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Abstract 
This paper describes a research-practice partnership 
between an applied research team focused on equity 
and inclusion in computer science education and staff 
and youth from a community technology center that 
aims to build the career and education pathways of 
youth in a semi-rural, Latino community. It introduces 
the theoretical foundations of the research study, the 
activities that are underway, and some of the 

challenges that the team is facing as it aims to 
maintain relevance at a national scale, as well as 
generate findings that are meaningful and useful to the 
center’s mission. The paper also includes expectations 
for the workshop, as well as some suggested discussion 
questions. 
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Introduction 
The project I would like to discuss at this workshop is a 
research-practice partnership made up of my research 
team and a community technology center that includes 
primarily Latino/a staff and youth in a low-income, 
agricultural community. The research part of the 
project involves a study of how informal learning 
settings can promote engagement in and learning of 
computer science. The partnership is also developing 

and testing activities that aim to increase the center’s 
capacity to engage their members in learning 
computing concepts and skills, and to prepare them to 
succeed in technical courses and careers. For example, 
we are creating a digital badging system that will be 
used to measure participation and skill development, 
and to understand what kinds of badges motivate 
engagement, and for whom. We are also working 
together to strengthen the center’s mentoring 
approach, which includes natural mentoring by staff 
and older youth, as well as structured mentoring from 
university students and professionals in industry. The 

results of the study will be useful for other efforts to 
engage youth from marginalized groups in computer 
science education in informal settings.  
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The study is guided by and will also inform several 
theoretical perspectives. Ecological systems theory 
shows how individuals’ interactions and relationships 
with multiple systems influence their development1. 
Critical race theory includes a consideration of multiple 
identities, the intersection of race, ethnicity, social 
class, immigration status, and culture, and a focus on 
the power relations and sociopolitical and historical 

forces that shape the experiences of youth and families 
today3,5. We use a strength-based perspective that 
views Latino youth as having the agency to forge their 
educational and career pathways by drawing on cultural 
resources to navigate challenges and opportunities2,4. 
 
My research team is based at a non-profit organization 
in the northern part of our county; the community 
technology center is located in the southern part of the 
county where the majority of families are recent 
immigrants or have close ties to Mexico. Most youth 
live in families that are, or recently were, involved in 

the agriculture industry and many have family 
members that are undocumented. Recent federal 
changes have increased the residents’ fear of 
deportation and exposure to racism and discrimination. 
Our research shows that those who visit the center on a 
regular basis view it as a safe space where they can 
test out identities and be themselves. But we have not 
yet tapped into how the youth are feeling about the 
political context and how that might affect their future 
and their families. Nor have we gained an 
understanding of how the youth leverage cultural 
strengths and experiences outside the center. Exploring 

these issues and generating data that can be used to 
support the career and educational pathways of these 
youth requires strong partnerships between the center 
staff who are a trusted part of the community, and 
researchers who bring resources and strategies for 
doing applied research, and who bring (and can inform) 
the national dialogue about the “computer science for 
all” movement.  
 

We are currently halfway through a 3-year grant 
period. While the project began with the goal of 
understanding how youth benefit from the center, a 
major focus of our work to date has been on building 
the research-practice partnership and understanding 
how the center operates and the implications for what 
youth members experience, what they do, and who 
participates. One facet of our research study has been 

trying to understand the ways in which the center’s 
culture promotes inclusion for some, but leaves others 
feeling excluded. For example, the staff are committed 
to the inclusion of young people with fluid gender 
identities, but there exists a masculine culture that is 
tied to the technology focus of the center. Figuring out 
how to document these dynamics using solid research 
is one challenge; sharing it with center leaders in a 
sensitive way that can lead to productive change is 
another challenge. 
 

Expectations for the Workshop 
Our research team has been doing research and 
programs on equity and inclusion in STEM for decades, 
but our partnership with this (mostly) Latino/a-run 
organization has raised some questions about how to 
balance the research and the partnership needs. My 
hope for the workshop is to connect with people who 
have similar priorities and interests in order to identify 
how theory and method can be used as a strength, 
rather than having it undermine the equity and 
inclusivity of our study, which is focused on those 

topics. I am also interested in exploring the power 
dynamic between researchers and practitioners, 
including the influence of culture and privilege. I hope 
that this workshop will introduce me to other 
researchers who are committed to maintaining a focus 
on social justice. Many of us work in isolation, and this 
workshop can help to build a network so we can 
continue to share and learn from each other, and do 
more impactful research focused on equity and 
inclusion. I would want to walk away with not only good 
ideas, but some concrete steps and an action plan. 
 



  

Discussion Questions 
1) How can we ensure that our research questions 

and data collection strategies do not reinforce 
the gender inequities in the community 
technology center? 

2)  What methods can be used to understand youth 
experiences related to oppression and discrimination? 
3)  Where can we get funding to do research based on 
feminist and critical race theory? 
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