drink rum. 
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In response to this issue, measures were taken by the school to address drug addiction among 

students. As an example, in the final term for the school year, students were involved in a drug 

rehabilitation initiative with a religiously affiliated group known as New Life Ministries. According 

to Female guidance counsellor, this was aimed at addressing the “drug problem at the school178”. 

She explained that teachers were asked to identify and submit names of students who required this 

form of intervention. Sponsorship was sought to help cover the majority of costs for students. The 

screening process for this programme incorporated drama and music activities as well as 

testimonials from those in recovery. Cloudy recalled her experience with this programme.  

Cloudy (f): They come and spoke to us about…like, am they…when they was small they used 

to give trouble, they used drink and they change they life…now they coming to talk to 

people…so now, by them coming to school and talking to you…you know you could watch 

them and try to get something from them (Group discussion, 22 June 2018). 

4.4.2. Discipline 

  Teachers played a crucial role in the discipline of students and the resolution of conflict at 

the school. They were at the forefront of initiating interventions with students and distributing 

punishment for inappropriate behaviours. In instances of physical fights, teachers intervened to 

deescalate or to separate students, who were then taken to the school’s Dean for further 

intervention. Discipline measures used by teachers took the form of removal from the classroom, 

stern lectures, writing lines on explanatory notes, detention, reports to parents and suspension. 

These were supplemented by the involvement of the police in instances of illegal activity at the 

school such as, smoking, gambling and violent behaviour.  

Her (teacher’s) form was caught smoking and gambling in the classroom last week. Some of 

them may have been from form (year group). She has been meeting with parents and police 

officers all morning, and students are being suspended for their actions (Researcher’s 

fieldnotes, 9 October 2017).  

                                                 
178 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 May 2018. 
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  Some teachers preferred a stern approach to discipline, in which they assumed an 

authoritative role with direct confrontation. However, I noticed that students did not response well 

to this method and offered resistance.  

Outside of the staffroom a girl is being disciplined. The teacher is stern with her, “I said 

come over here.” The girl stands facing the wall and does not move. I am taken back by the 

teacher’s tone, which is authoritative and firm. This makes me feel anxious and tense. I am 

also a bit shocked by the girl’s resistance to comply (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 27 October 

2017).  

Other teachers seemed to show students empathy for their circumstances of poverty, exposure to 

violence and other factors, which the teachers felt contributed to the presentation of delinquent 

student behaviours. As one art teacher stated: 

Some children don’t go through a day without hearing a gunshot, but it has to be a balance 

between them being relaxed at school and teaching discipline (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 27 

September 2017). 

  On the other hand, the administration appeared to have a rigid approach to discipline with 

little room for leniency. This led to the implementation of stringent rules for students, as shown in 

the examples below: 

The PA speaker announces that school will be dismissed at 12:30pm. Students are expected 

to vacate the school premises shortly after. Staying back in school is considered loitering 

and is discouraged (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 7 February 2018).  

She (administrator) informs staff that owing to vandalism of the school’s toilets, there will 

be a lockdown on the use of toilets just after the bells sound for recess and lunch break. 

Students will not be allowed to use the toilets, as they deem necessary and will be asked to 

wait until they are allowed to do so (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 1 February 2018).  

However, teachers did not always agree with these measures. For example, they felt that restricting 

student access to the toilets was an inappropriate rule.  
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Many teachers express disagreement with this decision. One teacher describes the initiative 

as “random, weird, wrong”, since students should be allowed to use the toilet when their 

need arises (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 1 February 2018).  

Additionally, teachers did not seem to have confidence in the effectiveness of the school’s overall 

policy on discipline. Furthermore, some lamented their role as disciplinarians because they felt the 

administration had unrealistic expectations.  

On the notice board behind the teacher’s desk is a printed copy of the school’s policy on 

discipline. It comprises of 4-6 pages, which have been signed and stamped by the school’s 

administration. The notice requests for teachers to give their feedback on the policy 

document. I comment, “Oh, there’s a policy on school discipline?” The teacher rolls her 

eyes with a smile. She responds, “What policy?” I note that she appears to have no 

confidence in the policy (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017). 

In the example above, I learned that the School Discipline Plan was a general guideline provided by 

the Ministry of Education and was meant to be adapted by each school. At the time that I was 

collecting data, this policy was being passed around for the input of teachers in order to update and 

adapt policy guidelines to meet the needs of the school.  

4.5. Humiliation 

   During my observations at the school, students routinely humiliated each other in relation to 

their intelligence, appearance and sexuality. Male art teacher suggested that “problems at home it 

might affect how you interact with other people you might want to be abrasive and not speak to 

them and stuff like that179”. According to him, issues at home contributed to the prevalence of 

bullying at the school. However, Female guidance counsellor noted that bullying was underreported 

because students were reluctant to admit they were being bullied. She suggested that it often took 

the form of “taxing” (taking a student’s money to avoid retribution), “rumour mongering” (starting 

                                                 
179 Interview, 15 January 2018.  
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rumours about a student such as, girls being sexually active) or cyberbullying (posting embarrassing 

videos of students on social media)180.  

  In my observation, expletives and phrases like “retarded181”, “stupid182”, “sickening183”, “he 

can’t fit through the door184” and “she not here, she mash up...I mash she up185”, “yours looking 

ugly186”, “looking like too-too187” and “no talent188” were quite common. Humiliation was used to 

highlight social status and particularly to emasculate male students, as shown in the following 

examples: 

Boy 1: Your father have nuts. He selling on the highway189. Salt and fresh!  

Boy 2: Miss he father is a soldier and does beat him with the gun (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 

13 November 2017). 

Teasing was intensified when students were suspected of non-heteronormative sexuality.  

I observe that a boy is being teased by other students about being a girl. They call him by a 

feminine name, as he keeps an unperturbed facial expression. He then teases the boy back, 

calling him “stupid”, as he kicks his leg up and barely misses the boy’s face (Researcher’s 

fieldnotes, 20 February 2018).  

In this instance, the student responded with violence as a form of self-defence.   

  Female students relied on humiliation to establish their dominance in the social setting. This 

was observed in the group discussions when Cloudy, Sky and Star (three female adolescent group 

discussion participants) joined together in what they perceived to be the defence of the female 

researcher. In this example, Diddy (male adolescent group discussion participant) was humiliated in 

                                                 
180 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018.  

181 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017. 

182 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017. 

183 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 28 November 2017. Meaning the person is annoying. 

184 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 28 September 2017. 

185 A reference to exhausting a girl, sexually (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 28 September 2017).  

186 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 October 2017.  

187 Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 28 May 2018. “Too-too” meaning it looks like faeces. 

188 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 October 2017.  

189 Selling nuts along the highway is often perceived as a menial job.  
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order to assert the female presence in the group. They especially requested that Diddy be 

embarrassed for asking, what they perceived to be, an inappropriate question.  

Diddy (m): Miss, are you married? 

Me (f): If I’m married?  

Cloudy (f): I just want to put an input to that. You know, to you, you don’t find he being…he 

pressing in too much on your personal life? 

Me (f): Am… 

Diddy (m): Yes. 

Sky (f): And it’s about the community?  

Cloudy (f): It’s not about Miss and where she live and if…you know? 

Diddy (m): Yeah, but it’s about we and what we do.  

Star (f): Alright it’s about we… 

Sky (f): Miss are you comfortable with he asking you these questions? 

Cloudy (f): Them kind of questions, tell us you know? Oh ho. 

Me (f): Am… 

Sky (f): Miss embarrass him (Group discussion, 28 May 2018).   

  At times, teachers participated in humiliating students. They appeared to use this as a tactic 

to deter undesirable behaviour as well as a way to express their frustration with a lack of 

compliance. I recall one interaction between a teacher and a student, where humiliation was used 

for behaviour change.  

Teacher: Get off the chair, because you will fall. And if you fall I will laugh and take a 

picture before I call the NHA/Ambulance.  

The class bursts into laughter, including the boy who is being scolded. He gets off the chair 

(Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 October 2017). 

In another example, a teacher humiliated a student who was unable to accurately mimic a dance 

step. Her frustration with the student was expressed in the way she instructed her:  
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“This is not a turn! You doing this.” She (teacher) imitates the girl’s motion. “That is not a 

turn…This is a turn.” She demonstrates. The girl seems frustrated and tries again, watching 

the teacher for approval. “This is not a turn. Watching me is not a turn.” (Researcher’s 

fieldnotes, 29 November 2017) 

  Comments by teachers seemed to convey to me a feeling of shame about the academic 

abilities of students. They often referred to students as “special children190”. Additionally, there was 

a particular class in the year group that was singled out because of their difficulties with learning 

and poor academic performance. In my inquiries about this class, I was informed that students were 

streamlined and grouped by the administration based on their performance and challenging 

behaviours. One teacher explained to me that “this is the special class191” because many students 

failed the secondary entrance examination. As a result, this class was given remedial schoolwork 

and they were excluded from participating in some subjects that were made available to their peers 

in the same year group. Added to that, they were not prepared for national testing because “they are 

not capable of writing the exam192”. Students in this class were only permitted to sign up for five 

O’level subjects (this was the minimum amount required by the Ministry of Education), they were 

limited to “basic subjects193” and teachers were asked by the administration to “water down194” the 

syllabus for them.  

  The practice of humiliating students for their academic performance seemed to permeate the 

consciousness of students and they began to fit into the perceptions that others or the school held of 

them. As described by the music teacher: 

When the kids realize…aye, they put me in the weak class…majority of the time is  trouble. 

So they, they act like the class that they, they get (Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 

March 2018). 

                                                 
190 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017. 

191 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017.  

192 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017.  

193 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017, 

194 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017. Meaning the syllabus has to be made easier/diluted for these students. 
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Many students expressed shame about their work and doubted their creative and academic abilities. 

For example, students described their artistic skills in the following ways: 

Boy: Mine looking like it has a disease…floral-intisis…floral-it is (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 

14 October 2017). 

Girl: All you know I cannot paint and I cannot draw (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 25 October 

2017). 

Diddy (m): Mine is shit (Group discussion, 28 May 2018).  

This extended to the views they held about examinations.  

Many of them also lay their heads down or complain about their likeliness to fail.  

Boy: “Miss I fed up of life, I going to fail your test.” (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 6 December 

2017)  

They also expressed feeling incapable of achieving their goals and dreams. 

We were talking about dreams and goals and aspirations and how even being within that 

environment…how you could still achieve your goals and dreams, and…one student told me 

that (school’s name) is the place that dreams come to die…And a lot of the students started 

to chime in, Yeah Miss nothing good comes out here (Female guidance counsellor interview, 

13 August 2018).  

4.6. Respect and Trust 

 In the community, respect was earned through notoriety for violence and ownership of 

symbols of status such as shoes, jewellery and cars. The music teacher, who also lived in the 

community, suggested that going to jail would “get them they stripes and they known as a bad 

man...because he respected, nobody does go round him”. Further on, she mentions: 

Sad way of thinking, but yeah. The bad man does get all the girls…he’s respected. You have 

to come to him for permission to ask for x, y and z…it’s glorified for them in their area and 

I’m like…I had to tell a child…Miss you is know what happen to snitches? (quotes the child) 

The same thing that is happen to gunmen (quotes her response). And he looked at me like, 
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what you talking about? Snitches die, gunmen die (quotes her comment) (Female music 

teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018).  

  Within the school setting, many student-teacher relationships seemed formal with the 

teacher assuming an authoritative role over students in order to exert social control. These 

relationships became tense at times and teachers faced resistance from students. In relating one such 

incident, a teacher shared about her argument with a student that led to her being followed and 

threatened all the way to the staffroom door. The negotiation of respect by teachers and students 

was an ongoing process and both groups often felt disrespected by the other. According to one 

teacher, respect needed to be earned in the school and attempts by teachers or the administration to 

assert an autocratic style of authority tended to lead to “one big shouting match195”. The proceeding 

examples provide a glimpse into the perspectives of teachers and students on the issue of respect. In 

particular, they illustrate how the teacher’s insensitivity to the hardships of students can lead to 

retaliation.  

…I’ve seen teachers who are all prim and proper about it and they get major 

disrespect…because I think the students and them think that, you know, you trying to shit 

them up196, in, in a sense or…and they really not, they not for that…I think some of the 

teachers have to understand that these children come from varying backgrounds where 

mummy don’t care, daddy don’t care…or they just existing because they existing, and to 

come here for a teacher to talk to you like you is a nobody and who you feel you are and you 

have to listen to me and they…totally put that defence, and they, they disrespect you going 

and coming… (Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018) 

Sky (f): Am, school will be better if them teachers stop disrespecting you...Yeah. They does 

disrespect you. 

Cloudy (f): Yeah, some of them disrespect you, and when you disrespect them back, they 

want to tell you all kind of thing (Group discussion, 22 June 2018).  

                                                 
195 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018.  

196 “Shit them up” meaning that you embarrass the person. 
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  The ongoing issue of respect between teachers and students appeared to be intimately linked 

with their level of trust. Perceptions that both groups held of each other contributed to a suspicious 

and defensive attitude, which made it difficult for them to show vulnerability or compassion. As 

such, trust was challenging for students and teachers to develop in the hostile school environment. 

Staff members especially did not trust the students. As shown in the following excerpt, my trusting 

interaction with a student revealed the teacher’s distrust of her.  

The teacher leaves the hall for a bit. During this time, one of the girls approaches me and 

asks me to keep her money safe during class, because her dance attire does not have 

pockets. I hesitate a bit but agree since her explanation seems reasonable. She hands me the 

money. The teacher returns with two chairs for both of us and notices the exchange. She 

immediately asks me to return the money to the girl and calls her over. The girl explains that 

her dance attire does not have pockets, “Miss said it’s okay.” The teacher responds, “She’s 

new, take your money back. Put it in your shoe or something.” The girl reluctantly agrees 

and I hand it back to her. She returns to her group. This incident leaves me feeling uneasy 

and confused. I ask the teacher about the reason for her concern, since I feel as though I 

have violated a school policy. The teacher responds, “Miss, these children dread. Is trouble. 

They will say, Miss that isn’t how much I gave you.” (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 29 November 

2017)   

  Some teachers emphasized the importance of treating students with dignity and respect. This 

approach sometimes developed out of their own experiences as students and they made a conscious 

effort to shift the existing dynamic. 

I try to treat them like human beings. I remember going to school and you’d be invisible to 

some teachers. And I also remember like you are because you’re…you’re bright, you’ll be 

treated a different way to the ones who not as bright, and I try not to do that as much. 

Because it was very disgusting as a student (Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 

2018). 
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 Respect was sometimes achieved through using techniques such as, slang to help them relate 

with students. 

So y’all want to talk to me Gaza197, I will talk to you Gaza, cause that’s what they  learn…so 

I tend to be very plain with them and letting them know…aye you on stupidness198…that is 

not me and I think they respect me for that. They know I not, for a lack of a better word, 

bullshitting them199. If I tell you, if I call you and I telling you aye, you on stupidness and 

you know you on stupidness, what we doing about this stupidness that you know you doing. 

And I just, I just try to relate to them on their level, and use the slangs that they know, so 

that I can reach them (Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018).  

  Teachers that assumed a nurturing, parental role also related well with students. This helped 

students to develop trust amidst the suspicion and violence. For example, in my fieldnotes, teachers 

that emulated a nurturing role seemed to have a positive and trusting relationship with students.  

A group of boys interrupt our conversation and enter the classroom to greet the teacher. 

They welcome her back and comment about not seeing her in a long time. Two of them 

extend their arms toward her. She embraces them and smiles. Throughout our conversation 

students greet her from outside the room. Boy says, “(Teacher’s name)!” A second boy, “Aye 

(teacher’s name).” A third boy, “Miss you are back!” (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 27 

September 2017) 

This dynamic especially helped students to open up to teachers about the challenges they faced in 

their personal lives at home. 

Because I’ve had children here who sit down outside the music room…they don’t have 

music…and she sit down outside the music room and she’s crying and you go outside, 

 what’s the problem and when they hit you the story is like why you not hungry, it’s easier 

to solve when you’re hungry. My mother don’t love me. How you come up with this? She tell 

                                                 
197  Jamaican slang often used in reference to gang culture, which was adapted in Trinidad. In this context Female 

dance teacher uses it as a reference to speaking frankly.  

198  Behaving delinquently.  

199 “Bullshitting them” meaning that you are not trying to fool the person.  
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me she only make me to see if she could’ve keep my father. (Sighs) How you does move 

forward from like (pauses) okay…and then you realize they don’t necessarily want you to 

solve their problem. They just want somebody to sit down and listen (Female music teacher 

1 interview, 23 March 2018).  

 Further to this, when it was revealed that teachers shared common interests or backgrounds 

with students, this commonality earned the teacher respect and they were more often approached for 

advice, as students felt better understood. I recall the moment that a student’s demeanour toward her 

teacher changed when she realised that her teacher was from a nearby neighbourhood.  

Girl: Miss, where you live? Miss, you from the ghetto? Miss you are the only teacher I know 

who is from the ghetto (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 28 September 2017). 

 Male art teacher also shared with me about how disclosing his experience as a past student 

helped him to connect with them and positively impact their lives. 

Male art teacher: I also explain to them like, back in my days…explain that I was in the 

school also a past student of the school. The area I worked, I live in, also give them some the 

experiences I saw growing up and stuff like that…How I tried to not make it affect me much, 

and the help and support that I had. 

Me: And you think they are able to relate to you, because of that? 

 

Male art teacher: Definitely. Yes…The male students mostly…even, am, two forms I don’t 

teach, but they were in the other room next to me while I was explaining to some students. 

And since that, they come over and speak to me and stuff like that…One had an altercation 

with another student, and he came and spoke to me about it…first, and I explain to him the 

situation, what he should do and shouldn’t do…and he resolved the situation with the 

student by just speaking (Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018). 

  Overall, teachers suggested the development of trust with students emerged from the respect 

and care they showed to them. It was usually a gradual process, but it helped to influence the 

behaviour of students in a positive way.  
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So, I remember distinctly that one class at Success told me when I first came that nobody 

stays in Success for too long…they got rid of the last guidance officer, so they going to get 

rid of me too. And that was the attitude when I came into the class. They weren’t interested 

in anything you had to say, nothing that you had to do. They just weren’t. So it took a lot of, 

am, perseverance, and now that’s a class that I can’t get rid of the children from coming to 

my office. So, it takes a while for them to warm to you, but eventually, once you earn their 

trust they will not fight (Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018).   

  Teachers felt they were not respected by the administration and they frequently voiced their 

dissatisfaction with the administration’s decision-making and handling of situations. In one such 

example, a teacher expressed that the administration lacked an understanding of and respect for the 

arts, since teachers of different arts modalities were placed in a “team teach200” arrangement, which 

required them to split the time between each subject during a single class period. One teacher 

commented that this arrangement reflected the administration’s unwillingness to understand the 

differences between art and music by lumping them together. Added to that, during the course of my 

data collection, plans for the school’s sports day revealed a lack of communication and consensus 

between teachers, the administration and the Ministry of Education. My observations are 

highlighted in the proceeding notes: 

I learn the school is preparing for Sports Day. Preparations seem impromptu and unplanned 

to me. Many teachers give a cynical response when I ask more about it. They seem to lack 

information on the logistics of the event and specific plans for the day. One teacher is not 

even sure whether it is scheduled to take place in St James or Arima… (Researcher’s 

fieldnotes, 19 April 2018) 

He (teacher) also informs me that Sports Day has been changed to Fun Day, and will be 

held at the school… (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 25 April 2018) 

                                                 
200 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017.  
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Many staff members also seem unsure about the event scheduled for tomorrow. There is talk 

that activities may be organized by the police service, and the school’s compound is not 

suitable for sporting activities, since there is no field and it is unclear what they will be 

doing… (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 26 April 2018) 

When I arrive at the school I notice that it feels empty and quiet. There is hardly anyone 

around, with the exception of a few students playing basketball in the front hall. I join the 

staff during their meeting, where I am informed that the Fun Day is cancelled. I am told the 

Ministry of Education took issue with the change of the venue from the barracks in St James 

to the court at the back of the school. The ministry’s reasoning is that the back of the school 

is unsafe and was not approved for this event (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 27 April 2018).   

 The lack of communication between teachers and the administration reflected their lack of 

respect for each other. This underlying dynamic especially contributed to the overall sense of 

disorganization at the school. As a result, many activities seemed unplanned, events were often 

cancelled and there were frequent and unexpected changes in the class schedules. An excerpt of my 

observations is detailed below, where I noted miscommunication between teachers and the 

administration: 

I overhear teachers complaining about the unexpected leave taken by (on administrator). 

Staff members were not informed prior to a school PTA meeting, where they found out 

alongside parents. The PTA meeting seems to have been riddled with complaints from both 

staff and parents about the way the school is run (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 26 April 2018). 

 Additionally, an interview with one teacher highlighted the persistent lack of communication 

between staff and the administration. She brought to my attention that “most times students will 

come to us, Miss we hear it having no school today, and we don’t know nothing…Sometimes the 

cafeteria staff know before us201”.  

                                                 
201 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. 
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  Female guidance counsellor made an interesting observation about the parallels between 

student-teacher relationships and the teacher-administrator dynamic in that both groups seemed to 

mirror the way in which they related to the other. In her view, the lack of respect between students 

and teachers reflected the disparity between teachers and the administration, ultimately affecting the 

students most significantly.  

You’d hear administration complaining, you’ll hear teachers complaining and then you see 

the students’ behaviour. And I’ve told them, that the students’ behaviour is a reflection of the 

teachers’ behaviour…I’ve seen them in meetings and I’ve seen the students in a classroom. 

And it’s no different. Right, the respect for the…while you may disagree…I have no problem 

with you disagreeing, but you still need to respect people’s position…but when meetings are 

going on the interaction amongst teachers is just like that of a student who’s ignoring the 

teacher. Basically they are literally…they literally mirror each other and they don’t even 

realize…So the things that the teachers complain about or the principal complains about, 

are the exact same behaviours of the children...like without a doubt..so where you’ll have in 

a class a child who might be paying attention, that child might be considered to be the 

teacher’s pet. If you have in a meeting and you see a teacher who’s paying attention…that 

teacher is considered to be the suck up of the principal, right. If it is you have, am, a child in 

the class who’s talking…there’s a particular clique, a particular group who’s always having 

a conversation…same thing in a teacher’s meeting. You’ll see it…being in the school is like 

being in a…abusive home, where you have mommy and daddy continuously arguing and 

nobody is studying about how their behaviour is affecting the children (Female guidance 

counsellor interview, 13 August 2018).  

  My development of trust with participants in the group discussions was a gradual process. In 

the first two group discussions, I observed that some students seemed to be testing the boundaries of 

trust through asking direct questions, while others were reserved and refrained from giving an in-
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depth response. Similarly, participants were unsure of whether they could trust each other to retain 

confidentiality at the beginning, and they expressed feeling discomfort.  

Diddy (m): See how them don’t want talk? 

Cloudy (f): Well talk. 

 

Sky (f): You only want to know people business.  

 

Diddy (m): I not really talking to she. 

 

Cloudy (f): Right.  

 

Sky (f): Miss I don’t really feel comfortable with him here (Group discussion, 24 May 2018).  

Nevertheless, this discomfort seemed to dissipate as the group discussions progressed.  

  Student involvement in the arts created opportunities for them to develop values like respect 

for others and resources. As an illustration, the excerpt below describes the efforts of a teacher to 

convey the importance of such values to her class: 

The teacher begins with talking about the importance of listening, following rules, showing 

respect, being prepared for class and reminding students of the rules of the art room. Some 

students start chatting with each other during her lecture and she implores them to listen to 

her. She tries to relate how these values can carry over into their lives after they leave 

school and transition into work environments. Rules for the art room include showing 

respect for the materials and furniture through treating them with care. She also explains 

there are insufficient resources, and wastefulness is highly discouraged (Researcher’s 

Fieldnotes, 10 January 2018). 

4.7. Poverty and Privilege  

  In this study, poverty, violence and criminal activities were intricately interlinked. The 

findings presented in this section explore some of these intersecting factors as well as the concept of 

privilege, which was perceived in relation to the opportunities and access it afforded.  

4.7.1. Poverty  

 Group participants defined poverty as: 
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Diddy (m): You suffering, you poor. You have nothing. You broke. 

Star (f): Things hard.  

Cloudy (f): You poor, you is less fortunate (Group discussion, 28 May 2018).  

They commented on the role of violence in their understanding of poverty, as they observed in their 

community that people engaged in violent and criminal behaviour as a means of gaining income.  

Diddy (m): When I go up by my fellas who shooting…He children and them right…them 

have…they have car, they have house, they ahm, they going thing, them have best 

work…they have them kind of thing (Group discussion, 28 May 2018).  

Wealth was associated with status within the community and items such as shoes and jewellery 

were important symbols of status. According to the music teacher, some students were willing to 

become involved in gangs and crime to acquire these.  

Is gun violence and the gun man pass and don’t worry I could get this…Some of them find it 

glamourous. They willing to go to jail, and you could wear Jordan’s202 and whatever in jail 

and is big chain and it’s like, you know in jail you can’t come out? There are no girls to 

impress when you in there wearing this? Miss, you don’t understand, I go be a big, a big 

tanto203 (Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018).  

 Female dance teacher suggested that because many students “come from broken homes”, 

gang leaders would take advantage of their disposition “because they know they situation and 

mummy need the help because how much ever little siblings coming up”204. The driving need for 

sufficient income particularly placed some young people in abusive and vulnerable situations. As 

indicated by this teacher, “female students...confide in certain teachers with stepfathers 

interfering205 with them...moms coming in and literally watching your girl child and tell her, ent he 

                                                 
202  Michael Jordan sneakers. 

203  Big boy/boss. 

204 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018.  

205 Referring to sexual abuse. 
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mining you206. So most of them don’t have a choice in the matter”207. She emphasised that people in 

the community became involved in criminal activity in order to provide for their families. 

When they can’t figure out what’s this and they can’t read that and they studying, mammy 

home struggling, and the drug lord see him…aye boy, you could make some fast cash and 

you give them that…and that’s what they will gravitate to, because that’s what, they don’t 

have to see about…if the drug man give them 500 a week, what they sit down in here doing? 

(Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018) 

  Adolescents proposed that some people made a deliberate choice to use violent and illicit 

means to improve their quality of life. In their view, the motive for engaging in violence reflected a 

lack of interest in working. As such, these individuals were perceived to be unwilling to fit into the 

traditional mould of employment.  

Star (f): Miss, them around there, don’t like to go and work and get they thing for themself. 

Them will go and thief and thing.  

Cloudy (f): It have work, and they choose not to do no work because they want to be in 

the…in the life, in the…so all the best lifestyles or whatever is the case…So you know is 

them decision because it have plenty things out here waiting for them.  

Diddy (m): It depends on what you want in this world and how you get it. Yeah what you 

want in this world and how you going get it. Some people…some people will say they want a 

car and a house…they going to work for that…have work today, me208 I ain’t cut out for 

work. So that what you going an do…going and kill and all them kind of thing. It’s the 

mindset I tell you, is the mindset (Group discussion, 28 May 2018). 

 As adolescents shared and discussed poverty in relation to their own experiences and their 

observations of others, what emerged was the extent of poverty in their community. As an example, 

Diddy (male adolescent group discussion participant) shared about having to work for most things 

                                                 
206  Meaning, isn’t he taking care of you? 

207 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018.  

208 Here, “me” refers to what some people will say and not to himself. 
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he needed, while Sky (female adolescent group discussion participant) commented on indicators of 

poverty that she saw in her community. In the latter example, Sky conveyed an image of the 

community with “people sitting down and rubbish trucks and gun and thing209”. This aesthetic 

signalled the ubiquity of violence amidst a background of unemployment and decay.  

 Adolescents also associated poverty with shame and they used their observations or 

knowledge about others to humiliate them. For example, Sky commented on Scarlet Ibis (male 

adolescent group discussion participant) purchasing his clothes from the nearby market as a way to 

quiet him during one group discussion.    

Sky (f): I see Scarlet Ibis (m). I see you where…you want to know which part? In the 

market… Buying clothes (Group discussion, 14 June 2018).  

Star and Sky also used poverty related shame to take reprisal against Diddy when he attempted to 

embarrass Sky about having dreadlocks.  

Diddy: Here, you need this more than me. (He takes out his comb.) 

Sky: What you pull out that for? 

Star (f): That comb real old.  

Sky (f): Comb missing teeth. (Group discussion, 14 June 2018).   

4.7.2. Privilege 

 Adolescent participants in the group discussions were conscious of privilege being afforded 

to those in the wider society, who lived in communities that are less affected by poverty and 

violence. For example, Sunny (male adolescent group discussion participant) noted “it have some 

places you would go and you wouldn’t hear that every day like, normal210”, referring to gunshots. 

Sky and Cloudy especially explored privilege in the context of where they lived versus where they 

perceived me to live and they rightly assumed that I was from a more exclusive neighbourhood.  

Sky: Then she from a gated community (Group discussion, 24 May 2018).  

Cloudy: Miss, not living in that kind of particular area (Group discussion, 22 June 2018).  

                                                 
209 Group discussion, 24 May 2018. 

210 Group discussion, 4 July 2018.  
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In addition, Diddy (male adolescent group discussion participant) directly confronted me about my 

privilege, which initially made him reticent within the group and suspicious about my intentions. 

The exchange felt uncomfortable and embarrassing for me, but I realized that my privilege had to 

be directly confronted by the group in order to deepen our connection and openness to an authentic 

experience. An excerpt from this conversation is presented below: 

Me: ...and I still obviously learning a lot, because I’m not from the community and definitely 

there are lots of people who have their own ideas about what it’s like to live there.  

Diddy (m): So what you trying to say, you privileged? 

Me: If what? 

Diddy (m): You privilege? 

Me: If I’m privileged? Ahm, if I’m honest I guess I probably am. How you feel about that? 

Diddy (m): No worry. (laughs) 

Me: It’s okay. Yeah I think I probably am, because I definitely would not have had the same 

experiences as you.  

Diddy (m): So you just want to know how poor people does live? 

Me: Not really…Ahm…no it’s not really about how they live, but to understand…I guess a 

little bit more about the violence that happens (Group discussion, 24 May 2018).  

Diddy subsequently requested that I label myself by what I represent for him, that is, privilege.  

Cloudy (f): You could make up a name too.  

 

Me: Am…what should I name myself?  

 

Diddy (m): Privilege. 

Me: Privilege? 

Cloudy (f): Miss pick your name because… 

 

Star (f): Pick a name what you like (Group discussion, 24 May 2018).  
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Furthermore, he questioned me about what I earned for myself when I was younger. This discussion 

revealed the disparity between Diddy and me as well as among the participants, in that some 

appeared to have more access to resources than others.  

Me: What do we think privilege is? I think the word itself shows a difference between 

somebody who has and somebody who may not have. Or somebody who might get more 

opportunities than somebody else. So to me, privilege, a lot of the times when I think about 

it, is always, I think about it in relation to the opposite.  

Diddy (m): Take for example, when you was growing up, what you buy and do for yourself?  

 

Me: What I had to buy and do for myself? Ahm…like… 

 

Diddy (m): Like the money you earn. 

 

Me: Am, I did, but probably not at a very young age. (Pauses) Is that something that comes 

up a lot for you? 

 

Diddy (m): The only kind of, the only clothes what I didn’t buy…is my school clothes.  

 

Me: So you’ve had to work hard and buy everything. 

 

Diddy (m): Clothes, slippers, everything I had to work and buy.  

 

Me: For yourself. 

 

Diddy (m): Yeah.  

 

Me: Is it similar for you all? 

 

Cloudy (f): Mhmm…no. 

 

Sky (f): No. 

 

Star (f): Uh uh, my parents does buy my things (Group discussion, 28 May 2018). 

4.8. Sex and Gender Norms 

  Sex and gender were not main areas of focus at the onset of this research study. 

Nevertheless, as I engaged in data collection, I became more aware of the role of these two factors 

in the way that students related with each other, especially in the context of the school setting and in 

relation to violence. The school that I visited was co-educational and there was typically some 

separation between groups of boys and girls in the classroom setting and in recreational spaces. This 
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was not a rigid or enforced practice, however I noticed that girls preferred to sit in small groups, 

interspersed by a few boys that also sat together. My observation of this behaviour in the classroom 

was mirrored during group discussions, where Sky, Cloudy and Star (three female adolescent group 

discussion participants) opted to sit next to each other, apart from the boys. An exception to this 

usual seating arrangement was observed when a girl and boy appeared to be flirting or romantically 

involved, as the couple would sit together.  

  Most adolescents at the school seemed interested in learning about gender norms and sexual 

relationships. They discussed flirting, dating and budding relationships among students in their 

class. The music teacher noted that students usually talked about violence, “sex and blowjobs211”. 

Their expectations reflected patriarchal gender norms, such as men having to provide material 

goods and women being sexualized objects. For example, girls talked about having a male partner 

to provide money for their physical upkeep. 

Two girls are speaking. “Don’t study them212. Tell your man you want some bundles213 girl.” 

She tells her friend to ask her partner for hair extensions (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 13 

November 2017). 

This gender expectation was also held by boys who felt societal pressure to earn income, as 

described by Diddy in his discussion with Cloudy and me.  

Diddy (m): Them is girls, them don’t have work after school.  

Cloudy (f): If I work extra, I will get five from my grandmother, and you know, they will help 

you and I will get my pocket change. 

Me: Right. And you think it has a lot to do with them being girls?  

Diddy (m): Yeah 

Me: So you think it’s harder for boys? 

Diddy (m): Yeah (Group discussion, 28 May 2018).  

                                                 
211 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017.  

212 Don’t worry about what others are saying. 

213 Meaning bundles of hair extensions.  
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On the other hand, female gender expectations were illustrated when female students drew 

reference to the elasticity of the vagina during a demonstration by their art teacher.  

Teacher reminds them to keep the fabric pulled “tight” while they stretch it over the frame. 

They collectively respond, “If it ent tight, it ent right!” They laugh together (Researcher’s 

fieldnotes, 25 October 2017).  

Girls were commonly rated by both boys and girls, according to their appearance.  

The boys and girls are now busy rating girls in the class.  

Boy: “She can get a 6.” 

Girl 1: “(Girl’s name) real ugly.” 

Girl 2: “I know I ugly.” (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 24 January 2018)  

  In courting the opposite sex, male students displayed confidence whenever they attempted to 

woo a female student. They tended to be boastful and were sometimes spurred on by others. 

One of the boys shouts from the exit, “(Girl’s name)! Meet me by the bathroom when you 

done!” All of the students erupt in laughter. Another girl shouts, “GT!214 You get through!” 

Another says, “Jump on she back!215” (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 October 2017) 

Boys especially boasted about having a high number of sexual partners, as a way to show off their 

male prowess. 

One student notices an embellished brassiere on one of the tables. This type of wear is 

typical for costumes during Carnival parades… A boy picks it up and places it against his 

chest playfully, as through he is trying it on. He bounces it up and down mimicking the 

movement of breasts. The girls around him laugh and he comments, “I see bras already. At 

home I have them in decoration.” He is referring to his sexual prowess. (Researcher’s 

fieldnotes, 31 January 2018).  

  Non-verbal poses and gestures signalled sexual interest among both male and female 

adolescents. I recall the following for example:  

                                                 
214 Meaning get through. 

215 Reference to sexual intercourse. 
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I notice the boy who confidently sits on his chair with sprawled legs seems to be attempting 

to woo the girl sitting next to him. She sometimes smiles and teases him, pretending not to be 

interested but her facial expression suggests otherwise (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 28 

September 2017).  

Once the couple was established however, dissatisfaction with a partner’s behaviour was shown 

through some form of physical aggression or punishment.  

I notice one boy and girl in the room are particularly close. They appear to be romantically 

involved. Later on, when this boy stands outside the classroom embracing another girl, and 

he is called back into the class by (the teacher), the girl next to him seems upset by his 

action and hits him across his back with her book (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017).  

  Sex differences were discernible in the types of aggressive behaviours employed by 

students. For example, female students tended to rely on verbal forms of humiliation, while male 

students were more likely than girls to engage in physical altercations during moments of conflict. 

In spite of this general trend, it was not uncommon to see girls fight with each other physically or 

engage in aggressive behaviours. In the excerpt below, I detail one such incident where girls were 

engaged in a physical fight, which required the intervention of staff.  

Someone yells, “Fight!” Something is happening outside in the schoolyard. All of the 

students race outside along the railing, which overlooks the yard. There is a large crowd 

gathered outside along the corridors… I hear the students telling each other, “Who it is? 

Fight!” I ask one girl about what is happening. She tells me that two girls got into a fight... 

“She always getting beat.” (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 11 October 2017) 

  There were also noticeable sex differences among students in their response to violence. As 

suggested by one teacher, girls tended to show emotion while boys seemed to put up a facade of 

wellness in order to maintain masculine gender norms.  

Why cry, they does say what I crying for, me ain’t no wimp. They does say that. Am…the, the 

boys they are tough, they, they play tough, they have this exterior they don’t want to break 
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down. Even though they are hurting, they don’t want to break down, and breaking down for 

them is looking weak. Crying for them is looking weak. You know? But the females, they lash 

out. They would go in a corner, they would put their head down, they would cry. They need 

their moment, their moment by themself. Their moment just feeling loved from somebody or 

getting a hug or just saying, you know, don’t worry everything will be alright. They…they 

would be more emotional to it. They would show it, I should say. Whereas the boys, am, they 

would lash out in whatever way they choose (Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 

2018).  

  Regarding sexuality, heteronormative relationships were viewed as acceptable, with any 

perceived deviation being considered undesirable and subject to criticism. In one candid 

conversation with a student, he shared with me about his sexuality and how experiences of 

stigmatisation affected his well-being, both in school and in the community. He particularly made 

reference to the lack of support for non-heteronormative groups in society and reflected on activities 

and friendships that helped him to cope. An excerpt of our conversation from my fieldnotes is 

included below: 

He (student) references that his experience is much like the characters portrayed in the hip-

hop video “1-800-273-8255” by singer Logic216. I play this video on my phone as we 

continue to speak. He tells me that if people suspect he is gay it “is pressure”, and that he 

has experienced “point(s) of serious depression” in his life, which made him feel like 

“running away”. In the past, he would take a run and listen to music to cope with feeling 

stressed. Music and singing helps him. He discloses that his mother knows about his 

sexuality and that she was initially angry and upset but then “cool down”. He also reveals 

that there are other students in the school who are also gay, but “black people – everyone 

for themself”. He says everyone used to tease these students in school, but this has reduced 

over time. In my own observation, teasing continues to be an issue at the school, since I 

                                                 
216  This video can be viewed on YouTube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kb24RrHIbFk  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kb24RrHIbFk
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have observed students being called “buller217” in classes. His closest friends know about 

his sexuality. He shares that “everyone calls everyone names”, so he is very selective about 

the friends he chooses. He admits that he has evaded family members when he knew they 

were gossiping about him and he tends to keep to himself. The boy shares with me that he 

first realised that he is gay when he started high school and developed a crush on another 

boy. He laments that he knows there is more support in other countries such as, housing for 

members of the community who are asked by their parents to leave home. He also suggests 

that people from the LGBTQ+218 community, who are a different race and complexion, 

experience less discrimination in Trinidad. He particularly references the more liberal areas 

of the country such as, Westmoorings219 (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 June 2018). 

  According to Female dance teacher, male participation in activities such as dance signified 

non-heteronormativity within the student and community culture. This led to reduced participation 

among boys in dance classes in order to avoid being humiliated. Some parents reinforced this 

gender norm by removing their sons from dance.  

The male students, they, they see dance as something that is, is gay, something homosexuals 

do…so, and they get teased by…because I have boy…I have male students who are excellent 

dancers, but when they have to hold a certain posture and they friend pass by and see 

them…they get the comments so they just lose all form, they don’t come to class, they come 

to class when they want…the boys, when they shut down they shut down. I’ve even had 

parents, they came to me and express, you know, that they don’t want their, their, their sons 

dancing or they didn’t know that their son…And I know too, that is a, that is an 

environmental thing as to where they live…in parent’s day…the dad said to me, Miss it have 

fellas up by me into that thing, that is real faggot220 thing… I not doing my son that…Now 

                                                 
217 Derogatory term for someone who is not heteronormative.  

218 This acronym signifies the Lesbian, Gay, Bi-sexual, Transgender, Queer, plus community.   

219 A notably wealthy community in Trinidad and Tobago.  

220 Derogatory term for someone who is not heteronormative.  
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parents they are very particular about their male, males dancing (Female dance teacher 

interview, 27 March 2018). 

Sexuality and violence seemed to intersect at points where patriarchal gender norms were 

reinforced. For example, when adolescents vied for dominance through fighting as well as when 

they became targets of gender-based violence and hostility. In the following Chapter 5 my area of 

focus shifts to that of adolescent engagement in cultural arts practices and my exploration of some 

key challenges within the school setting. My research findings are continued therein.      

5. Findings Part 2: Adolescent Engagement in Cultural Arts Practices and Presenting 

Challenges with the Educational Setting 

 This chapter presents results that explore adolescent engagement in cultural arts practices at 

the school and in the community. It is structured along prevalent themes that emerged using 

thematic analysis, as described in the Methodology (Section 3.6). The themes in this chapter 

highlight cultural arts practices (Section 5.1) including: visual arts (Section 5.1.1), music (Section 

5.1.2), dance (Section 5.1.3) and theatrical performance (Section 5.1.4) in addition to structural 

challenges at the school (Section 5.2) such as, the curricula (Section 5.2.1), resources (Section 

5.2.2) and parent involvement (Section 5.2.3).  

5.1. Cultural Arts Practices 

  Cultural arts practices were defined by teachers as consistent practices that they originated 

in the community as well as “an art that involve their immediate culture221”. In Trinidad and 

Tobago, this might include an annual parade, activities such as, Mas222, “playing pan, or doing the 

dance or making a costume or any, any VAPA223 or even outside, a spoken word or a song you write 

a calypso about it. Just demonstrating your roots, where you came from, am, what you have here” 

(Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018). Carnival (Section 2.2) and the Best Village 

(Section 2.2.4) festivals were associated with cultural arts, by students and teachers. One teacher 

                                                 
221 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018.  

222 Section 2.2.1 on Cultural Arts Practices.  

223 Visual and Performing Arts 
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especially pointed out that in Best Village, “all the components of visual and performing arts 

coming together to do this production” (Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018). In 

addition, Mas on D Block signified the celebration of Carnival at the school and was a prime 

example of student engagement with the cultural arts. Although adolescents reflected on how 

participation in Carnival celebrations might encourage greater unity in the community, they 

remained cautious about the overall threat to safety.  

Star (f): Yeah because everybody want to go and dance and enjoy they self and thing so that 

why they does come together. 

Diddy (m): But that a real tricky time, you know…could be out there enjoying yourself you 

out there liming224, blah, blah blah…and just so somebody put you in a trunk or something. 

Scarlet Ibis (m): Yeah, or stab you up (Group discussion, 14 June 2018).   

  Activities in preparation for Carnival took place in the formal and informal classroom 

setting. It was organised by teachers and involved working on costumes for both traditional and 

Pretty Mas (Section 2.2.1) as well as rehearsing for music and dance performances. Arts practices at 

the school encompassed activities that were taught in curricula and extra-curricular programmes as 

well as the everyday practices of students. Detailed in the sections below are cultural arts practices 

that comprise four main modes of creative arts: visual arts, music, dance and performance, which 

students were engaged with throughout the school year. It is important to note that student entry 

requirements for the school were in steady decline from its earlier years of operation, at the time 

data was collected. Nonetheless, there was an overall focus on academic achievement rather than on 

the visual and performing arts. This particular observation is explored further along (Section 5.2.1). 

5.1.1. Visual Arts 

  As I walked along the corridor on my way to classrooms, I noticed that walls were 

embellished with graffiti. While many of these images stated the names of students, I recognised 

that some referred to rival gangs present in the community. This reminded me of the wider context 

                                                 
224 Hanging out 
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of the school setting, as geographically situated in an embattled community (Section 2.1.3). Graffiti 

messages conveyed gang rivalries such as “Rasta vs Muslim225”, oppositional attitudes for example, 

“fuck the police226” and insults directed at students like, “Queenasshole227”. They were placed on 

walls and notice boards in hallways and classrooms. In contrast, there was a mural featuring flowers 

and trees along the walls of the art room, which was the initiative of Male art teacher. This piece 

seemed to be a source of inspiration to other teachers, as one mentioned that she wanted to decorate 

the rest of the art room with murals (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 October 2017).  

 When asked about the presence of visual arts in the community, adolescents initially 

indicated that it was not visible. However, when they were asked about art forms such as graffiti, 

murals and signs, they promptly acknowledged these were noticeable in areas such as by a park or 

near street corners and walls. One teacher recommended that students would benefit from the 

opportunity to express themselves through art forms like, graffiti or murals. She noted, however, 

that messages or artwork would need to be monitored to ensure they were not “derogatory228”.  

 In the classroom, visual art techniques that I observed included batik, printmaking, drawing, 

fabric painting and graphic design. Typically, samples of each form of art making were shared with 

students and they were given notes describing the process, the tools involved as well as a list of 

materials to procure from home. Over the course of the school year, students created designs on 

paper and on fabric. As with many other aspects of the curricula, limited resources affected the 

ways in which students engaged with these art forms. Demonstrations were adapted from materials 

that were available and students worked in groups as there were not enough tools for everyone. For 

example, glue and brushes were used in place of wax and tjanting tools, shoeboxes and thumbtacks 

replaced screens, diluted paints instead of fabric dyes and brown cotton substituted sturdier batik 

fabric. Motifs comprised flowers, butterflies, hearts, fish and names with embellishments. I noticed 

that some boys created designs with a devil’s tail or sword imagery attached. Additionally, I 

                                                 
225 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017. Reference to two opposed gangs. 

226 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 20 February 2018.  

227 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 28 November 2017. 

228 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018.  
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observed that some students chose colours and symbols that held significant meaning within their 

community. For example, one student created a design that referenced Rastafarianism.  

One girl is creating a design with the Star of David and her initial. She paints it in red, 

 yellow and green. She tells the group that she is “a Rasta for life” (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 

17 November 2017).  

 Many of the art making activities enabled me to participate in groups through assisting some 

of the students such as, with their stencil making or painting. As there were limited supplies, some 

students complained about the lengthy wait to use the tools and materials. Others became frustrated 

by the outcome of their art pieces and talked about giving up on the task. Nonetheless, once they 

were completed and satisfied with their artwork, students seemed eager and proud to see their 

pieces on display. Innovative approaches to art making appeared to benefit students, as they were 

encouraged to work together to create solutions for the issue of limited resources.  

We had to water down the paints because we didn’t have dye and stuff like that, yeah (Male 

art teacher interview, 15 January 2018). 

 During the second term of the school year, art classes shifted their focus to the theme of 

Carnival. This was in preparation for the school’s Carnival celebration, Mas on D Block, which 

mimicked a traditional Mas parade seen during Carnival celebrations in the wider society. I 

observed that students seemed much more interested in art making during this time of the year. 

They especially showed interest in the representation of traditional characters in Mas that they 

learned about in art class such as, the Moko Jumbie (Section 2.2.4). Mas making appealed to them 

as an opportunity to engage with visual arts. They visited the art room over the course of their lunch 

breaks to assist teachers with creating costumes and they were eager to learn unique techniques of 

wire bending, which involved the process of moulding wire into three-dimensional forms. My 

observations were supported by an art teacher who also noticed that “they really engage in that, and 

really eager to learn the Mas229”. As proposed by Cloudy (female adolescent group discussion 

                                                 
229 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2017.  
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participant), “art is more for Carnival230”. Excerpts from my fieldnotes capture the persistence of 

students during the period of costume making.  

A few students have offered to assist the teacher with costume making. They help him 

embellish wired butterfly wings with trim using a glue gun. They are planning to stay after 

school to work on the wings. They also make plans to work through their lunch break for the 

rest of  the week in order for them to be completed on time. I walk to the art room, where I 

meet students and teachers who are working on the tables, bending wires and embellishing 

costumes. Some of the students are dancing to soca music, which is playing on a computer 

(Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 1 February 2018). 

  Students worked in groups on designs for fabric banners that were later hung along the 

railing outside of the art room as a stage design for Mas on D Block. Groups were invited to discuss 

and decide on a traditional Carnival character that became the focus of each banner. Traditional 

characters discussed in groups included the Blue Devil, Baby Doll, Moko Jumbie, Dame Lorraine, 

Midnight Robber, Pierrot Grenade, Fancy Sailor, King Sailor, Bats, Jab-Jab, Jab Molassie, 

Minstrels, Burrokeete, Fancy Indians and Cow Band (Section 2.2.1). I observed that groups seemed 

cohesive and students were able to recall most of these characters, which they learned in the 

previous school year. Some students showed more interest than others, however, most provided the 

lead artist with their input on what should be added or removed from the design. Students remained 

focused and engaged in the art making process and continued to work despite class ending. They 

were often reminded by their teacher that they can complete their artwork during the next class.  

As we continue painting, the bell rings for class to be dismissed. I notice that most students 

continue working, and do not immediately move or pack up their belongings. Some of them 

 are discussing coming into the art room during their lunch break tomorrow to finish 

painting. Others are considering staying back after school to continue their work 

(Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 31 January 2018).  

                                                 
230 Group discussion, 22 June 2018.  
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 Group designs included depictions of Jab-Jab, Dame Lorraine, Fancy Sailor, Pierrot 

Grenade, Blue Devil, Moko Jumbie and Midnight Robber (Section 2.2.1). One boy expressed his 

particular interest in the Midnight Robber, because the character carried a gun.  

One of the boys in the group is particularly interested in the Midnight Robber’s guns 

comments, “One shot with that.” He wants to ensure the character is donned with an AK47, 

and offers to draw the guns for this friend, since he does not think his friend is doing a good 

job. He tells him, “Guns take precious time to draw.” The boy then turns toward me, “You 

don’t know about guns?” I reply, “No.” He acquires a ruler and carefully measures and 

draws two guns in the hands of the Midnight Robber (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 24 January 

2018). 

  At the end of the school year, classes tended to focus on NCSE231 examinations. Student 

assignments consisted of designing signs and posters. Teachers, for example, highlighted themes of 

peace, bullying, avoiding fights and environmental cleanliness for this activity, however, there was 

little participation from students. Two art pieces that were submitted depicted motifs of a raised fist 

(representative of the Black Power Movement) and flowers.  

  Throughout my conversations with teachers and students I learned of other modes of art 

making at the school such as, lino printing, wire-bending, paper-maché, woodwork, textile design, 

clay sculpture and accessory/jewellery design. Further to this, students showed interest in a range of 

film genres such as horror (IT, Chucky), fantasy (The Grinch), action (Marvel movies) and crime 

(Shotterz232), which they discussed in groups during class. In one such conversation, male students 

debated on which comic book characters were more powerful than others. In group discussions, 

adolescents referenced film and television shows when they discussed pertinent topics. As an 

example, Django (a film about slavery) was used to illustrate themes of poverty and privilege; Law 

and Order (a television series), Stalker’s Prey and I Spit on your Grave (movies about sexual 

violence) featured relevant examples of crime and violence and Baywatch (a comedy and action 

                                                 
231 The National Certificate of Secondary Education examinations are administered at the end of Form 3. 

232 Crime film set in Jamaica. 
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film) helped students to point out the intersections between drugs and crime. This medium was not 

formally explored at the school.  

5.1.2. Music 

  Music classes focused on teaching rhythm, time signatures, notes, dynamics, accidentals, 

ledger lines, pitch, notation and music genres. Music theory was difficult for many students because 

it required computation. Students frequently expressed frustration or disinterest in this area of the 

curricula. 

“Miss, I eh really like music Miss.” This boy seems frustrated. He is having difficulty with 

calculating the sum of notes on the board. The teacher is sitting with him to assist 

(Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 13 November 2017).  

To better support student learning, Female music teacher 1 integrated movement into the music 

curriculum using actions such as “clap”, “nilly rock233” and “dab234” to convey rhythm 

(Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 28 September 2017). Time signatures proved more challenging for 

students, as they struggled to calculate the number of beats per measure. However, there was a 

noticeable improvement when the teacher used relatable examples.  

Teacher uses money to relate to the students. 

Teacher: “If you have $4 and then someone takes your $4.” 

They seem to understand this example better than the music notes.  

Teacher: “If you have 50c and you multiple it by 1.”  (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 9 October 

2017) 

Students seemed to learn best when this technique was used to rationalise concepts in music theory 

such as, dynamics and accidentals. In the example below, the teacher drew reference to gang rivalry, 

which was a familiar context for students.  

                                                 
233 A type of dance movement.  

234 A type of dance movement. 
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The teacher goes about explaining why the expressions are written in Italian, “Who owns 

George Street235?” Students respond, “Rasta City!” (This is a reference to a gang and their 

territory.) Others reply, “No. Muslims!” (This is a rival gang.) The teacher goes on, “Well 

Italians used to own music back then, and another time it was the French- so the words are 

sometimes French, sometimes Italian.” (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 8 November 2017) 

References to substance use also provided a relevant illustration of the concept of accidentals in 

music.  

She (teacher) explains that a sharp raises the note by a semi-tone, while a flat lowers the 

note by a semi-tone. She draws another example, explaining that it’s like “smoke weed and 

get high, come back down and get natural”. She seems to use this example in the hope that 

her explanation will be understood (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 20 February 2018). 

This particular approach to education was used by teachers who made the effort to simplify the 

curriculum in order to accommodate for the different levels of need among students and to make 

learning more attractive and enjoyable. Additional teaching techniques drew from game concepts, 

musical chairs and role-play.  

  Classes that focused on learning about regional music genres appeared to capture the 

attention of most students, as they were able to discuss and listen to their music preferences. Some 

of the genres explored during these classes included calypso, soca, chutney236, gospel, parang237 

and reggae. Students were taught about the history of these musical forms within the Caribbean 

region and they participated in listening exercises. I noticed that most students sang along during 

this activity and by the end of the class, some remained to request more music. According to 

Female music teacher 2, her approach to this aspect of the curriculum aimed to help students learn 

more about aspects of their cultural heritage that was already familiar to them. She noted students 

                                                 
235 A street in Port of Spain. 

236 A Trinbagonian musical artform that fuses East Indian music styles with elements of soca. 

237 Synonymous with merrymaking during the Christmas season, parang reflects a Trinbagonian folk music style that 

is typically performed in Spanish.   
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“like extempo238 because they feel is rap” and she encouraged them to explore this form of 

expression in order “to do the work using their, their own style” (Female music teacher 2 interview, 

9 March 2018).  

So, teaching genre is a part of the curriculum, but I try to draw everything to what they 

know already…they know that calypso and soca came from here. Introducing them to one or 

two of the artists that came from here, to me is important…So it’s connecting them with the 

history of music, it’s connecting them with what they know already. It’s using that discovery 

learning… (Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018) 

In another example, Female music teacher 1 talked about how she used listening activities to 

introduce her students to different types of music through a system of exchange. 

I try to (pauses) open up their limited scope of music. When you ask them what type of music 

you listen to, you hear Jamaican artistes…so what would normally happen is, I ask them for 

songs that they like. I find the clean version239…and I have songs that I like. So we have 

give, give, an exchange…I listen to what they listen to…Miss had to listen to our own. We 

could listen to hers (Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018). 

This helped students to develop a sense of mutual respect with her in the classroom setting.  

  Song was one form of expression that seemed to be a part of everyday practices at the 

school. Many students sang while they worked or incorporated song into their social habits. This 

was sometimes accompanied by drumming on the desks and dancing.  

A girl walks around singing and joins a group of boys singing...The girl continues singing 

with the group of boys, “Trini Christmas is the best.” Another girl joins her singing and a 

boy begins to drum on the table (Researcher’s fieldnotes, 29 November 2017). 

  Drumming was another cultural form of expression that I observed in the everyday. For 

example, towards the end of the school year I recall that students gathered in the front hall with 

their drums and played for the amusement of their peers. This activity captured Star (female 

                                                 
238 Impromptu song composition popularized in traditional calypso.  

239 Music without swear words. 
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adolescent group discussion participant), who was reluctant to join the final group discussion, since 

she preferred to listen to the drumming. Practices such as, drumming and steel pan were cultural 

traditions that seemed very familiar within the community. Adolescents reported hearing the sound 

of drumming, steel pan and “gangster tune240” near their homes.  

Sunny (m): Miss, it have goonta241 tune too down by we, but you know it go have a little 

friend into the pan and the Best Village with the drum and thing.  

Sunny (m): Miss, but them could real play music down by we. And the thing is, is a little bit 

of them eh. Miss and them playing them, am…them soca artiste song and it coming like is 

real song they singing.  

Me: Oh, they actually singing it themselves? 

Sunny (m): No, they does play the song on the pan. From the time you hear it you does know 

which song it is (Group discussion, 22 June 2018). 

In addition, my informal conversations with a small group of students suggested that drumming 

would receive positive engagement from students.  

The students talk about the dance they are learning for class, known as the bélé242. The 

teacher is familiar with the music that typically accompanies this dance. She begins to sing, 

and a boy taps the table in rhythm. The group talks about the traditional dress that is worn 

to perform the dance. One boy...leads the beat, while a few girls drum along with him on the 

table. The teacher joins in, tapping her coffee cup in rhythm. They sing and drum for a bit. 

“Miss, if they had drumming and dance, real people will join.” The group continues singing, 

with students requesting selections from each other. They perform songs from Keisha Cole, 

Whitney Houston, and Alkaline243 (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 30 October 2017).  

                                                 
240 Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 2018. References types music that are synonymous 

with a gangster lifestyle, for example some dancehall music.  

241 Meaning a notorious person. 

242 A type of folk dance. Section 2.2.4 

243 Jamaican dancehall artiste. 



 

 

222 

  

  Some students were interested in exploring their creativity through making and recording 

music. At times, they petitioned the music teacher for opportunities to record their songs in a 

professional studio. However, this was usually financially inaccessible. One boy’s conversation 

with his teacher illustrates this point below: 

Boy exclaims, “Miss, Miss, I want a studio!” 

Teacher: “I can’t help you with that, I’m a music teacher not a music producer.” 

Boy: “Miss I have a few songs there.” 

He tells her that he does not intend on selling his music but wants to record for his own 

enjoyment...The student relates that he was hoping she would connect him with a recording 

studio because he does not have the money required to record his music (Researcher’s 

fieldnotes, 28 November 2017). 

Students, like this boy, were particularly interested in genres of music such as hip-hop. One music 

teacher mentioned that students enjoyed “American culture244” and hip-hop artistes such as, Drake, 

Chance the Rapper and Jay-Z.  

  In group discussions, adolescents related well to regional and urban music genres of reggae, 

dancehall and hip-hop, some of which they referred to as “badman tune245” depending on its lyrical 

content. They also seemed to connect deeply with other types of music such as, soca and parang 

during Carnival or Christmas celebrations. Participants additionally shared about their exposure to 

music theory and “back in times246” music at school, but they did not appear to enjoy this as much 

as their own musical preferences.  

Cloudy (f): The usual music we listen to at home because that playing in we mind. We not 

taking it home because we just listening because we have to listen in school, but home is a 

different story (Group discussion, 14 June 2018). 

                                                 
244 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. 

245 Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 28 May 2018. “Badman” meaning a notorious person. 

246 Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018. Meaning music from a previous generation. 
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Nonetheless, they acknowledged that the music they listened to was not always suitable for school 

because of its lyrical content.   

  Steel pan was offered at the school as an extra-curricular activity. Although I did not 

encounter this practice in my observations, both arts practitioners and adolescents mentioned its 

longstanding presence at the school. According to Music teacher 2, the culture of the community 

had close links with the steel pan because it was created by artisans in the community of Laventille 

and continued to be part of its cultural landscape.  

  Students also used music to inspire and support their peers. For example, in one class, they 

passed along a note to each other, which contained lyrics from a soca song that encouraged 

perseverance.  

Even though the road is long I know you go make yes you go make it (Researcher’s 

Fieldnotes, 14 October 2017).  

This motivational quote fostered confidence building, which teachers identified as a need among 

students. The music teacher proposed that students needed someone to help guide and motivate 

them. She suggested that students needed:  

Someone to talk to. Someone who is real. When I say real, I mean not someone to tell them 

something that is politically correct. Someone who can say, okay so you’re living in this 

community, come to terms with that. Let’s see how you can better yourself to get out of this 

community if you want to. Or let’s see how you can come to terms with it so you can better 

yourself to better the community. You could be that one example, you could be that one 

pillar, or that person to start the foundation. You could help that friend to get over what they 

are going through. You could be that stronghold, that, that thing that, that…that everything 

that, that one person need (Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018). 

 Sunny (male adolescent group discussion participant) proposed that listening to music and 

“looking through pictures247” helped to “take yourself out of that zone248”. According to teachers, 

                                                 
247 Sunny, male adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 2018. 

248 Sunny, male adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 2018. 



 

 

224 

  

incorporating movement and music listening exercises into teaching better facilitated learning and 

focus. They especially noticed that students became calm when they danced, listened to music or 

played music on the pan, as illustrated in the examples below: 

I think the last class and I was playing something and (student’s name) literally stood up in 

the middle of class and started to wine249. He said, okay I could work now. (Laughs) Miss I 

like that song, and I need to get it out. Then he sat down and he was calm for the rest of the 

double period (Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018).   

Teacher tells me that students are mostly interested in hearing songs they know. She notes 

that music is particularly helpful in creating calm environment. When she plays soft music, 

students often settle down to listen (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 25 October 2017).  

You put them behind a pan, you give them a pair of sticks, and they actually…you didn’t 

have to tell them anything…and a few classes well, you realize that it doesn’t take as long 

for them to settle down. If I get call somewhere, they would know to run the scale by 

themselves or try something they have to learn…Yeah. So the behaviour kind of change, and 

they also knew that it had no running and horse playing in the pan room. And they didn’t see 

it as work (Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018).  

5.1.3. Dance 

  Dance classes were much less frequent than the others as there was only one teacher hired 

for this role at the school. One significant challenge with the practice of this art form was the lack of 

an appropriate space, in that the teacher held classes in the school’s auditorium or wherever was 

available. This led to delays in the start of classes, poor attendance and disruptions or distractions 

by onlookers. In my interview with the dance teacher, she highlighted the impact that onlookers had 

on her students, in that they lost motivation to participate in the class.  

When the student pass and they drop their comments, they get this low self-esteem, so they 

just don’t want to do it anymore…and that is in itself a challenge…Yes and distracting…the 

                                                 
249  Gyrate. 
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comments…and that is, that is pretty annoying. Because when they make the comments, the 

students become self-aware of themselves and they just want to…Miss I not doing that 

(Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018).  

The negotiation of a space to dance was also a recurring dialogue and is highlighted with the 

proceeding excerpt: 

Teacher asks them to clear the space.  

Boy: Miss, you need the whole hall? 

Female dance teacher: I need the whole hall, I have exams. 

Boy: What about the dance room, Miss? 

Female dance teacher: If the dance room was an option, I would be there (Researcher’s 

Fieldnotes, 29 November 2017).  

  Students learned traditional, local and regional routines in dance classes such as, the bélé, 

which they were encouraged to embellish with their own choreography. They used props and 

costumes such as handkerchiefs and skirts in performing these styles of dance. They were also 

taught about the history of these dances. According to Female dance teacher, students in the year 

group that I observed were meant to learn the East Indian art form of Bhangra and the Trinbagonian 

wake dances of Limbo and Bongo (Section 2.2.4), however this was interrupted by unexpected 

changes to the school calendar. The teacher explained that wake dances were part of the mourning 

tradition, following a death. The dancer’s success at passing under the bar (in Limbo) or completing 

intricate steps (Bongo) influenced the path of the deceased.  

  In preparation for Mas on D Block, students practiced a dance routine that incorporated 

different styles of local and regional dances. This routine was performed as a special piece during 

the school’s Carnival celebrations. 

The teacher is practising a dance routine with a group in the front hall. This is a group of 

nine girls who will be performing for the Carnival celebration tomorrow…The dance seems 

very influenced by bélé steps and a mix of other styles of African dance, dancehall and soca 
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– using movement in their waists as an integral part of the dance…They are dancing to 

Nailah Blackman’s250 “Sokah”. With a bélé rhythm, they outstretch their arms, waists 

rotating, and lower into a squatting position. They form a line, jumping forward and 

freezing in an elongated stance for a moment, before turning to the left and right, bouncing 

up and down. They stretch out their legs, heels on the ground, toes raised, and bending their 

knees they move their thighs outward and inward (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 7 February 

2018). 

   The school dance that followed the formal programme for Mas on D Block revealed 

different styles of dance practiced by students. These forms of dance were more sexually suggestive 

and appeared to reflect some of the gender norms on display at the school such as, masculine 

prowess. The music selections in the school dance also trended towards dancehall rather than soca.  

Upon entering I notice the music is different. The students have requested dancehall instead 

of soca and are huddled in groups toward one end of the hall. Teachers are stationed near 

the entrance and observe the students from a distance. Some intervene when they notice that 

students are dancing too closely. Many of the girls are moving their waists, and boys 

position themselves behind the girls, grinding on them. A teacher is asked to supervise the 

music being played to ensure that it is not obscene (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 8 February 

2018). 

  I also observed that students incorporated dance into their everyday movements, while they 

engaged in other activities. I noted, for example, that students sometimes danced while clearing a 

space. This seemed to help them attend to the task. In other instances, students danced to entertain 

their peers, as an expression of humour. This movement tended to incorporate some form of 

gyration. 

One (student) takes up a shiny, gold hat from the storage area and plays with it. The teacher 

asks him to return to the classroom and he obliges, bringing the prop with him. He dances 

                                                 
250  A Trinidadian soca artiste.  
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with the hat, doing an impersonation of Michael Jackson (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 29 

November 2017). 

Added to that, students danced spontaneously whenever they heard music that they enjoyed. This 

seemed to be their natural rhythmic response to sound. 

Teacher plays Atta Boafo’s “Double Double (Blessings)251” followed by a medley of Baptist 

Sankies (Spiritual Baptist songs). A boy barges into the classroom when he hears a song that 

he likes… He dances to the music and sings along. The teacher tells me that students enjoy 

any music that is upbeat and suitable for dancing. Students often remain in the class to 

dance during their class break. I notice a lot of dancing, clapping and movement 

(Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 25 October 2017).  

  In the group discussions, adolescents indicated that they did not engage formally with dance 

at school. However, they identified that folk dance can be observed in their community during Best 

Village events. They suggested that Afro-Caribbean folk dances were a familiar part of community 

gatherings such as spiritual meetings and concerts. Participants seemed to enjoy viewing this style 

of dance in their community.  

Cloudy (f): It does look very nice… 

Sunny (m): When they dress up and… 

Cloudy (f):…in they dress and they little apron.  

Sunny (m): The African… 

Cloudy (f): And they head tie up, and sometimes or they’ll have a little band right there with 

a bow. Is be nice (Group discussion, 22 June 2018). 

They also shared about the popularity of “wassee dance252”, which they used to describe “vulgar 

dancing253” in parties. One adolescent detailed, 

                                                 
251 A gospel song by a Nigerian singer. 

252 Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 2018.  

253 Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 2018.  
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Sunny (m): On your head and thing…buss254 a little split, you know? (Group discussion, 22 

June 2018).  

5.1.4. Theatrical Performance  

  Mas on D Block was a central illustration of performance that encompassed visual arts 

(costumes), music (pan, tamboo bamboo255, song), dance and theatre (costume parade). This event 

signified Carnival celebrations at the school and included special dance and music performances, a 

costume parade, lip-syncing256 competition and school dance. In my fieldnotes I recorded some of 

my experiences while observing Mas on D Block.  

The Carnival celebration has already begun, and there is an on-going lip-syncing 

competition. Students are gathered outside of the front hall and along the corridors towards 

the staffroom. The grassy area outside of the staffroom is being used as the stage. A group of 

instruments have been set up along the wall of the staffroom, to form a rhythmic orchestra 

(rhythm section). Some of the instruments that I recognize include drums, tamboo bamboo257 

and other percussive instruments, as well as a DJ booth with speakers and microphones. 

Students are singing along to popular soca songs for this Carnival season: Machel 

Montano’s Soca Kingdom, Iwer George’s Savannah Stage and Shal Mashall’s Splinters. 

One boy gyrates on a flagpole and receives a loud, jovial response from the crowd. The 

dance group performs next. They are wearing skirts, which are tucked up to allow for 

movement, with white shirts and Afro-inspired head wraps. They perform their dance to the 

music of Nailah Blackman’s Sokah…Costumed performances follow, along with a guest 

performance by Antiguan soca artiste Ricardo Drue. Students enter the stage chipping258 

along to the music, dressed in the costumes of Baby Doll, Dame Lorraine, Midnight Robber, 

                                                 
254 Here, meaning to do. 

255 Section 2.2.2 

256 Lip-syncing refers to when a person silently moves their lips in synchronization with an audio output. 

257 Section 2.2.2 

258 Section 2.2.4 
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Sailor, Blue Devil, Pierrot Grenade, Butterfly, Bees, and a Cow (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 8 

February 2018). 

   According to one art teacher, the presentation of costumes for Mas on D Block narrated a 

storyline, in which the costumes represented specific characters.  

So for example if we’re doing gardens, we would start with like, the flowers. After the 

flowers would follow by the insects that on the flowers and then…pollinating the flowers 

would lead to more insects coming in, so we would have the different insects following in the 

band coming along. And then, you would get the other flowers integrating with that…And 

then the king and the queen, would be the Queen Jack Spaniard259, or the King Jack 

Spaniard and stuff like that (Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018).  

In the portrayal of characters, he noted that male students preferred to play Midnight 

Robbers and Blue Devils, while female students opted for Dame Lorraines, Baby Dolls and 

sometimes Blue Devils. Students from different year groups participated in this event together. He 

added: 

We had some of the very quiet, laidback students actually portraying Blue Devils and they 

were full blown into character. I think it was because they were in, in a different…in another 

body you could say…They just jumped into character… Being able to express themselves 

more (Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018).  

The guidance counsellor made note that “for the Carnival things were a lot calmer...because they 

were productive, they were being given things to do...things that they themselves would now 

eventually put on display, so there’s a sense of pride that comes with it” (Female guidance 

counsellor interview, 13 August 2018). Making Mas was especially considered helpful to reduce 

incidences of violence in the school, and support coping for those exposed to violence. The 

following excerpts from an interview illustrate these points: 

                                                 
259 A type of insect.  
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Me: So, do you find that like, during this term260 when there’s all that interaction happening, 

are there less fights? 

Male art teacher: Yes there are! Yes there are less fights…Because also too they are busy 

making and producing, so they don’t have time to interact with the negative forces (Male art 

teacher interview, 15 January 2018).  

Me: …do you think the cultural arts practices could be useful for that particular group, 

who’s you know, is going through experiences of violence in the community? 

Male art teacher: Yes, because you’ll definitely have the, the…support of others in the 

groups also too…So, when they think they are by themselves, or pulling themselves into one 

corner, working with the groups will help them to open up more and work well with 

others…and not have to deal with the violence that’s going on...it will help them, help others 

also too, because they might have 1 or 2 friends who they might trust in, or the friends might 

trust in them to speak to them, and they would see how they got over their problems dealing 

with the violence, and maybe speak to them about it also too… (Male art teacher interview, 

15 January 2018) 

  Another performative initiative that was accommodated by the school’s administration was 

the Kings and Queens Show. This fashion show and competition was started and organized by 

teachers. It encouraged students to model themselves in costumes depicting sports and career 

professions. Participants were judged by a panel of teachers and a guest judge, according to their 

poise and their presentation of different professions. I observed this event was supported by many 

students from different year groups, who volunteered their time to assist with the decoration of the 

stage and to participate or spectate in the event. The Kings and Queens Show featured aspiring DJs, 

teachers and student models. Models dressed in their school uniform, sportswear, career wear and 

evening wear. Some students demonstrated their athletic skills on the stage or performed short skits. 

I noticed that boys portrayed team and contact sports (football, karate, basketball), while girls chose 

                                                 
260 Referring to the school term where students participated in Carnival festivities and Mas on D Block. 



 

 

231 

  

to portray a mix of team and individual sports (football, basketball, yoga, table tennis, golf, netball). 

There were also differences in the professions portrayed by girls and boys, as most boys opted for 

business attire (shirts, trousers, suits), in contrast to the wider range of professions portrayed by 

girls (engineer, flight attendant, doctor, police, cadet).  

  A similar initiative endorsed by staff was Wacky Wear, which permitted students to dress 

creatively on one day for the school year. This event was linked with fundraising and required 

students to pay a fee to dress casually.  

Teachers are discussing the plan for Wacky Wear tomorrow. I ask about it and I am 

informed that students will be allowed to dress casually (not in uniform) tomorrow for a fee 

of five dollars. The teachers are discussing rules that will be enforced regarding the dress 

code. Students will not be allowed to wear short, sleeveless or midriff-bearing clothing. 

Wacky wear is also meant to encourage students to dress creatively such as, mismatched 

socks, creative hairstyles, and mismatched and colourful clothing (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 

1 February 2018).   

  Although elements of theatre were integrated into school events, the school did not formally 

offer drama/theatre arts as a subject. The dance teacher felt this was owing to the agenda of the 

administration. Even though she was trained to teach both dance and drama, her request to teach 

drama at the school was denied. 

Female dance teacher: Yes. Yes. And…and I have boys started complaining too…my forms 

(year group) and my form (year group…and Miss why we don’t do drama? Why we don’t… 

The children are for it, but…Yeah, you will get…yeah you will get shut down. 

Me: So you’ve asked to do drama? 

Female dance teacher: Mhmm. Yep. 

Me: And I guess you were told you’re a dance teacher? 

Female dance teacher: Even though they know that I have… 

Me: The expertise to do both. 
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Female dance teacher: But that is not what the principal wants, the principal wants a dance 

squad. Wants…wants a dance programme (Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 

2018). 

In her view, drama had the potential to facilitate expression for both male and female students at the 

school. She felt the local culture restricted boys from accessing the benefits of dance and 

movement, particularly in light of the homophobic attitudes of students and institutionalised gender 

norms at the school. As such, she viewed drama as a better outlet for students than dance.  

…the fact that it’s in Laventille…most of them boys see dancing as a, a gay thing…so they 

are not open to movement, but I know for drama, I know drama will score at the school 

(Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018).  

The dance teacher proposed that drama might offer students a form of escape from the realities of 

life as well as the opportunity to explore a different identity.  

These youngsters, especially the young men…they want to be somebody else…I think a lot of 

them wish that they could escape their actual life and become somebody else. So, if we could 

do plays and, and develop certain characters…I think that in itself could help them just get 

out some of this…the anger that they have towards where they are, the current situation, 

they home life… I think that is an outlet. If you all…okay…we could engage in writing our 

own skits, and what make up your character. You know, just get other, other… because I 

mean dance, yes dance is an avenue to express yourself, but what good is dance if you have 

a whole, a school full of boys that…who don’t want to do dance (Female dance teacher 

interview, 27 March 2018).  

Drama was recommended by both teachers and students.  

5.1.5. Career and Personal Development in the Arts 

 Adolescents discussed developing careers as actors to gain recognition and to earn decent 

income. They felt these careers could help them “reach real far in life261” and they tended to explore 

                                                 
261 Sunny, male adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 2018. 
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the value of various art forms in affording them opportunities to pursue a career. For example, the 

art teacher revealed that his interest in art began while he was a student at the same school. He 

shared that his journey to become an art educator was unusual, because the school did not offer art 

for CSEC at the time. Despite this, he persevered to find an external tutor and progressed from the 

certificate course into the degree programme offered at the local university. He was always 

interested in teaching and was encouraged by a staff member to pursue this. His formal exposure to 

art for the first three years of high school influenced his career path. Furthermore, it motivated him 

to “show them that they can be something, that positive that comes out of where they from” (Male 

art teacher interview, 15 January 2018). This teacher’s desire to use his experience as a source of 

inspiration for others, seemed to fit well into the suggestions from adolescents about career 

guidance. 

Sunny (m): Miss you…Miss, you see if they bring like different artists and thing? You might 

get more inspiration to focus… (Group discussion, 22 June 2018).  

Music and drama seemed to especially appeal in this regard, as they shared about their aspirations 

to become singers, actors and performers. Additionally, they were curious about the career paths of 

the researcher and research assistant, since they inquired about the role of art therapists, the 

presence of competition among peers and whether art therapy was a field that the researchers 

always intended to pursue. Diddy (male adolescent group discussion participant) shared his 

understanding of art therapy as “using art to express your fears an all that262”. 

  The music teacher suggested that students had the potential to develop careers in sound 

engineering, “jingle production or even large production on the whole263”, music therapy or music 

education. In her view, music opened opportunities for students to further their education in areas 

that interested them including, producing rhythms for rap music and performing as a disc jockey on 

the radio. Students also perceived the arts as an opportunity to earn income. As the art teacher 

explained, “They love the money aspect of it also…so when you describe the kind of money you 

                                                 
262 Diddy, male adolescent group discussion participant, 28 May 2018. 

263 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018. 
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make from just being a normal wire bender for a band…they interested in that also too” (Male art 

teacher interview, 15 January 2018). Similarly, the guidance counsellor proposed that school might 

appeal to students more if they are able to design and create things they can wear and sell.  

 The development of skills to help adolescents approach disagreement and conflict in 

expressive, but non-violent ways were also observed in the arts classes. One example of this is 

described in my fieldnotes below: 

A few students compare their work with others during this process. They are dissatisfied 

with others receiving a higher mark than them and complain about the marks being unfair. 

One girl in particular begins chanting, “What we want? More marks! When we want it? 

Now!” Others join in for brief moments, chanting for additional marks to boost their final 

grade for the pervious term. The art teacher chuckles. He seems amused by their attempts to 

alter his marks. He explains to them his rational for assigning their marks but listens to 

their petitions (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 10 January 2018). 

Group processes included negotiating roles for each participant and discussion about the group’s 

artistic direction. Sometimes this negotiation led to disagreement, which had to be settled with the 

support of the teacher.  

When they are informed they will not be allowed to switch groups, one boy comments, “I 

feeling to drop out of school. Miss you making me feel to drop out of school.” At this point 

the art teacher lectures the class on the importance of developing “people skills”, since they 

will have to learn to cooperate and work with people they do not know or may not like in the 

future. They will learn new values when working with others and they will get to know other 

people better as well. (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 1 February 2018).  

Most times, students were able to work together and strengthen their social skills. Visual arts 

classes, for example, focused on group work through the arrangement of the classroom and the 

assignment of group projects. The art teacher indicated this approach supported greater cohesion 

among students. 
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Well mas making is a group effort, and you have to work well as a group, and the final 

product of mas making is amazing. So once they see what they produce as a group together, 

it helps them to build a kind of camaraderie with one another…and it helps them a lot...we 

had students from the different classes who came in to help...who are still good friends 

because of working with one another (Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018).  

Furthermore, the guidance counsellor postulated that art making might help to improve overall 

school cohesion. In her opinion, spiritual and cultural practices were not inclusive at the school. 

In terms of embracing every single culture at the…every single religion at the school…that 

is not done. So you see activities happen…some activities might happen for Divali264, but 

then Christmas is left out. But then you see something happen for Emancipation or Bap, 

Spiritual Baptist265…but then…am, Eid266 is left out. You know, so there’s not an inclusion of 

everybody… (Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018) 

She felt that art might assist to transcend divisions, “as a form of allowing students to express their 

own beliefs267” and encourage “a more cohesive type of school268”. Added to that, it might fuel 

greater school pride. Her suggestion was reinforced by Female music teacher 1 who noted that 

students at the school, the majority of whom were Afro-Trinidadian, tended to be “racist” against 

Indo-Trinidadian students and teachers and therefore benefited from exposure to a wider range of 

music and cultures in her class.  

Our children are very racist. Yes. Very, am…they make statements like…we should get rid of 

the East Indian teachers, them ain’t like we, they racial…So like when you start playing 

different types of music for them, okay when we do music around the world and I show them 

like the 12 year old girl playing the tabla. We don’t want to see that! We don’t want to see 

no Indian thing! And some of them turn around, what happen! Is music. Ain’t all you is be 

                                                 
264 Hindu religious celebration of the Festival of Lights, and a given public holiday.  

265 Public holiday in commemoration of the repeal of the law, which prohibited the practice of the Spiritual or Shouter 

 Baptist religion.  

266 Eid-ul-Fitr is a given public holiday in celebration of the end of Ramadan.   

267 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018.  

268 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018.  
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listening to this? And then you show them some bhangra269 and whatnot and the other and 

they is like, Miss I know this song! (Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018).  

5.2. Structural Challenges 

  In reflecting on the challenges that faced students at the school, one teacher lamented the 

extent to which individuals and institutions were unprepared to address issues and enact necessary 

changes. 

You know? It’s a lot of patience and we…when I say we I mean, we as teachers, we as 

humans, we as parents, we as…community, we as administration, we as government …we as 

citizens of this country, we are not ready to put in the work, because everything must be 

handed to us…and we become what we live. We become where we are…We, we see kids that 

has potential and then we see that same kid in a fight. And then I hear the teacher is being, 

oh my gosh I’m so disgusted by this child…and I hear, oh gosh this child have so much of 

attitude and you know? Where she live and da…da…da…da…So, you have to learn, we are 

not ready to use different ways to reach the kids, or to reach the young adults. We are not 

ready for that. We haven’t grown that, grown to that mentality as yet, and to be honest, I 

don’t think that we, we will. Am, I think that it might touch a few, where a few of us might, 

you know? Pull together and stuff like that, but to say as a nation, moving towards that 

mentality, no (Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018).  

In her view, any resolution to the issues that arise out of adolescent exposure to violence depended 

on the joint efforts of individuals and institutions, however, she felt disappointed by the outlook of 

her peers and wider society. In this section, I will highlight three areas that appeared to inhibit the 

relevance of cultural arts practices to the psychosocial well-being of adolescents. 

5.2.1. Curricula 

                                                 
269  A genre of Punjabi music.  
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  Students showed varying levels of interest in the art forms explored in the curriculum. In my 

observation some of them invested much more time and effort than others. As the music teacher 

intimated, 

The students here…they don’t like to work, they don’t want to, to do homework, they don’t 

want to do projects…they like the practical side of it, at times, but they move at their own 

pace. They don’t want nobody to push them or force any work on them or anything like that 

(Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018). 

My observations noted that students tended to have difficulty with attention and self-regulation in 

the classroom setting. They usually moved about the room to talk with each other and huddled 

around the door near the end, waiting on the signal from the bell to leave. Teachers attempted to 

encourage students to focus through verbal reminders to “pay attention” or by asking “are you 

listening” and they discouraged students from leaving the classroom during the class. In group 

discussions with students about the curriculum, participants suggested that the topics disinterested 

them and that they did not enjoy the amount of notes they were required to take. Adolescents 

described aspects of the curricula as “boring”. Sunny’s sister (female adult group discussion 

participant) also pointed out that students were too distracted by their environment to fully explore 

their “hidden talents”. She noted: 

Sunny’s sister (f): Some of them could real sing, they could rap, they could draw…just watch 

something and draw it for you, but…they don’t express they self as much, and…yeah they 

distracted by fitting in, or trying to be a part of something that not really helping them 

(Group discussion, 4 July 2018).  

The most notable exception for most students were classes that focused on themes of Carnival and 

regional music or dance.  

  Challenges with the curricula taught to students at the school were highlighted in the parent 

meetings toward the end of the school year. These meetings confirmed that many students struggled 

with their academic performance, particularly in subject areas such as, mathematics and science. 
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Consequently, students were provided with limited subject options for NCSE or CSEC and they 

were encouraged to explore alternative forms of education. Teachers felt that many subject areas 

offered at the school were not suitable for students. I also noted that different classes were offered 

different options. This reflected perceptions about students’ interests, performance and their risk for 

school abandonment. 

The Guidance Counsellor informs everyone that the meeting was called because students 

are selecting subjects for CSEC at the end of this term. She tells them that the subjects 

offered to students will be based on their interests and performance…The Guidance 

Counsellor mentions that (this Form) has the highest dropout rate, and students have 

already indicated to her that school does not make sense to them… 

She (administrator) reminds parents that…many students already struggle with their current 

workload. She encourages them (parents) to be open to alternatives, especially if their child 

consistently struggles with subjects. 

The Guidance Counsellor focuses on alternative education…She emphasises many success 

stories, discusses various career options, as well as shares about the earning potential of 

workers in these fields (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 15 May 2018). 

  Students were offered a range of six to seven subjects for CSEC and were encouraged to 

sign up for fabric design, technical drawing, human and social biology, business/accounting as well 

as food and nutrition. Very few were offered sciences or Information and Communication 

Technology. One parent protested this limitation placed on her child. However, Guidance 

Counsellor offered an explanation: 

One parent interrupts the Guidance Counsellor to ask why her child is not being challenged 

with sciences. The Guidance Counsellor explains to her that parents often assume that 

science subjects are superior to other subjects, even though there are many emerging 

careers in new fields such as, blogging and self-employment (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 16 

May 2018). 
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Alternative education options included fisheries development, cosmetology, metal industries, the 

military, hospitality and vocational courses. These alternatives were emphasised for classes that 

were lower performing.  

  Teachers submitted the curricula were too restrictive in that it did not allow them to flexibly 

pursue a range of topics and “the teachers’ hands are basically tied to do, to teach what the Ministry 

requires them to teach270”.  

Me: …what are some of the things you would change if you could change it?  

Male art teacher: On the syllabus, hmm. Maybe incorporate a little more of the cultural 

aspect of work into the syllabus… (Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018) 

They also complained about having insufficient time to teach the curricula. As a result, some of 

them used their lunch hour to assist students with completing work or to provide them with 

individual support. This led to concerns about whether the curricula was appropriate for students at 

the school.  

The teacher comments on the upcoming NSCE examinations. She is of the opinion that 

students are being set up to fail, since they are not prepared for the level of music theory 

they are required to know for this exam. She hopes to review the syllabus with each of her 

classes (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 20 February 2018). 

As indicated by the guidance counsellor, many teachers seemed to understand the need for change 

to the curricula, however, this view was not supported by the administration.   

I think the teachers understand it, but I think administration tend to have their own concepts 

as to what school is…which is very traditional. But, the world has changed and I think that 

the concepts of school need to change as well (Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 

August 2018).   

  On improving the curricula, teachers suggested that students might benefit from integrating 

more elements of culture into its structure in order to support a wider range of creativity as well as 

                                                 
270 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018.   
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restructuring it to become more strengths-based, with a focus on practical knowledge since “doing 

helps them remember271”.  

Am, I would make…the classes to deal with their strengths. So if it is I know your strength is 

practical, am, I’ll make the class practical. I’ll make the class theory, if I know your class 

theory. Am, everybody has different strengths and weaknesses obviously, so for end of term, 

when I say I would go with your strength for end of term, if it is I know you are stronger in 

practical, I won’t give you a theory paper (Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 

2018).  

As emphasised in the excerpt above, Female music teacher 2 felt that the curriculum needed to 

adapt to meet the strengths of students. She noted that “the kids are talented” and “they might not be 

book brain to say well I could read this entire book and give you it back...but practical based they 

are272”. Female dance teacher also held to the belief that students were talented in the arts but were 

“not being challenged in that capacity273” at the school.  

  One teacher additionally raised the point that they needed further training to support 

students at the school, as many of them appeared to have learning difficulties and she felt 

inadequately prepared. She noted that teachers often had to incorporate remedial work into their 

teaching plans and even though they received some training by the Ministry of Education, this 

tended to be one-day workshops rather than in-depth, continuing education.  

  Adolescent participants complained about having to take notes during their classes rather 

than engage in art making. They suggested that they often did not have enough time to create. 

Group participants recommended that less focus on note taking and more engagement in the 

practical, might improve their learning in the classroom. This was supported by the music teacher, 

who admitted that the current curricula focused too much on note taking and theoretical knowledge. 

                                                 
271 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018.  

272 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018.  

273 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. 
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Am, I, I, feel as though we are too, and not just here, but generally, we are too pen to paper. 

Everything is pen to paper, pen to paper, and I’m in a practical subject, not everything could 

be pen to paper or me go on the board and write the notes. Sometimes we would have a 

class that the students would just have to sit down on the ground and like clap a rhythm and 

they might understand it that way (Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018).  

5.2.2. Resources 

  During a typical day of observation, I shuffled between the staffroom and various locations 

around the school to attend art, music or dance classes. Some classes were held in a designated 

space for the arts, however, other classes were held in student classrooms or at various locations to 

be decided just before its start. Concern for adequate and appropriate spaces for students to practice 

the arts was highlighted by teachers on multiple occasions. Interviews with teachers revealed the 

following constraints with space: 

The school has approximately 900 plus students…the compound size is not big. It’s 

extremely small, is, I have a form 3 class that is, am, let’s say about 42 students in a 

classroom…None of the classes are equipped, absolutely none...The library, the library 

can’t take…(laughs) the library can’t take more than 15, half a class, more than 15 kids at a 

time (Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018).  

Because, ah, this school does not have the resources for dance education. And, being here 

now after a year and 3 months...and I still don’t have a space to teach my subject properly 

and I don’t have a classroom to call my own. And it, it, it’s just really hard trying to teach 

this practical subject with no space...they shut me in a room that...the condition of the room 

is not conducive... It needs a lot of work...I tried to use the room, but it’s dust…the students 

complain about the heat.” (Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018) 

  Each space used for the arts afforded varying degrees of workspace and privacy, which 

appeared to influence the attention of students, their participation in practical aspects of the 

curricula and their ability to work in groups. One teacher noted, for example, that the structure of 
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the art room facilitated group work because it was equipped with large tables rather than individual 

desks. On the other hand, I observed that when there was no designated space and less privacy, 

student attention and participation were significantly affected by the lack of resources.  

Students from another class are hanging around...The practicing students seem distracted by 

the attention and are not comfortable being watched...One girl often stops, and giggles 

nervously. She complains of the other students watching her (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 29 

November 2017).   

  The school’s lack of resources was also visible in the spaces that I observed around the 

school. For example, there were unused rooms containing old and broken furniture, worn equipment 

and missing louvers. As noted by Female dance teacher, “This school lacks that badly, badly, badly. 

Resources, resources, there are so many underused classrooms in this school274”. Classrooms were 

disorganized and cluttered, with damaged partitions that enabled students to move freely from one 

class to the next. This led to frequent disturbances by students in adjoining rooms. Additionally, I 

learned that one classroom did not have chairs available to students for the duration of the school 

term and they had to resort to notetaking while they stood.   

 Resources seemed scarce for subject areas as well, particularly in my observations of the 

creative arts. Teachers shared with me about their lack of access to instruments, equipment and their 

limited supply of tools for art making and creativity. This disposition led to resourcefulness, but it 

was nonetheless frustrating for the teachers. 

  In visual arts, materials were frequently substituted for more affordable alternatives (for 

example, paper glue instead of wax for Batik) and students were unable to explore techniques such 

as, leather craft.     

Male art teacher: Resources, yes. We don’t have a lot of resources, so we always have 

to…kind of work with what we have.  

Me: Do you find that puts like, a strain on how much you could do with the students? 

                                                 
274 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. 



 

 

243 

  

Male art teacher: Oh, yes! Yes it does. (laughs) (Male art teacher interview, 15 January 

2018). 

Students were required to take turns when they used equipment and teachers constantly reminded 

them about the expense of materials, emphasising conservation.  

Yes, because what we have to do also is explain how to use the resources we’re using and 

not dive into what you’re supposed to do with the other resources and then work the way 

into those resources (Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018). 

Additionally, students did not usually have their own materials to create artwork. This reflected 

their socio-economic challenges, as teachers routinely loaned them pencils and distributed paper for 

drawing. One teacher suggested that more students would sign up for the arts if they were able to 

afford the materials.  

  During music classes, I noticed that teachers mostly used their own mobile devices to play 

music for music and dance classes.  

One boy is curious about whether the class will still be able to listen to music today. A girl 

informs him this is unlikely, since the teacher’s laptop is not working (Researcher’s 

Fieldnotes, 27 February 2018). 

They also lacked access to instruments, with the exception of steel pans, that were most often in use 

for concurrent classes.   

And the only instrument I’ve seen here from that point in time to now, is the steel pans…we 

don’t have a keyboard, I use the keyboard that is on my phone…there isn’t any percussion 

instruments that we have, like a tambourine or even the, the eggs. Everything is…all the 

percussion instruments the students have played in the past, is what I have purchased from 

my own money…the pans are limited. There is no sticks275 (Female music teacher 2 

interview, 9 March 2018).  

                                                 
275 Meaning pan sticks for playing the instrument.  
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Alternatively, students were encouraged to participate in rhythmic exercises, incorporating 

techniques of handclapping, body percussion, dance and impromptu song composition.  

  The lack of resources meant the school was unable to pursue new projects unless they were 

preceded by fundraising ventures. As an example, the art teacher suggested that he wanted the 

school to resume participation in Junior Carnival competitions, but this depended on the success of 

fundraising. Likewise, Mas on D Block was funded through the efforts of teachers and students. In 

addition to adequate space and supplies, teachers recommended that access to computers and the 

Internet at the school would make a difference in the quality of his presentations for class.  

5.2.3. Parent Involvement 

  Teachers and students often alluded to the lack of parent involvement in the affairs of 

students at the school. As one teacher stated: 

We need for parents to start parenting. Stop just dropping the baggages here and go. Am…a 

lot of the children inside here have real baggages276. So, me coming to try to teach you the 

harmonic scale and you trying to figure out if you home by your father this weekend or home 

by your mother this weekend, or if you home by your mother boyfriend or your father 

girlfriend… (Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018) 

Although most parents were present for key events (for example Parents’ Day), there seemed to be 

difficulty convincing parents to attend routine activities at the school. One teacher noted the 

following: 

Because it even have cases where if a certain teacher calls in for a parent or something like 

that, you would see a friend or an older person who knows the child coming in… (Male art 

teacher interview, 15 January 2018) 

This was also noted in the difficulty I experienced with the recruitment of students for group 

discussions. Many students related to me that although they were interested in becoming 

participants, they did not foresee that their parents were willing to visit the school to give consent. 

                                                 
276 Meaning that students attend school with a lot of external issues happening concurrently or in their past.  
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  In my personal observations and conversations with teachers, the absence of parental 

involvement was owing to their work schedules (many parents worked long hours or multiple jobs 

to meet their expenses), gang involvement (one parent explained to me that he was unable to “cross 

the border” into a rival gang’s territory) or lack of interest. One teacher gave an example of how 

gang rivalry inhibited parent involvement at the school.  

Then you have like, sometimes you call parents to come to school because the child is 

misbehaving. Miss I can’t come in that area, John John277 and Beetham278 warring and I 

from John John, so I’m not passing anywhere on the main road or even on the back. 

Because somebody will call… (Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018) 

Furthermore, the absence of parents sometimes meant that students were given the responsibility to 

care for their siblings and themselves.  

I had a next one, Miss I can’t stay back you know, I have to go PTA meeting. She in Form 1, 

what PTA meeting you talking about? Mummy works shift, so she has to go to PTA meeting 

for this one, pick up that one… (Female music teacher 1, interview, 23 March 2018) 

  Observations of parents revealed behaviours, which appeared to mirror that of the students. 

For example, many parents attended meetings late or were absent from them. This was noted by 

several teachers. In order to address the lack of parental involvement, the school’s administration 

implemented a policy where parents were required to sign a contract indicating their commitment to 

their child’s education through encouraging the submission of coursework.  

The (administrator) chastises parents for not being fully involved in their children’s school 

lives. She asks them to “be real” about how much support they can provide to help their 

children to complete and submit SBAs. She also reminds parents that 85% attendance is 

required in Forms 4 and 5 (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 15 May 2018). 

                                                 
277  Community within Laventille. 

278  Community just outside of Laventille. 
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  Parent involvement was identified as a key factor that helped to avert student participation in 

violent behaviour. In my interview with Male art teacher, who was formerly a student, he noted that 

having “strict parents” encouraged him to stay away from altercations.  

Male art teacher:...Because of my parents, I stayed out of it. (laughs) 

Me: Yeah. 

Male art teacher: Right, they set their rules and their boundaries. They also came in and 

spoke to the teachers and everything there…and well I had strict parents also too so… 

Me: You had a lot of parental support? 

Male art teacher: Yeah… And mostly my class also too. The class was a close-knit bunch, so 

the parents that dealt with our class was a close bunch…so they held that down (Male art 

teacher interview, 15 January 2018). 

 Parent involvement, like resources and the curricula, seemed to play an important role in the 

quality of education offered to students as well as their level of engagement with school. As this 

chapter completes the presentation of my research findings (Chapters 4 and 5), I will continue to 

explore each identified theme in the following discussion (Chapter 6).  

6. Discussion 

 This penultimate chapter aims to review and discuss the previous findings in Chapters 4 and 

5, as well as address key research questions outlined in the Methodology (Section 3.2). This 

discussion investigates: how psychosocial well-being is defined by adolescents and arts 

practitioners (Section  0); the intersecting relationships among psychosocial well-being, community 

violence and school violence (Section 0); the negotiation of power in the school setting (Section 

6.3); adolescent coping with exposure to violence (Section 6.4); the development of violent 

behaviours among adolescents (Section 6.5) and the potential effects of cultural arts practices on 

adolescent psychosocial well-being (Section 6.6). The final section will examine how adolescent 

psychosocial well-being can be improved through addressing key issues in the school setting, with a 

focus on recommendations provided by adolescents and arts practitioners (Section 6.7).  
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6.1. “What kind of wellness you mean?279”   

 In a group discussion on the definition of well-being, Diddy’s question about the “kind of 

wellness you mean”, reflects his understanding of well-being as multidimensional. Psychosocial 

well-being is recognised by adolescents as comprising physical, mental, financial, emotional and 

social needs280. In particular, they conceptualise wellness as a present state of being and “feeling 

good281” (Cloudy, female), indicating a quality of life that depends on the satisfaction of each aspect 

of psychosocial wellness in the moment. Their understanding of well-being shares the objective and 

subjective values put forward by Dubey (2018, Section 2.4) and Web and Will-Herrera (2012, 

Section 2.4) in that it presents the nonmaterial and noneconomic values of mental, emotional and 

social wellness as equally important to those of physical and financial needs. However, it is 

interesting that in defining wellness, two female adolescents (Cloudy and Sky) initially opted to 

remain “quiet for that one282” (Cloudy, female), perhaps as an indication that their wellness is a state 

which is not satisfactory for them. As Webb and Will-Herrera (2012, Section 2.4) point out, an 

individual’s overall quality of life is determined through an affective and cognitive evaluation of 

life experiences. Additionally, wellness is aligned with a person’s happiness and life satisfaction 

(Dubey, 2018, Section 2.4).   

 Perspectives on adolescent psychosocial well-being put forward by arts practitioners also list 

keys factors that appear to be central to well-being (Section 4.1), but additionally emphasize factors 

that can impair a person’s well-being. For example, the Female music teacher 2 lists behavioural 

and other psychosocial issues that signify when wellness is negatively impacted such as difficulties 

with mental health, confidence and motivation283. The wide-ranging components of psychosocial 

well-being offered by both adolescents and arts practitioners imply that psychosocial interventions 

require a range of holistic, culture-grounded, family and community-based methods, as 

                                                 
279 Diddy, male adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018. Section 4.1 

280 Group discussion, 14 June 2018. Section 4.1 

281 Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018. Section 4.1 

282 Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018. Section 4.1 

283 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 4.1  



 

 

248 

  

recommended in the deliberations of Kostelny (2006, Section 2.4). In the following sections, I will 

address specific ways in which the psychosocial well-being of adolescents in Laventille is affected 

by violence and the potential for cultural arts practices to improve psychosocial well-being.  

6.2. The Intersection of Psychosocial Well-being with Community and School Violence 

  There are two main ways in which community and school violence intersect with adolescent 

psychosocial well-being in this study. Namely, there is proximity to violence (Section 6.2.1) and 

there is socioeconomic poverty, which contributes to the pursuit of criminal enterprise (Section 

6.2.2). These will now be explained in turn. 

6.2.1. Adolescent Proximity to Violence in the Community and School 

 Crucial to adolescent psychosocial well-being in Laventille is their proximity to violence, 

how this informs their everyday experiences and its potential effects on their overall quality of life. 

The culture of the Laventille community appears to normalise violent experiences as typical and 

sensible behavioural responses to given situations and this is confirmed through the frequent 

references to community violence contained within the data284. As a form of habitus (Bourdieu, 

1997/2013, Section 2.3.2), violent behaviours become ritualised in the everyday and reflect the 

development of collective practices in accordance with the area’s violent history (Ryan et al., 1997, 

Section 2.1.3). The cyclical process of producing, recognizing, adopting and exchanging these 

shared values (Hall, 1997a, Section 2.3) creates an environment to which adolescents feel 

“accustomed285” (Sunny, male), even as they face the uncertainty of “you never know the time and 

place something bad could happen to you286” (Sunny’s sister, female). The resulting experience is 

one of “feel(ing) unsafe287” (Star, female), like “them just killing out everybody288” (Cloudy, 

female) and “you getting hit just so289” (Scarlet Ibis, male), which illustrate the fear of crime that 

                                                 
284 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 27 April 2018; Researcher’s fieldnotes, 23 November 2017; Researcher’s fieldnotes, 17 

May 2018 and Researcher’s fieldnotes, 4 July 2018. Section 4.2.1 

285 Sunny, male adolescent group discussion participant, 4 July 2018. Section 4.2.2 

286 Sunny’s sister, female group discussion participant, 4 July 2018. Section 4.2.1 

287 Star, female adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018. Section 4.2.1 

288 Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018. Section 4.2.1  

289 Scarlet Ibis, male adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018. Section 4.2.1  
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Franc et al. (2012, Section 2.4.1.2) describe as anxiety and worry and this extends to adolescents’ 

concerns for the safety of their family members290.  

 The violence present in the community is paralleled by the violence that occurs within the 

parameters of the school and this reduces an adolescent’s access to a safe space. Music teacher 2 

describes the lack of distance between the community and school that simply facilitates the 

continuity of relationships that negatively influence student behaviour at school and reflects the 

violence present in student home environments291. Foote (2010, Section 2.4.1.2) attributes youth 

violence and delinquency in school to experiences of violence at home and in the community, while 

the Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children (2016, Section 2.4.1.2) indicate that 

community violence leads to increased aggressive behaviour, school-related problems and antisocial 

behaviour among children. The connections between both environments in relation to violence is 

signified in eruptions of violence at the school that are intense, chaotic, widespread292 and similar to 

incidents in the community293.  

 Underpinning these connections are the relationships that link gang activity in the school 

and the community. Frequent sightings of the police in the community294 and at the school295, 

references to guns as commonplace accessories to violence296 and concern expressed by parents 

about the safety of their male and female children while attending school297 all indicate the 

prevalence of gangs throughout different strata of the local community. The lack of safety that 

organized crime creates, impairs the mobility of residents in that they reduce their physical 

movement and therefore decrease their access to employment opportunities, welfare and essential 

services (Adams et al., 2018, Section 2.4.1.4). This predicament especially places young people at a 

                                                 
290 Group discussion, 14 June 2018. Section 4.2.1  

291 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 4.2.2 

292 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 30 October 2017. Section 4.2.2 

293 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 23 November 2017. Section 4.2.1  

294 Researcher fieldnotes, 9 February 2018; Researcher’s fieldnotes, 27 April 2018. Section 4.2.1  

295 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 29 November 2017; Researcher’s fieldnotes, 13 November 2017. Section 4.2.2  

296 Sunny, male adolescent group discussion participant, 4 July 2018; Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 

2018; Sunny’s sister, female group discussion participant, 4 July 2018. Section 4.2.1, 4.2.2 and 4.3  

297 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 17 May 2018; Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 4.2.1  
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greater economic and psychosocial disadvantage through limiting their access to education298 as 

well as recreation299, which Dubey (2018, Section 2.4) and Medina and Tamayo (2012, Section 

2.4.1.2) perceive as important components for improving health and well-being. It also increases 

community risk factors for youth participation in organized armed violence through disengagement 

from education (Williams, 2014, Section 2.4.1.5) and low levels of education (Medina & Tamayo, 

2012, Section 2.4.1.2), which are observed in the findings300. In addition, gang activity and rivalry 

contribute to increases in the potential for physical injury and trauma, for which male adolescents 

are particularly susceptible (UNICEF, 2014, Section 2.4.1.3). Diddy’s acknowledgement of his risk 

of mortality, for example, is implied in his avoidance of being seen outside of his home301 and his 

concern about his safety extends into the school setting. 

 When comparing their experiences with others, adolescents conceptualise privilege as less 

exposure to violence. For example, Sunny (male) notes there are places where the sound of gunshots 

is not a daily occurrence and this is different from his experience. Likewise, Sky and Cloudy 

(female) rightly assume that I am privileged and therefore unlikely to live in a neighbourhood that is 

like their own. In the view of the adolescent participants, privilege signifies safety and protection 

from harmful elements. This is markedly different from communities where there is pervasive 

socioeconomic poverty.  

6.2.2. Socioeconomic Poverty and Criminal Enterprise  

  Causes of poverty are perceived by some as individually determined by factors such as, 

level of education/skills and life chances rather than by structural/social factors (Yan, 2014, Section 

2.4.2). This view is also held by adolescents in the discussion group and reflect in their comments 

that hold individuals responsible for their impoverished circumstances. The assumption that people 

                                                 
298 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018. Section 4.2.1 

299 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 26 April 2018. Section 4.2.1  

300 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 20 February 2018; Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 15 May 2018; Sunny’s sister, female group 

discussion participant, 4 July 2018. Section 4.4.1 and 5.2.1 

301 Diddy, male adolescent group discussion participant, 24 May 2018. Section 4.2.1 
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in the community “don’t like to go and work” and “choose not to work” 302 focuses on personal 

motivation rather than on structural causes of poverty. Their perspective reinforces the view of 

Janssen (2004, Section 2.4.2.2) that widespread poverty among youth living in a marginalized 

neighbourhood in Port of Spain is linked with a lack of qualifications, inadequate work experience 

and poor job seeking skills. However, Janssen adds to this perspective through recognising that 

limited access to resources and social stigma perpetuate these challenges for youth; an analysis the 

adolescents do not readily express.  

  Interestingly, Diddy (male) offers a different perspective in which he suggests that 

individuals do not necessarily lack goals of building wealth, rather, he makes the distinction 

between those that work lawfully for this and those that pursue criminal enterprise to achieve their 

goals303. His reflection infers that for some individuals, opportunities to gain income are sought 

through alternative solutions such as involvement in organized criminal activities, which also 

produces a sense of belonging and recognition among young people (Office of the SRSG on 

Violence against Children, 2016, Section 2.4.2.2). This brings to the fore the likelihood of existing 

informal economies that play a significant role in individual earnings. Furthermore, it begs the 

question of whether there are structural barriers to legitimate forms of economic growth for 

individuals in the community.  

  Access to resources is perceived as a privilege, which Diddy (male) points out when he 

relates having to purchase his own clothing304. His recognition of this as privilege speaks to his 

awareness of the structural elements of poverty that go beyond individual determination and 

motivation. A perspective that stands in contrast to the dominant perception of his peers. Walker 

(2014, Section 2.4.2) proposes that discussions on poverty necessitate closer reflection on the 

interactions between poverty, people and places, since a lack of access to adequate housing and 

employment correlates with diminished psychological well-being and points to the need for political 

                                                 
302 Star, female adolescent group discussion participant, 28 May 2018; Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion 

participant. Section 4.7.1 

303 Diddy, male adolescent group discussion participant, 28 May 2018. Section 4.7.1  

304 Group discussion, 24 May 2018. Section 4.7.2 
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action in order to address the inequalities of power that persist in institutions. As a young male 

residing in the community, Diddy’s inability to easily access his basic needs spotlights his 

experience of poverty, since it appears that his family is unable to financially support him. 

Consequently, he works to support himself, which can diminish his ability to focus on school 

completion. The psychosocial effect of his current circumstance points to a trajectory where he may 

have little opportunity to pursue higher levels of education or advance a professional career and 

may have limited access to formal employment in the future (Brenner & Carrano, 2018). Brenner 

and Carrano (2018) point out that social institutions and the state insufficiently support young 

people’s transitions toward adulthood through failing to protect lower income workers and 

implement public policies that reconcile “the worlds of family, school and work” (p 105).  

 Residents in Laventille appear to experience high levels of unemployment and societal 

inequality through institutional neglect, which is documented by Brereton (2007, Section 2.1) and 

Ryan et al. (1997, Section 2.1.3) as occurring before the 1860s and well into the post-independence 

era. The image that Sky (female) describes of “people sitting down and rubbish trucks and gun and 

thing”305 is indicative of a social process, where everyday life seems to provide little opportunity for 

positive activity. This has a significant impact on families, as the Female dance teacher points out 

that young people become vulnerable to gang leaders and abusive situations because “mummy need 

the help”306. She suggests that young people see participation in criminal activities as a means to 

“make some fast cash” 307 that is needed for the household.  

 The normalisation of earning income through criminal activities contributes to the 

emergence of subcultures (Janssen, 2004, Section 2.4.2.2), which legitimise these social processes 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966, Section 3.1.2). When Diddy (male) observes that men in his 

community that are involved in “shooting”, own cars and houses, the link between the two seems 

                                                 
305 Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 24 May 2018. Section 4.7.1 

306 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. Section 4.7.1 

307 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. Section 4.7.1 
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obvious to him308. This practice is therefore viewed as comprehensible and predictable, in effect, a 

form of habitus (Bourdieu, 1977/2013, Section 2.3.2).  

 In the educational context, the operation of ‘drug blocks’309 within the school compound 

gives adolescent gang members a sense of control over their immediate environment and access to 

money310. Although achieved through illicit means, the strengthening of financial earnings 

symbolises the possibility for adolescents to afford essential goods and services (Adams et al., 

2018, Section 2.4.1.4) and become self-reliant in an atmosphere of neglect311. As Diddy (male) 

suggests for example, the men in his community involved in violence are able to acquire a house 

and car312. Gang activities such as, drug trafficking and violent crimes are therefore seen as reliable 

sources of income and a way out of poverty.  

 Gangs provide young people with protection and a sense of belonging (White, 2013, Section 

2.4.1.4 and 2.4.1.5). This is noted by the Female dance teacher’s observation that “none of them 

will snitch on him”313, referring to an adolescent gang member who is protected by fellow members 

at the school. The potential benefits of gang involvement especially appeal to adolescents who are 

seeking “big tanto314” status within the community, which earns respect through notoriety and 

symbols of wealth. The status that participation in crime generates is perceived as an opportunity 

for societal power within the social space, utilizing economic means (Saatcioglu & Ozanne, 2013, 

Section 2.3.2). This outcome of criminal behaviour is particularly appealing to young people who, 

according to Music teacher 1, find the lifestyle to be “glamourous” because it helps them to afford 

“Jordans” and “big chain” 315. Janssen (2004, Section 2.4.2.2) suggests that criminal activity grants 

status, which is displayed with material symbols of wealth (in this case, sneakers and jewellery) as 

well as through social recognition (for example, being perceived as glamourous). However, this also 

                                                 
308 Diddy, male adolescent group discussion participant, 28 May 2018. Section 4.7.1  

309 Here, ‘drug blocks’ refer to geographical areas of the school that are operated by adolescent gang members for the 

purpose of selling illegal drugs. 

310 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. Section 4.2.1  

311 Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 24 May 2018. Section 4.7.1 

312 Diddy, male adolescent group discussion participant, 28 May 2018. Section 4.7.1 

313 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. Section 4.2.1 

314 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018. Section 4.7.1  

315 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018. Section 4.7.1 
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poses a heightened risk of vulnerability to violence for young people (Adams et al., 2018, Section 

2.4.1.4). 

6.3. The Negotiation of Power in the School Setting and its Effect on Adolescent 

Psychosocial Well-being 

 The dynamics of power play a significant role in peer, student-teacher, student-

administration and teacher-administration relationships. It appears to be influenced by colonial 

structures as well as socio-economic factors and affects multiple aspects of adolescent psychosocial 

well-being. This section will explore the role of violence in the negotiation of power and its effect 

on adolescent well-being. In particular, it examines the administrative maintenance of order and 

safety through structural violence (Section 6.3.1), the assertion of power via interpersonal violence 

(Section 6.3.2), nuances of the student-teacher power dynamic in the development of respect 

(Section 6.3.3) and gender roles and the upholding of male hegemonic practices (Section 6.3.4).  

6.3.1. Administrative Maintenance of Order and Safety through Structural Violence  

  In their effort to supress the progression of community violence within the school, the 

maintenance of order and safety is overseen by the administration, who represent the institution of 

the educational system. Their approach utilizes the services of a security firm as well as the police 

to implement measures of safety within the school compound. The interactions between students 

and members of the security team are often tenuous, tense and have the potential to become 

violent316. Williams (2014, Section 2.4.1.5) explores the structure of the school setting via the 

construct of hegemonic masculinity, wherein the procurement and maintenance of hierarchal power 

performs an essential function of masculine practice. The focus of this practice is the attainment of 

dominance and control, which is gained through violence and hyper-aggressiveness. In examining 

the roles of the security and police through this lens, the struggle for the institution to retain power 

over the student population becomes more visible, whereby the fear of losing control or influence 

over them leads to the overuse of aggressive measures. Williams (2013, Section 2.4.1.1) describes 

                                                 
316 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 28 November 2017. Section 4.2.2 
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the use of “zero tolerance policies regarding infractions” as a form of structural violence by which 

the practices of the educational system contribute to the continuation of postcolonial systemic 

violence.  

  Historically and currently, institutions use force to gain and sustain power over those who 

are vulnerable or less privileged. Looking to the past, Brereton (2010, Section 2.1.1) documents the 

history of violence in Trinidad and Tobago and explores how brute force and systems of slavery, 

indentureship, colonialism and politics facilitated the maintenance of European power over the twin 

isles. In this context, murder, torture, corporal punishment and other forms of discipline were used 

to control groups of people. While modern systems of punishment and discipline tend to invite less 

destruction of the physical body, Foucault (1975/1995) points out that institutions continue to exert 

their power through other means, which are embedded in everyday practices of discipline and 

surveillance.  

  Surveillance of the student population is conducted by the security team, who organise and 

executed a series of daily safety checks for contraband items and weapons317. The safety of students 

and staff is a key element of the institution’s mandate for the provision of quality education. 

However, the structure of these security checks imitates the process and aesthetic of entering a 

prison. This approach to the treatment of students as detainees carries over into the consistent 

presence of police, who monitor student activities and intervene whenever there are significant 

security breaches, for example, during large school fights, or when illicit materials/activities are 

uncovered by staff. It is cemented by the very symbolic ritual of taking students to the Youth 

Transformation and Rehabilitation Centre to experience a glimpse of life as a detained youth318, 

implying this is their future.   

  The normalisation of these austere practices of safety is buttressed by suspicion and distrust 

toward students, which fosters a binary representation of otherness; that is, us and them or staff and 

student. In response, students develop an attitude of distrust towards teachers and the police, as 

                                                 
317 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 25 October 2017. Section 4.2.2 

318 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 19 April 2018. Section 4.2.2 
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exemplified in student commentary319. Hall (1997c, Section 2.3) proposes that otherness is 

indicative of power relations through which dominance is imposed by one pole over the other and 

meaning is defined by classification. The unfavourable treatment of students by school security, in 

comparison with my own positive experience, highlights the ways in which students are classified 

as the other within the school. It also confirms the practice of stereotyping that maintains social 

order in a system of inequality (Hall, 1997c, Section 2.3) under the guise of school safety. 

  This system of inequality, a form of structural violence, is described by Williams (2019, 

Section 2.1.4) as the dual education system. Its historical use as a method of suppression among 

enslaved and indentured groups inflicts violence through the marginalization of some students and 

the imposition of hierarchies within the school system. The feeling of invisibility noted by Female 

music teacher 1320 reinforces this experience of marginalization within the classroom setting and 

indicates broader processes within the educational system that support the separation of students 

along margins of privilege. Another example of this occurring within the school is the exclusion of 

some students from access to education on equal terms321. Furthermore, neocolonialism (Williams, 

2019, Section 2.1.4) is observed in the restriction of student access to toilets322, which is a form of 

institutional violence that attempts to maintain order through the control of student bodies and 

bodily functions.  

  The following sub-section will discuss violence within the interpersonal context.  

6.3.2. The Assertion of Power via Interpersonal Violence  

 In the context of the individual, violence between friends is quite common among students, 

however aggressive play is often unaddressed by teachers unless it escalates into a fight or there is a 

vocal complaint of bullying. Game play such as verbal sparring and physical assault are identified 

by Kehily and Nayak (1997, Section 2.4.1.6) as interactional techniques of masculinity (used by 

                                                 
319 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 20 February 2018; Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. Section 4.2.2 and 4.6 

320 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018. Section 4.6 

321 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017. Section 4.5 

322 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 1 February 2018. Section 4.4.2 
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boy and girls in these research findings323) that appear as humour but convey the intention of 

domination. In this dynamic the ability to receive and give antagonism is the marker of one’s 

success. Humour plays an important role in this interaction because it facilitates the ongoing 

competition to avoid reprimand by authority figures, such as teachers. As indicated above, my 

findings illustrate the back-and-forth banter, pushing and hitting that occurs in game play. In one 

example, the hostility between two girls intensifies until one of them gives in. Once the student 

loses the game, she declares that the interaction is no longer a form of play/humour. The laughter 

she receives from her friend demonstrates the friend’s dominance and signifies her defeat and 

forthcoming humiliation. In this interaction between the two girls, violence is used in game play to 

establish rank. Nonetheless, the context of humour allows for it to go under the radar of the teacher 

and other students (who seem unconcerned about its physicality), while simultaneously avoiding the 

escalation of the interaction into unreserved hostility. Game play, therefore, facilitates for the 

negotiation of the power structure among adolescents at the school, in a format that eases the 

intensity of violent behaviours. As a negotiation of power, this example of humour in game play 

bears similarities with creative methods used in the cultural arts practices of Carnival. For example, 

picong (Section 2.2.3) creates a platform for back-and-forth banter by which opponents use their 

words in a combative style and stick fighting traditions (Section 2.2) use physical combat to 

determine an individual’s dominance in the format of a game/dance.  

 Another example of interpersonal violence presented in my findings, illustrates a potential 

outcome when the dynamics of the individuals shift. In this example, one adolescent is male, and 

the other is female. Although this interaction begins as a game, it escalates into physical assault 

when the girl refuses to accept defeat324. As he describes the series of events, the first leg of the 

game appears to leave him feeling humiliated and perhaps, emasculated. His attempt to regain 

dominance over the situation and reinstate his masculinity, results in his use of insults and 

innuendoes to instigate a second round of play in a format that is more desirable for him. He 

                                                 
323 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 October 2017. Section 4.2.3  

324 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 8 November 2017. Section 4.2.3 
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insinuates he allows her win because he does not want to be reprimanded for assaulting her. 

However, he also expresses what he would have liked to do in the situation and calls her names to 

embarrass her.  

 The boy’s efforts to regain control of the embarrassing outcome, highlights the fragility of 

masculinity for young men in his community, which is constantly policed by both male and female 

students (Williams, 2014, Section 2.4.1.5). Furthermore, it shows his attempt to conform to the 

traditions of masculinity that dictate the assertion of male power over women and the maintenance 

of his masculine honour by limiting his embarrassment (Tomsen & Gadd, 2019, Section 2.4.1.5). 

For individuals that succumb to an imbalance of power, unwanted physical mistreatment and 

intentional harm is experienced as bullying (Rosen & Nofziger, 2019, Section 2.4.1.5). The 

outcomes of bullying described by Rosen and Nofziger (2019, Section 2.4.1.5), can include feeling 

unsafe, the development of physical and mental health problems, suicidal and criminal behaviour.   

 A third form of interpersonal violence that I observe, involves two female participants, Sky 

and Cloudy, who display threatening and aggressive behaviour when they feel disrespected by the 

constant interruption of the group on one occasion325. This leads them to spontaneously pursue a 

student with a pair of scissors in order to show off their bravado and make a symbolic statement of 

power. Tomsen and Gadd (2019, Section 2.4.1.5) submit that perceived disrespect can lead to 

violent disputes about seemingly trivial matters, because of heightened sensitivity to feeling 

insulted and the perception that a response necessitates impulsive aggression and violence. In the 

case of Sky and Cloudy, their quick and decisive response to the disruption of the group reflects 

their desire to re-establish dominance. Although Tomsen and Gadd (2019, Section 2.4.1.5) examine 

this discourse from the view of male-perpetrated violence, their narrative of the assertion of power 

employed to maintain self-respect, seems to appropriately describe the social honour that Sky and 

Cloudy appear to defend. Their disengagement from a definitive act of violence might also reveal 

that they feel secure and confident that the measure they take is sufficient for the context of the 

                                                 
325 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 June 2018. Section 4.2.3 
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situation. In contrast to my assertion, Winter and McKenzie (2017) make the point that there is a 

need for a different framework within which female adolescent aggression needs to be explored, as 

a reliance on the language of male aggression to explain female physical aggression may not be 

fully congruent with their experiences. While I agree with this point, I note that there is not yet a 

developed framework by which girls’ aggression is fully realised and have thus defaulted to an 

existing narrative. 

6.3.3. Nuances of the Student-Teacher Power Dynamic in the Development of Respect 

 Violence promotes the establishment and maintenance of hegemonic masculinity through 

assisting with the retention of respect, social honour and group belonging (Tomsen & Gadd, 2019, 

Section 2.4.1.5). As an example, Female music teacher 1 drew my attention to male students 

wanting to be known “as a bad man” because they feel this reputation improves their level of 

respect, gives them greater power and heightens female sexual interest326. Within the school setting, 

respect translates into the negotiation of power between students and teachers and this highlights the 

continuity of imperialist traditions in the education system through the maintenance of social 

hierarchies that facilitate school personnel to exert dominance over students (Williams, 2014, 

Section 2.4.1.5). This dynamic of power relations separates the two groups in a manner that often 

nurtures feelings of distrust and leads to resistance from students. When there is a lack of trust, 

conflict between students and teachers or other figures of authority (such as the school security) 

materialises in various forms327. However, Williams (2014, Section 2.4.1.5) suggests that harsh 

approaches to the discipline of students may mirror the problematic relationships they already have 

with their parental figures and amplify the disempowerment students feel. The Female dance 

teacher confirms this predicament when she reflects on the similarities between how students are 

treated in school and at home, in that the lack of attention and affection received at home is akin to 

being treated “like you is a nobody” by teachers328. This, she proposes, contributes to their 

                                                 
326 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018. Section 4.6 

327 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018; Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 

2018. Section 4.6 

328 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. Section 4.6 



 

 

260 

  

defensive and retaliative responses in the school setting and as a result, trust is very difficult for 

both students and teachers to cultivate329.  

 The hostile dynamic between students and teachers especially impacts student dignity. Sky 

(female) for example, mentions feeling disrespected by teachers330. Interestingly, her perception 

appears somewhat contradictory compared with the perspective presented by the Female dance 

teacher who suggests that speaking frankly with students and chastising them earns their respect331. 

The disparity in these views, points to the divide between “respect-due332” and “respect-earned333”, 

which is explored by Goodman (2009, p. 5). According to her, the conception of respect bears a 

variety of meanings by which human dignity, autonomy, equality, submission to authority or 

deference might be implied. The inconsistency of its meanings can cause conflict because one 

person’s assumption of respect is experienced as disrespect by another, as in the example given. 

Goodman (2009) puts forward the value of a child’s dignity can often be equated to their degree of 

obedience within an adult-child relationship (that is, respect-due), however this does not mean the 

adult will consider student opinions or facilitate greater freedoms on a more equal plane (respect-

earned). Perhaps Sky is more desirous of this equal plane, while the Female dance teacher expects 

obedience. Goodman (2009) notes that in the educational system, autonomy (an aspect of respect-

earned) is more often seen as an outcome rather than a process of education because children are 

perceived to be immature and dependent. 

 Despite this, there are key examples in my research where respect is interpreted and 

practiced by teachers differently. For example, Female music teacher 1 relates how her own 

experience of feeling disrespected as a student influences her desire to treat students in a dignified 

manner, now that she is a teacher334. Additional approaches to student-teacher relations initiated by 

                                                 
329 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 29 November 2017. Section 4.6 

330 Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 2018. Section 4.6 

331 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. Section 4.6 

332 “Respect-due” protects relationships from abuse and relates to the value of human dignity (Goodman, 2009). 

333 “Respect-earned” accommodates for autonomy and equality alongside dignity (Goodman, 2009).  

334 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018. Section 4.6 
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teachers include the utilisation of techniques to relate with students335 and the assumption of 

parental roles to emulate positive and trusting relationships336. The benefits of these approaches are 

seen in the way that students open up to their teachers about personal challenges at home, treat 

teachers with respect and respond to alternative solutions to violence. As noted by the Male art 

teacher, disclosure about his experience as a past student especially encourages male students to 

seek him for advice on how to resolve conflict and avoid engaging in violent behaviour337. 

 The concept of mutual respect, that is to show respect and to be respected, is an overarching 

feature of positive student-teacher relationships. During my time at the school, my process of 

establishing trust with adolescents also draws from this conception of respect. As an outsider and 

adult, my privilege causes adolescents to perceive me as a teacher-like figure, which created an 

initial barrier to data collection. Arthur (2018, Section 2.5.1) recommends that becoming familiar 

with the worldview of others through cultural learning can deepen understanding of well-being and 

cultural identity as well as minimize the marginalisation and exclusion of clients. It is through 

acknowledgement of my positioning, discussions with adolescents about my role as a researcher as 

well as my desire to learn about the community and understand adolescents’ perspectives that we 

are able to deepen the group discussion and develop trust338. 

 An additional aspect of respect identified in my findings relates to the teacher-administration 

dynamic, where there is ongoing conflict, disorganization and miscommunication that directly 

affects the quality of education provided for students339. The Female guidance counsellor suggests 

these interactions remind her of student-teacher relations in which teachers are subjected to the 

authority of the administration and vie to be treated with respect340. In the research pursued by 

Williams (2014, Section 2.4.1.5), he explores how an estranged relationship between teachers and 

                                                 
335 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. Section 4.6 

336 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 27 September 2017; Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018. Section 4.6 

337 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. Section 4.6 

338 Group discussion, 24 May 2018. Section 4.7.2 

339 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 19 April 2018; Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 26 April 2018; Female dance teacher interview, 

27 March 2018. Section 4.6 

340 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 4.6  
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the administration indicates the presence of colonial social structures that allow “bureaucratized, 

functionalist, political” (p. 139) processes to persist, while also disengaging young people from 

education. In one example, the lack of communication and disorganization between teachers and the 

administration leads to the cancellation of a key student recreational activity and parent 

dissatisfaction with the school. The impact of the strained relationship between teachers and the 

administration is therefore particularly felt by students and parents. Another example is noted where 

the administration holds onto the idea of a dance curriculum rather than drama, even though 

students preferred to practice theatre. This difference of opinion between what students and the 

administration want, highlights the hierarchies of power at the school. Williams (2013, Section 

2.4.1.1) points out that systemic violence in the educational system unfolds in the ways that teacher 

and student input is resisted and not valued. This, he submits, is the residual effect of colonialism in 

which structural inequalities and hegemonies persist.    

6.3.4.  Gender Roles and the Upholding of Male Hegemonic Practices  

 Another example of colonial hegemony unfolds in the way that binary gender roles are 

reinforced and reproduced through social processes at work in the school setting. Perspectives on 

male and female gender roles particularly influence adolescent discourse on sexuality and are 

embedded in peer discussions about flirting, dating and relationships341. Gender roles particularly 

emphasise patriarchal perspectives and interactions illuminate notions held by students about the 

role of the male as provider342. This conception of the male gender is noted by Williams (2014, 

Section 2.4.1.5), who observes that female students participate in policing masculinity in 

accordance with hegemonic masculine expectations. In addition, it reflects in the societal pressure 

that male students experience regarding fulfilling the role of provider343. 

 Compared with the portrayed importance of the male role, the female role is deemphasized 

and objectified. Both male and female students participate in discourse that assesses the outward 

                                                 
341 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 9 October 2017; Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 28 September 2017. Section 4.8 

342 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 13 November 2017. Section 4.8 

343 Group discussion, 28 May 2018. Section 4.8 
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appearance of the female body344 and fetishize femininity by patriarchal standards345. The 

objectification of the Caribbean female form is discussed by Jones (2016, Section 2.2.5), who 

suggests that female identity is negotiated through socio-political relationships with colonial power 

structures that persist through male patriarchal dominance. In light of this, the male perspective of 

the female body is brought forward as the overarching perception and is internalised by many 

female students as a symbol of femininity.  

 In this setting, gender presentation is monitored and maintained by forms of social action. 

Firstly, the maintenance of masculinity is presented in the way that male students avoid showing 

emotions such as grief and avoid humiliation through adherence to gender norms346. Wardman 

(2020, Section 2.4.1.6) points out that “toughness, light-heartedness and heterosexuality” (p. 11) are 

hallmarks of hegemonic masculinity, which young men strive to “establish, maintain, negotiate” 

(p.10).  Secondly, masculinity is presented in the form of aggressive behaviour, where bullying and 

violence is perpetrated by males who are seeking to identify with hegemonic masculinity, uphold 

heteronormative practices and assert their heterosexual identity347. Targets of this aggression include 

other males and especially those who are perceived as non-conforming to gender norms348. 

6.4. Adolescent Mental and Emotional Coping with Exposure to Violence 

 This section looks into the mental and emotional impact of community violence on 

adolescents. Generally, violence experienced in the community has greater risk of mortality and 

adolescents exposed to these experiences reflect on the mental and emotional impact of this on their 

psychosocial well-being. The views of arts practitioners are also discussed, as they comment on 

adolescent psychosocial well-being from their perspective as observers. In addition, the role of the 

school in supporting adolescent coping with violence is examined.   

6.4.1.  Coping with the Death of a Loved One  

                                                 
344 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 24 January 2018. Section 4.8 

345 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 25 October 2017; Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 31 January 2018. Section 4.8 

346 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 4.8  

347 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. Section 4.8 

348 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 14 June 2018. Section 4.8 
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 When discussing their mental and emotional response to incidents of violence in which there 

is a death, adolescents identify with a myriad of negative emotions349 and physical symptoms350, 

which teachers especially observe in situations where students lose a close friend or family member 

to violence351. These psychological effects of community violence support the literature presented 

by Savahl et al. (2013, Section 2.4.1.2) and the Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children 

(2016, Section 2.4.1.2) and indicate the need for the development of interventions with young 

people in Trinidad and Tobago to address habitual exposure to violence.  

 The profound effect of violence on young people seems to originate from their frequent 

exposure to these experiences and this leads to the emergence of overwhelming emotions that 

became difficult to manage, especially when grief counselling is not accessed. The Female 

guidance counsellor, for example, reveals that many students experience the re-emergence of 

traumatic, emotional responses when re-exposed to deaths that bear close resemblance to ones 

experienced by a family member or friend352. Hylton et al., (2019, Section 2.5.3.1) propose that 

psychological trauma can be significant and lasting, as hyper-arousal and intrusive memories can 

occur when re-exposure to settings trigger emotional responses. As an illustration, the long-term 

effect of trauma is noted by Diddy (male), when the group discussion prompts his recall of 

witnessing a violent incident when he was a child353. Although he did not comprehend his 

experience then, his reflection on it as an adolescent recognises “it scary when you think about it 

now354”. His ability to engage with the experience is reflective of his development of resilience to 

cope with the experience over a long period of time. Resilience is a protective factor that Rhodes 

and Schechter (2014, Section 2.5.2.1) suggest can help to reduce the negative effects of violence 

and poverty on the social and psychological health of children and adolescents. Additionally, 

                                                 
349 Diddy, male adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018; Star, female adolescent group discussion 

participant, 14 June 2018; Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018; Cloudy, female 

adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018. Section 4.3 

350 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 June 2018. Section 4.3   

351 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018; Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018; Female music 

teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018. Section 4.3 

352 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 4.3 

353 Diddy, male adolescent group participant, 24 May 2018. Section 4.3 

354 Diddy, male adolescent group participant, 24 May 2018. Section 4.3 
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Thompson, Arnkoff and Glass (2011) point out that mindfulness and acceptance are associated with 

greater psychological adjustment following a person’s exposure to trauma. 

  The response of young people to traumatic experiences is also demonstrated when Cloudy 

(female) advises me not to attend the boy’s funeral and resists my query about her reasoning for this 

recommendation355. Her response illustrates her choice to disengage from the experience and may 

indicate emotional disengagement, as described by Thompson et al. (2011). Perhaps, like the 

teacher who shares with me his inability to attend the boy’s funeral356, Cloudy also feels 

overwhelmed by the amount of loss she experiences and the emotional memories that are difficult 

to manage if confronted directly. However, as she describes in the group discussion357, her ability to 

“part fake it” when “you could be emotionally not good” suggests, on one hand, a form of coping 

with trauma that is avoidant and perhaps dissociative (Thompson et al., 2011) and on the other 

hand, a type of resilience that Lu and Yuen (2012, Section 2.5.3.1) conceptualise as an essential 

protective factor because it encompasses the ability to adapt to difficult experiences. Waugh, Shing 

and Furr (2020) note that not all forms of disengagement are maladaptive, rather, positive 

distraction can be utilised as a disengagement coping strategy that predicts positive outcomes in 

situations of chronic stress. Although Cloudy’s “fake(ing) it” is inconclusive with regard to positive 

distraction, Diddy’s engagement with art following the loss of his classmate358, evidences his use of 

creativity to manage his emotions and to express how he feels in the moment. The drawing he 

produces asks the question, “What is love?” and even though he does not verbalise the significance 

of his drawing, the winged image seems to convey a tribute of love in memory of his classmate as 

well as his reflection on what love might mean, during a time of sadness and heartbreak. 

 In addition to the individual responses of group participants, the reoccurrence of death 

among adolescents at the school invites ideas from students about whether the school is cursed, 

                                                 
355 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 20 June 2018. Section 4.3  

356 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 11 June 2018. Section 4.3 

357 Cloudy, female adolescent group participant, 14 June 2018. Section 4.3 

358 Figure 3, Diddy’s Drawing, 14 June 2018. Section 4.3 
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implying there is a supernatural link with this phenomenon359. As adolescents attempt to make sense 

of their traumatic experiences, they seek an understanding within the context of their cultural and 

spiritual view of the world. Arthur (2018, Section 2.5.1) submits that cultural learning is an 

important part of understanding the worldview of clients, as this involves awareness and reflection 

on the assumptions, values and beliefs that influence them. It is through acknowledging and 

honouring the spirituality of clients that West (2005, Section 2.5.1) suggests mental health 

practitioners can facilitate for deepening client understanding of psychosocial issues, since the 

opportunity to explore these beliefs further (within the client’s context) can support the therapeutic 

and healing process. In this instance, the reference to a supernatural cause of violence helps 

adolescents to reflect on the current and previous incidents of death with the Female guidance 

counsellor.   

6.4.2. Sex Differences in the Response to Violence 

  One interesting observation pointed out by Female music teacher 2360, is the sex difference 

regarding how adolescent girls and boys respond to incidents of violence. In her view, this 

difference reinforces stereotypical notions about the emotionality of girls in contrast with passive 

disengagement from boys. In Trinidad, the socialization of children distinguishes between 

appropriate behaviours for boys and girls in the form of direct and indirect expressions of emotions. 

This rigid and bilinear expectation dictates that girls are to be passive, subtle and emotionally 

available, while boys are encouraged to be tough, physically aggressive and emotional unavailable 

(Descartes & Maharaj, 2016, Section 2.4.1.3). When the expectation of toughness forms part of a 

boy’s cultural and masculine identity, there is internal and external pressure to conform to 

hegemonic ideals in order to avoid the shame and humiliation associated with the appearance of 

vulnerability and weakness. Societal pressure and the avoidance of shame can become significant 

motivators of behaviour for young men in the context of the school setting, as they seek to maintain 

                                                 
359 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 4.3 

360 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 4.8 
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social bonds and evade aggressive forms of policing masculinity361. In contrast, societal 

expectations allow for girls to express their sadness openly and to receive comfort from others. 

Deviations from either socially defined gender role is perceived as moral/mental depravation and 

the subversion of social order (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, Section 3.1.2), which interestingly, is 

observed among female adolescents in this research, particularly with regard to their expression of 

aggressive behaviours and avoidance of emotionality. For example, Cloudy’s response to my 

inquiry about whether she will attend her classmate’s funeral appears distant and blunted rather than 

emotional362. This is explored further in the previous Section 6.4.1. Additionally, Cloudy and Sky’s 

aggressive behaviour in response to the disruption of the group discussion363 illustrates a deviation 

from the socially defined gender role put forward by Descartes and Maharaj (2016, Section 2.4.1.3). 

This incident is also examined in the context of power relations (Section 6.3.2).  

  Another dimension to adolescent mental and emotional coping with exposure to violence is 

the apparent lack of support provided by the school in response to these incidents. This dimension is 

assessed in greater detail in the next section.  

6.4.3. Shortcomings in the School’s Supportive Role in Adolescent Coping with 

Violence 

  The institutional response to the student’s death is marked by the return to the routine school 

schedule and the intervention of the Employee Assistance Programme and Student Support Services 

for staff debriefing and student counselling, which follows the guidelines of the Ministry of 

Education. Similar to the students, staff members experience a range of emotions and responses to 

violence364. However, not all students gain access to counselling interventions365. As put forward by 

the Female guidance counsellor, the death of the boy “affected everyone366” at the school, which 

include those who may not be in his class or know him personally. The limiting of counselling 

                                                 
361 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 4.3 

362 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 20 June 2018. Section 4.3 

363 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 14 June 2018. Section 4.2.3 

364 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018; Researcher’s fieldnotes, 11 June 2018. Section 4.3 

365 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 4.3 

366 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 4.3  
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services made available to students following this incident, therefore negatively impacts the 

development of resilience (Lu & Yuen, 2012, Section 2.5.3.1) and undermines the potential benefits 

of short-term therapies for adolescents exposed to violence (Hylton et al., 2019, Section 2.5.3.1).  

  This shortcoming in the institution’s response is followed by administrative opposition to 

allow staff and students to express their grief in a manner that feels culturally appropriate for them. 

Nonetheless, students and staff unite to participate in a protest to appeal for peace in their 

community, utilising handmade posters and song367. The integration of the visual and performing 

arts in the form of a public protest against violence aligns with the recommendations put forward by 

Potash (2019, Section 2.5.3.3) to use art-based civic dialogue to inspire societal change, in light of 

structural and systemic inequality. The slowing down of cars to read the messages on the posters 

and to listen to the singing, signals the engagement of dialogue with the community on the issue of 

violence.  

  Protest action is an integral aspect of resistance in Trinidad and Tobago’s history, which 

signifies the will of the underclass for social change368. Creativity through the visual and 

performing arts especially plays a role in the expression of resistance to invert, subvert and 

deconstruct369 social conventions that normalise violence in the community and silence attempts to 

speak out against it. Additionally, McFerran (2011) points out that shared musical participation 

facilitates imitation, synchronization and shared experiences, which are critical to empathy and the 

feeling of being understood. As such, the performance of song during the protest becomes a tool by 

which adolescents are able to express their grief and to share their experience of grief with each 

other as well as with staff and onlookers.  

  In contrast with the actions taken by students and staff members, Cloudy (female) points out 

there is the tendency for community action to incorporate violence as an expression of anger and 

                                                 
367 Figure Error! Main Document Only., Teacher and Student Demonstration, 14 June 2018. Section 4.3 

368 Parsanlal, 2020; Ramdass, 2020. Chapter 1. Constance, 2016; International Labour Organization, 1938; Walonen, 

2013. Section 2.1.1  

369 Nurse, 1999. Section 2.2  
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frustration with the loss of life370. Cloudy’s observation confirms the idea that violence is embedded 

within the community’s culture, in the sense that to protest the lethal outcome of violence still has 

the potential to descend into acts of violence. Nonetheless, this violence appears to get the attention 

of the wider society, since burning tyres and blocking roads compels passers-by to stop, look and 

listen. Perhaps, this type of violence compares with the violence or aggression that sometimes 

develops in young people who are habitually exposed to violence, as described by the Office of the 

SRSG on Violence against Children (2016, Chapter 1). Added to that, the spectacle that is created 

through obstruction and vandalism enables a platform by which protestors can voice their concerns, 

oppose systemic inequalities and effect social change. 

6.5. The Development of Violent Behaviours among Adolescents in Response to Violent 

Experiences  

  One key outcome of persistent exposure to violence is the development of violent 

behaviours among adolescents, which perpetuate a cycle of violence within the school setting. This 

section will examine delinquent behaviours, substance use and bullying that externalise negative 

forms of coping with adolescent exposure to violence.  

  Delinquent behaviours that emerge among adolescents in the school setting include truancy 

and vandalism371, which according to Benedini and Fagan (2018, Section 2.4.1.2), reflect negative 

coping for feelings of anger and depression following experiences of victimization. Victimization 

can occur at the hands of other students, teachers, the institution and the community, since students 

are routinely humiliated, bullied, treated unfairly and are at risk of exposure to violence on an 

interpersonal, institutional and community level. As one teacher postulates372, students also became 

involved in delinquent behaviours because they feel no sense of purpose at school. This perceived 

lack of purpose and resulting delinquency reflects the extent to which student well-being is marred 

                                                 
370 Cloudy, female adolescent group participant, 14 June 2018. Section 4.3 

371 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 29 November 2017; Researcher’s fieldnotes, 20 February 2018; Researcher’s fieldnotes, 

10 January 2018. Section. 4.4.1. 

372 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. Section 4.4.1. 
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by prolonged childhood maltreatment at home and in the community or educational system 

(Benedini & Fagan, 2018; Medina & Tamayo, 2012; Williams & Van Dorn, 1999, Section 2.4.1.2).  

  Adolescent delinquency is marked by a lack of respect for authority, particularly teachers 

and the institution (that is, the school). For many young men and women, the concept of disrespect 

forms part of everyday social relations that is characterised by impulsivity, aggression and 

sensitivity to personal affronts (Tomsen & Gadd, 2019, Section 2.4.1.5). When directed at symbols 

of authority such as the teacher and the institution, disrespect can comprise acts of resistance to 

discipline as well as violent behaviours. For example, in this research373, students are defiant to 

measures of discipline for truancy by accusing teachers of being informants and warning their peers 

of impending ramifications. Furthermore, they appear unbothered by punishment as a way to show 

their resistance to its effects374.  

  Regarding the show of disrespect towards the institution, vandalism and theft are symbols 

that entail the physical destruction and removal of school property375. As forms of delinquency, they 

represent adolescent disregard for the policies and practices of the school (Vilalta & Fondevila, 

2018) and incur financial losses, which affect the number of resources that are available376 to the 

administration, teachers and students. Consequently, vandalism and theft deplete the quality of 

education offered. Vilalta and Fondevila (2018) suggest the negative impact of vandalism on 

education levels stems from verbal parental abuse and youth involvement in gangs. In order to 

control these delinquent behaviours, the administration focuses on the punishment and discipline of 

students, utilising tools of disciplinary power such as video surveillance and teacher 

supervision/monitoring (Foucault, 1975/1995), which help to supplement the lack of student 

support with reporting incidents of delinquency. It is interesting to note that Kim, Gentle-Genitty 

and Kim (2020) propose student reporting of incidents can be improved through school bonding, 
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that is the student’s perception of a strong bond with their school. However, the Female guidance 

counsellor377 surmises that students lack pride in their school.  

  An additional area of delinquency among students is their use of drugs and alcohol378, which 

appears to support the findings reported in the Global School-based Student Health Survey (World 

Health Organization, 2017, Section 2.4.1.3). In order to combat the harmful effects of alcohol and 

drugs, the Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children (2016, Section 2.4.1.7) recommends the 

development of appropriate policies focused on lessening substance use in the community. While 

the school addresses this issue through punitive measures such as reporting students to the police, 

they also recognise that students are struggling with addictive behaviours and therefore require 

further intervention and support. As Sunny (male) describes379, alcohol lowers inhibitions and leads 

to delinquent behaviours as well as difficulties with managing its use. Early life stressors are noted 

to increase the development of substance abuse later, when children also lack adaptive problem 

solving and social skills (Sitzer & Stockwell, 2015, Section 2.5.3.2). Persistent drug use can 

especially impact the behaviour of users as it is associated with a heightened incidence of crimes 

related to property and violence (White, 2013, Section 2.4.1.4). The link between drug use and 

vandalism is referred to by Vilalta and Fondevila (2018), while Adams et al. (2018, Section 2.4.1.4) 

and White (2013, Section 2.4.1.4) make note of the association of gangs with drugs and drug 

trafficking activities.  

  The school enlists the help of a church-based, non-governmental organization (New Life 

Ministries) to begin a rehabilitation programme for students. In the group discussion, Cloudy 

(female) discusses her experience of meeting former substance users who share their life stories and 

their journey into recovery380. The impact of this programme on students is certainly too soon to 

tell, nonetheless, Cloudy seems to value the personal and relatable interaction she has with 

individuals there. Yeterian, Bursik and Kelly (2015) suggest that although research on adults with 
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378 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 May 2018. Section 4.4.1 
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substance use disorders indicates positive treatment outcomes associated with higher levels of 

religiosity/spirituality, the role of religiosity in recovery may differ for adolescents and greater 

research needed in this area to support the intervention pursued by the school. However, the plan to 

incorporate drama and music activities into the New Life Ministries’ programme for students381 is 

supported in existing research. For example, Rhodes and Schechter (2014, Section 2.5.2.1) explore 

how community art centres can participate in reducing exposure to drug abuse through artistic and 

cultural activities that promote positive alternative dialogue including, anti-drug messages. In their 

view, the fostering of resiliency can help to reduce the potential for delinquent behaviours. The 

treatment of core problems of self-image, emotions, interactions and cognitions through 

engagement in the arts therapies have been shown to decrease juvenile delinquency among young 

offenders (Smeijster et al., 2011, Section 2.5.3.2).  

  In the following section I will discuss another form of adolescent violent behaviour, that is, 

bullying.  

6.5.1. Bullying Perpetrated by Students and Teachers 

  Bullying, as defined by Rosen and Nofziger (2019, Section 2.4.1.5), is identified by the 

Male art teacher382 and Female guidance counsellor383 as prevalent but underreported at the school. 

Although it is acknowledged as a key school issue by the Joint Select Committee on Social Services 

and Public Administration (2016/2017, Section 2.4.1.1) and the World Health Organization (2017, 

Section 2.4.1.1) reports 22.7% of students experience this in Trinidad and Tobago, students are 

reluctant to admit they are bullied, and this creates difficulty in addressing the issue. In their study 

of high school students in the Caribbean, Kim et al. (2020) indicate that actual reporting of 

delinquent behaviours to school personnel (including relationship violence and other serious threats 

to student safety) is affected by factors such as family disorganization. Family disorganization 

predicates that students may be less able or willing to report incidents when they also experience 

                                                 
381 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 May 2018. Section 4.4.1 

382 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. Section 4.5 

383 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 4.5 
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family violence issues. It is my view that family disorganization contributes to students 

underreporting bullying at this school, since findings point to a lack of parent involvement in 

students’ lives within a climate of community violence (Section 5.2.3).  

  Another perspective on adolescent reluctance to report bullying might indicate a feeling of 

shame, which Walker (2014, Section 2.4.2.3) describes as the self-conscious manifestation of 

powerlessness and loss of agency of self in relation to the expectations of others. He proposes that 

shame can impose social control through an individual’s adherence to social norms. In a hostile 

environment where informants are punished or perceive punishment for going against group 

expectations, shame might persuade students to adhere to the norms of their peer group rather than 

risk rejection from them. An example of this is noted where a boy calls his teacher a “snitch384” for 

reporting another student to the administration. Here, he is attempting to impose social control over 

the teacher’s behaviour through confronting her and referring to her in an undesirable way. 

Likewise, this form of control is enforced in the community, as illustrated in my interview with 

Female music teacher 1 when she relates her conversation with a student that tells her “Miss you is 

know what happen to snitches?385” In this dialogue, the student is implying the idiom “snitches get 

stitches” meaning that informants will face repercussions for reporting gunmen.    

  Thirdly, the perception of weakness in peer relations that especially carries stigma for male 

students, leads to them being less likely than females to interpret their experiences as bullying and 

to report such incidents (Lai & Kao, 2018). This suggestion is also noted in the findings of Kim et 

al. (2020). Societal pressure to appear tough to avoid victimization and preserve social standing 

shapes reporting behaviours and students’ likelihood of identifying as victims of bullying. In this 

study, physical and verbal intimidation includes the humiliation of both male and female students 

(Section 4.5), using language that implies low social status, physical abuse by parents386 and 

poverty387.  

                                                 
384 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 28 September 2017. Section 4.4.1 

385 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018. Section 4.6  

386 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 13 November 2017. Section 4.5 

387 Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018. Section 4.7.1 
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  Regarding the emasculation of male students, Rosen and Nofziger (2019, Section 2.4.1.5) 

suggest that males are more likely victims of bullying than females because this action perpetuates 

concepts of manhood for male perpetrators and conforms with heteronormative practices. White 

(2013, Section 2.4.1.5) also postulates that youth-groups, including gangs, use humiliation to 

emasculate members and to prompt aggressive responses. This behavioural response is observed in 

my fieldnotes, where a boy retaliates with verbal and physical aggression when he is teased by other 

boys about his gender and sexuality388. In this example, the insults directed at the boy seek to 

impose compliance with constructs of hegemonic masculinity and are simultaneously met with 

aggression in the form of self-defence. Kehily and Nayak (1997, Section 2.4.1.5.) note that 

homophobic humour, as used in the above example, displays and affirms heterosexual masculinity 

for male perpetrators who attempt to police the identities of others and define their group 

belongingness.  

  References to poverty as a form of humiliation are raised by Walker (2014, Section 2.4.2.3) 

who explores the relationship among shame, stigma and poverty, whereby a person’s social identity 

is negatively impacted by discrimination on the basis of belonging to a particular category or class. 

He notes that stigma can lead to social exclusion, low self-worth and a lack of agency. In addition, 

stigmatized views of poverty are legitimized through the power of institutions that perpetuate social 

stigma (Walker, 2014, Section 2.4.2.3) and notions that people are deserving of their disposition 

(Yan, 2014, Section 2.4.2.3). Chase and Bantebya-Kyomuhendo (2014, Section 2.4.2.3) state that 

poverty-related shame can lead to feelings of inadequacy, anger, withdrawal, depression, social 

distancing as well as attempts to keep up appearances.  

  Bullying can take the form of relational aggression (Winter & McKenzie, 2017)389, which is 

used by female students to establish their dominance in the social setting. In an excerpt from my 

group discussions where Cloudy, Sky and Star (female participants) rally together against Diddy 

                                                 
388 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 20 February 2018. Section 4.5 

389 Winter and McKenzie (2017) define relational aggression as directly confrontational and focused on harming 

individuals by impairing their relationships with others.  
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(male), they plea for me to use my authority in order to embarrass him390. By confronting Diddy 

about his interest in my personal affairs and requesting that I intervene to humiliate him, they 

endeavour to damage his rapport with me. From my point of view, this attempt also signifies their 

desire to control the direction of the discussion through the disempowerment of their male peer in 

the group’s social setting.  

  While most examples of bullying identified in the findings comprise direct verbal and 

physical interaction, the Female guidance counsellor points out that students also engage in 

“rumour mongering” and cyberbullying391. She notes that female students particularly use these 

methods to humiliate each other. This observation is supported by Wright (2020), who proposes that 

sex and gender stereotypes play a role in the perpetration of cyber aggression using different 

technologies. In particular, boys and girls with more feminine traits engage in more cyber relational 

aggression (spreading rumours and gossiping) through social-networking platforms and mobile 

phones than boys and girls with more masculine traits. Kehily and Nayak (1997, Section 2.4.1.6) 

suggest that humiliation may take the form of sexist jokes, innuendoes and insults, which are 

directed at real or imagined aspects of a student’s sexual activity, especially in the case of female-

directed hostility. As an illustration of this point, the Female guidance counsellor intimates that 

rumours spread by female students often imply that girls are sexually active and in one such case, a 

video of a female student kissing a boy is posted on social media in order to embarrass her392. 

Cyberbullying is highlighted in a Joint Select Committee Report393 as a growing issue among 

adolescents in Trinidad and Tobago, requiring the intervention of the Ministry of Education via the 

creation of campaigns, workshops and training to support adolescent, parent and teacher 

understanding and response to this phenomenon. At this point, data is not reported on sex 

differences in the perpetration of cyberbullying and cyber aggressive behaviours in the local 

                                                 
390 Group discussion, 28 May 2018. Section 4.5 

391 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 4.5 

392 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 4.5  

393 The First Report of the Joint Select Committee on Social Services and Public Administration on the Current Level 

of Violence Among Students in Schools with Particular Focus on Physical and Cyberbullying, Parliament of the 

Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, 2016/2017. Section 2.4.1.7 
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context. However, Wright’s (2020) study suggests the need for greater delineation in the different 

forms of cyber aggressive behaviours and engaged technologies used by both boys and girls, since 

this is key to exploring this issue in the context of gender norms. 

  On the issue of teachers that participate in the humiliation of students, Wardman (2020, 

Section 2.4.1.6) makes an interesting point about the way that destructive humour can be used by 

authority figures to further disempower less powerful or marginalised groups and to control student 

behaviour. For example, one teacher’s use of destructive humour to correct her student’s dancing 

leaves both teacher and student frustrated and especially diminishes the student’s confidence in 

executing the dance move394. On the other hand, when a different teacher uses humour to embarrass 

a student, he also succeeds in nudging behaviour change and the student responds with laughter 

alongside his peers395. In comparing these two examples of humour, it is my inference that the 

difference in the tone with which the remarks are communicated likely impacts the effect on the 

student. Wardman (2020, Section 2.4.1.6) suggests that when insults are reframed as jokes, this 

serves to disperse its interpretation as a malicious act, therefore highlighting the nuances that exist 

between humiliation and humour.   

  Humiliation, when used as a routine mechanism by teachers and the institution toward 

students, leads to adolescent internalization of shame and the perception of being inadequate and 

failures (Chase & Bantebya-Kyomuhendo, 2014, Section 2.4.2.3). The realization of being placed in 

a weak class396, singled out as “special” because of learning difficulties and excluded from subject 

areas for not being “capable” 397 perpetuates a learning environment where there is little expectation 

for success and increased opportunity for negative self-perceptions to thrive among adolescents398. 

This can potentially disrupt the levels of achievement and education pursued by adolescents, since 

                                                 
394 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 29 November 2017. Section 4.5 

395 Researcher’ Fieldnotes, 14 October 2017. Section 4.5 

396 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 4.5  

397 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 9 October 2017. Section 4.5 

398 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 14 October 2017; Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 25 October 2017; Diddy, male adolescent 

group discussion participant, 28 May 2018; Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 6 December 2017. Section 4.5 
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Rubie-Davies, Meissel, Alansari, Watson, Flint & McDonald (2020) note that teacher bias and low 

expectations relate to student perceptions of overall academic incompetence.  

  Next, I will explore the potential for cultural arts practices to support adolescent 

psychosocial well-being.  

6.6. Cultural Arts Practices and their Potential Effects on Adolescent Psychosocial Well-

being 

  The following sections of my discussion will deliberate on ways in which adolescents use 

cultural arts practices to explore and express their identity and emotions, cope with grief and 

develop life skills for the future. Key potential benefits for adolescent psychosocial well-being and 

areas for institutional improvement to support psychosocial well-being are also proposed.  

6.6.1.  “It’s connecting them with what they know already.399” 

  Throughout the findings, positive aspects that I observe among adolescents engaged in art 

making include their sustained attention, improved group cohesion and their experience of 

satisfaction and boosted self-esteem when completing creative activities400. Art making also enables 

adolescents to explore various aspects of their identity through symbolic self-representation, 

utilising imagery to conceptualise their relationship with the natural world (butterflies, flowers), 

community beliefs (Rastafarianism401) as well as gender roles and notions of resistance or race 

consciousness (raised fist) (Section 5.1.1). For example, when boys embellish stencils of their 

names with devil tails and swords, this imagery may reflect the extent to which they may internalise 

concepts of rebellion, mischievousness and violence and represent these through art. As Female 

music teacher 2 suggests, “it’s connecting them with what they know already402”, in that the 

creative process expresses the unique perspective and internal knowledge of the adolescents.  

6.6.2. Key Potential Benefits of Cultural Arts Practices for Adolescent Psychosocial 

Well-being 

                                                 
399 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 5.1.2 

400 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 31 January 2018. Section 5.1.1 

401 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 17 November 2017. Section 5.1.1  

402 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 5.1.2 
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  Carnival is a culturally significant, multidisciplinary arts practice, which highlights how 

adolescents explore and represent themselves in the context of their immediate culture and 

historical past403. As Berger and Luckmann (1966, Section 3.1.2) propose, an understanding of self 

is dependent on an understanding of the social context in which the self is defined and Carnival, by 

nature, provides both a rich history as well as a cultural context for the present day (Section 2.2).  

  One path for the exploration of identity, within Carnival, is in the form of traditional Mas, 

where each costume and performance depict a unique identity and narrative. As a masquerader, 

adolescents can explore various identities that may or may not reflect their true selves or who they 

aspire to be like. Accordingly, students may gravitate toward costumes based on its 

masculine/feminine presentation or they may choose to explore a role that appears unlike their usual 

presentation at school (Section 5.1.4). The traditional Mas performed by students explores gender 

roles as noted in the portrayal of certain characters by boys (Midnight Robber) and girls (Dame 

Lorraine, Baby Doll) (Section 5.1.4). For example, an adolescent boy asserts his masculinity in the 

character of the Midnight Robber404 and mimics the tone of bravado that Hill (1972, Section 2.2) 

views as synonymous with its portrayal. In alluding to his knowledge and skill with guns, the boy 

seeks dominance and control, which is often established through hyper-aggressiveness (Williams, 

2014, Section 2.4.1.5). The Male art teacher also notes that “quiet, laidback” adolescents can 

become someone different through their immersion in a Mas performance that places them “in 

another body” and consequently helps them “to express themselves more”405.  

  A key exception to the gendered stereotypes of Mas characters is the Blue Devil, which 

appeals to boys and girls. Devil Mas emerged in the early 20th century and symbolises resistance 

against colonial powers (Juneja, 1988, Section 2.2). As a type of anti-hero, this costume might 

appeal to students who identify with the rebellious nature of the character. Additionally, the costume 

presents an opportunity for students to temporarily and symbolically invert, subvert and deconstruct 

                                                 
403 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section5.1 

404 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 24 January 2018. Section 5.1.1 

405 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. Section 5.1.4 
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the moral conventions of power relations and social limits (Nurse, 1999, Section 2.2). Lo (2017) 

observes that simulations and role-play create ways in which students can engage with political 

processes to support the development of their identities as active citizens as well as empower them 

to change systems of inequality, when they feel disempowered. She suggests this type of learning 

through engagement with specific social practices illustrates practice-linked identities, whereby 

individuals internalize, construct and embrace civic identities through participation. Lo (2017) 

proposes the effect of this approach can especially help adolescents from poverty-impacted urban 

schools to review their preconceived notions about the world around them and develop new 

identities or opinions that beneficially shape their future. 

  The making of Mas sparks the interest of adolescents, who engage in discussion about its 

history, participate in art activities and learn about new techniques406. Their engagement with 

Carnival arts extends beyond the boundaries of the class setting into informal opportunities for 

experiential learning407 and this confirms Fournillier’s (2009, Section 2.5.2.3) proposition that 

learning Carnival Mas art facilitates different methods of learning, mutual interaction and a widened 

scope of knowledge. In this setting, students are empowered to expand their creative, problem-

solving and critical thinking skills beyond the constraints of the curriculum408.  

  Overall, Mas on D Block (Section 5.1.4) exemplifies an organized youth arts activity, which 

Weitz (1996, Section 2.5.2.1) suggests deters risky behaviour among adolescents and supports 

youth development of self-identity, cognitive skills, problem-solving and motivation. She notes that 

adolescents improve their overall academic performance and rate of attendance when they engage 

with the arts. This is supported in the findings where Male art teacher submits that adolescents 

“really engage” and are “really eager to learn to the Mas”409 as well as in my fieldnotes where 

adolescents engaged in creating Mas costumes discuss staying after school and working during their 

                                                 
406 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2017; Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 2018. 

Section 5.1.1  

407 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 1 February 2018; Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 31 January 2018. Section 5.1.1 

408 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 31 January 2018. Section 5.1.1 

409 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. Section 5.1.1 
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lunch break to complete them410. However, the link between their engagement in the arts and their 

overall academic performance was not explored further.  

  Further to this, involvement in Carnival projects supports student autonomy, self-expression, 

play, experimentation, collaboration and the creation of a community practice (Herne et al., 2008, 

Section 2.5.2.3). Groupwork is a significant aspect of Mas on D Block and as White (2013, Section 

2.4.1.4) proposes, groups provide vulnerable youth with a sense of belonging, support and security 

from marginalisation and social exclusion. One point to note however, is that Mas does not alleviate 

external dangers to the safety of adolescents (especially males), even though it has the potential to 

unify some members the community. For example, Diddy (male) and Scarlet Ibis (male) point out 

the risk of serious injury during Carnival because the state of “enjoying yourself” can exacerbate an 

individual’s vulnerability in the community411. Interestingly, Star (female) does not readily identify 

such risks and the boys’ sensitivity to danger appears to support current literature on the 

significance of male adolescent vulnerability to violence in the community when compared with 

female adolescents412.  

  Theatre arts is an additional creative arts modality, which can potentially benefit adolescents 

at the school. It is recommended by Female dance teacher413 on the basis of her interactions with 

students. Theatre often encompasses a range of other modalities, technical skills, groupwork and the 

participation of the viewer. As an addition to the current curriculum, theatre has the potential to 

reduce male adolescent aggression and promote problem resolution (Yavuzer, 2012), support the 

affirmation of identity and the construction of world views in young people (Chaîné and Théberge, 

2015), encourage empathy, perspective-taking, an understanding of differences and address bullying 

(Bhukhanwala, 2014) as well as assist the emotional, intellectual and experiential needs of students 

(Baer et al., 2008, Section 2.5.2.2). In contemplating the performances of students for Mas on D 

                                                 
410 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 1 February 2018. Section 5.1.1 

411 Group discussion, 14 June 2018. Section 5.1  

412 UNICEF, 2014. Section 2.4.1.3 

413 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. Section 5.1.4 
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Block414, I am reminded of performances of Mas on the streets of Port of Spain that emphasise 

rhythm, craft, showmanship and freedom. Perhaps the energy and extravagance of this type of street 

theatre fascinates students and draws them to the music, dance and play that I observe. Hill (1972, 

Section 2.2.1) suggests the masquerader becomes “the living embodiment of his most fancied 

imagination” (p.84) and in this instant, the students embody the soca artistes and Mas characters 

they enact. The integration of the arts through the catalyst of Mas may help to unify students, 

support confidence building and strengthen methods of learning as indicated by Male art teacher415 

and Female guidance counsellor416. 

  The creative arts can also contribute to the exploration and development of student careers. 

The Kings and Queens Show, for example, highlights the future selves that students envision, in the 

format of a fashion show (Section 5.1.4). As participants explore identities of athletes and career 

professionals, in costume, there is a sense of theatre and role-play that unfolds on the school stage. 

Dramatization helps young people to express and communicate their experiences with others 

(Freytes Frey & Cross, 2011, Section 2.5.2) as well as to relate with their peers and reflect on their 

motivations and intentions (Chung et al., 2017, Section 2.5.2.2). The skits and performances 

performed by students for the Kings and Queens Show facilitates reflection on identity, the 

assumption of a different identity, the creation of new self-narratives based on student aspirations 

and the communication of stories with others in an engaging format. The opportunity to draw 

inspiration from the successes of arts practitioners is especially viewed by adolescents as a helpful 

process in envisioning new outcomes for their lives417 and exploring ways in which they might 

alleviate financial difficulties418.  

  Like Mas, traditions of drumming and steel pan provide another path for the exploration of 

adolescent cultural identity and expression within Laventille. Adolescent familiarity with these 

                                                 
414 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 8 February 2018. Section 5.1.4  

415 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. Section 5.1.4 

416 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 5.1.4 

417 Sunny, male adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 2018. Section 5.1.5 

418 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. Section 5.1.5 
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musical art forms reflects their significant historical and cultural role as tools of communication in 

religious and celebratory life (Section 2.2.2). Even in the present day, adolescents associate 

drumming and the steel pan with community activities419. One interesting facet of steel pan history 

is its association with gangs and violence before its image was transformed and its appeal was 

broadened. Symbolically, the steelpan may be perceived as a representation of Laventille and as a 

symbol of transformation, through which the potential for positive change within adolescents can be 

realised. 

  Although the steel pan is formalised in music education, it is limited to brief, under-

resourced experiences at the school, which restrain its potential to support positive adolescent 

behaviour change. As noted in the findings by Female music teacher 1, adolescent engagement with 

the steel pan can help them to “settle down” and pursue more autonomous learning (Section 5.1.2). 

These preliminary observations about the effect of the steel pan in the classroom appear to support 

varied styles of learning and promote a disciplined class environment. Drumming on the other hand, 

is not formally taught, yet is explored by adolescents and is identified as an art form that “real 

people will join”420. It is used to accompany singing and dancing (as a type of unifying, rhythmic 

practice) and appears to have an untapped benefit for those who are interested in playing them421. In 

a study by van Rensburg, Hatting, van Rooyen, Chelin, van der Merwe, Putter, Herholdt, van 

Druten, Taylor and Buitendag (2016), drumming is put forward as an effective intervention to 

reduce aggression among adolescent girls with conduct disorder. Similarly, Martin and Wood 

(2017) explore how a drumming programme, integrating therapeutic music and group discussions, 

might be used as a promising strategy for the reduction of post-traumatic stress symptoms and 

antisocial behaviour as well as the improvement of mental well-being among adolescent boys with 

socio-economic disadvantages. Although both studies are based on short-term interventions, they 

                                                 
419 Sunny, male adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 2018. Section 5.1.5  

420 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 30 October 2017. Section 5.1.5  

421 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 29 November 2017. Section 5.1.2 



 

 

283 

  

point to the potential for drumming to help adolescents develop emotional regulatory and social 

skills, self-awareness and group cohesion.  

  Drumming can also help to build a sense of community within institutions, as noted by 

Stone (2005) in his account of the Whittier Drum Project. This drumming group, formed in a 

residential adolescent treatment facility, sustained the interest of adolescents over an eight-week 

period, helped participants to gain a sense of mastery, supported the development of leadership 

skills and encouraged self-reliance as well as reliance on others within a safe space. Concepts of 

respect for the instruments and others were also part of the overall group approach, which helped to 

repair conflicting perspectives. As a potential model for the implementation of a drumming 

programme with adolescents in Laventille, the Whittier Drum Project stands as a testament of 

community building in what is otherwise an institutionalised environment. This is further supported 

by Armstrong & Ricard (2016, Section 2.5.3.2) who propose that music can successfully function as 

an intervention with aggressive youth when integrated with narrative approaches to support 

storytelling, express perceptions and assist in the processing/re-construction of stories.  

  Graffiti is an art form engaged by adolescents to express their perspectives and emotions in 

a confidential manner. It reflects the direct and uncensored voices of adolescents for which a wide 

range of issues such as, gang affiliation422, opposition to the police423 and grief424 can be expressed. 

Clonan-Roy, Gross and Jacobs (2020) submit that informal safe spaces for adolescents create 

opportunities for them “to critique their social context, practice resistance to oppressive forces and 

imagine social change”. The safety that adolescents feel in such spaces also help them to affirm 

their identity (in direct opposition to being devalued) and express anger, frustration or repressed 

emotions in ways that feel authentic and support their awareness of social injustice. Clonan-Roy et 

al. (2020) suggest that informal safe spaces are ones that are youth-driven and offer respite from the 

emotional restrictions of the school. In this current research, graffiti functions as an informal, but 

                                                 
422 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 9 October 2017. Section 5.1.1  

423 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 20 February 2018. Section 5.1.1 

424 Figure Error! Main Document Only. Graffiti tributes to the deceased boy, 18 June 2018. Section 4.3 
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necessary respite from the emotional silencing that young people experience owing to structural 

violence (Section 6.3.1), hostility between students and teachers (Section 6.3.3), male hegemonic 

practices (Section 6.3.4) and administrative opposition to expressions of grief (Section 6.4.3). One 

caveat emerging from this art form, however, is its potential to be used anonymously by adolescents 

to insult peers425 and make “derogatory”426 remarks. Nonetheless, this further confirms the level of 

safety that adolescents might feel in the confidentiality that graffiti affords them if they are not 

caught in the act.   

  As a visual form of communication, graffiti facilitates emotional expression and is used by 

adolescents to convey sadness and grief in response to loss427. The opportunity to share their grief, 

as a group, is an important process for adolescents during traumatic experiences. Finn (2003) points 

out that art is a valuable tool for adolescents who experience grief and can be successfully 

incorporated into group bereavement counselling to facilitate peer support as well as adjustment to 

the loss. Peer support can be accessed through a formal group process, or in this instance, through a 

shared wall space that becomes a group noticeboard for expressions of loss. Although these 

adolescents are not engaged in art therapy, their organic process mirrors therapeutic treatment 

following exposure to violence and helps them to process their emotions collectively, at their own 

pace and in an environment that is more familiar, less stigmatizing and non-threatening (Hylton et 

al., 2019, Section 2.5.3.1).  

  Symbolic acts that form important components of grief work are also seen in the public 

demonstration pursued by staff and students. These actions help them to express beliefs and feelings 

associated with loss as well as practice ways of coping (Finn, 2003). When adolescents use music 

from a dancehall artiste to pay tribute to their peer, for example, their music selection (“Redemption 

Song” by Tommy Lee) expresses the pain of losing friends and family to violence as well as 

conveys life experiences of feeling excluded from wider society and highlights their struggle to 

                                                 
425 Researcher’s fieldnotes, 28 November 2017. Section 5.1.1 

426 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018. Section 5.1.1 

427 Figure 5 Graffiti tributes to the deceased boy, 18 June 2018. Section 4.3 
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overcome socio-political challenges (Section 4.3). Leung (2009, Section 2.2.3) and Noble (2018, 

Section 2.2.3) propose that engaging with culturally appropriate music (dancehall in this instance) 

can provide marginalised groups with a voice and help them to highlight their struggle and 

negotiation for freedom and social power.  

  In the context of the school environment, a platform to voice opinions and negotiate 

freedoms is essential to adolescent well-being, since many students experience oppression at the 

hands of the institution, teachers and peers. Dance facilitates the expression and negotiation of 

sexuality for adolescents. Outside of the classroom setting, adolescents use movement to 

spontaneously respond to the music they enjoy. Oftentimes this represents the expression of 

sexuality, but it also explores themes of adolescent identity, freedom and agency428. Jones (2016, 

Section 2.2.5) argues that gyrating or winin’ is a symbol of freedom that is readily connected with 

sacred dances in African and Asian cultures. Additionally, winin’ can be perceived as an act of 

resistance against the societal shame imposed by colonial power structures (Jones, 2016, Section 

2.2.5).  

  One observation about the practice of winin’ in the school setting, is that it is monitored by 

teachers during their school dance to ensure that students are not too close or obscene. In this 

scenario teachers appear to embody two roles, one of the colonial power to police and supress the 

sexual freedom expressed by students and the other of protector, to safeguard adolescents against 

unsolicited sexual contact and harassment. The former role, that of the colonial power, mirrors the 

systemic oppression of cultural practices noted throughout history of Carnival (Section 2.2). The 

sexually suggestive behaviour of students in this example also brings to mind the question of 

whether winin’ is reflective of male patriarchal dominance or the assertion of female sexual agency. 

The movement of the female students, on one hand, can be interpreted as the expression of female 

sexuality that is self-dependant and, on the other hand, the behaviour of the boys may reflect the 

assumption of power over the movement of female bodies (Devonish, 2011, Section 2.2.5). This 

                                                 
428 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 8 February 2018; Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 25 October 2017. Section 5.1.3  
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style of dance reinforces the hierarchy of hegemonic masculinity for male adolescents and therefore 

attracts their participation, unlike dance in the class setting. For example, a boy’s gyrating 

behaviour during Mas on D Block expresses his sexual freedom and his resistance against the 

institutional power of the school to control him429. It is also interesting to note that both winin’ and 

traditional forms of dance (taught in the classroom) appeal to female participants430, signifying their 

acceptance within the sphere of female cultural arts practices.  

  Film is an unexplored medium at the school but draws the attention of students in the 

classroom (Section 5.1.1). They are referenced in discussions held among students and functions as 

a form of symbolic language in order to communicate an idea, illustrate a point or exemplify a 

characteristic. The potential benefits of film as an artistic medium are worth investigating further as 

this can be used to explore a range of emotions and experiences. As an example, Slyter (2012) 

suggests the use of cinema among other creative and developmentally appropriate interventions for 

counselling grieving adolescents. She proposes that films can teach and convey emotions, 

encourage self-awareness as well as highlight possibilities for positive change. Furthermore, the use 

of film in conjunction with creative approaches such as drama, literature, visual arts and music, can 

support the expression of emotions, thoughts and values in a manner that is therapeutic and non-

stigmatizing for adolescents in educational settings.  

  The following section will look into additional findings provided by adolescents and arts 

practitioners regarding two key challenges that hinder the improvement of adolescent psychosocial 

well-being at the school. It will also touch on current innovations being explored in the classroom 

setting to address these areas of need. 

6.7. The Improvement of Adolescent Psychosocial Support through addressing Key 

Challenges at the School 

  Even though there is the potential for cultural arts practices to benefit adolescent 

psychosocial well-being, challenges arise with the integration of these arts practices into the school 

                                                 
429 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 8 February 2018. Section 5.1.4 

430 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 7 February 2018. Section 5.1.3  
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environment. As one teacher highlights, the shared responsibility of the community, government 

and school administration to educate young minds requires a concerted effort and a change in the 

way that delinquent behaviours are addressed among youth431. Challenges at the school appear to 

stem from a lack of institutional support to explore and develop a more flexible curricula, alleviate 

discord among students and teachers as well as invest in the arts. This is coupled with an avoidance 

of acknowledging residual elements of coloniality that continue to persist within the educational 

system. In addition, insufficient parent supervision and involvement in adolescents’ education 

discourages sustained adolescent interest in cultural arts practices as pathways for expression and 

career development. In the final section of this chapter, I will examine these challenges further as 

well as discuss some current and potential solutions.  

6.7.1. “The concepts of school need to change…432” 

  Firstly, there exists a disparity between the art forms that adolescents identify with culturally 

and the arts taught at school, which highlights the need for a more dynamic curriculum. For 

example, adolescents suggest their preferences do not synchronize with genres or styles taught in 

school and this leads to their disinterest in the curriculum433. Similarly, the current curricula may 

deter participation because they do not align with the predominant patriarchal culture existing in the 

school and community434. Furthermore, the content of some adolescent-preferred practices 

(“badman tune”, “goonta tune”435 and “wassee dance”436) is not deemed appropriate for the school 

setting because it contains explicit language and references themes of sex, drugs and violence. 

Although adolescents engage with the arts in their informal settings, much of its content causes 

concern for teachers in relation to its potential negative impact on the behaviour of adolescents 

(Noble, 2008; Jackman, 2010, Section 2.2.3).  

                                                 
431 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 5.2  

432 Female Guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 5.2.1 

433 Cloudy, female adolescent group discussion participant, 14 June 2018. Section 5.1.2 

434 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. Section 5.1.4 

435 Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 2018; Sunny, male adolescent group discussion 

participant, 22 June 2018. Section 5.1.2. 

436 Sky, female adolescent group discussion participant, 22 June 2018. Section 5.1.3 
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  Despite this challenge, it is important to reflect on the ways in which adolescent cultural 

practices might be integrated into the curricula to support their psychosocial well-being. One 

example is noted in the use of a dancehall song during the student-teacher demonstration, 

referenced in the previous section (Section 6.6.2). This song not only expresses the emotions 

experienced by students but is performed in a style that is familiar and relatable. While utilizing 

relatable content to enhance the curricula does not appear to be fully integrated into their structures, 

it is already explored to some extent by teachers437. An interesting approach used by teachers is 

illustrated in their reference to themes of money, gang rivalry and drugs when providing examples 

in the classroom setting438. Although these themes are often discouraged in the music and art 

initiated by students, they become the best understood metaphors to explain musical concepts such 

as, accidentals and dynamics. This approach also facilitates the acknowledgement of student 

experiences and helps teachers to develop an understanding of the community in which students 

reside.   

  Secondly, adolescents appear to struggle with the current curricula owing to a lack of 

institutional support for different styles of learning. As noted in my findings, one student’s struggle 

with arithmetic in the music class results in him feeling frustrated, rather than eager to learn439. This 

example not only suggests that his difficulty with computation affects his interest in the subject, but 

it alludes to the inability of the school to support his particular learning needs. His experience is not 

an isolated occurrence, rather, it emerges from a backdrop of student difficulties with the workload, 

a significant dropout rate in a climate where school does not seem to “make sense”440, parental 

expectations for students to pursue subjects that traditionally represent careers of high esteem441, 

teacher assumptions that students are uninterested in schoolwork442 and insufficient teacher training. 

                                                 
437 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 13 November 2017; Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 28 September 2017; Researcher’s 

Fieldnotes, 9 October 2017. Section 5.1.2 

438 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 8 November 2017; Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 20 February 2018. Section 5.1.2  

439 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 13 November 2017. Section 5.1.2 

440 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 15 May 2018. Section 5.2.1 

441 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 16 May 2018. Section 5.2.1  

442 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 5.2.1 
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Williams (2013, Section 2.4.1.1) makes the point that systemic violence unfolds in the exclusionary 

practices that prematurely label students as educationally challenged. These practices are integrated 

into the structure of the educational system and create differentiated levels of education based on 

the categorization of students according to their socio-economic access to denominational or non-

denominational schools (Williams 2019, Section 2.1.4). Additionally, the reports that students are 

struggling with their academic performance hints at the low relevance of the curricula for them, 

which Janssen (2004, Section 2.4.2.2) suggests is linked with a low quality of education. In order to 

address this challenge, the school directs many students to consider alternative forms of education, 

however, this evades the need to assess and rectify curricula deficits through discouraging students 

from pursuing their education at the school or limiting them to subjects that are perceived to be less 

challenging. As one teacher proposes, “students are being set up to fail” since they are inadequately 

prepared for examinations. Williams (2013, Section 2.4.1.1; 2019, Section 2.1.4) describes 

postcolonial systemic violence in education as influential on student access to resources and 

current/future opportunities. 

  In my research, the limitations placed on the subjects that students are permitted to pursue as 

well as their future with the school, illustrate the structural violence that continues in the 

educational system. Alternatively, more discourse on the aspects of the curricula that promote the 

separation of students based on their performance, cultural bias and disregard for student input 

might yield a more positive outcome regarding its relevance (Williams, 2013, Section 2.4.1.1). 

Adequate teacher and principal training, a recommendation made by the Joint Select Committee’s 

report to the Ministry of Education to alleviate school violence (Parliament of the Republic of 

Trinidad and Tobago, 2016/2017, Section 2.4.1.7), is also needed alongside active efforts to 

improve teacher-administration relationships. When teachers facilitate expansive learning, develop 

cultural competence and acknowledge the socio-political issues faced by students, there can be 

positive outcomes in education (Ladson-Billings, 2017, Section 2.4.2.1). 
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  Adolescents suggest focusing on the practical and culturally relevant aspects of creative arts 

than on learning theoretical knowledge. According to them, the emphasis on notetaking in the 

classroom setting takes away from the time that could be spent engaging with the creative process 

and they especially feel their learning might improve through practice. Their perspective is 

supported by Music teacher 2, who observes that classes are “too pen to paper” and students will 

benefit from approaches that engage them in an activity, since “practical based they are”443. 

Additionally, Female guidance counsellor444 and Male art teacher suggest the curricula are too 

inflexible and require “more of the cultural aspect”445. The Joint Select Committee recommends the 

development of extra-curricular activities and inclusive education that responds to the strengths of 

students, forms part of a multi-disciplinary approach to address school violence (Parliament of the 

Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, 2016/2017, Section 2.4.1.7). In the context of this school, applied 

knowledge appears to be the strength of many students, since Music teacher 2 observes that 

“students would just have to sit down on the ground and like clap a rhythm and they might 

understand it that way.”446 Moreover, collaboration between students and teachers, as seen during 

Mas on D Block and in some classroom settings447, may positively impact attitudinal changes in 

students through the formation of supportive teacher-student relationships (Williams, 2017, Section 

2.4.1.7). This can be achieved when both groups work together on creative arts projects, in an 

organic and syncretic manner that evens the position of power typically held and enforced by 

teachers, symbolising mutual respect. The ability of culturally appropriate practices to facilitate 

empathic and affirmative interactions as well as minimize cultural gaps between adolescents and 

adults in helping professions, can especially aid their impaired relationships (Armstrong & Ricard, 

2016, Section 2.5.3.2).  

                                                 
443 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 5.2.1 

444 Female guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 5.2.1 

445 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. Section 5.2.1 

446 Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 5.2.1 

447 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018; Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018. Section 5.1.2 
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  As put forward by Female Guidance Counsellor in an interview, “the world has changed 

and I think that the concepts of school need to change as well448”. In my view, her statement 

effectively reflects the urgency for the curricula and school administration to adapt to the current 

needs of students in the context of a fast-changing, global society. It also acknowledges that the 

current educational system inadequately addresses the needs of students, not only through its delay 

in adapting to global change, but in relation to its structure and the way it is conceptualised.   

  Lingering colonialities inhibit peace education interventions (Williams, 2014)449 in what 

Williams (2019, Section 2.1.4) refers to as neocolonialism within secondary education. 

Decolonality, therefore, as a theoretical revision of historical modernity and power (Quintero et al., 

2019, Section 2.1) offers a framework through which the educational system can be re-

conceptualised.  

  In expanding discussion on decolonial pedagogy, Todd and Robert (2018) propose the need 

for decolonial curricula to disrupt existing hegemonic and colonial narratives of state curricula. As I 

pointed out earlier in this section, the current school curricula hinder student learning in ways that 

appear to set them up for failure. As an alternative, decolonial curricula designed in conjunction 

with state curricula can foster love, consent, reciprocity and intent among students and teachers to 

support diverse needs through confronting forces of oppression and colonization in schooling (Todd 

and Robert, 2018). In the context of this research, this means undertaking a critical review of the 

curricula, how it is taught, what it teaches and how it reinforces existing structures of power within 

the classroom setting and in the wider society. In addition, Western norms of silencing and 

devaluing other knowledges that connect to the psychosocial well-being of adolescents, such as 

their music preferences (“badman tune”), require disruption to embrace approaches to schooling 

that move toward a transformative praxis of education. In practice, a decolonial curriculum can be 

created in cooperation with students and their community to rebalance power dynamics and include 

rather than exclude other knowledges.  

                                                 
448 Female Guidance counsellor interview, 13 August 2018. Section 5.2.1 

449 This is explored further in Section 7.1.2.  
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  One tool to facilitate this process is explored by Oladimeji (2018), who proposes using arts-

based learning as a site of critical resistance in education. Drawing from decolonial pedagogy, 

Oladimeji suggests that arts-based learning can bridge the gap between learning and life in 

communities where formal education does not connect with ways of living (for example where 

school does not “make sense”, as noted earlier on). In recognizing and valuing traditional and 

cultural knowledge, systems of formal education can better accommodate for students that are 

“practical based” (as described by Female music teacher 2). As put forward by Oladimeji (2018), 

“art practice navigates the terrains of cultural translation and draws on the experiences of living 

cultures” (p. 94). It also disrupts and challenges assumptions, embraces uncertainty, fulfils creative 

capacity and encourages a shift in mindset, which is essential to processes of decolonization and 

learning. Therefore, art practices, as representations of cultural and traditional knowledge and 

innovation, also represent indispensable elements of comprehensive education that enable active 

participation, individual development and constructive encounters with differences. 

  Conclusively, decolonial pedagogy can facilitate for change in the concept of school by 

actively working to redress many of the structural hegemonies existing in the current dual education 

system and to validate the innovations explored by teachers and students that draw from the 

community’s cultural knowledge.    

  The next section will discuss another key challenge at the school in form of scarce 

resources. 

6.7.2. “We don’t have a lot of resources…450” 

  In addition to curricular changes, the institution’s responsibility for the future of young 

people lies in its financial investment in their education. The lack of equipment, materials and space 

constraints noted in the findings451 point to the pervasive neglect of physical amenities and by 

extension, the students and teachers who populate the school’s halls. The scarcity of resources in 

the school environment also reflects to two opposing, but key outcomes. On one hand, the lack of 

                                                 
450 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. Section 5.2.2  

451 Female dance teacher interview, 27 March 2018. Section 5.2.2 
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resources fosters creativity and innovation among teachers and students, which is exemplified 

through the substitution of materials (Section 5.1.1), development of novel teaching tools (Section 

5.1.2) and flexibility to use available spaces (Section 5.1.3). This adaptation to scarcity promotes 

group work and group cohesion in what is typically a hostile and unaccommodating environment 

through the need to share what is available. Weitz (1996, Section 2.5.2.1) points out that teaching 

strategies that include experiential learning and small group settings can help to create an accessible 

and safe space for youth to participate in the arts. In my observation, the increase in groupwork in 

preparation for Mas on D Block contributes to greater cohesion among students452 and lessens the 

number of violent incidents during that school term. 

  On the other hand, students are also vulnerable to inadequate qualifications and job skills, 

which Janssen (2004, Section 2.4.2.2) links with the low quality of the schools in marginalized 

areas brought on by an unequal distribution of wealth. The limitations faced by teachers and 

students directly affects the quality of teaching, especially the ability of teachers to provide students 

with a safe space and to engage them in the practical aspects of the coursework. An appropriate and 

safe space to engage with creative arts is pointed out by many researchers as a key aspect of the 

delivery of community and therapeutic services (Baer et al., 2008, Section 2.5.2.2; Farnum & 

Schaffer, 1998, Section 2.5.2; Rhodes & Schechter, 2014, Section 2.5.2.1; Weitz, 1996, Section 

2.5.2.1). Rhodes and Schechter (2014, Section 2.5.2.1) particularly note that community arts spaces 

help to encourage a sense of pride and ownership among marginalized children and adolescents 

when these spaces celebrate their cultural heritage. My research reveals that when students are not 

afforded a designated and private space for their creative process, they are sometimes subjected to 

humiliation by onlookers and this experience affects their level of attention and engagement with 

the arts453. Humiliation also has a detrimental effect on their emotions and behaviour, as noted in 

my previous section (Section 6.5.1).   

                                                 
452 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. Section 5.1.5  

453 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 29 November 2018. Section 5.2.2 
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  Summarily, the resource-poor school appears to parallel the surrounding area, in which there 

is widespread poverty, and this predicament can perpetuate a cycle poverty because education plays 

a significant role in poverty reduction. The ripple effect of providing poor quality education for 

youth in the community, is an adult population lacking in qualifications and therefore dependent on 

low-income employment opportunities and sometimes illicit forms of income, which inhibit their 

ability to be present and parent appropriately. At the school, there is a marked absence of parent 

involvement in their child’s education, supervision and management, which leads to low class 

attendance and difficulty with the completion of school assignments454. Poor parental supervision is 

noted by UNICEF (2014, Section 2.4.1.1) as a risk factor for youth involvement in gangs and it is 

interesting that some parents are unable to visit the school because of their own involvement in 

gangs, which prevents them from moving through certain parts of the community455. This risk is 

exacerbated by additional challenges within the school environment the lack of institutional support 

for parent training. The Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children (2016, Section 2.4.1.7) 

recognises that state-supported family interventions, including home visits and parent skills 

training, can benefit students, however, this form of intervention requires collaboration from social 

services, institutions and parents to promote positive parenting. Positive parenting is a key response 

to youth criminal behaviour, since it supports the development of a child’s adaptive and social skills 

(Office of the SRSG on Violence against Children, 2016, Section 2.4.1.7). The Male art teacher, for 

example, highlights the role of his parents in violence prevention while he was a student at the same 

school456.  

  In my final chapter below, I provide a synopsis of my recommendations, taking into account 

presenting limitations and potential areas for further investigation. In addition, my concluding 

chapter outlines my key reflections on this research and how it influences my practice of art therapy 

from this point onward.  

                                                 
454 Researcher’s Fieldnotes, 15 May 2018. Section 5.2.3 

455 Female music teacher 1 interview, 23 March 2018. Section 5.2.3 

456 Male art teacher interview, 15 January 2018. Section 5.2.3 
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7. Conclusion and Recommendations 

  This research study analyses the psychosocial factors affecting adolescents exposed to 

violence as well as their engagement with cultural arts practices at an educational setting in the 

community of Laventille. As indicated in Chapter 1, the complex and pervasive context of violence 

in Trinidad and Tobago contributes to adolescent vulnerability to injury, school failure, long-term 

negative mental and emotional effects and increased risk of continuing violent behaviours. This is 

supported in the findings (Chapters 4 and 5) as my discussions with adolescents and arts 

practitioners reveal that adolescent exposure to violence in their community intersects with social 

issues such as poverty and contributes to their aggressive behaviours in school. Additionally, 

adolescents at the school are vulnerable to bullying, truancy, poor academic performance and the 

emotional toll of grieving for close friends and family members who were victims of violent crimes. 

The development of appropriate interventions is therefore urgent to enhance the psychosocial well-

being of adolescents. This concluding chapter will present my recommendations (Section 7.1.), 

limitations (Section 7.2.), potential areas for further research (Section 7.3.) and final reflection 

(Section 7.4). Some potential approaches and considerations are now discussed.   

7.1. Recommendations 

  This section puts forward school-related recommendations (Section 7.1.1), potential 

approaches to safety and security (Section 7.1.2), financial and material considerations (Section 

7.1.3) and suggestions in the context of the wider community (Section 7.1.4).  

7.1.1. School-related Recommendations 

  Firstly, the mode of delivery by which the school curricula is communicated with 

adolescents particularly needs to be addressed in order to support varied styles and stages of 

learning as well as to make the material more relatable. Creative strategies and methods of teaching 

can be by utilised by teachers to encourage greater interest in and understanding of the curricula. As 

noted in Section 5.1.2., teachers in the music class use movement and relevant references to help 

adolescents understand music concepts and this can likely have a positive impact on their learning. 
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Strategies that incorporate movement, relatable examples and visual aids can also be applied 

broadly across different subject areas, as the findings suggest that adolescents struggle with subjects 

such as, science and mathematics as well. For example, Wood (2008) describes how dance and 

movement can be used to engage students in the mathematical investigation of shapes, 

measurements, numbers, chance and data. Her investigation reveals this approach can make 

learning mathematics less confronting and more purposeful. It can also help to foster more in-depth 

discussion about core concepts, develop contextual understanding that contributes to learning new 

concepts and support longer-term retention of information.  

  Secondly, encouraging collaboration in the form of groupwork in the class setting can have a 

positive effect on adolescents in that it promotes the sharing of resources and supports the 

development of peer and student-teacher relationships. Examples of groupwork noted in this study 

include visual arts classes and Carnival costume workshops, where the relaxed environment and 

focus on the practice of Mas making appear to generate interest and productivity among adolescents 

(Section 5.1.4.). Murals are another potential method of group art making worth exploring, as this 

was initiated by Male art teacher, held the interest of both adolescents and teachers and was already 

present in the community (Section 5.1.1).  

  Thirdly, the curricula can be reviewed with an aim to encourage adolescents to complete 

their formal education and to equip them with the skills needed for sustained employment. This can 

include expanding the types of technical and vocational courses offered at the school, learning soft 

skills in preparation for the work environment, learning how to manage their personal finances and 

facilitating opportunities for internships/mentorship programmes457. Opportunities to meet 

professionals was especially recommended by adolescents as a way to feel inspired to focus, to 

learn about different careers and to gain exposure to professionals who have experienced success in 

                                                 
457 Although there are many existing programmes for vocational and skills training upon school-leaving, this school did 

not appear to provide adolescents with opportunities to participate in career fairs or other broad forms of exposure 

to different careers. Opportunities for internships and short-/long-term mentorship, through connections with the 

wider community, also seemed sparse. Mentorship, in this sense, might include opportunities to communicate with 

successful professionals and to be guided by them along the pursuit of a particular career path. 
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their respective fields (Section 5.1.5). This positive approach to guiding adolescents on their career 

development can replace punitive and humiliating measures such as, visits to the Youth 

Transformation and Rehabilitation Centre (Section 4.2.2) or excluding students for their poor 

academic performance (Section 4.5).  

  Regarding improvements to the arts curricula, art forms such as dancehall and graffiti can 

become more formalised, as they closely align with the culture of adolescents. However, their 

integration into the curricula requires careful consideration of how they can be appropriately 

applied in that their content is sometimes problematic (Sections 5.1.1; 5.1.2; 5.1.3). This will 

require further examination into how they can be used to support groupwork and the expression of 

emotions, while maintaining appropriate content and avoiding their association with violent or 

deviant behaviours (including, vandalism, drugs and sexually inappropriate behaviour). 

Nonetheless, their use in adolescent cultural arts practice is promising and may add value to the 

current arts curricula.  

  Mas also appears to incorporate a broad range of cultural arts practices in a way that 

accentuates their benefits for adolescents affected by violence. As indicated in Section 2.2 on the 

History and Representation of Carnival in Cultural Arts Practice, Carnival consists of multi-modal 

creative practices that contribute to the performance of the festival. My findings in this research 

(Section 6.6) suggest that adolescents gravitate toward different modes of creativity (for example 

Mas making, drumming, dance, drama and song) that are culturally grounded and can be 

collectively expressed in the form of Mas, which Hill (1972, Section 2.2.1) envisions as a type of 

audience-immersed, national theatre. This can support adolescents to explore their individual 

creativity, while also participating in group/collaborative work with each other. Added to that, 

adolescents can embody the theatrical roles of Mas characters to express a range of identities and 

emotions, to invert, subvert and deconstruct the power dynamics existent in the school system and 
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to instigate forms of resistance against societal inequalities458. It is my view that strengthening the 

integration of different arts modalities with cultural arts Mas practices can benefit adolescents in 

this setting. Moreover, cultural arts practices can form part of a comprehensive theatre arts 

programme at the school, as recommended by adolescents and arts practitioners (Section 5.1.4).  

  Teacher training can likely assist with the implementation of each of the previous 

recommendations, as their interaction with adolescents in the classroom is crucial to the 

communication of new methods of learning and the adaptation of the curricula for group and 

individual needs. Teachers can be encouraged to develop novel and creative teaching methods 

through exposure to training opportunities from the Ministry of Education as well as other 

governmental and non-governmental agencies. This can incorporate both local and international 

institutions and expertise that specialise in a variety of subject areas and especially evidence-based 

teaching strategies. Training can additionally intersect with areas of health and well-being to 

support teacher sensitization to the psychosocial needs of students, psychosocial approaches that 

can be used with adolescents in the classroom setting and guidance on how students can access 

further support through existing programmes available within the public and private sectors such as, 

Student Support Services in the Ministry of Education, child health and mental health services in 

the Ministry of Health, counselling/mediation in the Ministry of Social Development and Family 

Services as well as youth interventions and support offered by charitable organizations459.  

  In addition, arts interventions may enhance current intervention protocols that are used by 

the Student Support Services Division with adolescents in response to violent incidents (Section 

4.3) and can become more sustainably maintained within the school community as a long-term 

approach to coping with mental and emotionally traumatic experiences. These interventions can be 

integrated into programmes that teach adolescents about their mental health and psychosocial well-

                                                 
458 Nurse (1999, Section 2.2) proposes that Carnival facilitates the inversion, subversion and deconstruction of social 

restrictions and power relations. He also perceives masquerade as a way to instigate social resistance against 

colonial and neo-colonial society.  
459 Multi-sector collaboration will be elaborated in Section 7.1.4. 
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being, in response to traumatic experiences as well as health concerns such as, suicidality, substance 

use and bullying/cyberbullying.  

 Universal mental health promotion and prevention programmes for students are suggested by 

Conley and Durlak (2017) as a way to improve access to mental health information and support and 

reduce possible stigmatization from targeted identification for intervention. The delivery of this 

programming in schools enables it to reach a wide cross-section of the school-aged population and 

can include focus on life skills development, emotional intelligence, positive youth development 

and social/emotional learning in addition to the targeted prevention of conduct problems, anxiety, 

depression or substance use. Weare (2017) also describes how promoting social and emotional well-

being in schools can help to build resilience among young people. In particular, she points out that 

addressing social risk factors among marginalized young people may contribute to reducing their 

experience of stigma and prejudice. Teachers, administrative staff and students can be trained and 

guided to respond to different levels of need through: a positive and universal focus on student well-

being; incremental, multi-component approaches that include students, staff and the surrounding 

community; the promotion of staff well-being; the development of supportive school and classroom 

environments; the implementation of robust policy to address diversity and promote clear 

boundaries; understanding behavioural causes, prompting early intervention and teaching 

social/emotional skills; responding actively to presenting challenges and encouraging student, 

parent, family and community participation (Weare, 2017).  

  The following section outlines my recommendations for school safety and security.  

7.1.2. Safety and Security 

  There is the need to engage adolescents in peace-building activities to ensure that students 

feel safe at school and on their way to school. As noted in the findings (Section 4.2.1), there were 

many incidents that threatened the safety of adolescents attending the school such as, school 

fighting and nearby shootouts. One way to build peace is to support meaningful communication and 

collaboration among adolescents with an aim to create a safe space for learning and recreation. 
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According to the Joint Select Committee on Social Services and Public Administration on the 

Current Level of Violence Among Students in Schools with Particular Focus on Physical and 

Cyberbullying (Parliament of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, 2016/2017, Section 2.4.1.7), 

this can include developing peer mediation programmes to support positive relationships among 

adolescent peers. Peer mediation programmes, according to Çevilar, Keskin and Akilli (2019) can 

be student-centred to help adolescents gain self-control and self-management skills, using structured 

problem-solving processes to help individuals negotiate to resolve their own conflicts.  

  Additionally, drama can be incorporated into conflict management to empower students to 

manage conflict experiences in the school setting. As an example, Malm and Löfgren (2007) 

propose the use of drama methods such as, role-playing to engage adolescents in conflict 

exploration and learning. Baer et al. (2008) and Chung et al. (2017) also elaborate on process drama 

and drama-based peer education as methods of conflict resolution (Section 2.5.2.2). Some of these 

methods are used in interactive workshops offered by a local organization, Arts-in-Action (Section 

2.5.2.3) and can be incorporated into a comprehensive school-based, peace education curriculum for 

adolescents. 

  Peace education is defined by Hantzopoulos and Williams (2017) as “the procurement and 

mobilization of knowledges, skills, attitudes, dispositions, and behaviours to work towards more 

just and sustainable alternatives for the present and future, with a nod to examining the past, peace 

education is concerned ultimately with eradicating all forms of violence through the realization of 

negative and positive peace” (p.1). Negative peace refers to the elimination of direct and physical 

violence, while positive peace relates to the removal of structural violence including, ideologies that 

sustain systemic domination, control and marginalization within institutions.  

  Peace education may play an important role in transitional and conflict settings. For 

example, in his research into proposed peace education curriculum for adolescents in Columbia, 

Velez (2021) notes that youth need to be prepared for engagement in society and information can 

support participation in peacebuilding if peace education bridges the gap between the classroom and 
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social context through promoting concrete actions. Peace education, therefore, should apply to the 

local context of adolescents in ways that integrate their developing identities (Velez, 2021). 

  Within Trinidad and Tobago, Williams (2014) proposes that discursive violence, reflected in 

lingering colonialities, impede the implementation of sustainable peace education in schools. His 

research outlines three examples of negative governmental peace-oriented interventions including 

the use of safety officers, the Trinidad and Tobago Violence Prevention Academy as well as the 

Same-sex Pilot Project. In his examination of each intervention, he makes note of recurring issues 

in which the use of physical reprimand and corporal punishment feed into short-term “procured 

obedience” (Williams, 2014, p.149), parents and students are excluded from consultation and 

implemented projects lack comprehensive evaluation. Williams points out the need to broaden 

conceptualizations of school violence through addressing structurally exclusionary practices, 

ineffective singular epistemologies, the use of punishment as a form of control and hierarchical 

processes. Furthermore, he suggests the need for a more holistic framework that includes negative 

and positive peace approaches to individual, family, community and national level interventions460.  

  The next section of my recommendations focuses on financial and material considerations.  

7.1.3. Financial and Material Considerations 

  Although there has been investment in schools within the Laventille area, in recent time, this 

research notes insufficient investment in the school’s infrastructure by the Ministry of Education 

during the period of data collection (Section 5.2.2). The Financial Scrutiny Unit of the Office of the 

Parliament of Trinidad and Tobago (2022) reports allocations of $6,961,545 for 2019, $3.380.737 

for 2020, $2,733,000 for 2021 and $5,000,000 for 2022 toward the implementation of the School 

Improvement Project in the Laventille Community461. Previous investment in programmes directed 

                                                 
460 Interventions recommended by Williams (2014) include, “cognitive-behavioural skill straining (individual level), 

tackling domestic violence, child abuse, and parental mental illness (family level), addressing inadequate housing 

conditions, police-youth mentoring programs (community level), limiting firearms and addressing lack of economic 

and educational opportunities (national level)” (p. 153).  

461 These allocations are shared among four schools for the improvement of “infrastructure and aesthetics, literacy and 

teacher training and development, promoting discipline in schools as well as parenting in education” (The Financial 

Scrutiny Unit of the Office of the Parliament of Trinidad and Tobago, 2022, p. 41-42). 
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at violence within schools include The Youth Deviance Project (2003)462, School Leadership 

Programme (2009)463 and Violence Prevention Academy (2010)464. Nonetheless, school violence 

continues to persist in Trinidad and Tobago as investment does not typically outline multi-level, 

holistic approaches, which address the range of psychosocial needs of adolescents, including the 

potential contribution of the creative and cultural arts.  

  Interestingly, Berberian (2019) describes one such approach to investment in the form of 

The New York University Art Therapy in Schools Program, which is a tri-level model of school-

based art therapy for students affected by adverse, large-scale and often violent events. Berberian 

proposes that school-based art therapy treatment can support students who struggle with emotional 

and behavioural challenges through intervention that includes students, teachers, and parents in their 

home communities. This model illustrates a holistic approach to student well-being, since it 

proactively addresses issues related to lack of access to mental health support experienced by young 

people, owing to structural and attitudinal factors465, through the provision of affordable, mental 

health services in the school setting. According to Berberian, effective intervention in schools can 

address underlying issues, reduce the need for special education services and support academic 

learning. In addition, artmaking in schools supports resiliency, wherein schools are “an integral 

resource in the social ecology of resilience” (Berberian, 2019, p.428). School-based art therapy 

services have shown higher treatment attendance than outpatient community treatment, problem-

solving through prompt intervention for students and the wider school community, comprehensive 

and accurate perspectives on progress, as well as student and family support. Furthermore, art-based 

parental training and art therapy-based professional development for school staff have been used to 

support parental involvement and staff dialogue about classroom and personal challenges 

(Berberian, 2019). Berberian submits that capacity building for resiliency requires attending to 

student psychosocial well-being and interpersonal skills, which can be facilitated through 

                                                 
462 Government of The Republic of Trinidad and Tobago (2003). 

463 Government of The Republic of Trinidad and Tobago (2009). 

464 Government of The Republic of Trinidad and Tobago (2010). 

465 Factors include costs, limited availability, cultural beliefs and stigma (Berberian, 2019).  
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accessible, school-based art therapy interventions that cultivate student, teacher and parent 

collaboration in addition to the delivery of communal interventions. As a multi-level approach to 

student psychosocial support, this programme offers a model through which investment in the arts 

can be explored as a viable response to school and community violence.  

  Despite this potential, the overall availability of funding for the development of creative and 

cultural arts practices at the school is severely lacking. As expressed by arts practitioners on many 

occasions (and in my own observations), the administration appears to prioritise science and 

business subject areas over others in the distribution of resources, materials and spaces. 

Consequently, the arts programmes are insufficiently funded and resource-poor. While this 

circumstance can lead to innovative and adaptive solutions in the arts classes, it also contributes to 

the inability of students to engage in the practical (and likely most beneficial) aspects of creative 

and cultural arts. Some immediate areas of need identified in this research include the provision of 

arts materials, an appropriate space for dance and theatre classes, as well as instruments and 

equipment for music classes.  

  In the wider context, the lack of funding for the arts not only reflects the value placed on 

cultural arts practices by the school’s administration, but also speaks to how arts programmes are 

valued within the system of education. Oftentimes, the arts are perceived as expendable and 

recreational rather than part of a comprehensive approach to education. Perhaps a large-scale 

analysis of the potential benefits of the arts in education, especially for adolescents who are affected 

by violence and present with learning or social difficulties, may spotlight the need for greater 

investment in the arts at the secondary school level.  

7.1.4. Wider Community 

  Engagement with the wider community is crucial to supporting psychosocial interventions 

within the school context as well as in relation to adolescent safety and security. One potential area 

deserving of further development is to ensure that students can feel safe on their route to school and 

while engaging in recreational activities. In a longitudinal study of Chicago’s Safe Passage 
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programme, Sanfelice (2019) reports that identified safe routes and uniformed Safe Passage 

workers (hired from within the community to assist students) contributed to decreases in crime 

along high school safe routes while the programmes were in effect. Although this programme may 

not deter the overall rate of crime within the community, increased monitoring appears to support 

safe travel for students to and from school.  

  Adolescents may also benefit from having safe access to nearby recreational spaces that can 

facilitate sporting and cultural activities. ork with community-based sports and cultural arts 

organisations and other positive/supportive community-based efforts can enhance positive 

experiences for adolescents in their community and in the school. This can include collaborating 

with such organizations to offer sport and cultural arts training at the school (where possible) as 

well as further community-based opportunities/training in partnership with the school. The arts may 

help to facilitate positive dialogue on peace, as the protest staged by the students and staff of the 

school following the death of a student showcased how the visual and performing arts can invite 

dialogue with the community on issues of violence (Section 4.3). Similar approaches can be 

meaningful, community-driven, sustainable and can include short-term or long-term visual and 

performing arts projects using forms of art that are meaningful to both groups. 

  To expand on multi-sector collaboration, policy that advocates for student participation in 

the education system may help to enhance the quality of education for adolescents through creating 

platforms for them to participate in the development of education policy and other areas of school 

policy (Forde, Horgan, Martin & Parkes, 2018). In addition to the establishment of student councils, 

Forde et al. (2018) recommend the assignment of appropriate spaces for students to discuss issues 

of importance and the development of respectful and open relationships with teachers. However, the 

effective implementation of progressive legislation on children’s participation in the education 

system will require authentic, participative approaches that hinge on the recognition of children’s 

rights and institutional, social and cultural change.  
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  Likewise, parent involvement may be enhanced through cooperative processes that unify 

parents, school staff and students along the establishment of shared goals and activities that focus 

on the provision of healthy and stable learning environments for students (Song, Qian & Goodnight, 

2019). Parent-teacher partnerships can include mutual goals and responsibilities that provide 

students with consistent expectations for prosocial behaviours and enhance the capacity for parents 

and teachers to monitor student behaviours and whereabouts. The role of school’s Parent-Teacher 

Association can especially be strengthened to encourage more effective communication with the 

school’s administration and to better contribute to the development of school policy, particularly on 

issues of safety and violence-prevention. 

  The limitations of this study are now discussed.  

7.2. Limitations 

  One limitation of this study was the brevity of time for data collection, which affected the 

breath of the participants that were included in the study. It is my view that interviews with 

members of the administration would have provided more insight into the impaired teacher-

administration relationship, and although an attempt was made to interview the principal at the 

school, this was not possible owing to difficulties with arranging the date and time.  

  Similarly, there were insufficient opportunities for interaction with parents, outside of the 

recruitment process and Parents’ Day. As my interactions with parents were mediated by a staff 

member in accordance with school policy (Section 3.4.4), recruiting parents for interviews was not 

feasible in the relatively short data collection period. Parent interviews would likely have enriched 

data collection through deepening understanding of impact of the home environment and family 

dynamics on adolescent participants. 

  Additionally, some potential participants were unable to join the study owing to a lack of 

communication from parents or perceived parental dissent. At times, parental dissent was assumed 

by the adolescent and on other occasions, this was perceived by the staff member who mediated my 

communication with them.    
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  During data collection, group discussions were subject to the availability of the library, 

interruptions by non-participating students and the constraint of the lunch period. This led to 

challenges with bringing the group together on time and minimising potential distractions. My 

earlier arrival helped, although interruptions were not always avoidable. 

  Potential areas for further study are presented below. 

7.3. Further Research 

7.3.1. Psychosocial Well-being 

  To begin, adolescents appear to be familiar with the habitus of gang culture as there is an 

inherent understanding and, at times, adherence to a system of codes that reflect the values of 

informal groups and economies. Although this was not explored directly with the discussion group, 

owing to safety concerns, adolescents often allude to their knowledge of groups, individuals and 

practices that oppose the wider values of society. This familiarity positions them precariously 

between two worlds, that is the wider acceptable culture and alternative sub-culture, through which 

they navigate and develop their sense of identity and belonging. As adolescence is a crucial stage of 

identity formation, further research might provide a deeper understanding of how gang culture 

influences the adolescent population, how some adolescents come to identify with/belong to gangs 

and how the presence of gangs might fuel drug use and/or other addictive behaviours among 

adolescents at the school.  

  Secondly, there is the need to further analyse the role of gender on adolescents affected by 

violence at this school. Perhaps gendered and mixed-group formats may help to facilitate gender-

relevant discussion for comparison with shared responses on an additional investigation. For 

example, one potential area of research that arises from this current study relates to violence among 

female adolescents. There is limited existing research on violence perpetrated by young 

women/girls, although this was a significant finding in my research study (Section 6.3.2). More 

research is needed to develop an understanding of violent behaviour among young women in the 
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context of Trinbagonian culture. Additionally, this area of research can contribute to feminist theory 

on violence perpetrated by women and girls.  

  To further this point on the need for additional research on gender-based violence, the 

disclosure of one student on his experience of discrimination based on his sexual orientation 

(Section 4.8), indicates there is insufficient research on the LGBTQ+ community within the 

Trinidad and Tobago adolescent population. While accessing this group may be a difficult and 

sensitive task, especially in this community, research might help to develop strategies that ensure 

the safety of this vulnerable population within the education system and to reduce existing stigma or 

other forms violence experienced by them.  

  Added to that, an in-depth investigation with adolescents affected by violence is necessary 

in order to further analyse patterns of institutional violence within the education system. There is a 

greater need to broaden awareness and develop solutions in response to the systemic effects of 

marginalization on adolescents from communities where there is poverty and violence. This is 

especially necessary as stereotyping appears to affect the quality of education and educational 

opportunities that adolescents can access in their current learning environment. For example, the 

planned fieldtrip to the Youth Transformation and Rehabilitation Centre reflects an over-simplified 

binary representation of otherness by which adolescents at the school are divided into groups of 

acceptable and unacceptable. This example is not unique in that it occurs among other 

institutionalized practices of separating students according to their academic performance and 

behaviour into ‘weak’ and ‘special’ classes (Section 6.5.1). The perpetuation of these stereotypes 

only serves to further the representation of difference and otherness, which is described by Hall 

(1997c, Section 2.3) and requires a closer look to understand its impact more fully on individuals 

from marginalized communities.  

7.3.2. Cultural Arts and Spiritual Practices 

  Further study into the potential benefits of cultural arts practices for adolescents can include 

a large-scale analysis of the arts in education, especially for adolescents who are affected by 
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violence and present with learning or social difficulties. Such research may spotlight strategies that 

can be applied more broadly across different schools as well as support the need for greater 

investment in the arts at the secondary school level. Further to this, longitudinal research will help 

to provide data that considers the impact of arts in education for life-span development.  

  Research can also advance exploration into the potential therapeutic benefits of cultural arts 

practices, with specific emphasis on Carnival, Mas, dancehall and graffiti. Even though there is an 

established connection between Mas and its potential to instigate forms of social resistance (Nurse, 

1999, Section 2.2) or celebrate freedom and expression (Hill, 1972, Section 2.2), the investigation 

or utilization of these and other practices (dancehall and graffiti) as therapeutic modalities can 

contribute to the existing body of research. Likewise, the potential for film to benefit adolescents in 

Trinidad and Tobago as a form of therapy or intervention in the classroom is relatively unexplored. 

As recommended by Williams (2014, Section 2.4.1.7), action research may foster consciousness 

and critical sensitivity in students to support adaptive responses. In the context of research on the 

therapeutic benefits of cultural arts modalities, action research may assist with the development of 

interventions or protocols that are adaptive and transformative, utilising reflexivity as a key element 

of the research process with the participation of adolescents. Such research can build upon the 

ethnographic work presented in this study.  

  Alongside cultural arts practices, there is sometimes reference to spiritual practices, which 

participants perceive as a legitimate threat to well-being or potential form of protection against the 

ill-will of others (Section 4.3). Although there was insufficient data on the effects of this practice on 

well-being in the group discussion to develop this theme further, spirituality is an area of psycho-

social well-being deserving of additional research in the context of adolescents affected by violence.  

  The section below presents my final reflection on this research. 

7.4. Final Reflection 

  As I reflect on my experience of conducting this study, I recall my conversation with Female 

music teacher 2 where she asks, “How do you feel being here?” This question elicits for me, 
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recognition of the creative talent and potential within adolescents as well as a feeling of 

disappointment when they become involved with delinquent and violent acts. It also brings to the 

fore the significant impact of exposure to violence on their behaviour and how this hinders the 

potential they carry within. My response reads as follows: 

For me, my experience of being here, was…same to you, like eye opening in the sense 

that…you hear about the school, you hear about some of the challenges they have, and then 

you actually experiencing what it is like. And, it’s different. It’s something that…you have to 

experience it to really feel the impact of it. I think I agree with you. I mean, you see how 

students can be so full of talent and potential…and then, there are like days when you then 

realize the same student who you know is so talented at what they do. You find out, oh they 

were in a really horrible fight…and then they get suspended. And it feels, disappointing 

because you’re like, this person is capable of being so great…And they seem to be really 

distracted by whatever is going on (Female music teacher 2 interview, 9 March 2018). 

  Overall, this research has shaped my personal and professional outlook on contemporary 

issues of school and community violence, with a deepened understanding of the underlying 

historical and structural contexts that influence the ways in which these issues present among 

adolescents in marginalized communities such as, Laventille. It has heightened my awareness of 

personal privilege, as a woman who has not experienced many biases that exist within the dual 

educational system or those that emerge from the stratification of society along categories of race 

and socioeconomic status. As a researcher, I have learned to rely on the participation of those who 

are directly affected by the themes being explored and to acknowledge their expertise in issues that 

pertain to their lived experiences. As an art therapy practitioner in Trinidad and Tobago, I hope to 

broaden the scope of my approach to working with adolescent clients, utilizing cultural arts 

practices that resonate with them and incorporating my expanded knowledge of psychosocial well-

being.  
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  In conclusion, it is important to note that while the scope of this work might not be fully 

applicable to other similar communities, it provides a lot of depth and material for further study. It is 

my hope that this research will lead to more discourse on the structure of education, methods of 

teaching and a critical review of the curricula taught in Trinidad and Tobago. Moreover, there is an 

urgent need to include adolescent voices and to encourage the participation of teachers and parents in 

curriculum planning and culturally grounded interventions to support the psychosocial well-being of 

adolescents in areas affected by violence and poverty. As suggested by two female adolescents, when 

discussing our roles as researchers and participants: 

  Sky: She is a student like us…but right about now she want to learn about our community  

  because she not from this community.  

  Cloudy: She learning from us.  
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Kaufmann, H. Kuch, C. Neuhäuser & E. Webster (Eds.), Humiliation, Degradation, 

Dehumanization (pp. 159-172). Springer Science + Business Media. DOI 10.1007/978-90-481-

9661-6_12 

 

Najman, J. M., Hayatbakhsh, M. R., Clavarino, A., Bor, W., O’Callaghan, M. J., & Williams, G. M. 

(2010). Family Poverty Over the Early Life Course and Recurrent Adolescent and Young Adult 

Anxiety and Depression: A Longitudinal Study. American Journal of Public Health, 100(9), 1719-

1723. http://dx.doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2009.180943 

 

National Archives of Trinidad and Tobago. (2015). 1876 Labour Riot in Tobago. 

https://nationalarchivestt.wordpress.com/2015/06/15/1876-labour-riot-in-tobago/ 

 

https://nationalarchivestt.wordpress.com/2015/06/15/1876-labour-riot-in-tobago/


 

 

333 

  

Neptune, H. R. (2007). Caliban and the Yankees: Trinidad and the United States Occupation. 

University of North Carolina Press. 

 

Noble, D. (2008). Postcolonial criticism, transnational identification and the hegemonies of 

dancehall’s academic and popular performatives. Feminist Review, 90(1), 106-127. 

DOI:10.1057/fr.2008.40 

 

Nowell, L. S., Norris, J. M., White, D. E., & Moules, N. J. (2017) Thematic Analysis: Striving to 

Meet the Trustworthiness Criteria. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 1(6), 1-13. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1609406917733847 

 

Nurse, K. (1999). Globalization and Trinidad Carnival: Diaspora, hybridity and identity in global 

culture. Cultural Studies, 13(4), 661-690. https://doi.org/10.1080/095023899335095 

 

Office of Education and Culture / DHDEC, Executive Secretariat for Integral Development 

Organization of American States. (2011). Towards a culture of non-violence: The role of arts and 

culture-field kit. https://www.oas.org/en/yearofculture/DOCs/manual%20campo%20ingles.pdf 

 

Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General (SRSG) on Violence against Children. 

(2016). Protecting children affected by armed violence in the community. 

https://violenceagainstchildren.un.org/sites/violenceagainstchildren.un.org/files/documents/publicati

ons/2._protecting_children_affected_by_armed_violence_in_the_community.pdf 

 

Oladimeji, M. (2018). Using Arts-Based Learning as a Site of Critical Resistance. In N. N. Wane & 

K. L. Todd (Eds.), Decolonial Pedagogy (pp. 93-112). Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-01539-8 

https://www.oas.org/en/yearofculture/DOCs/manual%20campo%20ingles.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-01539-8


 

 

334 

  

 

O’Reilly, K. (2009). Key Concepts in Ethnography. SAGE Publications. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781446268308. 

 

Parsanlal, N. (2020, June 29). Watch: Morvant residents protest police killing. Loop News. 

http://www.looptt.com/content/morvant-residents-protest-police-killing 

 

Parthasarathy, B. (2008). The Ethnographic Case Study Approach. Retrieved August 22, 2015, from 

http://www.globalimpactstudy.org/2008/07/the-ethnographic-case-study-approach/ 

 

Potash, J. S. (2019). Relational Social Justice Ethics for Art Therapists. Art Therapy: Journal of the 

American Art Therapy Association, 35(4), 202-210. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07421656.2018.1554019 

 

Potash, J. S., Bardot, H., Hyland Moon, C., Napoli, M., Lyonsmith, A., & Hamilton, M. (2017). 

Ethical implications of cross-cultural international art therapy. The Arts in Psychotherapy, 56, 74-

82. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.aip.2017.08.005 

 

Pring, C., & Vrushi, J. (2019). Global Corruption Barometer, Latin America & the Caribbean 2019: 

Citizens’ views and experiences of corruption. Transparency International. 

https://images.transparencycdn.org/images/2019_GCB_LatinAmerica_Caribbean_Full_Report_200

409_091428.pdf 

 

Quevedo, R. (1983). Atilla’s Kaiso: A short history of Trinidad calypso. University of the West 

Indies Department of Extra Mural Studies. 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.aip.2017.08.005


 

 

335 

  

Quintero, P., Figueira, P., & Elizalde, P. C. (2019). #3 A Brief History of Decolonial Studies. MASP 

Afterall. Museu de Arte de São Paulo Assis Chateaubriand and the authors.   

 

Ramdass, R. (2020, June 27). Cop shot dead, police kill 3. Trinidad Express Newspapers. 

https://trinidadexpress.com/news/local/cop-shot-dead-police-kill-3/article_bd9f6602-b8e0-11ea-

ab82-57134c512010.html 

 

Rhodes, A. M., & Schechter, R. (2014). Fostering resilience among youth in Inner City Community 

Arts Centers: The case of the Artists Collective. Education and Urban Society, 46(7), 826-848. 

DOI: 10.1177/0013124512469816 

 

Riley, S. (1999). Contemporary Art Therapy with Adolescents. Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 

 

Rohlehr, G. (1998). “We Getting the Kaiso That We Deserve” Calypso and the World Music 

Market. The Drama Review, 42(3), 82-95. DOI: 10.1162/105420498760308481 

 

Rollocks, S., Dass, N., Hutchinson, G., & Mohammed, L. (2013). The Associations Observed 

between Experiencing Multiple Traumatic Events and Mental Health Symptoms among 

Adolescents in Trinidad. Journal of Child and Adolescent Trauma, 6, 246-259. 

DOI:10.1080/19361521.2013.836583 

 

Roelen, K. (2020). Receiving Social Assistance in Low- and Middle-Income Countries: Negating 

Shame or Producing Stigma? Journal of Social Policy, 49(4), 705-723. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279419000709 

 



 

 

336 

  

Rosen, N. L., & Nofziger, S. (2019). Boys, Bullying, and Gender Roles: How Hegemonic 

Masculinity Shapes Bullying Behavior. Gender Issues, 36, 295-318. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12147-

018-9226-0 

 

Rubie-Davies, C., Meissel, K., Alansari, M., Watson, P., Flint, A., & McDonald, L. 

(2020). Achievement and beliefs outcomes of students with high and low expectation 

teachers. Social Psychology of Education, 23, 1173–1201. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-020-

09574-y 

 

Ryan, S., McCree, R., & St Bernard, G. (1997). Behind the Bridge: Poverty, Patronage and Politics 

in Laventille, Trinidad. Multimedia Production Centre, School of Education, University of the West 

Indies. 

 

Ryan, S., Rampersad, I., Bernard, L., Mohammed, P., & Thorpe, M. (2013). No time to quit: 

Engaging youth at risk: Executive report of the committee on young males and crime in Trinidad 

and Tobago. Multimedia Production Centre, School of Education, University of the West Indies. 

 

Saatcioglu, B., & Ozanne, J. L. (2013). Moral Habitus and Status Negotiation in a Marginalized 

Working-Class Neighborhood. Journal of Consumer Research, 40, 692-710. 

 

Sanfelice, V. (2019). Are safe routes effective? Assessing the effects of Chicago’s Safe Passage 

program on local crimes. Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization, 164, 357-373. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2019.06.013 

 



 

 

337 

  

Savahl, S., Isaacs, S., Adams, S., Carels, C. Z., & September, R. (2013). An exploration into the 

impact of exposure to community violence and hope on children’s perception of well-being: A 

South African perspective. Child Indicators Research, 6(3), 579-592. 

 

Schaffner, L. (1999). Violence and female delinquency: Gender transgressions and gender 

invisibility. Berkeley Women’s Law Journal, 14(1), 40-65. 

 

Seepersad, R. (2016). Crime and Violence in Trinidad and Tobago: IDB Series on Crime and 

Violence in the Caribbean. https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/Crime-and-

Violence-in-Trinidad-and-Tobago-IDB-Series-on-Crime-and-Violence-in-the-Caribbean.pdf 

 

Shaw, R. M., Howe, J., Beazer, J., & Carr, T. (2020). Ethics and positionality in qualitative research 

with vulnerable and marginal groups. Qualitative Research, 20(3), 277-293. 

DOI:10.177/1468794119841839 

 

Sitzer, D. L., & Stockwell, A. B. (2015). The art of wellness: A 14-week art therapy program for at-

risk youth. The Arts in Psychotherapy, 45, 69-81. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.aip.2015.05.007 

 

Slyter, M. (2012). Creative Counseling Interventions for Grieving Adolescents. Journal of 

Creativity in Mental Health, 7(1), 17-34. https://doi.org/10.1080/15401383.2012.657593 

 

Small, M. L., Harding, D. J., & Lamont, M. (2010). Reconsidering culture and poverty. Annals of 

the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 629(1), 6-27. 

 

Smartt Gullion, J. (2016). Writing Ethnography (2nd ed.). Sense Publishers. 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.aip.2015.05.007


 

 

338 

  

Smeijsters, H., Kil, J., Kurstjens, H., Welten, J., & Willemars, G. (2011). Arts therapies for young 

offenders in secure care – A practice-based research. The Arts in Psychotherapy, 38, 41-51. 

DOI:10.1016/j.aip.2010.10.005 

 

Smith, A. (2012). Steel Drums and Steelbands: A History. Scarecrow Press Inc. 

 

Snell, A. (2013). Conflict in Syria: An Historical Perspective. Caribbean Journal of International 

Relations & Diplomacy, 1(4), 49-59.  

 

Song, W., Qian, X. & Goodnight, B. (2019). Examining the roles of parents and community 

involvement and prevention programs in reducing school violence. Journal of School Violence, 

18(3), 403-420. https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2018.1512415 

 

Springham, N. (2016). Description as social construction in UK art therapy research. International 

Journal of Art Therapy, 21(3), 104-115. DOI: 10.1080/17454832.2016.1220399 

 

Stone, N. N. (2005). Hand-drumming to build community: The story of the Whittier Drum Project. 

New Directions for Youth Development, 106, 73-83. https://doi.org/10.1002/yd.120 

 

Sukhu, R. L. M. (2012). Masculinity and Men’s Violence against Known Women in Trinidad – 

Whose Responsibility? Men and Masculinities, 16(1), 71-92. DOI: 10.1177/1097184X12468102  

 

Talwar, S. (2015). Cultural, Diversity, and Identity: From Margins to Center. Art Therapy: Journal 

of the American Art Therapy Association, 32(3), 100-103. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07421656.2015.1060563 

 

https://doi.org/10.1002/yd.120


 

 

339 

  

Thomas, T. M., Gopal, B., & Sasidharan, T. (2018). Towards a Culturally-Informed Counselling and 

Psychotherapy. In G. Misra (Ed.), Psychosocial Interventions for Health and Well-Being (pp. 241-

252). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-81-322-3782-2_17 

 

Thompson, R. W., Arnkoff, D. B., & Glass, C. R. (2011). Conceptualizing Mindfulness and 

Acceptance as Component of Psychological Resilience to Trauma. Trauma, Violence & Abuse, 

12(4), 220-235. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1524838011416375  

 

Todd, K. L., & Robert, V. (2018). Reviving the Spirit by Making the Case for Decolonial Curricula. 

In N. N. Wane & K. L. Todd (Eds.), Decolonial Pedagogy (pp. 57-72). Palgrave Macmillan.  

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-01539-8 

 

Tomsen, S., & Gadd, D. (2019). Beyond Honour and Achieved Hegemony: Violence and the 

Everyday Masculinities of Young Men. International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social 

Democracy, 8(2), 17-30. DOI: 10.5204/ijcjsd.v8i2.1117 

  

UNDP. (2020). Human Development Report 2020, The Next Frontier: Human Development and the 

Anthropocene, Briefing note for countries on the 2020 Human Development Report: Trinidad and 

Tobago. http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/TTO.pdf  

 

UNICEF. (2014). United Nations Children’s Fund: Hidden in plain sight: A statistical analysis of 

violence against children. 

http://files.unicef.org/publications/files/Hidden_in_plain_sight_statistical_analysis_EN_3_Sept_201

4.pdf 

 

University of the West Indies. (n.d.). About Arts-in-Action. https://sta.uwi.edu/fhe/dcfa/aia.asp 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-81-322-3782-2_17
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1524838011416375
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-01539-8
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/TTO.pdf
http://files.unicef.org/publications/files/Hidden_in_plain_sight_statistical_analysis_EN_3_Sept_2014.pdf
http://files.unicef.org/publications/files/Hidden_in_plain_sight_statistical_analysis_EN_3_Sept_2014.pdf
http://files.unicef.org/publications/files/Hidden_in_plain_sight_statistical_analysis_EN_3_Sept_2014.pdf


 

 

340 

  

 

U.S Department of State, Overseas Advisory Council (2019). Trinidad and Tobago 2019 Crime and 

Safety Report. //www.osac.gov/Content/Report/83007ec0-cd97-4dc2-95ac-15f4aecc2072 

 

Van Rensburg, E. J., Hatting, R., van Rooyen, C., Chenlin, M., van der Merwe, C., Putter, L., 

Herholdt, J., van Druten, J., Taylor, M., & Buitendag, T. (2016). The short-term effect of a group 

drumming intervention on aggressive behaviour among adolescent girls diagnosed with conduct 

disorder. South African Journal of Occupational Therapy, 46(2), 16-22. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2310-3833/2016/v46n2a4  

 

Velez, G. (2021). Learning Peace: Adolescent Columbians’ Interpretations of and Responses to 

Peace Education Curriculum. Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, 27(2), 146-159. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pac0000519 

 

Vilalta, C., & Fondevila, G. (2018). School Vandalism in Mexico. Journal of School Violence, 

17(3), 392-404. https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2017.1355809  

 

Waithe, D., & Worrell, F. C. (2003). The Development of the Steel Band in Trinidad and Tobago. 

Juniata Voices, 3, 41-47. https://www.juniata.edu/offices/juniata-voices/past-version/media/2003-

waithe-worrell.pdf 

 

Walker, R. (2014). The Shame of Poverty. Oxford Scholarship Online. DOI: 

10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199684823.001.0001 

 

Walonen, M. (2013). Resistance, Oil, and Awakening: Textual responses to the Butler Strike and its 

aftermath. A Review of International English Literature, 44(2-3), 59-84. 

https://www.osac.gov/Content/Report/83007ec0-cd97-4dc2-95ac-15f4aecc2072


 

 

341 

  

 

Wardman, N. P. (2020). Humour or humiliation? When classroom banter becomes irresponsible 

sledging in upper-primary school contexts. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 

1-11. https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2019.1707777 

 

Waugh, C. E., Shing, E. Z., & Furr, M. (2020). Not all disengagement coping strategies are created 

equal: positive distraction, but not avoidance, can be an adaptive coping strategy for chronic life 

stressors. Anxiety, Stress, & Coping, 33(5), 511-529. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10615806.2020.1755820  

 

Weare, K. (2017). Promoting Social and Emotional Wellbeing and Responding to Mental Health 

Problems in Schools. In S. Bährer-Kohler & F. J. Carod-Artal (Eds.), Global Mental Health: 

Prevention and Promotion (pp. 113-125). Springer. DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-59123-0 

 

Webb, D., & Wills-Herrera, E. (2012). Introduction. In D. Webb, & E. Wills-Herrera (Eds.), 

Subjective Well-being and Security (Vol. 46, pp. 1-11). Springer. DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-2278-

1_1 

 

Weedon, C., Tolson, A., & Mort, F. (1980). Theories of language and subjectivity. In S. Hall, D. 

Hobson, A. Lowe, & P. Willis (Eds.), Culture, Media, Language. Centre for Contemporary Cultural 

Studies, University of Birmingham. 

 

Weitz, J. H. (1996). Coming up Taller: Arts and humanities programs for children and youth at risk. 

https://nasaa-arts.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/1996-PCAH-Coming-Up-Taller-Report.pdf 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2019.1707777


 

 

342 

  

West, W. (2005). Crossing the Line Between Talking Therapies and Spiritual Healing. In R. 

Moodley & W. West (Eds.), Integrating Traditional Healing Practices Into Counseling and 

Psychotherapy (pp. 38-50). Sage Publications. 

 

White, R. (2013). Youth Gangs, Violence and Social Respect. Palgrave Macmillan. DOI 

10.1057/9781137333858 

 

Williams, H. (2013). Postcolonial Structural Violence: A Study of School Violence in Trinidad and 

Tobago. International Journal of Peace Studies, 18(2), 39-64. 

https://www.gmu.edu/programs/icar/ijps/Vol18_2/Postcolonial%20Structural%20Violence-%20A%

20Study%20of%20School%20Violence%20in%20Trinidad%20&%20Tobago.pdf 

 

Williams, H. M. A. (2014). “Pullin’ Rank”: School Violence and Neocolonial Hegemonic 

Masculinity. Caribbean Review of Gender Studies: A Journal of Caribbean Perspectives on Gender 

and Feminism, 8, 113-156. https://sta.uwi.edu/crgs/december2014/journals/CRGS_8_Pgs113-

156_PullingRank_Williams.pdf 

 

Williams, H. M. A. (2015). Fighting a Resurgent Hyper-Positivism In Education is Music to My 

Ears. Action, Criticism and Theory for Music Education, 14(1), 19-43. 

act.maydaygroup.org/articles/ Williams14_1.pdf 

 

Williams, H. (2016). Lingering Colonialities as Blockades to Peace Education: School Violence in 

Trinidad. In M. Bajaj, & M. Hantzopoulos (Eds.), Peace Education: International Perspectives (pp. 

141-156). Bloomsbury.  

 



 

 

343 

  

Williams, H. M. A. (2017). Teachers’ nascent praxes of care: potentially decolonizing approaches to 

school violence in Trinidad. Journal of Peace Education, 14(1), 69-91. DOI: 

10.1080/17400201.2016.1245656 

 

Williams, H. M. A. (2019). A neocolonial warp of outmoded hierarchies, curricula and disciplinary 

technologies in Trinidad’s educational system. Critical Studies in Education, 60(1), 93-112. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17508487.2016.1237982 

 

Williams, J. H., & Van Dorn, R. A. (1999). Delinquency, gangs, and youth violence. In J. M. 

Jenson, & M. O. Howard (Eds.), Prevention and treatment of violence in children and youth: 

Etiology, assessment, and recent practice innovations (pp. 199-225). NASW Press. 

 

Wilson, W. J. (2010). Why both social structure and culture matter in a holistic analysis of inner-city 

poverty. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 629(1), 200-219. DOI: 

10.1177/0002716209357403 

 

Winter, C. R., & McKenzie, K. (2017). Teachers’ Perception of Female Student Aggression at an 

All-Girls School. Journal of Adolescent Research, 34(4), 509-525. DOI: 

10.1177/0743558416668408  

 

Wood, K. (2008). Mathematics through Movement: An investigation of the links between 

kinaesthetic and conceptual learning. Australian Primary Mathematics Classroom 13(1), 18-22. 

http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ793993.pdf  

 

Woodcock, H. I. (1867). A History of Tobago. Smith and Grant Ayrshire Express Office. 

 



 

 

344 

  

World Health Organization (2017). Global school-based student health survey. 

https://www.who.int/ncds/surveillance/gshs/Trinidad_and_Tobago_2017_GSHS_FS.pdf?ua=1 

 

Wright, M. (2020). The Role of Technologies, Behaviors, Gender, and Gender Stereotype Traits in 

Adolescents’ Cyber Aggression. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 35(7-8), 1719-1738. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0886260517696858 

 

Yan, M. (2014). Society and Shaming: General public and media perceptions of poverty in urban 

China. In E. Chase, & G. Bantebya-Kyomuhendo (Eds.), Poverty and Shame: Global Experiences. 

Oxford Scholarship Online. DOI: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199686728.001.0001 

 

Yavuzer, Y. (2012). Effect of Creative Drama-based Group Guidance on Male-Adolescents’ Conflict 

Resolution Skills. Egitim Arastirmalari-Eurasian Journal of Educational Research, 47, 113-130.  

 

Yeterian, J. D., Bursik, K., & Kelly, J. F. (2015). Religiosity as a Predictor of Adolescents’ 

Substance Use Disorder Treatment Outcomes. Substance Abuse, 36(4), 453-461. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08897077.2014.960550 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



 

 

0 

  

 

 


