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ABSTRACT. Thisarticle describes and critiquesthe pilot phase of a
project in which an ethnically diver se group of studentsfrom alarge
southwester n urban high school created culturally based substance
abuse prevention videos for urban middle school students. Theratio-
nale evolved from resear ch that suggested that a peer-created, cultur-
ally-specific approach to drug abuse prevention would be more
effective than would programming created by adults operating from a
"so-called" culturally-neutral” perspective. The dual per spective of
thisarticleincludes both the field experiment per se and the data col-
lected, using a case study per spective. Over ar ching themes of culture
and power are discussed, as are the elements of age and gender. Impli-
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cations extending beyond the pilot offer insights for researchers and

practitioners. [Article copies available for afee from The Haworth Document De-
liverv Service: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address. <getiifo@haworthpressinc.com>

Website: <http:/mwHawarthPresscom> © 2002 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All

rights reserved.]
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INTRODUCTION

Substantial publicity about the dangers of adolescent substance
abuse exists. However, studies have found that new generations are suf-
fering from aform of "generational forgetting" demonstrated by de
creased negative attitudes regarding drugs and their use (Johnston,
O'Malley & Bachman, 1994). Beginning in about the seventh-grade
and continuing thereafter, experimentation rates skyrocket (Johnston et
a., 1994). In general, substance users are increasingly younger, with
use beginning as early as elementary school although, statistically, the
average age of onset is between 12 and 13 years old (Botvin et al., 1994,
Carlson, 1994; Novello & Schosky, 1992).

To counter the severe rise in adolescent drug use indicated by these
statistics, social scientists are developing substance abuse prevention pro-
grams specifically for junior high adolescents. In general, school-based
substance abuse prevention approaches have been proven ineffective, and
have not been assessed for effectiveness with ethnic minority students
(Forgey, Schinke & Cole, 1997). Indeed, for the most part, they have been
created by and for mainstream populations then implemented with all
groups (Polansky et al., 1999). Numerous surveys of substance use have
utilized L atino/a adolescents as subjects, though few have regarded this
group of adolescents as expert informants. School-based prevention re-
search involving Latino youth remains rare despite findings that pro-
grams were more influential when they reflected the unique cultural
characteristics of the group of students for which they were designed
(Botvin et al., 1995; Castaneda, 1994).

Groups vary widely in their susceptibility to drugs, their attitudes re-
garding drugs, and their methods for deflecting drug offers (Coallins,
1995; Korzenny, McClure & Ryzttki, 1990). In some parts of the coun
try, Mexican American youth have reported receiving drug offersat a
significantly higher rate than European Americans or African Ameri-
cans (Hecht, Trost & MacKinnon, 1997). However, ssmply comparing
ethnic groups to dominant groups and then noting differences rein-
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for ces ethnic stereotypes without adding to theory development or clar-
ity regar ding etiology and prevention (Collins, 1995).

Substance abuse prevention programsthat may be helpful for Latino
youth must be" comprehensive, integrated, and intensive" to be effec-
tive (Szapocznik & Fein, 1994, p. 186). However, care must be exer -
cised to ensurethat research in thisarea does not foster stereotypes
about traditionally oppressed groups. Historically, when the so-called
culturally neutral prevention effortsfail within certain populations, the
under -represented community, rather than the intervention, is often
blamed (Marsiglia, Cross & Mitchell, 1998).

Regardless of the ethnic or cultural background of the group or com-
munity of interest, and despiterhetorical discussions about multicultural-
ism, prevention programs structured on the conviction that a culturally
neutral, univer sal message exists continue to propagate.

THE DUAL PERSPECTIVE

Drawing from narrative theory, this project focused on developing
culturally grounded prevention messages for middle school students
through the medium of peer-created, reality-based, instructional video.
Thisarticle documentsthe field experiment, discusses the data gath-
ered, and offer s substantive conclusions about the questions posed by
theresearchers. Further, the article explores complicationsthat evolved
out of the process and then describes some of the outcomes that could
grow out of this project.

The video project pooled the efforts of a university interdisciplinary
resear ch team (i.e., Social Work, Communication, Justice Studies, Edu-
cation Policy and L eader ship Studies), a professional video director,
and a group of high school students specifically trained in the full spec-
trum of media production while enrolled in a communications magnet
program at a large southwestern urban high school. As envisioned by
the university resear chers, the project goal wasto blend the talentsand
skills of each member of the team to produce a peer-created, cultur-
ally-and geogr aphically-specific substance abuse prevention message
for middle school studentsin that urban area.

The academic resear cher s provided the theor etical foundations,
whilethe professional director provided thetechnical expertisefor the
undertaking. Thedirector also was expected to guide the students en-
listed to create the script, design the sets, act in, and produce the vid-
eos-toward the goal that their experiences, their voices, and their
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vision, would be represented. For the completed productsto maintain
peer-created authenticity, the adult members of the team wer e expected
to assist, rather than lead, the student video producers.

Enhancing thefield study itself, the Case Study Report representsa
retr ospective view of data collected during the field experiment. The
use of video ethnography and field notes allowed the analyststo read
the data, and to seeit in action. The divergent per spectivesthat devel-
oped during the field experiment wer e not anticipated at the inception of
the video project. Dual sets of data permitted in-depth analysis of the
processitself, a benefit unforeseen by resear chers. Questions centered
on (a) the absence of universal operational definitions, (b) the barriersto
effective student-to-adult communication, and (c) the elements of the
implementation process.

The varied meanings of phrases such as" made by studentsfor stu-
dents' became important factorsin production discussions. Individual
characteristics of team members, such as age, gender, and culture, influ-
enced the team's communication efforts. The tacit assignment of " expert"
and " novice" toindividuals affected both the creative and production pro-
cesses. Finally, therealization that there was great disparity among per cep-
tions of what constituted a " universal prevention message" complicated the
task. This Case Study tellsthe story of the students, the resear chers, and
thelessonsthey all lear ned.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Existing literature clarifies and validates issues that surfaced from
both the Field Experiment and the Case Study Report. | ssues based
upon data analysis and discussion led researchersto literature addr ess-
ing age, gender, culture and power asthey relateto collaborative inter-
actions. Thus, the path from the design of the Field Experiment to the
conclusions of the Case Study followed from an initial emphasison the
effectiveness of media messages in school-based prevention, to thein-
fluence of interaction factors on the process of creating culturally based
prevention messages in schooals.

While substance abuse prevention isa common goal, many approaches
have failed to change the actual incidence and prevalence of teen substance
use. Most drug education targeting teenagers has used a " passive learning
model" (Franklin, 1985, p. 15). Universal, information-based programs
wer e founded on the belief that awar eness of the probably, aver sive conse-
guences of drug use practically assures drug avoidance (Bauman et al.,
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1984). However, resear ch questioning the effectiveness of " infor mation
only" prevention programs (Botvin et al., 1995; Bukoski, 1985; Tobler,
1986) found that (a) thisform of intervention failsto reduce drug use and
(b) some of these programs actually led to a subsequent increasein use of
substances afterwards (Falck & Craig, 1988).

Prevention programsthat rely solely on language do not give partici-
pantsthe opportunity to learn and practicethelife skillsor strategies
they will need to draw upon when faced with a future drug use dilemma.
However, in the form of atailored video, theinterest and credibility of
the message was enhanced, exposing audiences to both language and
action (Eakin et al., 1998).

Media Messages for Prevention

According to arecent study (Austin et al., 2000), although parental mes-
sages continued to have a small but significant effect on adolescents, stu-
dents more often made their decisions based upon peersand media.
According to Dimsdale and others (1998), students who watched more
television and listened to the radio mor e frequently engaged in more
risk-taking behaviors. Subjects who demonstrated strong emotional responses
to media also exhibited strong emotional responsesin other situations.

Some resear cherstailored videos to selected audiences using media
to deliver both motivational messages and prevention infor mation
(Eakin et al., 1998). They determined that one of the major advantages
of using tailored videos was the attractiveness of the videosto the se-
lected audiences. In a morerecent study, Mitchell (2000) deter mined
that the most important factor of successwith the selected audience was
the strength of the message; the stronger the message, the higher the
level of reconciliation with the audience.

Studentswho found their cultureand learning stylesrepresented in the
substance and format of prevention programswere more likely to be mo-
tivated to participate and to benefit from the experience (Kuykendall,
1992). By highlighting the strengths demonstrated in the evolving cul-
tural narratives emerging from the students' lives, the prevention mes-
sages wer e informed by thelocal culture.

Culture and Media Messages

Preconceived ideas about substance use vary according to the per-
sonal histories of individuals. For that reason, who generates the pre-
vention message, and who receivesit, are factorsthat cannot beignored.
Caetano (1988) found that an individual's ethnic background, gender,
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socio-economic status, and degr ee of acculturation all made substantial
contributionsto drug use preferences and behaviors. Eigen and Siegel
(1991) reported that African American and L atino/a youth responded
mor e favor ably to prevention messages from members of their own eth-
nic group. Austin and associates (2000), who studied adolescent view-
ing patternsin conjunction with their beliefs about alcohol and media
messages, deter mined that the degree to which adolescents found por -
trayals desirable was contingent upon perceived similaritiesto their
own lives and the degree to which the adolescents wished to be like
them. Donnerstein and Strasburger (1999) found that the amount of in-
fluence from topics highlighted in media was directly linked to the de-
gree to which adolescents per celved that the topicsrelated to their real
lives; the biggest problem media faced wasthe lack of realistic portray-
als of true consequences of actions.

Census Bureau projections estimate that L atinos/as will constitute
thelargest ethnic minority group by the year 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau,
2000). Theterms" Latino/a" and " Hispanic" areumbrellatermsthat ig-
norethefact that Mexican Americans (also known as Chicanosor L ati-
nos) comprise the largest subgroup, particularly in the Southwest.
Despitethisincrease in population, Mexican Americans often are pres-
sured into acculturating into the " majority" society and the notion of the
"universal" prevention message persistsin prevention programming.
Eurocentric paradigms-male, middle class, and majority group ori-
ented-ar e suspect when applied to Mexican Americans (Padilla, 1995).

The so-called " culturally neutral” messages of universal substance
abuse prevention programs ar e based upon dominant culture values,
which reinfor ce the dominant narrative, reflecting a view of the world
that neither recognizes nor celebratesthe minority child or the attendant
minority cultural heritage (Marsiglia& Zorita, 1996). Culturally
grounded prevention messages, on the other hand, aim to acknowledge
and value community-based narratives as natural, indigenous pr even-
tion messages (Miller et al., 2000).

School-Based Prevention Programming

M ost programs developed for adolescentsor children areimple-
mented within the school setting. Information-based curricula (thetra-
ditional approach) were found to be saturated with exaggerated or
distorted information about the consequences of drug use; such infor-
mation made student skepticism a serious obstacle to program efficacy
(Polansky et al., 1999). Paulo Freire (1995) described thisform of peda-
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gogy as" the banking appr oach to teaching" with theteacher possessing
something that the student needs but lacks. This approach is problem-
atic because: (a) it ignoresthe developmental differences between the
adult teacher and the adolescent student learner; (b) it reinfor ces student
passivity in the learning process; and, (c) it ignoresthe complex, con-
textual factorsin the formation of student attitudes and behaviors.

With regard toracial and cultural differences, particularly in urban
centers, most school personnel are white, monolingual English-speak-
ing, with littletraining about the culturesrepresented in their class-
rooms (Reyes & Valencia, 1995). Despite the differencesin world view
between adults and students, knowledge can be improved through
viewing videosimbedded with cultural information, especially with ad-
ditional culturally based classroom activities (Cole et al., 1999).

In school-based intervention programs, empirical evidence supports
the efficacy of social skills-based prevention messages (Botvin et al.,
1990; Botvin et al., 1995). Thus, culturally salient, social skills-based
interventions created by and for a culturally specific population are
likely to demonstrate similarly positive effects (Burrows, 1999;
Polansky et al., 1999).

INTERSECTIONS OF POWER

" The multiple forms and all-pervasiveness of power mean that its op-
eration is often hidden" (Paechter, 1998, p. 57). Scholars have long
been cognizant of therolethat power playsin organizing social life. As
aresult, understanding age, culture, and gender roles within power
structuresisessential to recognizing the interlocking systems of power
within socio-cultural institutions such as schools. When the differences
areoverlooked instead of addressed, processes of social dominance and
structures of oppression disseminate across all dimensions of human
difference and diversity (Howard, 1999). People create their identities
within the bounds of these differences and negotiate the elements of
their identities based upon their relationship to the social category sys-
tem in placein their surroundings (Frable, 1997).

Neither adultsnor youth bring " the same stuff 'into any social situa-
tion (Howard, 1999, p._25). Within a diver se audience, the responses of
the dominant culture should no longer be considered " standard" with all
othersbeing labeled as" nonstandard” (Frable, 1997). Many educators
believe that all studentswould benefit from examining the institutional
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practicesthat systematically favor certain racial, economic, and lan-
guage groups while negatively influencing others (L awrence, 1997).

Differentiation, due to ethnic identification and/or gender identity,
has a bearing on the subscription of power within social structures. Gen-
der identity includes not only biology and physical dimensions, but also
the social constraintsthat emanate from existing social structures
(Frable, 1997). Moreover, Figueira-M cDonough (1998) posited that
gender differenceisespecially important when viewed as a conse-
guence of power distribution.

Theregimen of schooling echoes the patternsvisiblein the external
social and cultural environment. Those patternsinclude role definitions
with regard to gender aswell asthe division of labor within theinstitu
tion (McGinty, 1999). Within the classroom, malestalk mor e often, in-
terrupt female speakers mor e often, and use aggr essive tacticsto
command attention (Paechter 1998). Paechter (1998) also suggested
that classroom interactionsin themselves marginalized females through
the competitive nature of male-dominated dialogue that prevented fe-
male students from engaging in direct discussion with the teacher-in-
teraction that would acknowledge the female studentsideas as being
valuable.

It becomes apparent, then, that a universal acceptance of a male " de-
fault" and afemale" other" permeatesthe social structuressurrounding
both students and adults. Such all-pervasive socialization establishes a
" naturalness’ to the hierarchy of power represented-that of different
and unequal (Figueira-McDonough, 1998). The educational system is
structured around the dominance of the male model and subsequently,
females experience constraintsin freedom of movement and expression
(Paechter, 1998).

Participation in any activity, especially in a learning environment, is
essential for empower ment and self-expression. To maximize active
participation and to provide opportunities for self-expression, dialogue
must exist, and the teacher must assume a major rolein the" trandation”
of therealities shared (Figueira-McDonough, 1998). Existing structures
in schoolsdiminish " other" student capabilitiesfor participation and
self-expression, thus Howard's (1999) assertion, " member s of the dom-
inant group in any society do not necessarily have to know anything
about those people who are not likethem" (p. 12). Asnoted by Paechter
(1998), structuresof learning and culture are constructed so that those
who are permitted to participate fully must think and behavein certain
ways-the ways of middle class white males. Wolfe (2000) also denies
the contemporary emphasis on different instructional techniquesfor mi-
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nority students; thisstudy did not substantiate claimsthat particular
classroom techniques changed the distribution of classroom discour se.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

As social resear chers seek to under stand individual and relational
transactions through layered lenses and in multiple contexts, so this
project was founded on carefully blended per spectives that ranged
from social learning and communication competence to narrative and
drama theories. Thisproject isrooted in the multipledomains(i.e.,
language, age, class, gender, socioeconomic status, and racial or eth-
nic heritage) that arethe social constructions upon which an individ-
ual builds self-identity. The image one sees through those many layers
influences the basic under standing of oneself in relation to all others,
Therefore, asisnoted in theliterature, theimportance of creating a
culturally specific inter vention to effectively influence non-dominant
adolescent participants cannot be exaggerated (Eakin et al., 1998;
Hecht et al., 1993).

Toreflect student cultureswithout stereotyping them, the prevention
messages must be created from and bereflective of the personal cultural
experiences of the students (Austin et al., 2000). Those experiences, or
products, areagroup'scultural heritage. That heritage includesthe nar-
ratives, traditions, language, worldview, and values a group hasin com-
mon aswell asthe group's history, all of which can beindividually and
collectively celebrated and discovered through performing arts
(Marsiglia & Johnson, 1997). It isknown, for example, that people who
have stronger responsesto music will also have stronger responsesto
other audio or visual materials (Dimsdale et al., 1998). In the case of
television exposure, Donnerstein and Strausburger (1999) found that
the morethetelevision exposurereflected thereal lives of adolescents,
the morethe adolescents desired to belikethe actorsin the portrayal.

M ost mediated messages designed for adolescents, as well as other
consumers, focuses on the narration of characters personal stories.
Narrative Theory conceptualizes a people's beliefs and actions as stories,
or narratives, which are an ever-present " mode of discour se through
which people organize infor mation and experiences' (Marsiglia &
Holleran, 1999). Adolescents ar e cognitively and developmentally ame-
nableto creating storiesto explain their lives. Narrative gives them a tool
with which to think in abstract terms, to examine themselves and the
world around them. According to Inhelder and Piaget (1958), narrative
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allows peopleto think beyond their present circumstancesto imagine
future scenarios. Individualsinterpret infor mation based upon experi-
ence that becomes crucial when connected to othersof life'sinfluences
(Bosworth, 1997; Chipongian, 2000).

M eaningful learning must be linked to some genuine experience,
with an emphasis on how that experience will affect the student'slife,
culture, and community (NCREL, 2000). Taken together, existing re-
sear ch indicates that prevention messages based in specific cultural
products (e.g., music, dance, drama, fiction, prover bs, communication
styles, oral histories, and celebrations), produced by people with whom

subjects can relate, will be mor e effective than any so-called culturally
neutral program.

Theoretical Applications

Dramatic presentations are an enduring tradition in Mexican Ameri-
can cultures (e.g., Teatro Campesino). However, live productions are
costly and can reach only a limited audience. The use of video technol-
ogy provides an effective venue to reach much larger separ ate geo-
graphical locations. Thefield experiment tested the application of the
Narrative Theory to prevention messages. M oreover, the project exam-
ined whether or not a group of diver se students could design, create, and
produce a video implementation with a culturally grounded mec;sage for
a selected group of adolescents. By structuring the intervention in dra-
matic presentations via videos, the project allowed participantsto medi-
ate per ception and behavioral choices which, in turn, provided new
per ceptual frameworksfor interpreting phenomena and new models for
determining behavior (Marsiglia, Kulis & Hecht, 2001).

Cultural grounded images and messages in educational videos and
prevention messages can communicate in a manner that feels" natural”
tothetarget audience. An educational video is considered culturally
grounded when the minority student becomes consciously awar e that
the context reflectsfor ine and about me scenarios (Marsiglia, Cross &
Mitchell, 1998).

The Pilot Video Field Experiment

Thisfield experiment was based on the rationale that a peer-created,
culturally-specific approach for target participants would be more ef-
fective than an intervention created by adults operating from a" cultur-
ally-neutral" perspective (Austin et al., 2000; Eakin et al., 1998; Hecht
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et al., 1993). The project curricula based its use of audiovisual materials
on findings that they were not only important for African American and
L atino youth (Schinkle et al., 1991) but also wer e an effective commu-
nication tool with these groups (Eakin et al., 1998; Hecht et al., 1993).
The pilot study was conducted during the summer of 1997 to assess
theimplementation process used to develop culturally grounded pre-
vention messages using educational videos that were designed and cre-
ated by studentsfor students. The student participants were provided
with previously collected refusal vignettes (oral histories) from middle
school studentswho described their personal experiences and per cep-
tions of drug use and abuse. Theoral histories provided a culturally
grounded starting point in the concept development for the scripts.
The design group process was envisioned as a laboratory scenario
that would generate creativity as well as engage studentsin the synthe-
sisof information regarding culturally grounded prevention messages
for a specific adolescent audience. The students wer e given the task of
producing a single culturally grounded video centered on a prevention
message that tar geted M exican American middle school students. M ex-
ican American students wer e chosen asthetarget group because that
population constituted the largest ethnic group in the schools.

The Case Study Report

The Case Study report documents the process of working with a di-
ver se group of studentsto develop culturally grounded prevention mes-
sages for Mexican American adolescentsin alarge Southwestern city. It
critically evaluatesthe pilot video field experiment, revealing and ex-
amining the strengths and drawbacks of the process and product. Thus,
thereport servesasaroadmap to guide future development and imple-
mentation of culturally specific interventions.

METHODOLOGY

The qualitative resear ch design aimed at gathering as much data as
possible within the most natural settingsfor the students. The field ex-
periment was designed to deter mine whether or not thisdiverse group
of students, working within their own sphere of influence, could pro-
duce a video that effectively conveyed prevention messages to adoles-
cents. The use of a case study design, while limiting the ability to
_.eneralize about conclusions regarding the field experiment, offered re-
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sear chers other valuable insightsinto the elements of successful collab-
oration effortsinvolving adults and students. The pilot experience was
viewed asa dressrehearsal in anticipation of theaward of amajor re-
search grant to test the culturally specific approach to prevention pro-
gramming for middle school students.

The Participants

Ten high school students volunteered to form the core video produc-
tion group, rangingin age from 15to 18 yearsold. Half of the students
wer e African American, three were European American, and two were
Mexican American. Six of the students were female. All of the mem-
bers of the group were part of the Media Magnet Program at one of the
most racially integrated high schoolsin the city. Other studentsfrom the
regular high school program, largely Mexican American, participated
in theauditionsfor partsin thevideos. Twenty-five of them were cho-
sen to play character parts. The student core group led all other produc-
tion functions such as casting, filming, sound, music, and directing.

In addition to a professional video director engaged to support the
student producers, a teacher at the high school magnet program acted as
both the executive producer and instructor for the students. The univer-
sity interdisciplinary resear ch team facilitated student group sessions,
and provided the link between the production process and the available
resear ch about both substance abuse prevention and Mexican American
-ulture.

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures

Video-ethnography techniques were employed to record the video
production process. The presence of the camera was non-intrusive be-
,ause cameras wer e ever -present in the students daily work. Partici-
Jant observation, intensive interviews, and focus groups wer e the main
lata gathering tools utilized. Data wer e collected throughout the dura-
:ion of the video production process. Four video ethnographers re-
;orded (@) the concept development, (b) script writing, (c) auditions,
ind (d) production sessions. Events outside these sessionswere re-
;orded in field notes. Observation notes, inter pretations of events, and
)ther nonverbal data wererecorded in journals. These data collection
echniques had been identified in previous studies asthe most appropri-
ite entreeinto the students world in order to research cultural specific
actors (Forgey et al., 1997).
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The researchers employed the technique of constant comparison
throughout all phases of the field experiment. Field notes, videotapes of
all group sessions, journal entries, intensive interviews, and focus group
reportswere constantly reviewed and analyzed. As families of themes
became appar ent, the resear ch team realized that the data not only an-
swered the questions that under pinned the field experiment, but alsoil-
luminated aspects of the implementation process. These insights
encompassed implications for research beyond the field experiment.

FINDINGS

Throughout both the field experiment and the analysis of data that
followed, themes materialized that illustrated the importance of exam-
ining the processin greater depth. For instance, the need for universal
under standing of operational definitions based in theory became evi-
dent through the disparity of perspectivesregarding the roles and expec-
tations of participants. Some stages of the process created unforeseen
communication barriersfor both studentsand adults. At times, unac-
knowledged diversity and expertise led team membersto regard more
traditional processes and per spectives as appropriate. M oreover, initiat-
ing a collabor ative effort across disciplines encompassing a wide range of
knowledge and expertise aswell as differentiation in age, gender and cul-
ture presented challengesfor all team members. By the project's conclu-
sion, however, data from both the Field Experiment and the Case Study
had conver ged into two themesthat remained consistent throughout the
analysis process.

La Cultura (the Culture)

The ethnic composition of the group was a significant logistic barrier
to the cultural-groundednessresulting in the two M exican Americans
female students on the team being mar ginalized by the process. One
was queried about incidental aspects such as Spanish names during the
script writing sessions, but her mor e substantial input wasall but ig-
nored by other group members. The other student attempted to contrib-
ute her authentic experiences and per ceptions, but was not treated as an
expert informant.

Thelack of aclear Mexican American voice created a void felt by the
non-L atino/a students and accentuated by the Anglo male professional
director's misper ceptions of L atino/a culture. For example, during the
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very first meeting, the director lectured the students (many of whom
were Latino/a) about "Hispanic' culture,

Now, we are working with the Hispanic culture, and there are
things to think about. OK? The Hispanic culture. When | ook at
films, Hispanic films.... Y ou should look at "My [sic] VidaLoca"
and "l Likeit Like That" together. Look at them together to get an
idea about the rhythms, the colors. The Hispanic culture, very
bright, vibrant colors... truly.

The message conveyed to the students was that these films were con-
sidered by the "expert" director as being most representative of the tar-
get population. These movies, in fact, only provided a select few Latino
cultural concepts, and only as interpreted and caricatured by the film in-
dustry. Thus, although the school was located in a predominantly Mexican
American neighborhood, the director (and, by inference, the producers) re-
lied on "Hollywood" for guidance regarding cultural content. Throughout
the project, the adult decision-makers assigned more legitimacy to "Holly-
wood's' characterization than they did to the knowledge and expertise of
the student "novices' who were actually living the life the videos hoped to
portray.

Though many of the students complained that they "were too young
to watch R rated movies," most of them, as recommended, watched the
movies as a means "to increase their cultural sensitivity." The input
from students with valid experience obtained from having lived in the
area, aswell as the students who self identified as being Mexican Amer-
ican was, for the most part, ignored or silenced by non-L atino/a students
and the director. This ethnic/outsider approach to culture continued
throughout the process, expanding beyond the dearth of Mexican
American representation. It became apparent that in terms of ethnicity
and social class, most of the students chosen as producers represented
neither the general student body nor the target audience. Using student
producers drawn exclusively from the magnet program led to the omis-
sion of students who were more likely to authentically portray therich
complexities of Mexican American culture. Consequently, the con-
struction and maintenance of a"dominant" hierarchy within the pro-
duction function reinforced the misperceptions about the culture of the
intended audience.

By contrast, when acting parts were advertised in open auditions,
those who were more representative of the target population became in-
volved. As students were reading the script while waiting to audition for
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the different roles on the prevention video, they were interviewed by a
male, Mexican American male video-ethnographer. These Mexican
Americans students were very vocal when asked their opinions about
how "Mexican American Culture" was represented in the scripts. More
significant perhaps, the depth of their responses seemed to depend upon
who was asking the questions. When the Latino ethnographer asked a
Mexican American female high school student to react to the script she
was reading, she said:

I'm gonna say. it like it's written here, but | wouldn't be saying it
word for word because that's not the way | talk.... I'd say like, "If
they're gonna be doin' that, like, that's on them, because but | ain't
gonna be doin' that." They [the students] know that I'm not like
that.... | wouldn't even be in that situation.... All my home girls,
and stuff, they know how | am. | ain't gonna be using drugs.

This student's comments reveal that the language is not her own, and
that the entire scenario is not representative of her experience. Other
student comments reinforced that position. In terms of the actual behav-
iors portrayed in the script, a Mexican American male student told the
same L atino ethnographer,

No, they're [the script's dialogues are] not real. '‘Cause like | know
I've been pressured to use drugs. Like | don't useit, | don't use
weed. I've had like many opportunities, ‘cause | know like some
dealers and they're like, "Y eah, I'll give you some for free," and
then, | know like they've been doing it their whole life. I'm just
not. Like, thisain't real, | know that much.

Students' perceptions that what was written did not reflect what was
real for them became a constant source of negotiation and debate. It ap-
peared that there were two levels of disagreement between the script
and those auditioning for the parts. Would-be actors questioned the
storyline, finding it infantile and naive. The way language was used in
the scripts was the second important source of disagreement. Students
complained that the dialogue did not represent them or their cultural
backgrounds. L anguage "appropriateness’ became a serious issue of
contention. Both male and femal e students made reference to the ab-
sence of culturally appropriate dialogue script, asillustrated in the fol-
lowing exchange:
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Female Student: Thiscan't bethereal script. It don't makeno
sense.

Male Student: | know damn well | don't talk like thiseither.

Female Student: She soundslike awhite girl. Like here she says,
" Especially like her Hispanic friend" and then she says, " Um, like
okay." Shesoundslike awhiteqgirl!

Male Student: | know, it'slike (imitating a" Valley-girl" accent)
" Oh my God, | don't remember."

Female Student: Mexicansdon't talk likethat ...

Male Student: Damn, | don't like the script. It would be better if |
could make it my own words, 'cause that's down.

One of the two Mexican American femalesinvolved in scriptwriting
argued for authenticity in an exchange with the Director. When she
guestioned the " Spanish parts' noting they did not make sense, the Di-
rector responded, " That'swhat I'm counting on you to tell me and once
we get there the actorswho speak Spanish will be ableto say, 'Now |
wouldn't say that." And that'swhy one of the big bilinguals [univer sity
professors| will bethere...... In actuality, (1) the actor s wer e discour -
aged from changing any of the dialogue during shooting and (2) al-
though nearly all of the Mexican American studentsinvolved in the
production wer e bilingual, the director continually relied upon a univer -
sity professor to validate the accuracy of the Spanish used.

Arguments about meaning and content continued to plague the entire
process. Socialized to show respect for authority, many of the Mexican
American students who had concer ns avoided voicing them to anyone
who might have acted on them. If some of the Mexican American stu-
dentsauditioning for theroles had participated in the entire creative
process, there would have been a better representation of authentic cul-
tural experience. Assuch, never achieving a " critical mass' of represen-
tative participants critically affected the concept development and
script writing.

The definitions of " being cool" wer e different within the magnet pro-
gram and in the milieu of the larger high school, where the music, the
dress code and the language patterns had a more " pop [popular] youth"
signature. The Mexican American students participating in the audi-
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tionsincorporated many of these aspects of urban, " pop" trendswith re-
gard to their communication and dress. Although bicultural and
bilingual Mexican American studentsexisted in both environments, in
the magnet program, biculturalism was seen in a moretraditional sense.
Aspart of a proud bilingual tradition, those students seemed to take of-
fense at the misuse of their language.

The on-going conflict over language and cultur e coalesced over the
notion that the dialogue was " written by white girlsfor white girls’
while, in reality, a group of African American, Caucasian and the two
Mexican American girlswrotethe script. Regardless of their efforts,
without a structurein place to resolve the conflictsthat arose, the stu-
dents concernsover language and situational content neither werere-
solved nor incorporated into final script.

The core group of students participating in the production of the vid-
eos began to be viewed as an €lite group within the larger high school.
In spite of their ethnic background, the student writerswere highly ac-
culturated into the dominant culture. Significantly, very few Mexican
Americanswere part of thiscore group. By thetime the students from
the greater high school community wer e involved, the script was al-
ready written-with disputed language, cultural misper ceptions, and ac-
culturation hierarchy imbedded within.

El Poder (the Power)

The process of making the video began by having a three-day long
introductory seminar with the student producers. At the first meeting,
professors from the local university lectured the studentson research
findings and theor etical concepts pertinent to the project. Although stu-
dentswere seated in acircle, they remained quiet most of thetime. The
adult resear chers monopolized the communication process. The profes-
sional director introduced studentsto his approach to movie making,
showing movies he had directed in the past. He stated, " | do not want to
writethescript. | don't. | want to help you writeit. You own this."

The analysis of the video ethnography revealed a gap between the ex-
pressed intention of the adultsand their behaviors. The adult-generated
verbal messages wer e consistent in encour aging the studentsto gain
control over the production process. Simultaneously conveyed wasthe
message that adult knowledge was mor e valuable than student knowl-
edge, and " White" experiencetook precedent over " Brown" experi-
ence. From that point forward, the Anglo male director became the
repository of power. The next concentric circle, occupied by those close
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to the director, was occupied by two also-affluent, also white male

co-directors. The trio made all casting and editing decisions

Asthe only vocal Mexican American representative involved in the
process, Teresa, had the onerous responsibility of speaking for the
whole community being portrayed in the videos. She not only had the
difficult task of educating others about ethnic issues; as a Mexican
American female she encountered other challenges. Video ethnography
footage illustrated how Teresa was excluded from the role of
cameraperson reportedly due to her height.

Director: Thisfilm is going be completely hand held and | didn't
think of this until now, but if the camera's on you shoulder, you're
going be below everybody. | can't have the camera going in be-
tween and around if you're underneath. [Total silence for several
seconds.] You know, it's so bizarre. | think that's why most cam-
eramen are men, because they're big.

Teresa: You know, | have platform shoes that are like THAT!
[gesturing heel height]

Director: See, my point is.... Come here a minute. [standing up]
Teresa: [Stands next to director]

Director: And see, I'm not atall guy. I'm ashort guy ...
Teresa: [Smiling] You know that's discrimination.

Director: Y ou know, it isindustrial prejudice.

Ironically, review of the video-ethnographic data showed that the
mal e student who was chosen for the role spent much of his cameratime
bending down to get "eye level" shots. In this, the student production
team had become a microcosm of the outside world. Polarization and
stratification of gender is present in all aspects of culture and social
structure; both areflection of the societal condition and a reinforcement
of it (Figueira-McDonough, 1998). Teresa, as a Mexican American fe-
male, had the least power and the most barriersto overcome in order to
fully participate in the process of production. Notwithstanding those re-
strictions on freedom of movement and expression, she articulated her
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opinions and was one of the most vocal opponentsto renewing the con-
tract with the professional director.

SOCIAL WORK RESEARCH AND PRACTICE IMPLICATIONS

The pilot video field experiment was envisioned as an opportunity to
put into practice aresearch based, culturally grounded approach from a
culturally ecological perspective (Germain, 1973; Ogbu. 1985; Spencer &
Markstorm-Adams, 1990). The use of video ethnography data to assess
the described process effectively identified the relevant issuesto be
considered in the field experiment approach. | ssues of cultural exclu-
sion and misrepresentation surfaced throughout the process, as did
lapses in the implementation processthat left these issues unresolved.
Adolescents from the group targeted by the culturally grounded preven-
tion message needed to have a strong representation in the creative pro-
cessfrom itsinception.

Studentsrepresenting the target population who participated in the
pilot video project emerged asthe most disempowered participantsin
the process. Although Mexican American studentswere called in for
the auditions once the creative process of developing the concept and
writing the script was completed, they wer e navigating through an un-
recognizable cultural continuum and could not be comfortable with the
" dominant culture notions® they were expected to portray. Albeit unin-
tentionally, the entire process legitimized existing power structuresand
reinforced both the status quo and media stereotypesrather than adopt-
ing an affiliation with the cultural aspects of the targeted population.

Although the overar ching themes presented in this study highlight the
challenges faced by the pilot project, those outcomes formed a strong foun-
dation for the creation of the five curriculum videos that followed-the
funded Drug Resistance Strategies project in 1998 (NIDA/NIH: RO1
DA05629, 1997-2001).

Thisproject hasimplicationsfor researchers seeking to involve stu-
dentsin field-based research. First, social workers must recognize and
enhance the willingnessto learn, the knowledge, the performance lev-
els, and many ar eas of unique expertise that studentsare ableto bringto
any adult-envisioned project. Students under stand process and ar e ea-
ger, willing, and able to oper ate successfully when role expectations are
clearly defined.

Second, the setting in which a project isintroduced to studentsisvery
important to collabor ative efforts. Theinherent authority structure
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within a school setting, no matter theintent of the adultsor the stated ex-

pectationsfor students, leadsto tacit student acquiescence to adult au-

thority. Third, collaborative partners must have oper ational definitions
and goals. Theclear articulation of a" collective" knowledge base fos-
ters effective communication among all participants. What is proposed
must be linked to what students already know befor e they can expand to
amoreinclusivevision.

Most importantly, a process must be made explicit in the design of a
field experiment. Such a process should include a specific direction to
studentsthat " normal” school roles may not apply in collaborative sce
narios where adultsareto support efforts of students. The conscious pro-
cess of acknowledging expertise and skillsregar dless of age, gender,
culture, or experience providesthe foundation to build the dual per spec-
tive essential for an effective substance abuse prevention intervention.

Finally, much remainsto belearned about developing culturally
grounded messages with and for youth. Although it is possible that
other field experiments would gener ate different data, the implications
derived from this case study offered important insightsinto collabor a-
tive resear ch efforts between adults and adolescents. Such projects pro-
vide invaluable, fresh per spectives of cultural trendswhile allowing
resear chersto conduct the studies needed to identify the praxis of media
messages in prevention programming.
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