
www.ssoar.info

Youth Empowerment Through Arts Education: A
Case Study of a Non‐Formal Education Arts Centre
in Barcelona
Ferrer‐Fons, Mariona; Rovira‐Martínez, Marta; Soler‐i‐Martí, Roger

Veröffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Ferrer‐Fons, M., Rovira‐Martínez, M., & Soler‐i‐Martí, R. (2022). Youth Empowerment Through Arts Education: A Case
Study of a Non‐Formal Education Arts Centre in Barcelona. Social Inclusion, 10(2), 85-94. https://doi.org/10.17645/
si.v10i2.4923

Nutzungsbedingungen:
Dieser Text wird unter einer CC BY Lizenz (Namensnennung) zur
Verfügung gestellt. Nähere Auskünfte zu den CC-Lizenzen finden
Sie hier:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.de

Terms of use:
This document is made available under a CC BY Licence
(Attribution). For more Information see:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0

http://www.ssoar.info
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v10i2.4923
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v10i2.4923
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.de
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0


Social Inclusion (ISSN: 2183–2803)
2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 85–94
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v10i2.4923

Article

Youth Empowerment Through Arts Education: A Case Study of a
Non‐Formal Education Arts Centre in Barcelona
Mariona Ferrer‐Fons 1,*, Marta Rovira‐Martínez 1, and Roger Soler‐i‐Martí 2

1 Department of Political and Social Sciences, Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Spain
2 Department of Communication, Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Spain

* Corresponding author (mariona.ferrer@upf.edu)

Submitted: 30 September 2021 | Accepted: 7 January 2022 | Published: 20 April 2022

Abstract
This article discusses how non‐formal arts education attenuates socioeconomic and cultural barriers in a vulnerable con‐
text. Although cultural capital has usually been conceived as dependent on high socioeconomic status, we explore the
inclusiveness of a project of non‐formal education and how it enhances the capacity of youth to achieve empowerment
and self‐confidence through the arts. We analyse the case study of a non‐formal arts educational organisation located in
a deprived neighbourhood of Barcelona (Spain) and identify several key factors associated with successful social inclusion
and its limitations.We find that the pedagogical processes involved create both learning opportunities and social and inter‐
personal skills useful for the present and future lives of the young participants. Methodologically, the case study combines
non‐participant observation of the different activities of the organisation and semi‐structured qualitative interviews with
young people and educators. The article concludes with some recommendations for considering artistic non‐formal edu‐
cation as a tool in any social inclusion agenda.
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1. Introduction

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948
(art. 27) states that everyone has the right to freely par‐
ticipate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy
the arts, and to share in scientific advancement and its
benefits. This statement already highlights that cultural
participation and equal access to culture entails bene‐
fits and well‐being for individuals. Despite there being
different forms of cultural participation such as creat‐
ing, volunteering, or simply being a spectator in many
offline and online cultural activities (Council of Europe,
2017; UNESCO, 2012), it seems to be that formal cul‐
ture, or “legitimate culture,” including artistic expression,
is less accessible to the working class and vulnerable
population (Eurostat, 2019), taking into account the cul‐

tural distance and the influence of habitus explained by
Bourdieu’s theory (Bourdieu&Passeron, 1990;Willekens
& Lievens, 2014). This means that cultural capital is a
cause of inequality among young people, as a conse‐
quence of the reproduction of social inequalities. From
the theory of Bourdieu (1984), those in advantaged
socioeconomic positions have greater familiarity with
high‐status cultural practices (such as playing musical
instruments, painting, or acting). In the face of this, we
propose another point of view, one based on the power
of arts and culture to empower young people in vulnera‐
ble situations. The question that we discuss here is how
cultural participation employing an inclusive strategy
through non‐formal education can subvert this role of
reproduction and turn it into an opportunity for empow‐
ering young people in a vulnerable context.

Social Inclusion, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 85–94 85

https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/socialinclusion
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v10i2.4923


To explore this, we focus on how non‐formal
music and arts education can have a great emancipa‐
tory capacity and a higher profile in the social inclu‐
sion agenda through its potential for personal and
community empowerment (Forrest‐Bank et al., 2016;
Pineda‐Herrero et al., 2018). We argue, first, that the
particular appeal of arts to expressivity and emotions
represents an extraordinary way to encourage personal
growth, collective recognition, and self‐esteem, and con‐
tribute to the empowerment of young people in a vulner‐
able environment. Secondly,we contend that non‐formal
education allows for the relaxation of the procedures
and standardisation of formal education, offering the
opportunity to include dialogical and horizontal educa‐
tional dynamics that break down some of the barriers
that young people from low‐income households face in
other educational contexts. Thus, despite the role of cul‐
tural participation in the reproduction of social inequal‐
ities, in certain circumstances and contexts, non‐formal
arts education can become a transformative tool to pro‐
mote the empowerment of young people in situations of
social vulnerability.

This is presented through a case study of a non‐
formal arts education entity located in the Raval neigh‐
bourhood in Barcelona (Spain) that works with children
and young people, many of whom are at risk of social
exclusion. The educational proposal of this social actor
is based on teaching them to sing, play an instrument,
musical sensitivity, dance or act, offering them specific
courses and combining different art expressions with
special projects involving all the pupils of the school
into the community. Thus, the aim of this arts centre
is not only to teach art in all its forms, but to create a
broader and inclusive educational and community pro‐
cess through non‐formal artistic educational practices
that build the youths’ self‐esteem, the feeling of belong‐
ing to a community, values of cooperation, empathy, and
critical thinking.

The case is relevant as an example of hownon‐formal
arts education can be an appropriate formula to pro‐
vide an environment for empowerment in a vulnerable
neighbourhood. As presented here, regardless of the per‐
sonal and collective empowering ability of the project,
there is constant tension with structural constraints and
individual circumstances that limit the impact on revers‐
ing social inequalities. This article explores how the
arts centre works and how, despite all the obstacles, it
has become a model of effective youth social inclusion.
The features of an environment conducive to genuine
social inclusion and empowerment processes (Berg et al.,
2009; Cargo et al., 2003) and the valueswhich are central
to this are also considered.

2. Theoretical Framework

Inequalities in cultural participation of the youth popula‐
tion reflect inequalities in the socioeconomic sphere at
large. Since Bourdieu’s original conceptualisation of the

concept of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984), many
studies have shown the relationship between socioeco‐
nomic position and cultural participation in “legitimate
culture.” As Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) explained in
their book about the education system as a reproduc‐
tion of the class habitus, socialisation in a particular
cultural background is embodied by individuals and ori‐
ented by their praxis. Cultural factor, then, is considered
as a dependent variable of socioeconomic status (SES).

But what happens if we consider cultural participa‐
tion as an independent factor of a new socialisation
in education? In opposition to the reproduction theory
of Bourdieu and Passeron, DiMaggio (1982) proposed
a new theory of cultural capital as a factor of mobility
among the low‐SES classes, converting it into educational
success in a contextwith low cultural capital. Recent stud‐
ies confirm the capacity of the mobilisation of cultural
capital in education for low‐SES children (Blaskó, 2003;
Jæger & Karlson, 2018). As pointed out by Jæger and
Karlson (2018), unequal distribution of cultural capital
shapes educational inequality at themacro‐level. But cul‐
ture can also be a factor of mobility at the micro‐level
in a context of low cultural capital. This means that a
specific project in a vulnerable neighbourhood can pro‐
duce a reverse process of familiarisation of cultural cap‐
ital for children from families with low cultural back‐
grounds. In the case of young people, we also take as
a reference the theory of Willis (1990), which explores
how the everyday culture of young “normal” people is
full of creativity and cultural significance in the era of
modernisation. We have to consider the encounter of
youth creativity and cultural education as potential ways
to reshape inequality.

In the specific case of arts education, the transforma‐
tive capacity of the arts is often considered one of its con‐
tributions to fight educational exclusion (Belfiore, 2002;
López‐Peláez et al., 2018; Murrey & Crummett, 2018)
toward producing amore equitable society. AsMilbrandt
(2010) pointed out, democratic societies can use arts not
only to maintain social traditions but to create frame‐
works for social justice, identity, and freedom.

Non‐formal education can be defined as “the vol‐
untary, but intentional, planned, and permanently flex‐
ible educational process, which is characterized by the
diversity of methods, areas, and contents in which it is
applied” (Herrera Menchén, 2006, p. 13). Non‐formal
education is provided by public institutions or private
organisations apart from the school (formal educa‐
tion). The terms “formal education,” “non‐formal edu‐
cation,” and “informal education” have been exten‐
sively discussed in the last 20 years and are no longer
considered mutually exclusive terms (Brown, 2013;
Chisvert‐Tarazona et al., 2019; Herrera Menchén, 2006).
In many cases, these educational models can be interre‐
lated and non‐formal education is something in between.
In this sense, non‐formal training includes a deliberate,
voluntary decision to participate in certain educational
processes that take place outside the educational system.
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In Spain, there is an important tradition of imparting non‐
formal education in very diverse fields: environmental
topics, social education, socio‐cultural animation, edu‐
cation for leisure time, education for peace or equal‐
ity, education in democratic values, lifelong learning, etc.
(Herrera Menchén, 2006).

Non‐formal education can have as great an eman‐
cipatory capacity, as literature on social resilience
(Bandura, 1993; Rodhes & Schechter, 2012; Zarobe &
Bungay, 2017), on the “pedagogy of the oppressed”
(Freire, 1970) or participatory education (e.g., Castelloe,
&Watson, 1999) have shown. Non‐formal education con‐
tributes to relaxing some of the procedures of formal
education that act as barriers to certain students, par‐
ticularly those coming from more disadvantaged back‐
grounds. In this sense, non‐formal education might be
a precious resource for the artistic education of young
people growing up in vulnerable areas. In this regard, the
value of non‐formal education, very often promoted by
civil society actors, is to make access to culture and arts
possible in a vulnerable context. The capacity to develop
participatory and inclusive methodologies based on pro‐
moting a sense of freedom and empowerment of ado‐
lescents and young people appears a remarkably influ‐
ential aspect. This is considered one of the key factors to
enhance the capacities of young individuals to develop
themselves as creative and confident persons. In par‐
allel, the involvement of the community in the educa‐
tional process, in a less formal way than that used at
school, reinforces the effect of empowerment on ado‐
lescents and young adults involved. The non‐formal edu‐
cation methodology tends to foster creativity, horizon‐
tality, and openness, and this represents an opportu‐
nity to include the interests of pupils and their cultural
background in a more flexible way into the learning pro‐
cess. We understand that this leads to social inclusion by
involving young people fromdisadvantagedbackgrounds
in community activities and strengthening personal and
collective self‐esteem (Greene et al., 2013).

Moreover, non‐formal education through the arts
can help young people acquire resources and develop
their cultural and artistic skills and interests, promoting
creativity as an inclusive strategy and as a formof cultural
expression (Glăveanu, 2011). This approach allows young
people to develop their own resources and capacities to
get involved and create cultural activities while acquir‐
ing artistic skills. This also implies that the cultural activ‐
ities are conceived within social relations, in the com‐
munity, and with a participatory perspective, because
culture defines our relationship with the community and
our role in it (Giroux, 2001). In addition to the teach‐
ing methodologies, cultural creation and cultural skills
can be considered tools for social transformation, con‐
sidering the capacity of cultural creation to build imag‐
inaries in which young people feel represented. Hence,
being creative and involved is key in ensuring young peo‐
ple are included in what we understand as cultural prac‐
tices. Thus, non‐formal education in the arts can repre‐

sent an extraordinary activity to enhance personal and
collective empowerment.

This article aims to contribute to the literature on
the potential of culture as a tool for emancipation and
social inclusion. Specifically, through the analysis of a
case study, wewant to showhow the combination of arts
teaching and non‐formal education offers an ideal envi‐
ronment for young people from vulnerable backgrounds
to connectwith their ownpotential and that of their com‐
munity. Our research questions are oriented through
the analysis of our case study to understand what val‐
ues non‐formal education spaces convey, how they work
to engage diverse young people in their activities, the
nature of the cultural learning that takes place in these
spaces—as opposed to formal education, or even the
family home—and, finally, how these processes of learn‐
ing create an inclusive process in a specific deprived and
culturally diverse area of Barcelona.

3. Methods, Data, and Site Description

3.1. Methods and Data

To explore how non‐formal arts education can have
an impact on youth empowerment and inclusion, an
extreme case study strategy (Flyvbjerg, 2006) has been
adopted. In this type of case study strategy, the selected
case does not aim to represent a given universe but,
precisely because of its uniqueness in some of the fac‐
tors under study, it can demonstrate the potential of
the phenomena studied under certain circumstances.
The Center for Music and Performing Arts (CMPA) is
taken as an extreme case study to investigate the role
of non‐formal music and arts education in social inclu‐
sion. As explained further, this centre has developed an
unusual transversal, open, and flexible non‐formal edu‐
cation working methodology specifically aimed at func‐
tioning across transversal aspects of the community and
its individuals through the arts.

The case study combines non‐participant observa‐
tion of the different activities done by the organisa‐
tion and semi‐structured qualitative interviews with
young people and educators. The fieldwork began in
April 2019 and finished in October 2019. The firstmonths
were devoted to attending different meetings and activ‐
ities by the organisation and gaining an understand‐
ing of the underlying dynamics. This marked an early
stage in the process of selecting potential candidates
(both educators and young people) for the interviews.
Three researchers were involved in the fieldwork and
we collected around 20 field diaries from the obser‐
vations. The observation notes were used to under‐
stand the nature and the informal dynamics of the
organisation. The field diaries consisted of a combina‐
tion of descriptive notes of the activities, the relation‐
ships among young people and educators involved, and
the subjective interpretation of the dynamics observed.
The notes were compared and contrasted among the
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three researchers. Moreover, visual material (brochures,
pictures, and videos) was also collected during the obser‐
vation of many activities.

The interviews took place between June andOctober
2019. To select the young people for the interviews, we
first chose potential candidates after an observation of
the educational activities and then asked one of the edu‐
cators for advice on the family background of our can‐
didates (social class, life history, time involved in the
project, current personal situation) to guarantee cer‐
tain diversity among respondents. Concerning the inter‐
viewees’ demographic profile, eight women and five
men were interviewed. The age of the practitioners was
between 43 and 60 years old and the young people were
aged between 16 and 21. Two of the young interviewees
were born in a foreign country and three were second‐
generation migrants. Some of the young people inter‐
viewed were living with a grandmother, aunts, or came
from monoparental families. For eight of the 10 young
people interviewed, their parents were either working
in low‐qualified jobs or unemployed. Thus, 13 interviews
(10with young people and threewith practitioners)were
conducted, transcribed, and anonymised.

For the analysis of the transcribed interviews, we
used the NVivo 12 software. One single researcher was
in charge of coding the entire project after having agreed
on an initial proposal for the coding with the rest of
the research team. Initially, the coding of the transcripts
was based on the thematic topics of the interviews, but
new topics emerged during the interviews that were also
included. The purpose of coding the answers and com‐
ments of the intervieweeswas tomake it easier to under‐
stand their meaning. The original first‐level nodes were
very scattered but also very illustrative, and they allowed
for a very quick overview of the results. Once the coding
was completed, some re‐structuring and re‐coding of the
data was carried out. The quotes used here are the result
of this codification process and were selected by their
illustrative capacity of our main arguments.

3.2. Site Description

The CMPA is located in the Raval, one of the neighbour‐
hoods with the greatest cultural and ethnic diversity in
the city of Barcelona. The Raval is a historic neighbour‐
hood in the centre of Barcelona that belongs to the Ciutat
Vella District. It is located near the port and counted
48,688 inhabitants as of January 2021, 56% of which was
foreign, according to official statistics from the Barcelona
City Council. After the Spanish, themost common nation‐
alities are Pakistani and Filipino. It is one of the neigh‐
bourhoods in which people live in the worst conditions
in the entire city, with education levels below the city
average andmany cases of substandard housing. It is the
neighbourhood that receives proportionally more finan‐
cial aid offered by the city’s social services. To reverse this
situation, there is a wide network of social and commu‐
nity organisations with social projects.

The Raval has a very rich artistic and cultural tradition.
For over a century, it haswelcomedworking‐class people
from differentmigratory waves from other parts of Spain
and around the world, creating spaces for artistic expres‐
sion and cultural interaction. At the same time, it has
suffered periods of institutional neglect and degradation.
During the 1980s and 90s of the 20th century, the local
administration promoted a policy of reformation and
rehabilitation of houses, creation of open spaces (such as
the Rambla del Raval), as well as the creation of facilities
for the community. This project of urban regeneration
was promoted, precisely, throughmajor cultural projects
(Jauhiainen, 1992) such as El Liceu, the Museum of
Contemporary Culture of Barcelona (MACBA), the Center
for Contemporary Culture (CCCB), or the Filmoteca de
Catalunya, and aimed to strengthen the global brand of
Barcelona by using the “authenticity” of the neighbour‐
hood and its “cultural mestization” (Rius Ulldemolins,
2014). This has turned the Raval into a pole of cultural
dynamism and tourist attraction coexistent with pock‐
ets of poverty and the social stigmatisation of part of
its inhabitants.

The CMPA project started in 2005 on the initiative of
a music foundation to fight social exclusion through the
arts. The CMPA is defined as a socio‐educational entity
that works to promote a citizenship status for all people,
fostering a culture of peace, respect for diversity, and
social justice. The arts (basically music, theatre, dance,
singing) are used as ameans to achieve educational expe‐
riences. The CMPA’s educational goals have a cultural
focus, centred on cooperation and values. Although the
majority of the teaching staff are of local origin, there are
educators of other nationalities. They all have an artis‐
tic background but from varying paths: Some of them
have earned higher degrees in music, theatre, choral, or
artistic teaching, whereas others are self‐taught. There
is diversity in their ages and gender but they all share
a very critical view of elitism in artistic training and a
commitment to social education. They conceive of cul‐
ture as a right for all to attain. The centre is financed
with public and private funds and it has won several
awards for its educational role through the arts, its cul‐
ture of peace, and respect for diversity. The organisation
plays an important role in the district’s community net‐
work and also participates in educational activities out‐
side their premises, linked to local intervention plans or
the city’s educational actions.

The main activities of the centre are aimed at chil‐
dren and young people (mainly from five to 20 years old),
although they also work with parents or other older peo‐
ple, albeit less frequently. They organise learning activ‐
ities like percussion, theatre, choral singing, as well as
combo and orchestra workshops. Families pay a fee but,
even if they cannot afford it, their children can still take
part in the activities. Participants include people from the
local neighbourhood and other parts of the city. The activ‐
ities bring together a very diverse typology of families and
young people. There are about 350 participants. Most
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people come by word‐of‐mouth, but there are also fam‐
ilies or young people who are involved in the project on
the recommendation of several social entities and other
educational spaces of the district.

4. Results of Analysis

In this section, we present the empirical evidence pro‐
duced by our research on how the CMPA is an example
of youth empowerment through cultural participation.
This should lead us to a more thorough understanding of
the effects non‐formal teaching of music and other arts
have on inclusion and the acceptance of diversity. First,
the reflections and experiences of the young participants
and educators on how the arts and non‐formal educa‐
tion, as a more relaxed and horizontal setting, facilitate
empowerment processes are presented. Second, how
these processes of empowerment contribute to social
inclusion and enhance the transformative power of cul‐
ture is examined.

4.1. Empowering Disadvantaged Youth Through
Non‐Formal Arts Education

Participant observation provided the research teamwith
some evidence about themethodology of the centre and
its environment. The school is located in a small building
and families freely go and stay inside, waiting for their
children while they are in the classroom. Classrooms are
always open for the young people who wish to attend
and they do not get into trouble if they go in after
“lessons” have begun. The observation of teachers train‐
ing the theatre group reveals a kind treatment of every‐
one, whatever the level of engagement and proficiency
of the young people. They encourage each individual to
improve their performance and make proposals, trying
to adapt the text to their needs, interests, and levels of
speech. They also respect the attitude of one young boy
who seems insecure with the theatre play, is shy and
stands away from the group all the time, but finally partic‐
ipates in his ownway. During the observation period, stu‐
dents and educators were preparing a theatrical perfor‐
mance with dance, singing, and music of different styles
and orchestra groups. The script of the play was cen‐
tred on gender equality and in memory of the struggles
of women in history. All the students and groups in the
centre were to participate in the play, as well as some
neighbourhood musical groups, including a rapper and a
chorus of old women with disabilities. The play was per‐
formed in a neighbourhood theatre with 900 seats.

This is just an example of what can be observed
in the CMPA. They use a methodology oriented to
the inclusion of everyone: children, young adults, and
families. Furthermore, we can observe an environment
that is open to the needs and interests of the young
participants, empowering them with competencies in
music, dance, and theatre acting. Classroom dynamics
are tailored to create group dynamics but respecting the

rhythms, attitudes, and behaviour of all those involved.
We observed some dynamics, as in a percussion class,
which included young people with mental disabilities,
mixing themwith the other participants without barriers
or precautions.

In this sense, we can deduce that artistic learning
through different practices (playing an instrument, the‐
atre, singing, dancing) is not an end in itself, but rather
a mechanism for activating personal and collective expe‐
riences different from what these young people experi‐
ence in their daily lives while making them learn other
competencies and about values different from their own.
Several practitioners recognise that music and the arts
are disciplines that can be very powerful from an edu‐
cational emancipatory perspective. The fact that music
and performing arts can have an emotional impact on
young people is highlighted by the educators and guides
the learning process of the CMPA:

Music and the arts, in general, are extraordinary tools
from an educational point of view, because they have
an emotional impact, and the arts over time are
so ephemeral, so we have to do it here and now,
because of the nature of this language that allows
you to mix diverse aspects at the same time, and the
result is beautiful. And when you realise all this, you
think: “What are we doing that means we don’t use
this anymore? (Sílvia, female, practitioner)

The process of teaching through artistic activities is
an excuse to generate the climate and conditions for
young people to learn to have more empathic and
assertive relationships. A good environment is high‐
lighted in the CMPA. For that, the student is treated as
in a non‐hierarchical relationship of equals:

Many people also develop close relationships with
the teachers, since apart frommusic or guitar lessons,
there is another bond and the trust that you feel.
If something has happened to you, the atmosphere
is good, and more so at this age when young people
need spaces to speak and be listened. I think it’s super
important. (Veronica, female, young person)

I went [to the CMPA] to try modern singing. It was a
discovery, really, because it’s a place where you learn
music, but music isn’t essential, so music is what
drives you there. You learn to experiment, not to be
afraid, not to be afraid of making mistakes. Classes
are experimental, [there’s] no set pattern. If you’re
wrong, nothing happens, go back. It’s not a school to
read music, and if you don’t know, for example, how
to read music fluently this is not a barrier or obstacle
for you tomakemusic and this is what hookedme the
most. (Cristina, female, young person)

The fieldwork, both from observation and interviews,
reveals that CMPA practitioners are very aware of the
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environment in which their training activity takes place,
as well as the profile of students and the need to pri‐
oritize empowering experiences, offering young people
tools to grow personally and improve their environment.
This involves, for example, learning to develop empathy
towards others and have self‐esteem, learning to work
together and becoming aware of the context the individ‐
ual inhabits. Some of these values that guide the process
of artistic learning are expressed by one of the practition‐
ers interviewed:

Interviewer: Could you explain to me what values
you want to convey to the children and young peo‐
ple from your project?

Respondent: Trust. Self‐esteem. Self‐image. Human‐
ism. Positive values. Respect. Freedom. Feeling com‐
fortable. Being comfortable without being forced.
(Hector, male, practitioner)

At the same time, non‐formal arts education also offers
an opportunity to work together for collective empow‐
erment. In CMPA other pedagogical methods are used
that focus on working cooperatively, as a group—in the
words of CMPA, in a “choral way.” The use of artistic
language in a choral way means that individuals need
to become actively involved and make individual contri‐
butions within the framework of a collective, coopera‐
tive process:

I learned to workmore as a team, to coordinatemore
with my stage partners. And if at one point I have a
problem, something bothers me, and I am not happy
with something, I have to express myself and say it,
which is something they let me do here and not in
my house. (Madelyn, female, young person)

They are strongly encouraged to come here to expe‐
rience art, just so that you can enjoy it, not to be
the musician, the actor of….What happens next, that
many have a lot of talent, this is secondary. Here the
emphasis is on coexistence, livingwith a group of peo‐
ple who do things, who have concerns in a relaxed
workspace, without [the] artistic pressure [youwould
feel in] a conservatory or a theatre school that wants
to get people to work professionally. (Marta, female,
practitioner)

4.2. Empowerment for Social Transformation
and Inclusion

In the environment of the CPMA, a climate of accep‐
tance is generated, with much attention given to per‐
sonal and emotional needs. From this starting point, it is
also possible to work on collective dynamics, acceptance
of the other, and community building. When young par‐
ticipants are asked what lessons they learn in the organ‐
isation, the most common answers involve (a) the expe‐

rience of community and a family feeling, (b) learning
to interact with diverse people and accepting cultural
diversity, (c) learning to work in groups and collectively,
(d) learning to listen and share, and (e) the friendships
that are created:

Interviewer: And what have you learned so far?

Respondent: Well, I’ve learned to listen. So, I have
learned….Just as you learn to open your mind, you
learn to open your ears and eyes. And it’s very nice
because here, I have changed theway I communicate.
(Xavi, male, young person)

And another example:

Interviewer: When you said that the CMPA is not just
about teaching you how to sing, read a score, or play
an instrument, what did you mean?

Respondent: So, for example, the chorus: Everyone
can come. That is to say, there is no “you’re not com‐
ing because you sing badly.” We always try it, to help
others, to be cooperative, to be…how do you say
that? Thinking about others?

Interviewer: Empathy, maybe?

Respondent: Empathy, yes! Be empathetic with peo‐
ple, always help everyone. Go all together, right?
(Cristina, female, young person)

If one word has been prevalent during the interviews
we conducted with young people at the CMPA when
they were asked to define their educational environ‐
ment, that word is “diversity.” Their understanding of
diversity is that each individual is unique and individ‐
ual differences must be recognised. The dimensions that
were most mentioned are ethnicity, gender, sexual ori‐
entation, socioeconomic status, and religious or political
beliefs. Moreover, several young people we interviewed
expressed an open and positive outlook towards cultural
diversity, which in many cases has to do with their expe‐
rience within the non‐formal context:

What I like most is social inclusion. It’s the fact
that, no matter where you come from, how much
money you have, what talents you have, your capa‐
bilities….It’s a place where we all have to accept each
other, we have to help each other, and we have to
learn. It is total diversity. Honestly, I really like this
idea. (Lila, female, young person)

The interviews also show that this work for the empow‐
erment of young people participating in the activities
also contains a purpose that transcends the young peo‐
ple themselves, and that is taking into account its effect
on the community. This is evident in the discussion of

Social Inclusion, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 85–94 90

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


the concept of culture. A common conception among the
practitioners of the CMPA is that culture is closely linked
to the world around us. Culture and access to culture are
seen as relevant elements in the society we live in and
practitioners want to transmit this to the young people
involved. Concerning the concept of cultural education,
the organisation follows the intercultural and critical ped‐
agogy of Freire (1970), in which, through educational
practices, individuals and society can be transformed:

Interviewer: What do you understand by cultural
education?

Respondent: What Freire says: That the academy is
too important not to leave it in the hands of the peo‐
ple, and so for culture it is the same. Culture is the her‐
itage of humanity, and generating it is the heritage
of the community. Therefore, with educational action
you generate culture. (Sílvia, female, practitioner)

4.3. Limitations of the Project

The project also has its limitations. On the one hand, one
of the practitioners explained to us that many of the vul‐
nerable children who arrive at the centre when they are
in primary school through the neighbourhood social enti‐
ties or by recommendation from their school teachers
stop participating when they reach their teenage years.
In other words, the success of the project is conditioned
by a proportion of young peoplewho drop out due to var‐
ious reasons, such as lack of personal motivation, family
mobility, or severe family situations that make it difficult
for some youth to maintain their involvement. In addi‐
tion, young people are asked to dedicate themselves
and commit to the project quite intensively, which often
means that the most motivated are those who continue
participating in the project in their teen years.

On the other hand, another constraint, according to
some of the young people interviewed, is that artistic
education that wants to be accessible to all sometimes
makes it difficult to achieve a high level of proficiency,
learnmore technical skills, and excel (the case ofmusic is
mentioned several times) in playing an instrument. This
makes it hard to be accepted at the competitive level
of high education music centres in the city—which fol‐
low rigorous admission procedures and follow the offi‐
cial arts curriculum. For those young people whose wish
would be to continue studying music or improve their
mastery of an instrument, they need to go to other sorts
of artistic centres—to cope with this situation, the CMPA
tries to get some scholarships for some of their more skil‐
ful students:

Well, [the CMPA] is super inclusive and everyone has
access [to the classes]. The problem, sometimes, is
the fact that everyone has access here….When I first
started, I learned a lot of things and I grew a lot
but, of course, there were also people four years

older than me learning the same [thing] after a few
years….So, this means that people who have been
coming here for ages haven’t got past the first steps
of learning. (Xavi, male, young person)

5. Discussion

In our research,wehaveobservedhow inclusive arts edu‐
cation can be to adolescents and young people coming
from vulnerable environments. Our research question
was whether cultural and artistic learning can overcome
the barriers that are often common against children from
deprived environments.Wehave shownhownon‐formal
education, through flexible methodologies, can provide
tools for inclusion. By strengthening empathy, being
adapted to the student process of learning, and creat‐
ing cooperative work and youth involvement, the CMPA
achieves a collaborative and motivational learning envi‐
ronment and the empowerment of young participants.

There is currently a consensus that artistic learning
and performance provides skills for empowering indi‐
viduals, encouraging expressivity and emotions, on the
one hand, and creating ways to cooperate and share
with others on the other. Non‐formal education is also
relevant and may be complementary to those educa‐
tional processes applied in traditional formal education.
More relaxed and experiential, non‐formal education
spaces can provide rich learning processes for youths
and fight against educational exclusion (Belfiore, 2002;
López‐Peláez et al., 2018; Murrey & Crummett, 2018).
The evidence we have gathered from this case study ana‐
lysis also supports this. The young people interviewed
and the practitioners themselves have highlighted the
great number of lessons in termsof cultural practices, val‐
ues, and skills they have learned thanks to their involve‐
ment in these projects.

The first research question focused on how these
non‐formal organisationswork andwhat values they con‐
vey to encourage diverse young people to participate in
their activities. It is clear that these activities are adapted
to their target participants and contexts: They are multi‐
disciplinary, participation is voluntary, they are carried
out in diverse spaces, they use participatory practices,
and provide a relaxed learning environment. On the
other hand, we have to aknowledge teachers’ attitudes
towards what Allsup and Shieh (2012) named a “public
pedagogy,” oriented to the “moral imperative” to care
about others. In the casewe analysed, there is a clear ide‐
ology (or ethics) about the need towork for social justice,
gender equality, and respect for diversity. Commitment
to the community is crucial to the practitioners involved
and the management of the centre demonstrates lead‐
ership that reflects this. Learning music, singing, engag‐
ing in the performing arts, as we have seen, not only has
an artistic component but it also involves a set of values
about education as an inclusive process.

But how is “cultural learning” transmitted in these
spaces of non‐formal education different from formal
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education? In non‐formal education, the process is
richer and more interdisciplinary than the memorising
or routine learning experienced in formal education.
Cultural learning, in the non‐formal and informal con‐
texts we observed, is experiential (Gross & Rutland,
2017). Young people learn by doing and by feeling emo‐
tionally touched. This means that there is an expressive
link with the educational organisation, rather than an
instrumental one, breaking down the logic of reproduc‐
tion (Bourdieu& Passeron, 1990). Learning through emo‐
tional experiences has positive incentives among young
people and fosters their empowerment. These are very
particular experiences that do not always take place in
formal education (Bisquerra Alzina, 2010). Both the prac‐
titioners and young people we interviewed highlighted
these more emotional and active educational processes
as something that attracted young people to a learn‐
ing process through cultural activities and the sharing
of values.

Because of this, non‐formal arts education seems to
contradict the determinations of cultural gaps and over‐
come the idea of Bourdieu’s (1977) “habitus.” Hodkinson
and Sparkes (1997), through an analysis of career deci‐
sions, discovered that life histories have to be under‐
stood through interaction with significant others and
with the culture inwhich the subject is living.We can con‐
sider that young people’s experience in the CMPA consti‐
tutes a new horizon of action for their decisions about
their careers and their lives. The transformative capacity
of these cases of non‐formal education in the arts must
be understood as an interactional change between the
centre and young people, that creates new expectations
about what can be done.

Therefore, in addition to the centre’s values, the
centre itself is important as a mechanism through
which young people acquire skills and attitudes for
their future (e.g., developing empathy and a critical
perspective of the environment they live in, exploring
their creative side, committing oneself to a project, and
self‐awareness). The approach of practitioners towards
young people, in a more egalitarian and relaxed relation‐
ship, appears to be an important element of the pro‐
cess in the case analysed. Many young people and prac‐
titioners said that the centre was like a second family
to them—and this has particular merit when we take
into account that some of the young people came from
unstructured families (for instance, single parenthood
with scarce economic resources) and very vulnerable liv‐
ing conditions.

However, the case of the CMPA also allows us to
see the limitations of this cultural education in disadvan‐
taged environments. The lack of continuity in their artis‐
tic education for many of the young participants is one
of these limitations. The other challenge is the capac‐
ity of the project to have an impact on their environ‐
ment. Obviously, the CMPA project does not change the
structural inequalities in the neighbourhood. The ques‐
tion here is whether it would be possible to implement

this sort of cultural education into the formal educa‐
tion system to assay a more inclusive and participatory
form of education. Otherwise, we have to maintain the
point of view postulated by Bourdieu about the educa‐
tion system as a “reproduction of inequalities.” We have
seen the possibilities of another type of education as
a way to break the social and economic barriers. But it
remains as an example of a small case as long as it does
not result in more global change. Undoubtedly, how‐
ever, non‐formal education can provide methodologies
and solutions that help to increase equal opportunities,
empowering pupils.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations

As a conclusion of this case study, we can highlight sev‐
eral key aspects that enhance the capacity of non‐formal
education and civil society, in its globality, through the
idea of producing transformation and empowerment
among young people in vulnerable neighbourhoods: the
promotion of emotional ties to the learning process;
flexibility and adaptation to the needs of each individ‐
ual, an empowering process which enables young par‐
ticipants to make decisions, creating an environment of
trust and empathy; and assuring the inclusion of the
social and cultural diversity outside the arts centre inside
the classroom.

Additionally, the diversity of cultural activities, edu‐
cational styles, and organisational structures is very pos‐
itive because different young people are attracted to
different aspects of culture and education. Fostering a
diverse spectrum of participation possibilities can give
more young people access to opportunities. This could
be approached ideally by involving young people from
different social groups in the conceptualisation and
development of educational programmes.

Supporting young people is proving to be the key to
their inclusion. This accompaniment is a tool for empow‐
erment, to build their self‐esteemand create the possibil‐
ity of having new life horizons through art. In this sense,
treatment and care mechanisms are critical for young
people’s subjectivity and for improving their self‐esteem
and expectations (Parcerisa &Montes, 2017). The contri‐
bution of non‐formal education as a space for innovation
in educational processes that promote inclusion, diver‐
sity, and flexibility must be a condition.

Finally, we recommend that cultural and educational
policiesmust be oriented to facilitate the increasing activ‐
ity of the organisations devoted to non‐formal education
in the arts to be accessible to anyone. Unfortunately, pub‐
lic investment in cultural literacy education appears to
be increasingly targeted towards larger institutions (typ‐
ically associated with high culture) and projects that are
considered to produce either observable returns or eco‐
nomically self‐sustaining cultural practices (CHIEF, 2020).
Small initiatives need public support because they can
work better in disadvantaged neighbourhood contexts,
taking advantage of the proximity and the day‐to‐day
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interaction with neighbours and the social environment.
The third sector can also play a key role in the social inclu‐
sion agenda of cultural urban policies and youth access
to culture.
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