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Abstract:

Urban neighborhoods are typically depicted as places of turmoil, instability and disorder where youth are often represented as “risky” or “resilient,” “street” or decent,” and “criminal” or “law-abider.”  Recent scholars have challenged these characterizations, arguing that youth and social life in urban neighborhoods are more dynamic than traditional accounts claim.  This paper builds on this more dynamic perspective by reporting on retrospective life histories of students from high-policed and disadvantaged urban neighborhoods attending college and pursuing education in the criminal justice field.  Based on our interpretation of these narratives, we argue that attendance at the urban university is not a character trait, but related to spatial and relational processes at work in the lives of urban youth. Further, our research indicates that the line between becoming police and being policed is blurred in the day to day life of urban youth, and that the road to inclusion within mainstream institutions, particularly the urban university and criminal justice professions, is enabled through serendipitous encounters with frontline workers in these organizations and institutional domains. Instead of dichotomous representations of urban youth, this paper suggests a more nuanced perspective of urban youth trajectories.
Introduction

Urban neighborhoods are routinely depicted as places of turmoil, instability and disorder, where modern society meets the lived realities of poverty, racial inequality, crime, disorder, and other associated ills (Anderson, 1990, 1999; Davis, 1990; Smith, 1996).  Dramatizations of urban neighborhoods as places of incivility, disorder and criminality have fueled policies of redevelopment and gentrification along with aggressive social control, including broken windows policing, civility policing, and banishment of presumed “disorderly” populations (Beckett and Herbert, 2010; Wacquant, 2001).  These types of policies have resulted in just a few neighborhoods—generally poor and of color—experiencing a disproportionate burden of the “collateral consequences” of mass incarceration (see Mauer and Chesney Lind, 2002; see also Fagan et al., 2003).  Representations of neighborhoods as “blighted” or disorderly have both contemporarily and historically been used to target social control repression at all neighborhood residents, resulting in frequent charges of police misconduct, brutality and profiling (Bass, 2001; Brown, 2010).   Likewise, police often see these neighborhoods as ‘anti-police’ or at least necessitating greater suspicion (Herbert, 1997).  

Academic studies of crime and urban neighborhoods often reproduce these linkages between disorder, suspicion, and suppression by characterizing residents in a dichotomous binary between good and bad, and virtuous victim and criminal (Jankowski, 2008).  Urban youth in particular have been represented as those that are either “street oriented” or “decent”, or to use the language of the juvenile justice system, as either “risky” or “resilient” (e.g. Anderson, 1999; Tiet et al., 2009).  This strict duality in the types of people that inhabit seemingly disorderly neighborhoods often leads to a common characterization of residents as either “under siege”, to use the words of Justice Clarence Thomas in Chicago v. Morales, or “anti-police” and purveyors of violence, crime and neighborhood insecurity (Jankowski, 2008).  Indeed, gentrification, police intervention, and other government sponsored redevelopment schemes are often justified by drawing on both of these representations, and with the benevolent goal of saving dying youth from the forces of urban predators (who are often youth themselves) (Macek, 2006; Smith, 1996).  


Characterizations of urban neighborhoods and residents as disorganized and criminogenic, however, have come under scrutiny in recent years.  Studies often challenge the dramatization of urban neighborhoods as places of incivility, and instead reveal the richness of the ordinary—and far more common—practices of cooperation, familiarity, and cohesion that exist in what are often considered “blighted” urban neighborhoods (see also Lee, 2006).  Jankowski (2008) for instance illustrates how urban neighborhoods often considered “disorganized” or “dysfunctional” are in reality organized, functioning spaces.  Even further, researchers note that those considered “deviant” by the broader community are often seen as integral parts of the fabric of social order by neighborhood residents, and arguably sometimes better sources of protection and security than the police (Jankowski, 2008; Patillo, 1998; Venkatesh, 2000).


Challenges to vitriolic characterizations of urban neighborhoods, however, often stem from ethnographers seeking to understand those within the criminal justice system itself (Beckett and Herbert, 2010; Bourgois, 2002; Padilla, 1992).  For instance, Venkatesh (2000) disrupted ideas of drug dealers as solely concerned with illegitimate modes of making money by living amongst a drug dealing gang.   Likewise, Bourgois (2002) and Padilla (1992) befriended crack dealers and gang members respectively and used these interactions as the basis for challenging representations of these individual as inherently predatory.   This work is undoubtedly important for disrupting totalizing visions of those who pass through the criminal justice system.  Yet, there are few studies that seek to directly examine the experience crime and urban life from the perspective of those who grew up in disadvantaged urban areas, yet are not frequent visitors to the criminal justice system.  


These individuals, like Jankowski (2008) notes, are subject to the day to day mechanics of the neighborhood, but often end up with very different life experiences than those who are regarded as persistently criminogenic.  Our project seeks to build upon this more complicated and complex understanding of social order by exploring the lived experience of university students from urban neighborhoods pursuing criminal justice degrees.  Residents of urban neighborhoods involved in more traditionally legitimate vocations, such as college attendance, are under-studied, particularly when it comes to issues of social control.  Even further, the very same neighborhoods often produce both those who are embroiled within the cycle of incarceration and those who make up the frontline workers of mass incarceration institutions.  

Youth who grow up in these neighborhoods, but who pursue careers in the legal system, thus have important insight into the realities of day to day life that is typically left unexplored by academics and policy makers alike.  Our study investigates how college students from neighborhoods that receive greater and more negative criminal justice explain their pursuit of vocations in the criminal justice system while reflecting on their lives as youth growing up in such neighborhoods.   

Our argument is that urban youth have no essential identity.     Categories—such as street, decent, resilient, at-risk, delinquent, and law abiding— cannot describe the totality of any single urban youth.  Sampson and Laub (2003) demonstrate that ceasing criminal activity is not about desistance on behalf of the individual, but the result of “turning points” that provide opportunities for leaving criminal lifestyles.  In a similar vein, we assert that each of the youth that arrived at the university did so because of important institutional fissures, where youth who may have wound up in the criminal justice system instead, found their way to an urban university.  Institutional fissures in both urban policing and education provided opportunities for students to capitalize on structural and situational contexts.  Even further, each of the students whose life histories we collected demonstrate how their intricate awareness of urban terrain and spatial mobility enabled them to deftly navigate the thrills and dangers of urban life without falling victim to the predations of urban governmental policies.  Categories, such as street and decent, dangerous and safe, and criminal and law-abiding, are descriptive of momentary and fleeting contexts, shaped significantly by institutional and geographical structures.  Our participants are able to successfully navigate urban life not because they are distinct from other urban residents but rather because they draw creatively upon their embedded spatial relationships developed through everyday life in an urban community and capitalize on fissures in institutional practices.  

Logic and Methods of Inquiry 


Our research explores the lived experiences of young adult urban dwellers who inhabit two juxtaposed places—an urban public university and core urban neighborhoods—to gain a preliminary understanding of: (Q1) how do urban university students imagine and depict urban terrains they have grown up in? and (Q2) how have critical institutions, like the public educational and criminal justice systems, shaped the life experiences of urban youth who pursue university education?   

 
To pursue these questions, we draw upon thick accounts of their lived experiences generated by retrospective oral history interviews of a purposive sample of university students who grew up in urban neighborhoods in San Francisco and Oakland.  As part of our sampling strategy, we included youth from different ethnic and racial backgrounds and neighborhoods, particularly African Americans, Latinos/as, and Asian Americans.  All of our interviewees were students of color, and demographically, these students are part of a larger department of criminal justice studies that is primarily students of color (77%) and a university that is just under 60%.  John Krimmel and Christine Tartaro (1999) found that the criminal justice interests of nonwhite students is motivated by intrinsic interests rather than family or outside influences, and have less interest in traditional law enforcement, wearing uniforms, apprehending criminals and towards protecting the constitution (see also Tartaro and Krimmer, 2003).  While our study did not directly query only students interested in law enforcement, our study lends support to the work of Krimmel and Tartaro by demonstrating how life experiences motivated the turn towards careers in the criminal justice system.  


The homes of students in our sample are from primarily four different neighborhoods—Bayview/Hunter’s Point, Mission District and Western Addition in San Francisco, and East Oakland.  Each neighborhood is considered a site for crime and insecurity, and was identified by the following common attributes:  intensive law enforcement  attention (gang injunctions or proposed injunctions are in all of the neighborhoods); places of urban redevelopment, both historically and today; depicted in local media, popular opinion, and political discourse as “problem neighborhoods”; higher rates of crime relative to the average for the city; and home to a disproportionate number of the city’s poor residents of color (Oakland City Attorney, 2011; Office of the City Attorney, 2011; Self, 2003; U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  In the mapping of what are often considered key indicators of urban decline—poverty, educational attainment, and non-white racial concentration—each of these neighborhoods stands out.  


This interpretative study is based on the completion of twelve life-history interviews, with transcripts averaging seventeen single-spaced pages.  We each initially read these transcripts holistically and horizontally, extracting preliminary cross-cutting themes common to the narrative biographies.  After discussing the themes derived autonomously, we each conducted a close vertical read of each transcript identifying line by line what text supported each of the themes we initially uncovered in our individual readings of the texts. Based on this phase of the analysis, we derived two central themes (and related subthemes) that were supported by substantial text in nearly all of the interviewees’ narratives.  Based on this phase of the analysis, we iteratively developed one-page biographical composites for each life history keyed to the themes we uncovered in our first two reads of the transcripts and identified strings of narrative explicitly associated with each (for more on interpretive inquiry see Musheno and Ross, 2009: 149-159; Maynard-Moody and Musheno, 2003: 25-35, 167-177; Soss, 2006). 

Youth, urban policing, and neighborhood context

Two, often related, constructions of urban neighborhoods have dominated popular, academic, and public policy representations of urban life.  On the one hand, neighborhood residents are often dualistically represented as law abiding or criminal.  On the other hand, neighborhoods have also been dualistically represented as blighted or thriving.  Both of these visions, however, suffer from a similar flaw.  Simplistic dualistic representations of urban life—whether at the scale of the individual resident or the neighborhood—fail to capture the complexity of everyday life, and often reproduce ideas that undermine, rather than strengthen, the collective efficacy of neighborhood residents and communities alike.  


Elijah Anderson’s (1990, 1999) seminal study of urban neighborhoods was one of the first studies to demonstrate the complexity of urban residents’ everyday lives.  For Anderson, urban neighborhoods could not be reduced to the Hobbesian “state of nature” where violence and insecurity reign. However, Anderson did set into motion the idea that core urban neighborhoods were places that contained two distinct populations, those who embraced “street life” in contrast to “decent” folk.  Street folk were ruled by the ‘code of the street’ where masculine displays of bravado resulted in the rampant use of violence and brutality to gain respect.  The idea that there were essentially two types of core urban residents is embedded in Wilson and Kelling’s  (1982) famous ‘broken window’ thesis which depicted urban spaces as places where the aspirations of the decent folk chronicled by Anderson were stymied by undesirable others that ruled urban life.  Their depiction became enshrined in urban law enforcement policies wherein zero tolerance strategies gave police authorities’ broad powers to stop and search young citizens engaging in urban street life. More recently, cities have adopted civil-criminal ordinances to interrupt street life, ferreting out “gang members and hangers-on” for loitering and in some jurisdictions, banning them from public spaces (Beckett and Herbert, 2010). While the United States Supreme Court has held that some of these new ordinances have been impermissibly vague, the Justices embrace the notion of two distinct populations as originally constituted by Anderson and advanced by Wilson and Kelling. Specifically, in vacating the Chicago Gang Congregation Ordinance due to its failure to provide minimum guidelines to law enforcement, the plurality of justices in Chicago v. Morales (1999) agree with the city’s basic “predicate” that the there are clearly identifiable lawless members of urban neighborhoods and hangers on who intimidate the law abiding residents (at 1856). 


In addition to the dualistic representation of urban residents now embedded as a public policy predicate, life in disadvantaged urban communities has also been depicted as correspondingly flat.  Instead of the complexity that defines everyday life in urban American, city policies embracing quality of life, zero tolerance, and crime prevention through environmental design view urban space as a container of disorderly behavior (Herbert and Brown, 2006).  Urban neighborhoods are seen as canvases, able to be successfully manipulated into “better” spaces, through actions of redevelopment, police, and public policy (Herbert and Brown, 2006).  Instead of urban space as created and sustained through the influence of a multiplicity of forces and relations, neighborhoods are seen as one dimensional (Massey, 2005).  Simplistic redevelopment schemes and urban policing programs that rely solely on these characterizations often disregard the very real people that inhabit these spaces, and the multiplicity of experiences that define urban life.  


Recently, scholars have sought to draw attention to the greater complexity of urban life disrupting the one-dimension, static view of urban neighborhoods and the youth and young adults living in these places   (Brown, 2010; Herbert and Brown, 2006).  Robert Garot (2009), in his ethnography, challenges the “code of the street” representation of “inner-city” life which claims that urban youth are hyper-sensitive to respect and driven by revenge, showing instead that  young urban men are fundamentally ambivalence towards revenge and deploy a wide range of conflict management skills on the streets.   Deanna Wilkinson (2007) likewise cautions against seeing low measures of collective efficacy as the sum-total of what is going on in disadvantaged neighborhoods and instead demonstrates that collective efficacy takes place, but is dependent on the context of local social ties, something not measured in national surveys of communities.  Likewise, Weitzer and Brunson (2009) note that representations of urban youth as prone towards disrespect and anti-police orientation fail to take account of the myriad strategies they use in coping with police aggressive street tactics, including avoidance and lumping it.  


One of the most discussed examples of how one-dimensional representations of urban neighborhoods facilitated hyperbolic criminal justice responses is the example of quality of life policing in New York.  As Richard Curtis (1998) shows, policy makers, political elites and academics alike foretold eventual failure for urban neighborhoods, as the reign of the superpredator and other mythological threats continued to grow.  Despite these predictions, through the concerted agency of residents themselves, urban neighborhoods underwent an “improbable transformation” not seen by pundits and actually saw incredible decreases, rather than the predicted increases, in crime.  Curtis notes, though, that this transformation is improbable not because of the residents, but because these urban policing policies actually stymied residents attempts to transform neighborhoods “lock[ing] up the converted, the “had beens” rather than the “wannabes,” and thereby endangered the very transformation they sought to achieve” (Curtis, 1998: 1273).  Hyperbolic, simplistic and dualistic representations of urban life and residents thus have had great impact on neighborhood residents, especially youth, who bear the carceral brunt of these policing practices (Duran, 2009; Fagan et al., 2003; Gau and Brunson, 2010; Ochs, 2006; Uggen and Manza, 2006).  


For John Laub and Robert Sampson (1993, 2003, 2005), this simplistic representation also misunderstands the life course of those involved in delinquent activities.  Instead of distinct categories of delinquents, Laub and Sampson suggest that this approach “reif[ies] the idea of offender groups” (2003: 4), and misses how considerable within subject or individual variation in life course histories shapes delinquent trajectories.  Instead of adolescent risk factors that determine criminality, Laub and Sampson focus as much on desistence as persistence in criminal careers, pointing to turning points (e.g., military duty, marriage) and human agency, or how individuals who desist are “… active participants in the process of going straight” (Sampson and Laub, 2005: 37). 

Other studies of criminal-justice involved youth similarly reveal this complexity by showing how experiences of exclusion in the education system and negative interactions with police often lead to involvement with gangs and drugs (Bourgois, 2002; Padilla, 1992).  Likewise, urban university youth experience similar encounters, with several students recounting stories of police impropriety or educational exclusion.  Urban university students however also experienced moments of inclusion within the educational system and times when the actions of police officers worked to keep students out of the criminal justice system—and perhaps from more delinquent trajectories—often despite ample evidence of wrongdoing.  Urban university students’ complex experiences thus demonstrate the fissures in the processes and practices of institutions.

Additionally, urban university students possess finely attuned local geographical knowledge of urban areas and are spatially mobile across this terrain.  This local knowledge allows urban university students to avoid and escape sites of insecurity.  Additionally, this local knowledge is part of a broad spatial mobility, in which students are able to readily move between and within urban neighborhoods and spaces during both structured and unstructured times.  While highly mobile across urban terrains, these young adults are simultaneously anchored by networks of families and friends that, like their movement, are spread out over a wide socioeconomic and physical terrain.  Students anchor themselves in a range of different places leading to a multiplicity of identity-making spaces in their lives, and thus not privileging a single space or group in their allegiance.  Just as students often recognize wide variation in urban space, their embedded relational geographies, combining college goals with representations of themselves as inseparable from the identities of other urban family members and friends who followed less legitimate paths.  

Our interpretation of urban college students is aligned with other scholars who depict life in many poor urban communities as multi-faceted, complex, and composed primarily of orderly, rather than disorderly, events.  However, we also show how our interviewees maintain minutely-detailed understandings of the geographies of violence and insecurity in urban communities, an understanding often elided by representations of entire blocks and neighborhoods as unsafe spaces.  For many of our interviewees, sites of insecurity are incredibly circumscribed by time, space, and company and do not represent the entirety of the neighborhood.  This spatial relationality is critical, we argue, to our interviewees’ ability to negotiate urban terrain in ways that result in urban university attendance rather than caught within urban punishment systems. 

Further, we build upon current work examining the complexity of inner-city residents by challenging stark distinctions between “street” and “decent” folk in urban communities. Many of our interviewees would be considered “decent” primarily by their involvement in scholastic and university activities.  However, this description would deny the life experiences of most of our interviewees who maintained some sort of relationship with what Anderson would call “street life” either in their youth or continuing into adulthood.  Thus, the stark distinction between “street” and “decent” cannot be maintained.  Rather, as our interviewees profess below, life in an urban community, and the path to more “legitimate” vocations, is often a series of serendipitous events that allowed our interviewees to “escape” or provided a key “turning point” away from the clutches of more damning institutional consequences, such as jail, from which many of their counterparts were not so lucky (Sampson and Laub, 2003). 

Turning points in the lives of youth however are not the only story.  Rather, as the youth we interviewed suggest, turning points provide key moments and opportunities for youth to turn away, but the opportunity of a turning point can be the result of a chance or serendipitous encounter with a single police officer or school teacher.  Getting a break matters a lot to the life trajectories of urban youth, something reinforced implicitly by ethnographies of urban life that show many people in lifestyles of persistent criminality would relish the opportunity for a more legitimate source of income (Bourgois, 2002; Padilla, 1992; Simon and Burns, 1998).  Opportunities, and life trajectories, thus must be understood not just in the context of individual characteristics, traits, or life experiences, but also from the perspective of the social and structural contexts that shape life experiences.  Without the key interventions, opportunities, and sometimes chance encounters provided through institutional fissures and by capitalizing on spatial mobility, many of the youth in our study might not have ever made it into the urban university.    

Negotiating Urban Terrains


Before taking up unlikely interventions and occasional fissures in the aggressive social control orientations of urban public schools and law enforcement, we look at two socio-geographical qualities apparent in the biographies of the urban college students. These urban dwellers have an acute understanding of the micro-variations of urban territory and they have relational networks that provide for both safety and adventure, the duality of vibrant urban living. We regard their socio-geographic sophistication as necessary, if not sufficient qualities for understanding their trajectories to the urban university.    

Dynamic Social Geographies.  From an early age, the physical and social geographies of urban space shaped the experiences of the urban university youth we interviewed.  These young adults recognize that there is no singular urban environment and point to micro-variations in territory, from house to house, block to block, and neighborhood to neighborhood.  They possess a keen sense of the micro-geographies of urban life, and often took care to navigate potential sites of insecurity. Students further demonstrate a sharp awareness of the unmarked territorial boundaries shaping urban life, and the impacts this has on one’s behavior—how one dresses, what color one wears, and what one can and cannot say.   

LeeAnn, a 21 year old African American recalled the naming of her place of residence as an example of how neighborhood boundaries shaped her life. 

Like, if you were from Bertha or Big Block or if you’re from Double Rock, yeah,... you heard about it. I always watched my wording. When people would ask me, “Where you from?” I’d be like, “San Francisco!” They’d be like, “Where in San Francisco?” I’d be like, “Bayview,” “Where in Bayview?” “Bayview.” If they keep going, “I’m from Earth.” They would look at me crazy. I’d be like, “I’m from my mama. That’s where I’m from.” And then um... it’s just like, you had to watch what you said around certain people. 

For LeeAnn, watching what she said was a key strategy for negotiating the impact of urban boundaries on her daily life.  LeeAnn’s story offers an example of the incredibly important way that many of the students experienced neighborhood life.  Many recount the sounds of urban neighborhoods, like loud music, people fighting, or gun shots as key to assessments of the neighborhood.  

However, LeeAnn, like the other students, also defined her neighborhood as a place of charity, care, and neighborliness.  


The fact that everybody knew everybody and you... it was like, everybody looked out for each other’s kids. So, if I was at my friend’s house, and even if we were doing something wrong, they had the right to chastise us. Or they would bring... to our parents. Which was good in a way, cause they didn’t, it was like, we would be gettin’ away with doing whatever or somebody could just walk off with you or... So, the fact that I knew everybody and I knew how to behave,... <laughter> And um... If I didn’t recognize somebody, I knew that I could stay on this person’s porch and be safe. So, I guess you could say that was the best part. 

Instead of seeing the Bayview through a singular lens, LeeAnn recognizes the rich variation that marks the urban landscape.  She, like other students, saw urban neighborhoods as sites of incredible vitality, even when presented with spots of danger.

Insecurity is also incredibly circumscribed—it is often a few blocks, a single street, or a single house or apartment complex.  Kimberly considers herself a rebellious teen who lived in an “uphill” neighborhood, but attended school and spent her time with friends from the “bottom of the hill.”  This spatial distinction circumscribes important sociogeographical boundaries in Oakland, as the hill divides affluent from impoverished neighborhoods. 

 Okay... It was really weird, because we lived on the top of a hill and it seemed like once you got to the top of the hill everything was okay, but like, the bottom of the hill was crazy. And so... I caught the bus to and from school during high school and I just remember the bus line and people on the bus. It was a lot of conflict. But once I got to the top, it was, you know, peaceful and quiet. So, my childhood I always remember my home right outside of my door, being really quiet. And people being really friendly and once I walked down the hill, it was a different story…

When asked to elaborate, Kimberly recounted the story of “how she kept her shoes.”    

Well, I used to be into Jordan tennis shoes,... the Michael Jordan shoes. And, of course…I had all of them. And... both the times were over my shoes…  But it was two guys and they’re like, “Hey, my... you know, those look like... the same size my sister wears.” And I’m just walking... they’re at the apartment I was telling you about, now in front. And I hear ‘em, but I don’t think anything of it. And they’re like, “Hey, hey, hey!” And, you know, “Give me your shoes!” And so I started running and they throw... I will never forget it. It was like this Hennessy bottle. And it was huge! And they throw it at me. And I can feel like the like, glass breaking like, at the back of my feet, like “Oh, my God.” And so I’m running up this hill and I made it and they didn’t follow me. And that’s how I kept my shoes.  

In this example, Kimberly’s knowledge of the distinctions between the bottom of the hill and uphill helped her to both keep her shoes and navigate the dangers of urban space.  Her traversing of the neighborhood reveals an incredibly intimate knowledge of the East Oakland neighborhood and potential danger sites.  

Oscar likewise recounted an intricate map of the Mission District of San Francsico in terms of the places he avoided:

Definitely. I wouldn’t, all the way 24th I wouldn’t go by myself.  I had to go with my mom. I remember going to... the dentist, you know? I would always have to go with my mom or else they would kick my ass in there. Yeah, 24th and Harrison, 24th and Mission. Yeah, all 24th, I will avoid it.  And my friends too. They would avoid it. Cause my mom... You know, when we... moved from 24th and Harrison’s to 22nd and Alabama...  My mom would send me to the stores in 24 and I’d be like, “No, I can’t go.” You know? And then, if I went, it would have to be in the morning. Like, at nine, ten... right when...the stores open. You know?  And then... I would avoid that place…  Yeah, yeah. I would sometimes go all the way around, you know, and try to... And then always, always be on the lookout, you know. If you see gang members coming your way, go the other way or go around the corner and start running. And then,... so they won’t see. You know?

Students’ recognition of the incredibly intricate variations that mark urban space allowed them to develop a relational sense of urban space as one marked simultaneously by positivity and possibility and by negativity and peril, and this marking could often be reduced to a single street corner, home or apartment complex.  


Strikingly, almost all of the students and their families recognized a broader spatial variation in the quality of education by neighborhood and sought to manipulate this variation by using relatives’ addresses or getting scholarships to send students to schools outside the neighborhood.  Several of the urban university students have complex views of and experiences with the educational system, depicting phases and educational places as uninspiring and oppressive and others as eye opening and stimulating. Early public school education was often a site of insecurity for them, but as reported by several, parents picked up on these signs and mitigated their insecurities by either moving them to other, less troubled public school systems through home address manipulations or by finding relatively inexpensive, usually religious, private school alternatives.  Oscar recounted a school history marred by frequent fights:


Yeah, it was a bad experience being in that school.  Cause it was mainly,... it was all black. And it was just like one class of Latino, which was ESL class,... English as a Second Language. So, we would always be, like, on the lookout. And I remember... I became really aggressive at that time, you know?  At sixth grade,... Cause I remember…  they ask for your money. They ask for your lunch and stuff. And then if you don’t give it to them, they jump you or they just, like, you know, punch you or whatever… We’ll be maybe five guys that would hang out together. Five Latinos…  And then only like two would be willing to fight. You know? So it was like me and you against the whole school now... But then I started getting aggressive. And then that’s when I started doing, “Oh, why you pushing me?!” You know? Like... And then they,... they stop kinda like towards me, but then they would still do it to my friends. Like, I remember,... I remember they would be like... “Where’s the money?” And then they would be like, “Oh, nah,...” To me they would be like, “Oh, no. You’re cool.” You know? And then they wouldn’t do anything to me anymore. 

Frequent violence eventually led Oscar to drop out of school for a time during his freshman year of high school.  In his first semester, Oscar began cutting classes and didn’t attend school for over two months.  When he talked with his parents about it, they decided to move to a suburb of San Francisco and Oscar began to excel in high school.  


I was like, “There’s no fights,... there no,... not,... not even one fight a day,” you know?  As opposed to having two or three, you know? So, I was like… I said, “Where’s the Seniors at? They don’t tell you anything in here?” You know? Nobody said anything, so I was like, “Ohh,... I could live here.”  I was like, “I could live here.” You know? I was like, “Ohh,..,” you know? I was,... I was surprised! It’s like, it’s not that far from San Francisco, you know? And I was like, this is totally different. Even the Latinos in here don’t really tell you anything, you know? They’re not really in gangs. They don’t tell you, “Where you from?” Cause over there, they... that’s the first thing they tell you, you know? ...  And then I was like and where are the black people, you know? And there was only like, a group of black kids. And those group of black kids, they didn’t really do anything, like, they didn’t say anything, they didn’t cause problems. So, they were just like, in their little corner. So, I was really surprised. I was like, maybe I could start doing... good in here and then maybe go to college.

In this case, Oscar did not even consider going to college until he went to a school where the threat of violence did not pervade his daily life.  Until that point, Oscar might have been considered by many as a truant, fighter, and potential dropout and delinquent. Yet, once settled in suburban high school, Oscar excelled and graduated near the top of his high school class.  

Maria is Latina and has lived all but one of her 22 years in the family home in Oakland. From an early age, she gained a keen awareness of how public education varies across social geographies, having moved from urban elementary to inner ring suburban middle and high school, initially at the insistence of her parents: 

I went to elementary school in Oakland. Once I graduated from elementary... I had the option of going to a different city…to go to school, which my sister lived in.  And so, my parents told me, like, “You know what? There are better schools over there. Do you wanna go?” And, of course, you’re at that stage, you’re like, “No, I don’t wanna leave my friends. I don’t wanna leave my friends.” But I ended up going and I think it was a good change. Even though the schools now have shifted some from when I went there, it was a good change for me. And I think, because I went there, I’m here now. I feel that, umm,... If I woulda stayed in the Oakland District schools, and continued on with the friends that I,... would have had, that I had, even though I had, like, ya know, a good state of mind, and I wasn’t into that activity, eventually, you know, peer pressure, somehow, you woulda got into that…  And if I wouldn’t have gone to the schools that I did, and got involved with the friends that I did there, I don’t think those same friends...  I would have been influenced by, here in Oakland.


Spatial variation also shapes policing, something noted by Jeremy when he left his neighborhood to attend university.  Like others, Jeremy was the positive recipient of police discretion when caught in an illegal act that might have gained him time in detention as a young teenager.  Besides this encounter, Jeremy didn’t recall instances of policing in his East Oakland neighborhood.  However, upon attending university, Jeremy became the target of extraordinary police surveillance.  

Yeah, not before I went to college. So... When I went to here, it was... I was like, “What is going on?” I don’t know. I just feel like they target you. Like, it’s crazy.... like, you just walk... down the street, like, they’ll drive by, do a u-turn and drive by again. Or just little stuff like that... I... noticed. Well actually, if I’m walking down um... Holloway or something from... I used... cause I used to have a class like, over by that area. So, I walk down Holloway, they would drive up, they would look, then turn around or whatever and drive back again. I’m like, “This is ridiculous.” Or like, one instance I was walking to the library and one of them pulled his billy club on me and stuff. Like, this... real literally be trippin’. Like, and one time, I think too... yeah, I was with my mom one time showing her the apartment and um... I was walking towards the building. Like, I was like, you know,... that’s why, another reason why I dress like this to carry myself different, but I was wearing like, you know, a tie and stuff, and he was like, “Are you so and so?” Like, real rudely and everything. And I was just like, “No, officer. I’m coming from this.” And he was like, “You sure? You sure?” And, “Yeah.” And then my mom like, she ended up like talking to him and saying she would call so and so if he ever did something like that again. But yeah, they’re pretty uh... aggressive out here, to say the least. 

For Jeremy, spatial variations in policing meant that prior to coming to university his experience of the negative side of policing was largely limited.  However, Jeremy experienced what critical race theorists have called a “racial incongruity tax” where the presence of black people in whiter spaces leads to the extraordinary attention of police (Capers, 2009).  This variation thus provided Jeremy with an important lesson about how even though he wore business attire to counter negative images of African-Americans, some police would still single him out for increased attention in a university environment.  Though Jeremy was able to escape the surveillance eye of the local police while living in a poor, predominantly black urban environment, once he transcended this location by attending the university, he was subject to extraordinary police attention.  


Geographical variation each students’ lives in important ways, from claiming a place of residence to the routes taken to avoid getting jumped or shoes taken to attending high school to what one wears to avoid surveillance by university police.  In each of these instances, students reveal incredibly intimate knowledge of the variations of urban space that are mapped out from person to person, house to house, neighborhood to neighborhood and even from institution to institution.  This sense of the spatial variation—and the ease of manipulating space to achieve a particular goal, such as school attendance—leads to a robust sense of the micro-variations that mark urban spaces and the vitality and promise of spaces that some might write off entirely. 

Embedded relational geographies. The networks of relations experienced by the students similarly demonstrate a broad swath of friendships and family ties that provide a sense of safety and security as well as relational networks that provide them with a sense of adventure and danger.  Students thus do not define and cannot be defined by a strict opposition between “street” and “decent”, law abiding and delinquent/criminal/gang member, and meritorious and undeserving.  Their lives instead cut diagonally through a rich array of relational urban spaces, serving to blur rather than reify identity boundaries.  Kimberly, who grew up at the “top of the hill” reveals how these relational geographies shaped her life trajectory: 

I was really rebellious. Both my parents were Stanford graduates. And so,... I was much different than they were.  I had to beg to go to public schools, because they wanted to put me in private all the time. And we would go and we would sit in like these meetings and I would just feel so uncomfortable. And so I had to beg to be in public school. And I won. And a lot of my life I think I kept secret from them. Just because I knew that they wouldn’t understand, because... they just didn’t understand the environment. And so a lot of the things I went through, even being jumped, like, I just didn’t tell my parents, cause I felt kinda disconnected from that in that sorta way…  School was my,... my other life really, because once I was at school my parents had no idea of like, the life I was living... in terms of who I was hanging out with, you know, I was cutting school, I was... you know, I’d get dropped off and go around the corner. And, I mean, I was doing all this stuff and my parents had no idea. And it was like, when I got home, it was just, you know, totally different. I put on this face and I fit in and it was great…  I hung out like, in the ‘hood, like where my friends lived. If I would go over their house,... and like, sometimes I would like, because if my dad,... if I told my dad where they lived, he wouldn’t take me to their house. And so I would say I was going over another friend’s house and then go where I really wanna go.

In this example, Kimberly reveals her allure at the “bottom of the hill,” often attempting to manipulate her parents to ensure her access to this space, but in order to live her life in an area where she felt more “in-place” (see Cresswell, 1996).  While perhaps Kimberly’s parents might draw sharp distinctions between the bottom and top of the hill, Kimberly reveals how she prioritized her embedding within networks at the bottom of the hill because of the sense of belonging she received.  For Kimberly, private schools made her feel “so uncomfortable” and she kept hidden key parts of herself from her family.  For Kimberly, the bottom of the hill offered a location very different from her home life, where she did not feel out of place and instead found a space where she was in place.  

Likewise, Denise reveals that she pursued illegal activities because of her embedding within family-like networks of people in her neighborhoods and because the father of her son went to jail.  

Yeah, this is with my second son now…  Yeah, I was pregnant then. And he left us,... and I was like, “Oh, I got,...” So, I went to a girl that I knew, Dorothy,... And I was like, “Dorothy,... girl, I got all this dope! I don’t know what to do, but I need some money!” She was like, “Girl, come here. I’m a show you what to do. You know what to do.” I said, “Girl, I’m scared. I ain’t doin’ this.” I was like, “Can you sell it for me? You just keep three hundred.” And she was like, “Nah,” She said, “I’m a help you.” …  She showed me what to do, how to do it. She sold that dope for me in less than two hours. I’m not kidding you!  A thousand dollars in two hours.  And so I learned and then she was like, “Look, you know what to do. You know everybody.” She was like, “You know?” …  So, I started sellin’ dope... My sister lived [nearby]. You know, she older than me. You’d a thought she’d a been like, “Girl, what is you doin’? You ain’t got a,...” Nah, she was my babysitter!  ...And it was like a family.  They had your back. They, “Oh, go girl!” 

For Denise, illegal networks provided both her and her family members with an extended family that helped with childcare, subsistence, and emotional support.  The dependence on the illegal economy came after a long failure of the foster system, churches, and family members to provide Denise with the emotional and financial security to pursue her aspirations for school.  Like other students interviewed, Denise uncovered her scholastic abilities early in life and recalls having a strong GPA and involvement in many extracurricular activities as a middle-school youth.  But given her unstable home situation, Denise sought out family in her neighborhood surroundings which led to a sense of stability, financial security, and community.  


One of the networks that Jeremy was embedded in is often associated with a delinquent lifestyle—rapping—but for Jeremy, this provided a way to transcend the frequent conflict he encountered in high school.  He recounted: 

It was fun, cause... I was rappin’ there, so like, I used to be like, the battle rapper of Oakland. Like, yeah. Pretty much. So, like, people would come there just to battle me or whatever, outside the school when you have different like... little scenarios. Like, there would be dance battles in like, the recreation center. Then I would be like, rap battlin’ in front of the school…

For Jeremy, rapping provided two different functions.  First, he said it was at the time “kinda just like a way to like, release like, me being angry about [violence], you know?”  Second, however, he also noted that rapping stoked his interest in learning: 

I know rapping kinda like... made me study a little bit more, cause like, I would learn vocabulary words and stuff. So like, it kinda like made me into like, reading and everything. 

While rapping is often associated with delinquent connotations (Dennis, 2007), for Jeremy it created a space where he could transcend urban violence and helped him to foster a desire to attend university.  


Students are embedded within many different types of networks—from sports, university, to groups of neighborhood friends.  Similarly, their family and friends are drawn from a broad slice of urban life and reflect the simultaneous embedding of the interviewed students in multiple sociospatial relationships—from class and race to neighborhood location and physical terrain.  This embedding reveals the difficulty of drawing stark and distinct lines between university bound youth and delinquent, good and bad urban neighborhoods, and deserving and undeserving people.  Students are embedded within a multitude of urban processes—from policing and education to local sites of insecurity and geographical variation—and their relational networks, spaces of affinity, and sense of belonging often reflects the promises presented by urban space—found within both its deviant manifestations like drug dealing and gang membership and its legal expressions like university attendance.  


Depictions of urban life often pivot on a flat vision of urban space, that takes some neighborhoods as sites of disadvantage, insecurity and crime and disregard the complex historical, geographical, and everyday circumstances that shape urban life (Brown, 2010; Herbert and Brown, 2006).  The voices presented here however defy this vision of urban space, and instead demonstrate how identities and spaces are formed in relation to one another, and not as discrete and total objects.  Many of the students were incredibly spatially mobile and had intricate knowledge of the city which led them to be unable to draw easy distinctions between us and them, here and there, and street and decent.  At the same time, this broader spatial imagination led youth to recognize the variegated structure of urban life, and capitalize on this structure by using different address to go to better schools or escaping to safer locations such as the homes of their friends or adjacent neighborhoods.  

Fissures in the processes and practices of institutions
The students who continue to reside in their urban neighborhoods and go to university have a finite awareness of the micro-geographies of urban territory. Moreover, they have built urban relational networks that enable them to simultaneously experience adventure and watch out for their personal safety, sometimes seeking refuge from the streets and in other cases, from their homes. While we regard these as necessary conditions to their finding a path to the university, they also made it there because they caught a break when many of their friends did not experience a fissure in the dominant processes and practices of urban institutions, namely law enforcement and public education. With this break, they developed a more nuanced understanding of these institutions, their modus operandi and practices.       

Studies of urban youth often suggest that poor youth of color possess a singular, flat, or negative perspective (e.g., cops as invaders, occupying army, “pigs”) of key social institutions, particularly  the public educational and the criminal justice systems.  Our urban college student narratives counter this claim and point to an early recognition of the complexity of institutions.  Almost all students recounted both positive and negative experiences of key institutions, and maintained dynamic understandings of these institutions.  Students’ experiences of these institutions are not flat and oppositional, but nuanced, multi-layered, and constituted by a range of events that redound on their lives and those around them.   They recognize discriminatory and oppressive attributes of key institutions, while identifying positive experiences as well.  Crucially, they experienced fissures in the dominant practices and processes of institutions at critical times in their lives that led them to have a more nuanced, and less dichotomous view of traditional institutions.  

For many students the line between eventual university education and getting embroiled within the criminal justice system was extremely thin.  Tran is a male, Vietnamese American who lived nearly all of his life in a rented San Francisco house with his extended refugee family. Tran and his friends frequently jacked cars and had significant brushes with the law, but an African American cop, who grew up in the same neighborhood, cut Tran a break that was a life changer:  

During I think my Junior, Senior year…we started... stealing a lot of cars…  It was... one of the dumbest things I’ve done, but, you know, it was just what we did to survive. And one of my friends actually got caught when he was joyriding in a stolen car. And he had... he got locked up. While for me... I actually got caught once too, but the officer actually... was an officer that worked in my public... the school... the high school I went to. And... he pulled up my records from school and he actually gave me a break, cause... he saw my grades. I was a honor roll student…  I had A’s and B’s throughout my whole four years in... high school. So, he basically, you know, taught in... like, you know, kept speaking to me. He was like, “Why are you doing this?” You know? Like, “You’re a good student. Like, you ... you look like you’re a good person. Why would you jeopardize your future for doing something so stupid like this?” And to me, it was like, my friends are doing it, peer pressure…growing up in that thing... situation, you know, it’s just your lifestyle. Even though I was a good student and... he gave me a break and that really changed my life, cause when he gave me that break, I saw that, Ok, if he could do this for me... cause he grew up in that neighborhood too. So... he,... he knows how it is.

In Tran’s case, the critical event could have turned out very differently, and Tran could have been forced to spend time in local detention.  Due to his preexisting educational success, however, the police officer granted Tran a “break”.  This break served as a critical event that Tran credits with saving his life and reorienting him towards university.  In this case, Tran’s “turning point” was enabled by officers more complex understanding of life in urban areas and perhaps the particularly negative consequence of a felony conviction.  

At the same time, some students did get caught and spent time in detention and incarceration. Andrew is a 34 year old Chinese-American honors student at the University with early acceptance to attend graduate school at a major university. He has spent his entire life in San Francisco with the first eleven years in one neighborhood and nearly all of the remaining years in a second one where he currently lives with his two brothers and girlfriend. Andrew was in trouble with the law much of his early teen life, dropped out of school twice, and spent time in juvenile detention:

Well, the mischief really began in age 14, I,... I would say. When,... I started going to high school, and I,... still have some of the same friends that I went to middle school with. And these guys... started cutting during lunch breaks where you could go off-campus. And so I started doing the same thing…  Like... like, getting into a,...a one-on-one fight and then... the police were there,... going to jail for that. And Juvenile Hall... and then they thought I was so bad, as a juvenile, cause I would... get into trouble a lot, with the police. Like, another time, they pulled me over on a scooter. I didn’t have a license, and,... just things like that. They actually tried to send me to Chinatown Youth Center,... but, that didn’t... really work for me.

Andrew regained his focus when he became an adult and began working at a stable job.  While he viewed his public education and first go at community college as a bust, he saw his second try at community college as a new opening: 

As a child, I was interested in learning. And then for a huge chunk of my life, I’d say from age 15 to maybe 25, I like... I didn’t care about learning. I didn’t think that it was important anymore. Cause, you know, I started working for the Marriot. They don’t pay too bad, but then I got injured. And then, I guess it came back, to like, where I wanna go and I wanna learn everything, and... I’d think it would better you as a person. Actually, I’d probably say the university is the center of my life. I just... just enjoy,... I enjoy learning. And.... I just... put that focus on right now, to learn new things. And when I learn new things, I like to talk about what I’ve learned. And that’s been enjoyable for me.

Andrew’s delinquent teenage years did not mean he was fundamentally opposed to the pursuits of “decent folk.”  Rather, Andrew’s “turning point” came about through the complex interaction of job opportunities and working conditions.  Andrew’s delinquency cannot be ascribed to any intrinsic essence, but is instead the result of opportunity and even serendipity.  


Like Tran and Andrew, others report a wide range of behaviors that might have garnered criminal justice attention—from assault and car-jacking to drug dealing and robbery.  These behaviors often escaped the gaze of the police or as was the case for Tran, officers cut them breaks, something a number of the students’ credit with helping them to avoid the cycle of incarceration.  Rebecca, a 26 year old Latina, however felt protected from this cycle by her gender, often recalling instances where her brothers had a more difficult time navigating the insecurities of urban space.  Even with her perceived protection, Rebecca also professed a strongly ambivalent orientation towards urban policing.  

... Growing up, the cops,... represented something bad. Like, especially with the Hispanic community, because a lot of the times there was all these things that were done. Like... in closed situations, where people didn’t, you know,... like, we would talk about it within ourselves. Like, “Oh, so-and-so got stopped. And did you know that he got his, you know,... beat up or that,... a cop did this to him, or a cop was like, degrading him.” A lot of that was just like, talking...  You know, like, how they talk to... and that’s how I felt. I felt like they were down talking to Latinos…  And I always had this scared too. Like, if I was walking by a cop, I wouldn’t look up. And I would avoid or walk around. And I had,... I struggle with that now, because,... especially my youngest brother,... the way that like, the circumstances, when he’s gotten pulled over or stopped,... I feel has been profiling. And I’ve been in situations where we actually got profiled…  And I felt like that too,... that anger,... the resentment. There’s a lot of resentment that I would,... I struggle with. Not saying that like, I love cops. I love what they represent. I like the fact that they do courageous things at times. And they go into like, places where a lot of people wouldn’t. I’ve see cops with domestic violence, especially in our neighborhood. Where... they wouldn’t take the guy away. They’d reason. They’d actually sit down with the families. And to me, that was like, a different way of looking at justice too. Like, “Wow! They actually wanna make things right,” instead of just... “We’ll just put you in the... in jail.” And so I think, I dunno,... I have like, a mixed feeling. Cause I know there’s good cops, but at the same time, I know that there’s not so good ones. 

Rebecca demonstrates how fissures in the practices and processes of policing led her to understand the institution of policing in a much more nuanced way than simply good or bad institution.  She recognizes the common goal of wanting someone who will intervene in dangerous and life threatening situations, while also recognizing that oftentimes the determination of who fits this profile is ridden with race, class and gendered meanings (see further Brown, 2010).  


Oscar, a 21 year old Latino from the Mission District also sought protection from threats and yet, realized that law enforcement could not be relied upon to provide him with security.  For Oscar, growing up in the Mission District often meant contending with a broad spectrum of insecurities, including potential violence from older neighborhood youth.  Oscar recalled one experience of running from a large group of youth to a nearby community center, where the police were eventually called to transport him and his friends’ home.    

The cop was like, “So... do you know any of the guys that did it?” And then, we look at each other, ya know? We were like, “Umm,... no.” You know? And everyone said, “No, no. We don’t know ‘em.” And he’s like, “Oh, okay. Do you,... So, do you know guy,... why do you guys,... they were after you guys?” And we were like, “No, not really.” And then he’s like, “Okay. How did everything start?” You know? And we were like, “Oh, they,... we were just soccer and they just came. They...thought we were from the other gang. And then when we were leaving, we saw they have a lot of people outside, and they were looking at us. And they were telling us, “Where you from?” again, you know? And we were like, “Nothing.” So, we kinda assumed they wanted to do something. And then he’s like, “Oh, have you ever,... have you ever had a problem with those guys?” And we were like, “No, not really.” You know? And then he was like, “Oh, okay. Well, if you,... just,... just try to be safe, you know?” And we were like, “Okay.” And then that was about it. You know? Like, he,... he didn’t,... I don’t,...  recall him writing a report or telling...like, talking to our parents. I don’t recall him talking to our parents. He just went and dropped us off, you know? When he dropped my friend off... he told his sister.., “Oh just,... take care of him, you know,... tell,... ask him where he’s going,” and stuff like that, but then,... but then he never, like, a report or anything like that. He never,... it was just like, “Okay, take care, guys! See you!”  That’s it. So, I was like, “Okay,” you know?  Yeah, cause that’s why I was like, “They’re not gonna do anything.”

For Oscar, the sense of insecurity he experienced from neighborhood life was scarcely mitigated by law enforcement personnel. The officers were more interested in what Oscar knew about local gangs that providing for his security. Once Oscar revealed that he knew little about such activity, the officers dropped him off and moved on. At the same time, Oscar realized that the officers quickly recognized that he was not a gangster. Oscar sees the importance of law enforcement, provided that they could see what was actually going on in the streets as clearly as he could: 

 Oscar describes this perspective as follows: 
  

Yeah, I think seeing violence and then seeing how the cops work,... cause I remember, it would bother me that,... that I knew that people were selling drugs and... and then the cops would pass by. And then I,... in my mind, I knew that the cops,... knew that they were,... they were,... drug dealers. You know? Cause,... cause like, you could pretty much tell. If you live in that neighborhood, or you go around that neighborhood a lot, you could pretty much tell who’s a drug dealer, or who’s not. So, things like that. I remember they would like, selling in front of us,... of the kids and stuff. And then we would see cops drive,... driving by and they would just look at them, but then they wouldn’t like, do anything. I was like, “Why don’t you just do something? He’s selling drugs, you know?” If you wanna stop violence in the neighborhood, why don’t you start with the drugs? And then do something, so they could... also, people could see, “Oh the police is tough right now,” you know?

Just as Tran and Rebecca saw the fissures in the policies and practices of policing, Oscar saw the potential of police work.  Instead of being “anti-police” or seeing the police as an “occupying army”, Oscar sees the institution as one that is fraught with possibility of making urban policing more sensitive to the complexities of urban living..  

These kind of encounters   provided turning points in the goals and aspirations of the students.  Students claimed that that their exposure to a more complex relationship with police officers—having seen examples of policing that worked both to repair relationships in the community and keep people safer, and to exacerbate relations between the community and the police—led to their desire to pursue careers in criminal justice.  One student reported that seeing the ineffectiveness of police in his neighborhood where he experienced frequent danger led to his desire to pursue a career in policing.  This desire was further reinforced by an opportunity to attend a suburban high school where he was introduced to a police officer who served as a mentor and further stoked his interest in law enforcement.  These fissures provided opportunities for the students to see the complexity of police work and recognize a normative desire for law enforcement, while at the same time still critiquing problematic uses of force.   


Exposure to police officer’s force often served as a key catalyst for the decision of our students to pursue careers in the legal system.  For instance, Jeremy noted when asked about why he chose a career in criminal justice that his family’s experience with the police led to his wanting to understand the law as a career. He said: 



Trying to learn more about the law, because I know a lot of... family members and friends of mine were getting in trouble. And so I would be like, well, that doesn’t sound like it’s justice, so like, maybe if I learn about the law, I can kinda give them advice, kinda on how to stand up for themselves. Which is, you know, been the case so far. I actually been able to like, give people advice and help. And just kinda like, keep my own self above, cause I feel like knowledge is power, as well as like, learning the law, which pretty much governs us. So, if I know it, you know, and somebody tries to like... get over on me, I dunno. Like, okay, you can’t do this to me, because I know this is this and that is that. 

Similarly, other students reported that negative experiences with the police propelled them into criminal justice careers.  When asked why her arrest led to her interest in criminal justice, one student reported “Cause I was so upset. Like, I felt like dropping out of school, not continuing. I wanted to hide from the world. I was so embarrassed and ashamed and humiliated. And after all, I was like, “No. If this is happening to me, what is happening to other people?’” Both the use of police discretion to keep students out of long-term system involvement, and the lack of measures to ensure their protection in the neighborhood offer a route through which students come to understand policing as a dynamic and mutable process, susceptible to both negative and positive manifestations.  

Conclusion: Critical Events and Trajectories in the lives of urban university youth


Our urban university students have navigated their teen and young adult years, with nearly all of having engaged in acts of delinquency, usually in groups and across urban terrains where policing of youths is a prominent feature of law enforcement practices. Many of our urban university students report their own depictions of turning points, events in which criminal justice personnel cut them breaks, desisting from arrest even when felonies were suspected (e.g., car-jacking) that gave them cause to reflect on their actions. For example, Tran, the 20 year old Vietnamese American was caught with other teens jacking a car, but an African American cop, who grew up in the same neighborhood and knew of Tran’s academic and athletic accomplishments, cut him a break. Tran describes this event as “a life changer” and like others who told us their life histories, he claims that a number of his friends were not so “lucky”. It is this razor thin difference, a critical event involving the wise judgments and support of other youth or adults at crucial moments that the university students describe as the primary difference between them and many friends whose lives are increasingly hemmed in by the negative qualities and conditions of street life. For Kimberly, the difference between her situation and that of many of her high school female friends who, like her, got caught up with guys and children at an early age, came down to a chance encounter with a reliable guy and having the protection of a cop when she was wrapped up in series of events revolving around teen dating violence. These urban students imagine a razor thin difference between themselves and many of their teen friends as a product of one or two critical or “triggering” events.  This may be why these young adults draw no thick identity boundaries between their lives and those living closer to the streets (in contrast, see Copes, Hochstetler and Williams, 2008). 


Additionally, these young adults have a much nuanced sense of geographical variation, the flexibility of geographical space, and how to traverse its complexity, geographically and relationally.  For many of these students, what are often considered bad or blighted urban neighborhoods are anything but.  These neighborhoods are not containers of crime, delinquency and vice, but instead sites of incredible vitality that provide students with a nuanced sense of the variations and slippages that mark urban space (Massey, 2005).  Urban space, like individuals, families and communities, cannot be defined through an either-or context, and instead reveal the rich variation and contradictions that mark all spaces from the body to the globe.    Students also defined this spatial variation as supremely important in shaping their nuanced views of the world.  

One student, Alex, a Filipino from the Western Addition, decided that one way he wanted to give back to the community upon graduation was to give youth a greater sense of this spatial variation.  


[School’s] not necessarily what you’re supposed to do, but that’s how you make a better life. An... honest life. And... One that, you have a better chance of living longer,... and, ya know, you,... and it’s not all about what’s in the certain amount of blocks around you. I mean, kids I work with now are kinda like, “I’ve never gone to San Francisco. I’ve never gone out of Oakland.” There’s a lot of them that Oakland is all they know. Oakland is all,... right.  Umm,... the block they live on is, ya know, that’s all it is. I’m gonna throw that tattoo on me. And I was like, “Well, what if you move?” “I don’t,... I don’t plan on moving.” So, I mean, that’s certain things that open up people’s eyes, as far as what they can do, and what else is out there. 

For Alex, space is often perceived as a container, but in reality that container is only part of a whole other world surrounding it, and poor urban neighborhoods are part of a vast network of urban connections that are often dismissed when the vitality of urban life is invoked.  Alex understands the complexity of urban territory, moves through it, and wants to introduce that richness to youth who are stuck in one spot, in part because of their own narrow visions but also because they are kept contained by institutional practices. He wants to interrupt those practices and open up space for urban youth in his career.   


Recognizing the importance of spatial mobility and relational complexity to the life trajectories of college students who inhabit two places, an urban neighborhood and an urban university, may not point in the direction of policy recommendations. However, realizing that many public policies presuppose a flat vision of both poor urban youth and their neighborhoods is a starting point for reversing the direction of such policies and cracking open more fissures in public law enforcement and public schools. Such action may propel more urban youth to the university who, in turn, will serve as a generational force for transforming these institutions, their modus operandi, and practices.    
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