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5
Art-Based 
Methods

“Children’s artwork is the heart’s work.” 1

Self-expression through the arts is included  
 in Article 13 of the Convention on the Rights  
 of the Child as one of children’s civil rights: 

“The child shall have the right to freedom of ex-
pression . . . either orally, in writing or in print, 
in the form of art, or through any other media 
of the child’s choice.” Article 31, which affirms a 
child’s right to rest, play, and leisure, also recog-
nizes the right “to participate freely in cultural life 
and the arts.”2 In our experience, when we enable 
young people to express their feelings and ideas 
through methods of their choice, they gravitate to 
the arts—to music, poetry, painting, and digital 
arts. This was also true in the example from the 
United Kingdom of children choosing their own 
methods to document their travel to school: most 
of their choices were arts-based (Box 3.7). 

Art-based methods provide an excellent 
starting point for participatory processes. They 
allow young people to access their hearts: 
they are methods that allow young people to 
ex plore themselves, their world, and their val-
ues. In the words of a young Native American 
of the Tewa people, “Art is important because it 
describes people’s feelings and what they think 
about their people and their own ways.”3 From 
this perspective, art is important in develop-
ing personal connections to a topic. Art-based 
methods help all members of a participatory 
project understand: What is important to me as 
an individual? What is important to our com-

1. Bruce Hucko, Where There is No Name for Art: The Art of 
the Tewa Pueblo Children. (Santa Fe, New Mexico: School 
of American Research Press, 1996), 8.
2. UNICEF, “Convention on the Rights of the Child.” 
UNICEF.org. http://www.unicef.org/crc. (Retrieved March 
12, 2017).
3. Hucko, Where There is No Name for Art, 1. Quotation from 
Pauline Bourdon when she was age 12.

munity? What experiences and perspectives do 
we have for a place? For an activity? This chapter 
will explore methods that help students identify 
connections and values to a place or urban issue.

Art-based methods can also be important 
in the analysis and synthesis of ideas. They can 
provide creative means of summarizing discov-
eries during a participatory project, in a way that 
resonates with young people’s interests. They can 
help a community express its history and identity 
and come together around a shared vision. 

This chapter provides examples of methods 
that help young people express their values and 
synthesize and present their ideas through crea-
tive means: 

• Drawings
• Murals
• Collage
• Nicho boxes
• Photographic methods
• Storytelling and writing
• Role plays, drama, and puppet shows

5
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• Video and film
• Three dimensional models
• City as Play 

It is important to remember that children 
and youth are the experts on what their creations 
mean. With every method, allow time for young 
people to interpret their work: in writing, if they 
are old enough, or by asking open-ended ques-
tions about what they have made and recording 
their answers. Remember also that young people 
own their creations. Ask them if they want their 
name on their work (unless you are collaborating 
with a university where rules of confidentiality 
prohibit this). If you want to take their work for 
your records or an exhibit, ask for their permis-
sion. If they want to keep what they have made, 
ask if you can take a picture or make a copy for 
yourself. 

This chapter describes the purpose of each 
method, gives directions for how to apply it, 
and offers examples in practice. For each of the 
methods presented, remember that participa-
tory processes are about generating and sharing 
ideas. The artifacts generated can be significant 
in themselves, but often they are tools for iden-
tifying interests, setting priorities, and making 
recommendations. This is helpful in taking the 
pressure off the methods themselves, especially if 
young people are concerned whether their art is 
“good enough.” Everyone’s voice matters, and the 
methods are simply media to help young people 
express themselves.

Drawings

Drawing is a simple method that children can 
readily use to express ideas, describe an experi-
ence, and communicate with each other. For the 
drawing method to be most effective, it is helpful 
to have prepared in advance the purpose of the 
drawings, to have a pre-written prompt to get 
children started, and to allow time to share and 
discuss ideas. The drawings themselves can pro-

vide important information, but it is the sharing 
and discussion that allow rich understandings of 
children’s perspectives. These discussions pro-
mote an understanding for the significance of 
the picture—why children drew what they did.

Never assume that you know what a child’s 
drawing means without asking. Jill Kruger, who 
has done a lifetime of participatory advocacy 
with children in South Africa, illustrates this 
point vividly with a story about a child’s drawing 
of a smiling clown. What else could it be but a 
happy clown? The child explained, however, that 
it was a witch disguised as a clown to capture 
children for their body parts.4 With very young 
children, ages 2–6, try to record their utterances 
as they draw. Otherwise when they show the 
final product and you ask what it is, you risk 
getting the answer, “It’s a picture.”5

Drawing is an excellent way to begin one-
on-one interviews about children’s place feelings 
and experiences. Even shy children tend to open 
up when attention is focused not on them but 
their explanation of their drawing. When you 
want to use drawings in this way, ask for the 
child’s permission to take notes by hand or with 
a recording device, and label different elements 
of the picture that the child discusses.

Ages. While this method may be used with any 
age, we have found it to be most effective with 
children ages 4–11. Children 12 and older are 
often self-conscious of their drawing abilities, 
and this can inhibit expression rather than serve 
to develop it.

Materials. Paper, pencils, crayons, colored pen-
cils or markers, clipboards or hard surfaces (if 
drawing will be outside or there will be no tables)

4. Jill Kruger to Louise Chawla, personal communication. 
5. Elizabeth Coates, “I forgot the sky! Children’s stories con-
tained within their drawings.” International Journal of Early 
Years Education, 10, no. 1 (2002): 21–35. Reprinted in The 
Reality of Research with Children and Young People, ed. Vicky 
Lewis et al. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2003), 
5–26. 
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Time to Complete. About 45 minutes total—10 
minutes for introduction; 15 minutes for draw-
ing; and 20 minutes for sharing and discussing.

Method

• Introduce the activity—tell children what 
it is you plan to have them do and why

• Provide the materials for the activity— 
paper and drawing implements

• When everyone is settled with their mate-
rials and actively listening, tell children  
the details of what you want them to do—
use the prompt that you have prepared.

• Check in with participants. Do they have 
questions? Do they understand what they 
are supposed to do?

• As children begin, wander around the 
room or place where they are drawing. 
Children will ask questions for clarifica-
tion and will begin to share their ideas. 
Ask questions that are general: Can you 
tell me more about this? What is special to 
you about this place? In this way, you can 
encourage them to continue but will not 
overly direct their drawing.

• If children are able, ask them to clearly 
label their drawings in their own words. 
Or a facilitator can write key words on the 
drawing.

• Once the work is nearing completion, give 
a 2- to 3-minute warning that the drawing 
time is coming to a close.

• Ask each participant to share his or her 
drawing. This can be done in small groups 
with a single facilitator, or with the whole 
group, depending on the number of 
 facilitators and amount of time available. 
If possible, record the main points of the 
children’s ideas on flipchart paper for all to 
see. Children are welcome to offer edits 
to the recorder’s words if their ideas are 
not captured correctly.

• Possible Extension: Depending on the size 
of the group and amount of time available, 

ask each child to make a connection to 
something they heard another child say or 
draw that also resonated with them. This 
is a way to build group cohesion but also 
to help children process ways that they 
have shared interests and experiences with 
 others in the group.

Space use

Some children may look at others’ work to get 
ideas about what they “should” draw and make 
copycat drawings. If you want to be sure that you 
get children’s original ideas, work in a big space 
where everyone can spread out, or with small 
groups where each child can have his or her own 
space and undisturbed focus. Emphasize that 
there are no wrong ideas—every contribution 
is valuable. 

Paper size 

Some children get immersed in this activity. Pro-
vide large sheets of paper and have extra sheets 
available in case some children want to extend 
their drawing beyond the margins of one page. 
Otherwise the scale of their response is con-
strained by the size of the paper. 

Sample Prompts

• To understand the types of places that are 
important to children in their community:
Today we are going to draw a special outdoor 

place. I want you to begin by thinking about 

a place where you like to spend time. It can 

be a favorite place, an exciting place, a hiding 

place, an exploring place, or any kind of place 

that is special to you. Think about what you like 

to do in this place and who you go there with. 

Think about what you see, smell, feel or remem-

ber about this place. When you are ready, you 

may begin to draw this place. (If the children are 

old enough, ask them to label the most import-

ant parts of their drawings.)

• To understand how children use or experi-
ence their local area:
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Box 5.1. Using Drawings to Initiate and Evaluate Participatory Research

In the city of Pachuca de Soto, Hidalgo, Mex-

ico, children and adolescents participated in a 

project over eight months to identify issues of 

concern in their community, to gather informa-

tion about these issues from their peers, and to 

develop recommendations.

Drawings were used as a means of both identify-

ing initial concerns and as a means of evaluating 

what they learned as a result of the project. Ini-

tially, a group of young people in youth councils 

drew pictures of the issues that most concerned 

them in the community. These drawings were 

used to determine issues of interest, problems 

they saw in their communities, and as a means to  

identify a priority area of focus for further work.

From these drawings, young people identified 

themes of bullying and violence against children 

and teen pregnancy as issues they wanted to 

research further (Figure 5.1).

Following initial drawings, the youth council then 

developed questions that they would use to ask 

other children about their chosen topics. (See 

Chapter 6.) Finally, each of the team leaders r e-

Figure 5.1. Children can draw pictures to help 
identify issues in their community. In this draw-
ing, children identified kidnapping (top), fighting 
 (middle). The bottom drawing, showing nature 
and children playing can be translated as: “This is 
the Pachuca that children want: a world without 
discrimination, bullying, or delinquency.”  
Image credit: Yolanda Corona Caraveo

Figure 5.2. Drawing as a reflection tool for what 
young people learned through the participatory 
process. In this drawing the child writes that 
 before the participatory process, she was very shy 
and did not have very many friends nor feel con-
fident interacting with adults. After the process, 
she feels more comfortable interacting with people 
of different ages and from different places.  
Image credit: Yolanda Corona Caraveo

flected on their experiences. As in the beginning, 

they drew pictures and wrote reflections about 

what they had learned or how they were changed 

by the process of participating (Figure 5.2).1 

1. Yolanda Corona Caraveo and María Morfín-Stoopen, 

Nuestra Voz También Cuenta: Haz Que Se Escuche. 

Una Experiencia de Participación de Niñas, Niños y Ad-

olescentes en el Municipio de Pachuca (Our voice also 

counts: make it heard. An experience of participation 

of children and adolescents in the Municipality of Pa-

chuca). Chapultepec, Cuernavaca, Morelos, Mexico: 

Grafimor S.A. de C.V., 2017.
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Box 5.2. Drawings to Understand Resilience: Assets and Vulnerabilities

In 2013, Boulder, Colorado and Mexico City, 

Mexico became part of the Rockefeller Founda-

tion’s 100 Resilient Cities initiative to help commu-

nities around the world become more resilient to 

the physical, social and economic challenges cities 

face today. The 100 RC approach framed resil-

ience in terms of understanding “acute shocks,” 

such as floods or fires, and “chronic stresses,” 

such as poverty and endemic violence. Growing 

Up Boulder and researchers in Mexico City part-

nered to explore children’s perceptions of resil-

ience in the two cities using a paired participatory 

research approach. 

Figure 5.3. One student drew the flood, a natural 
disaster which had affected the city of Boulder two 
years prior, as a vulnerability. This drawing depicts 
aerial views of homes surrounded by water, as the 
child experienced during the storm. Image credit: 

Growing Up Boulder

Figure 5.4. This student drew many types of vul-
nerabilities, including car fumes, loud parties, dark 
places, and stinging bees. Image credit: Yolanda 

Corona Caraveo

As an initial way to understand children’s under-

standing of their city, we asked children (ages 

eight to ten) to draw assets and vulnerabilities at 

their home, school, street, neighborhood, and 

city scales. We defined an asset as a “valuable 

person, place or thing that helps you feel safe 

and supported” and vulnerabilities as “people, 

places, or things that make you feel afraid, un-

safe, unsure, that make you feel exposed, open 

to being hurt, or that you don’t belong.” 

Students generated asset and vulnerability draw-

ings on two separate visits. At the end of each 

drawing session, students shared and discussed 

their drawings as a group. These drawings be-

came the basis for mural collages (Figure 5.6) 

and a video exchange between children in the 

two cities. While some children focused on a 

single asset or vulnerability (such as in Figure 5.3), 

others compiled many ideas into a single drawing 

(Figure 5.4).1

1. Victoria Derr, Yolanda Corona, and Tuline Gülgönen, 

“Children’s perceptions of and engagement in urban 

resilience in the United States and Mexico.” Journal of 

Planning Education and Research (2017): doi: 0739456X 

17723436.
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Box 5.3. Childhood in Kentucky, 1900 to Now

As part of a project for the Kentucky Oral His-

tory Commission, a class of 8-year-olds spent 

a term studying Portland, their  working-class dis-

trict that borders the Ohio River in the west end of 

Louisville. Their activities included drawing, paint-

ing and writing about their favorite local places 

and what they did there. At the same time, local 

residents from their parents’, grandparents’ and 

great-grandparents’ generations were interviewed 

about their childhood memories of Portland, 

and photographs were gathered that showed 

children in the community from the early 1900s to 

the present. An artist made colored illustrations of

children in places that were repeatedly described 

in the oral histories. These illustrations were 

 arranged in a border around a large map of the 

district, with the location of each place marked 

on the map. All of these materials were hung in 

a special exhibit in the Portland Museum, a local 

history museum, including excerpts from the oral 

histories and the 8-year-olds’ drawings, paintings, 

writings, and other products from their commu-

nity study. On the opening night, the students 

served as exhibit guides for their families and 

other visitors. 

Figure 5.5. Favorite childhood places in the past. Given the importance of quilting in Kentucky  culture, 
 Annette Cable, the artist who rendered older residents’ memories, assembled her illustrations like bright- 
colored quilt squares bordering a Portland map. Image credit: Portland Museum, Louisville, Kentucky
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Today we are going to make a drawing of the 

area around where you live and the places where 

you spend most of your time, where you work, 

play, or go to school.6 I want you to include your 

house and your school, but everything else you 

draw is up to you. 

• If a child is having trouble getting started:
What about if you draw a picture of your house 

and the places around your house where you 

like to play, alone or with friends, or places where 

you ride a bicycle or go with friends or family?

Depending on specific project objectives, 
you could start with one of these prompts and 
then add additional details. For example, if you 
are interested in safe routes to school, you could 
add:

Now I would like you to draw [you can ask them 

to use a specific color—like a red pen] how you 

get to school [or downtown, or wherever is sig-

nificant for your project]. Draw a line showing 

the route that you take, and write down if you 

walk, bike, use a scooter or skate board, drive, 

or take the bus. If you go more than one way, 

pick the route and type of travel you use most 

often. You may add additional details to your 

drawing as you think about your route to school.

Variation:  
Intergenerational Drawings 

One way to understand how children’s use of 
local environments changes from generation to 
generation is to compare children’s drawings and 

6. This seemingly simple request is the result of pilot testing 
at sites around the world during the revival of the Growing 
Up in Cities program. Some children will spontaneously 
begin to make free-hand maps, and that is fine, but this 
neutral request allows children who are not comfortable with 
mapping to draw their ground-level view of places. We avoid 
asking them to draw “their neighborhood” unless they have 
already studied their neighborhood and know its boundaries. 
Otherwise they may try to comply without understanding 
what “neighborhood” means (and even geographers debate 
this word’s meaning). See Driskell, Creating Better Cities with 
Children and Youth, 115–117 

explanations about the places that they currently 
use with older generation’s drawings of their 
childhood environmental memories. If older 
residents are comfortable drawing, this activity 
can be integrated into an oral history about their 
childhood engagement in their community. If 
people hesitate to draw, an artist can illustrate 
the environmental stories that they tell (Box 5.3).

Murals 

Mural making serves a double purpose. It is a 
medium for young people to share their views 
and visions about their city, but creating a mu-
ral also requires deliberation and collective 
 decision-making about what to communicate, 
why, and how. Mural making can serve as a 
contribution to the community, making young 
people’s creativity apparent and bringing life and 
color to public buildings and streets. 

Murals can be a collaborative method for 
developing ideas early in a project, or for synthe-
sizing ideas toward the end of a project. Either 
way, the mural represents a summation of ideas 
that can be shared with others.

Ages. 4 and up. 
Young people ages 12 and up may be self-con-
scious of their drawing abilities, which can in-
hibit their free participation. When working with 
youth, it may be helpful to enlist a professional 
artist who can support artistic development, 
which can result in a more professional product 
with less angst from participants. 

Materials. Paper for drawing initial ideas; pen-
cils and colored pencils; larger paper, canvas, or 
reclaimed materials (an old door, board, or bed-
sheet) for the mural base; paints, paint brushes, 
and small containers to hold paints; smocks or 
shirts to protect clothing during painting (op-
tional); dropcloth to protect surfaces

Time to Complete. At least three sessions of 
approximately 45–60 minutes
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Method—Generating ideas

• Introduce the activity—tell participants 
what you plan to have them do and why

• Provide the materials for the activity— 
paper and drawing implements

• When everyone is settled with their ma-
terials and actively listening, give partic-
ipants more details about what you want 
them to do—to make a mural that rep-
resents their ideas about why the city is (or  
is not) a good place for young people 
(or substitute a different prompt here, such 
as what they want to see in a new park)

• Ask each participant to draw a picture that 
represents their response to your question 
prompt

• Ask participants to share their ideas with 
each other. This is a collaborative process, 
so it is important to share ideas early so 
that young people who are interested in 
similar ideas can work synergistically

• Have a facilitator write down the key 
words and ideas each participant shares. 
If many participants respond to a partic-
ular idea, make note of this with a check 
mark or other notation that reflects how 
common an idea is.

Method—Planning the mural

• Provide the materials for this activity— 
the mural base (paper, canvas or other ma-
terial), paints, and the drawings to be used

• Review the themes generated in the first 
session

• Ask participants to arrange the drawings 
they have made onto the mural. Ask 
them to reflect on the major themes that 
emerged from their drawings and generate 
groupings of pictures that reflect all partic-
ipants’ ideas.

• To transfer the images to the canvas, stu-
dents can cut them out, glue them to the 

canvas, and paint over them, or they can 
draw them onto the canvas. If participants 
desire this alternative, you can bring in an 
artist or design student who organizes and 
transfers drawings to create a cohesive 
and artistic representation.

Method—Painting the mural

• Depending on the amount of time you 
take to organize and transfer images, 
you can begin painting the mural on the 
same day or in another session.

• Lay out a dropcloth on the surface where 
young people will be painting

• Place the canvas on top of the dropcloth 
with enough room around the edges for 
paints

• Review the canvas to be painted—ask 
participants to discuss and plan out colors 
and a strategy for completing the mural as 
a group. Since not everyone may be able 
to paint at a single time, identify roles for 
everyone.

• Provide small quantities of paint at a time 
in small containers. When working with 
younger children, provide only a few 
 colors at a time, each in its own container 
to avoid a mixing of all colors, which can 
result in a brown mural.

• When the mural is about halfway painted, 
have participants stand up and view the 
mural for a moment. Ask them to reflect 
on the colors, balance, and overall prog-
ress of the mural. Is there a color that is 
too dominant? Are all the ideas being 
expressed with colors and images that 
feel consistent with the group’s original 
drawings and intentions? Make any revi-
sions or adaptations needed to keep the 
mural moving in a cohesive way toward 
completion.

• Allow time for the mural to dry in a 
level spot



Art-Based Methods 75 

Host a venue to share the mural with others. 
This can be through a focus group with school or 
city leaders, a video which records young people 
sharing what they contributed to the mural, or 
a hanging at a library or gallery space in the city 
and presentations by the artists during an open-
ing reception.

Variation:  
Intergenerational Mural Making

When elder artists come together with young 
people to paint murals, their creations can bridge 
windows into a community’s past with visions 
of its present and future. When the University of 
Colorado established a Children, Youth and 

Box 5.4. Whittier International Elementary School, City Values Mural

As part of a project to understand children’s  

  perceptions of resilience, Growing Up 

Boulder engaged primary students, aged 8 to 

9, in developing a mural. Before beginning the 

mural, school children discussed their city and 

identified assets and values that they felt rep-

resented their city. These values included open 

space and parks, care for animals, shelter for 

people, healthy lifestyles, education, and the arts. 

Once these values were identified, each student 

ranked the values from those that they thought 

were “well done” in the city to those that “need 

more work.” 

From their individual assessments, children chose 

one of the values that was most important to 

them and drew a picture that reflected their think-

ing about this value and how it was, or could be, 

represented in the city.Project facilitators sorted 

the drawings and created a framework for a mu-

ral that would have four quadrants with drawings 

that reflected: the arts and care for animals; safe 

neighborhoods; healthy lifestyles, including food 

for the homeless; and parks and nature. The mu-

ral was ringed by Boulder’s mountains, as drawn 

by one student who particularly loved the moun-

tains. After images were transferred to the can-

vas, students collaboratively painted the mural, 

with much negotiation over colors and embellish-

ments that gave the mural character. 

The completed mural (Figure 5.6) was part of a 

public presentation to the school board, city plan-

Figure 5.6. Children painting group mural that 
reflects what they care about in the city. This mural 
was generated as a part of a resilience project with 
primary school students. Photo credit: Victoria Derr

ning staff, and community about how to support 

resilience in the city. It was hung in the school 

for the remainder of the year. After mural com-

pletion, students conducted research and devel-

oped recommendations for how to improve those 

 areas of the city that needed “more work.”1

1. Derr, Corona, Gülgönen, “Children’s perceptions of 

and engagement in urban resilience”
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 Environments Center on its Boulder campus, the 
center director invited the Society for Crea tive 
Aging, a nonprofit organization formed by senior 
artists and volunteers, to work with children to 
make murals to decorate the center walls. Elder 
artists worked with students in two elementary 
schools to depict a “child friendly community”—
inspired by the principle that a community that 
is friendly to children is also friendly to elders, 
and a more livable place for all ages. 

The elder artists began with two sessions of 
activities to spark ideas:

• Word associations/concept mapping:  
To brainstorm words that describe a 
child-friendly community, the artists 
hung a large sheet of adhesive fabric on 
the wall and stuck headings at the top 
that represented different facets of com-
munity life, such as Education, Recreation, 
Government and Nature. Students were 
given strips of paper and asked to write 
one word for each of these themes that 
described what it would be like if it were 
child friendly, and then stick their words 
under each heading. 

• Tree of life: Children painted leaves, cut 
them out, and wrote a word on each leaf to 

tell what they would like to see in a child-
friendly community. The leaves were later 
hung in the Center.

• Haiku writing: After the artists gave ex-
amples of haikus, each student wrote a 
haiku about an element of a child-friendly 
community that he or she found especially 
important. 

• Definitions: Each child wrote a paragraph 
that defined a child-friendly community.

• Ecological footprints: Because the children 
highly valued nature, the artists intro-
duced the concept of ecological footprints. 
Each child was given an old sneaker 
and students decorated their sneakers 
to signify the creative steps they could 
take to build a more child-friendly and 
 nature-friendly community. 

After these activities, the children and artists 
were ready to work together to transfer their 
ideas into paintings. They began with individual 
paintings that were each fixed behind a panel of 
old wooden window frames to signify Windows 
on the World of a child-friendly community. 
Then they worked together to paint long strip 
murals and large circle murals. The circle form 
signified Building Bridges in communities where 
everything connects in the circle of life and cycle 
of generations. Elder artists painted their mem-
ories of favorite features of their own childhood 
communities, including a woman who remem-
bered what Boulder was like for children 90 years 
before. Students worked in small groups to illus-
trate their ideas (Figure 5.7). 

Variation: Banners

Banners can serve as portable murals that can 
be rolled up and taken to a variety of places. 
Through art stores, you can order durable canvas 
with grommets, which makes mounting banners 
and taking them down easy. Places that can be 
enlivened by children’s banners are only limited 
by the imagination. 

Figure 5.7. When young artists painted elements of a 
child-friendly community, they wanted nature and free 
movement through city settings, but above all they 
valued friendly places: friendly people and sharing love 
with their friends and families. Here they begin by plac-
ing the word “amor,” love, at the center of a mural. 
Photo credit: Casey Cass/University of Colorado
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When Growing Up Boulder began, partici-
pants were asked to identify city issues that they 
wanted to work on and they divided into action 
teams. Middle school students wanted to make 
young people’s presence in the city more visi-
ble through public art that children and youth 

created. As a beginning, they created a series of 
banners that depicted their visions for a child-
friendly city. Over the years, the banners hung 
at a large festival in a city park, the city art mu-
seum, schools, and a meeting for the city’s com-
prehensive planning process. 

Box 5.5. Lily Yeh’s Participatory Mural Making at the Dandelion School

In her book Awakening Creativity: Dandelion 

School Blossoms, Lily Yeh describes her evo-

lution as an artist, and how she came to inte-

grate children into participatory mural making, 

from inner-city transformations of vacant lots in 

north Philadelphia to her work with the Dande-

lion School in the outskirts of Beijing, China. This 

school primarily served the children of a “float-

ing” population of migrant workers. Her initial 

workshops focused on drawing and writing in 

which students told stories about themselves, and 

the emotional burdens they bear from economic 

inequities and the family stresses that result. 

During her first two years of working with the 

school, Yeh conceived of the Transformation 

Project which sought to beautify the campus 

but also “to raise issues such as identity, self- 

empowerment, democracy, and equality” (p. 51). 

The Transformation Project engaged the whole 

school community, including students, teachers, 

staff, and volunteers, over five years. Her process 

began slowly, providing a space for freedom of 

expression, sharing of ideas, and cultivating a 

sense of hope. In her first year, she held a series 

of workshops:

1. Listening. Through a school-wide meet-

ing, Lily Yeh introduced the project and 

asked students what they would like to 

see on their campus, what they thought 

would add beauty. Their resounding re-

sponse was for nature in its many forms.

2. Workshop for teachers. Teachers in 

 Beijing, like many parts of the world, work 

long hours and are under pressure to meet 

performance standards. Yeh’s aim for the 

teacher workshop was to create a relax-

ing, participatory, and fun environment. 

In these workshops, teachers created 

murals with paper-cuts, drawing from the 

Chinese folk art tradition.

3. Workshop for students. Yeh conducted 

a series of workshops with students as 

well. She asked students to discuss their 

thoughts and feelings of the moment and 

then to transfer these feelings onto paper, 

using paper-cuts, ink, and watercolors.

4. Painting big and painting together. 

In this phase, students made large paint-

ings on reclaimed bed sheets. They painted 

their own silhouettes and added details of 

stars, plants, and abstract patterns. 

Subsequent years built on these workshops and 

generated exhibitions of student’s drawings, per-

sonal stories, and a “moving assignment” to con-

nect students with their parents. Only then did 

she move into site design workshops. Through 

a series of additional workshops, students and 

teachers designed mosaic murals and a large 

scale Dandelion Tree of Life. Over time, the entire 

school campus was transformed by the school 

community’s artwork, a whimsical mixing of mo-

saic tile and painted murals.1

1. Lily Yeh, Awakening Creativity: Dandelion School 

Blossoms. (Oakland, CA: New Village Press, 2011).
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Children’s banners can also be printed on 
public service signs in public transport. A third 
grade class of English language learners in Boul-
der spent a fall term evaluating the “Hop,” a 
bus line that winds its way through downtown 
streets and shopping areas, stopping close to their 
school. One of their recommendations was to 
add art that would make the bus ride more en-
gaging for children. During the spring term, they 
worked with an artist to create a linear banner of 
iconic city places along the Hop line, with bun-
nies half hidden throughout the picture. Printed 

as a public service sign, the banner adds whimsy 
and color to Hop buses and gives young chil-
dren the challenge of finding all the bunnies. (See 
Chapter 8 for more information on this project.) 

Collage

Collage is an assemblage of objects to create an 
image. It can be made of anything that catches 
an artist’s eye that can be adhered to a surface, of-
ten combined with drawing, painting, and words. 

Box 5.6. Collage and Cutouts to Engage Children in Participatory Budgeting

with Omayra Rivera Crespo  

and Yazmín M. Crespo Claudio 

In 2014, participatory budgeting was introduced 

in San Juan, Puerto Rico. In this process, citizens 

directly decide how to spend part of a public bud-

get. The San Juan process included an assembly, 

several meetings of a Committee of Delegates 

who represented residents of the community, a 

presentation of projects that citizens wanted to 

see the city finance, and voting on priorities. The 

meetings could last for several hours as people 

discussed their points of view, made compara-

tive tables, and debated the pros and cons of 

potential projects. As the process unfolded, the 

architectural collective taller Creando Sin Encar-

gos (tCSE) recognized that a more dynamic and 

visual process was needed.

To engage children and understand their point of 

view, taller Creando Sin Encargos helped children 

and other members of the community  create 

large collages composed of text and images 

taken from magazines and the internet to repre-

sent their visions for each project under consid-

eration for participatory budgeting (Figure 5.8). 

For example, if a group wanted a community 

center for different activities, they made a collage 

Figure 5.8. Participatory budgeting in San Juan: 
Collage of images of magazines and prints, pre-
pared with residents of the community. Photo 

credit: Omayra Rivera Crespo

of people of all ages performing, participating 

in art workshops, doing exercises, or having a 

celebration. If they wanted a garden, they glued 

together images of people planting tropical veg-

etables and fruits. With this approach, children 

could also explain the benefits of each project 

that they envisioned. 

In 2015, participatory budgeting was imple-

mented again, in a large community of San Juan 

named Río Piedras. This time the organizers used 

collage as a tool from the beginning in order to 
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include more children. A few university graduates 

from architecture and engineering were hired as 

a Technical Committee to develop participatory 

methods using images. They prepared boards 

with maps of existing areas or basic architectural 

plans, along with cutouts of urban furniture and 

play areas. Children created collages of what 

they wanted to see in each area. For example, 

if they wanted swings in a future park, trees, a 

sitting area, and a gazebo for informal meetings, 

then they glued these illustrations where they 

thought they should be located on the board. 

They also wrote and drew directly on the boards. 

Members of the tCSE collective found that ask-

ing the children to focus on well-defined areas 

helped them pay attention to physical character-

istics of the environment and issues like density, 

and generate specific ideas.

Based on the collage boards, the Technical Com-

mittee made several 3D drawings so that the 

children could see different possible results of 

their proposals and choose the best one. On the 

day when citizens voted, the boards for different 

projects were presented together with the 3D 

drawings. In this way, children felt that the proj-

ect proposals represented their intentions and not 

ideas imposed by the city administration. 

When all the objects are gathered from one place, 
it can represent a locale, or children’s journey 
through a space as they pick up objects along 
the way: for example, a tracing of a leaf from 
a tree, a feather, a candy wrapper from a pur-
chase at a snack stand, a word from a sign, shiny 
paper from street litter, and a selfie snapped with 
friends along the way. Collages can also be made 
with cutouts from magazines or children’s own 
drawings. They can also be assembled digitally. 

Collages can be made with many purposes. 
The nicho boxes featured in Figures 5.11-5.12 

later in this chapter are a form of 3-D collage, 
created in this case for children to express their 
identity and culture that they would like to see 
represented in their city’s Civic Area. In the Phila 
Impilo project featured in Chapter 11, children 
in a hospital created collages to express their 
sources of strength and resilience. In Box 5.6, 
young people created collages as part of a larger 
process of participatory budgeting to express 
their priorities for budget spending. (For more 
information about participatory budgeting, see 
Chapter 8).

Figure 5.9. Participatory budgeting in San Juan:  
Board prepared with a basic architectural plan,  
along with cutouts of urban furniture and play   
areas. Children glued the cutouts on the board 
and added drawing and writing. Photo credit: 

Omayra Rivera Crespo

Figure 5.10. One of several renderings that archi-
tectural students made, based on children’s collage 
boards for an area. Image credit: Ricardo Curet
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Nicho Boxes 

Nicho boxes are multimedia art boxes inspired 
by wall niches common to Southwestern archi-
tecture, termed nichos, and Latin American folk 
art. Like a personal shadow box, each nicho con-
tains small objects like pictures, symbols, figu-
rines, writing, and anything else that expresses 
a person’s identity and culture. Children can 
create nicho boxes to express their relationship 
to a place, or what is important to them in their 
environment. 

Ages. six and up

Materials. shoe boxes or cigar boxes; spray 
paint; multipurpose glue; glue gun for hot glue; 
magazines and other sources of images to cut 
out; construction paper; markers; small objects 
that children bring from home because they find 
them personally significant but that they are 
 willing to leave in the box. You can save time and 
mess by spray-painting the boxes in advance. If 
you don’t want to use spray paint, children can 
glue a covering of colored paper all over their 
box. Shoe stores and cigar vendors will often 
donate boxes. 

Time to Complete. One to two sessions of ap-
proximately 30–45 minutes 

Box 5.7. Nicho Boxes to Express What is Important to Children

This particular adaptation of nicho boxes 

was developed by Growing Up Boulder as a 

culturally-responsive way for children to express 

what was important to them about their city, as a 

first point of engagement for a much larger pub-

lic space planning process.1 Children, ages 8–9, 

were asked to consider, “Who am I? What do I 

love? What would I like in the city that reflects my 

1. Victoria Derr and Emily Tarantini, ““Because we are 

all people:” Outcomes and reflections from young peo-

ple’s participation in the planning and design of child-

friendly public spaces.” Local Environment: International 

Journal of Justice and Sustainability 21, no. 12 (2016): 

1534–1556.

identity, family and culture?” Parent volunteers 

collected enough shoeboxes for every child and 

spray-painted them in solid colors in advance. 

Children were provided a range of materials in-

cluding fabric flowers and small animal figurines 

and children were encouraged to bring their own 

items from home.

Figure 5.11. The nicho box at left reads: “I am 
a ‘red lion’ because of my red hair. My favorite 
places to spend time are Valmont Bike Park and 
the skatepark.” The “Me and Nature” box at right 
with mirror and animal figurines represents the 
child amidst the natural world. Photo credit: Grow-

ing Up Boulder. The “Me and Nature” nicho box was 

originally featured in Derr and Tarantini, “Because we 

are all people.”
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Box 5.8.  Nicho Box to Support 
Children’s Long-Term 
Health Care

As part of the Phila Impilo! program for 

children in long-term hospital care in 

Durban, South Africa, children created sim-

ple nicho boxes by pasting a pocket mirror 

inside a cardboard box and drawing valued 

people and objects in their lives around it. 

(For more information about this program, 

see Chapter 11).

Figure 5.12. Identity drawing with mirror: 
This boy said that his box showed “that chil-
dren are important here on earth. You can 
place important things in your life around you. 
This reminds you of who you are despite your 
illness.” Photo credit: Monde Magida

Method: Generating ideas  
and assembling objects

• Introduce the activity—explain what nicho 
boxes are and how participants can use 
them to express their identity and what is 
meaningful to them in their environment.

• Provide a prompt question. Give par-
ticipants time to think about how they 
want to represent themselves and what 
matters to them, relative to the prompt. 
Give them time to write down ideas, or 
make a list with assistance if they are still 
learning to write.

• Provide objects that participants can select 
to begin to construct their boxes, such 
as construction paper in different colors, 
magazines or other sources of images that 
they can cut out. Participants store this 
material with their box until they are ready 
to assemble everything.

• Encourage participants to look for other 
objects at home or in their environment 
that they want to add. These can include 
natural objects, little figurines of people or 
animals, photographs—anything that they 
find meaningful to express themselves and 
their relationship to their environment. 

Constructing and explaining the boxes 

• Participants arrange the images and ob-
jects in their boxes and glue them down. 
Multi-purpose glue will work for light 
pieces like paper and photographs. Young 
children may need adult help with a glue 
gun to secure heavier pieces like figurines, 
branches or stones. 

• Each child writes a few sentences de-
scribing their box and why its objects are 
significant for them. They print out their 
descriptions and mount them on their 
boxes. Some participants glue the descrip-
tion on the top or side of their box. Some 
hang them on the box like a sign. 

Sharing with community members  
and decision-makers

• Participants share their boxes and their 
meaning. They can do this just among 
themselves, or it can be at a public event 
with parents, city staff and other city 
leaders invited. When there are many 
participants, the boxes can be displayed 
around the room with the creators beside 
their boxes, ready to explain their work 
and answer questions as visitors rotate 
around the room.



82 Placemaking with Children and Youth

Nicho boxes make colorful, intriguing dis-
plays for a public place like a library, local art 
museum, recreation center, school lobby, or hos-
pital (Figure 5.11). 

Photographic Methods

Expressing, observing, dreaming—photogra-
phy is an effective tool for facilitating a range 
of purposes.7 This section describes methods 
and examples of two photographic applications: 
photo voice and photo-drawing. Other uses of 
photography that emphasize information gath-
ering, evaluation and discussion are photo- 
elicitation in Chapter 6, and photo-framing and 
photogrids in Chapter 7. There is no firm line, 
however, between photography as an artistic 
medium and as a tool for documentation and 
evaluation. Encourage young people to explore 
how they can bring their artistic vision into all 
of these approaches. 

While each method varies in its applications 
and potential, participatory photography pro-
vides some consistent benefits:

• Many people are familiar with cameras, or 
can learn to use simple ones fairly quickly. 
Cameras do not require the ability to read, 
write, or speak a certain language flu-
ently—they can thus equalize participation 
for some who would otherwise be margin-
alized, such as English language learners 
in the United States context

• It is a useful tool early on in participa-
tory processes, to develop young people’s 
thinking about a particular place

• It helps practitioners understand young 
people’s perspectives

• It provides a visual record that communi-
cates to a variety of audiences at multiple 

7. The text by Claudia Mitchell, Doing Visual Research, is a 
helpful introductory guide to the ethics and practicalities 
of community-based photography, including photovoice. 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2011).

points of a project (from idea generation 
to project presentations or sharing beyond 
the life of a project)

• The portability of cameras (and ubiquity 
of cell phones in many parts of the world) 
expands the possibilities for this method 
to include multiple times of day, individual 
experiences, or otherwise private aspects 
of experience

• Photography can help people “see” familiar 
places in a new way, and through images, 
to develop an expanded sense of a place 
and its meaning or function

Photovoice 

Photovoice is a method for visually describing 
places and experiences. Photovoice has a rich 
history in both public health and urban plan-
ning, as it supports participation among com-
munity members who may not have previous 
experience expressing their views. With its roots 
in participatory methods in documentary pho-
tography, photovoice emerged in the 1990s from 
public health assessments with women in China8 
and from Growing Up in Cities’ participatory 
planning with young people.9 As Caroline Wang 
and Mary Ann Burris describe it, photovoice 
seeks to enable people to record their commu-
nity’s strengths and express concerns, promote 
critical dialogue through small and large group 
discussion of the photographs, and reach policy- 
and decision-makers.10 

Taking pictures is a relatively safe means 
of beginning to communicate ideas. It helps es-
tablish trust and validate ideas, which can lead 
to enriched discussions and more open sharing 
than might otherwise happen. It can be used 

8. Caroline Wang and Mary Ann Burris, “Photovoice: Con-
cept, methodology, and use for participatory assessment 
needs.” Health Education & Behavior 24, no. 3 (1997): 369– 
387.
9. Driskell, Creating Better Cities with Children and Youth, 
130–133.
10. Wang and Burris, “Photovoice”
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as a relatively quick assessment of an area, as 
a first entry into a proposed project space or 
public place, and to capture first impressions 
and ideas. The method has been particularly 
effective with youth as it provides a mode of 
creative expression and helps facilitate dialogue. 
Photovoice can help expand the conversation 
from youth peer groups to the entire community, 
through exhibits that invite a larger commu-
nity of participants.11

This method may be used when young peo-
ple are together as a group—for example, taking 
pictures on a walking tour outside their school, 
visiting a public space, or walking in their neigh-
borhood. It can also be varied so that young peo-
ple take pictures independently at their homes, 
neighborhoods, or city spaces. The method de-
scribed here is for facilitating photovoice within 
a group setting. Variations are given for indepen-
dent photography.

Ages. six and up

Materials. Hand held cameras (digital, 35 mm, 
phones or tablets); data sheet, clipboard and 
pencils (optional); some way to view and share 
images (projector, computer, printed images); 
a white board, chalk board, or paper to record 
ideas during the photograph discussions.

Time to Complete. At least 45 minutes (if dig-
ital images). Ideally completed in a minimum 
of two sessions—one or more for taking photo-
graphs, and at least one for discussion

Method—Getting set up  
and taking pictures

• Introduce the activity—what you plan to 
do and why

• Make sure that everyone knows how to use 
the cameras. At a minimum you should 
cover how to turn on the camera, zoom in 
and out, use a flash, and snap the picture. 

11. Driskell, Creating Better Cities with Children and Youth.

Given time and desire, the photographic 
process can be one or more lessons in 
itself, helping students understand basic 
photographic composition, perspective, 
and lighting. (See Box 5.9.)

• Optional: Provide data sheets, clipboards, 
and pencils

• Provide instructions for how and where 
young people should take pictures. Pro-
vide other details such as the number of 
pictures or specific criteria for pictures. 
These criteria may be provided on optional 
data sheets.

• If they will be taking pictures as part 
of this introductory session, have them 
begin.

• If they will be taking pictures inde-
pendently, discuss expectations (number 
of pictures, goals for taking pictures) 
and review procedures for taking project 
 cameras or using their own.

Processing pictures  
and facilitating discussion

• After photographs have been taken, you 
can upload them for discussion imme-
diately or you can take them to an office 
or photo lab to upload and organize for a 
discussion in a separate session. 

• Project or print the images so that all par-
ticipants can view them 

• To facilitate discussion, you can choose 
whether to have students write short 
descriptions about each photograph (or 
refer to a data sheet if they used one), ask 
students to respond to written prompts, 
or ask each photographer to explain their 
photographs verbally (Box 5.9).

• Potential prompts, whether oral or written, 
include: Why did you take this picture? 
What do you like or dislike in this picture? 
Why is this important to you? (See Box 5.9 
for additional prompts.)



84 Placemaking with Children and Youth

Box 5.9.  Youth Services Initiative Photovoice Project— 
Facilitating Photography with Hesitant Youth

Youth Services Initiative (YSI) is an after-school 

program run by the City of Boulder’s Parks 

and Recreation Department for children and 

youth who live in public housing. The majority 

(95 percent or more) are Latino and many are 

immigrants. At a planning meeting for a partic-

ipatory project to redevelop a public space, the 

leader of YSI expressed concern that youth in 

her program might not connect with a redesign 

project when they were concerned about issues 

such as food and housing scarcity or deportation 

of family members. YSI youth had said that they 

were interested in learning photography, and so 

a new project was developed to understand these 

youths’ experience of the city more broadly.

In this project, young people worked with a 

professional photographer and undergraduate 

design student over a ten-week period. The first 

few lessons were focused on principles and prac-

tices of photography, in which youth learned 

about composition and perspective. They took 

photographs outside their meeting center from 

both “worm’s eye” and “bird’s eye” views. As 

the project progressed, young people went to 

public spaces and photographed nature and their 

friends. In the last weeks of the project, youth 

took cameras home and photographed their fam-

ilies, friends, houses, and neighborhoods.

To add “voice” to the project, youth responded 

to a number of written prompts, including:

“From  to , I come from .” 

“ If I could change one thing about the world, 

it would be .”

Or simply: “I wish .”

One participant took a picture of her sister 

wrapped in a Libyan flag and wrote “From rid-

ing horses to hiking mountains, visiting Africa 

and smelling spices, I come from Libya.” Another 

took pictures of her open refrigerator and food 

cooking on her stove and wrote “We need to 

make sure our refrigerator is always full, so we 

can feel normal.” Another took a picture of his 

friend, Jesus, and wrote, “If I could change one 

thing about the world, it would be the way that 

people in the U.S. treat immigrants—they should 

be nicer and more accepting of us. They kick us 

out, tell us mean stuff, and all we are trying to 

do is have a better life here.” 

Photographs and words were printed and then 

mounted on foam boards. The main exhibition 

was at a recreation center that hosted approxi-

mately 1,500 visitors per day. Many visitors stated 

that they “had no idea” how some of Boulder’s 

youth lived, and some called the recreation de-

partment after the exhibit to express their inter-

est and pleasure in learning more through this 

venue. While many of the photographs caught 

visitors’ attention, it was often the words that 

conveyed the most. Youth exhibited a sense of 

pride in their accomplishments as well as at truly 

being seen and heard.

Two years after project completion, the photo-

graphs were again exhibited and presented at 

a county-wide immigration summit, whose aim 

was to deepen community understanding of the 

immigrant experience in Boulder County.1 

1. Victoria Derr, Louise Chawla, Mara Mintzer, Willem 

van Vliet, and Debra Flanders Cushing. “A city for all 

citizens: Integrating children and youth from margin-

alized populations into city planning.” Special Issue 

on Designing Spaces for City Living. Buildings 3, no. 3 

(2013): 482–505.

Figure 5.13. Photovoice exhibit opening. 
Photo credit: Lynn M. Lickteig
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• As participants share their ideas, write 
them on a white board, chalkboard, or 
large paper so that everyone can see them. 
When ideas are repeated, place a check 
next to that idea to indicate the number of 
participants who share that idea.

• Like the drawing method, if there is time, 
you might also want to ask participants 
to respond to what they heard their peers 
say—ways that they connected with other 
people’s thinking. This helps build con-
nections among the group and also helps 
facilitators understand how salient, or 
significant, certain ideas are among the 
group.

• These themes and ideas can be trans- 
lated into an action plan (Box 5.9) or 
to recommendations made directly to 
city leaders and community members  
(Box 5.9 and 5.10).

Sharing with community members  
and decision-makers

Depending on the context of your project, you 
may invite community members and decision 
makers to the discussion described above, or 
you may wish to display images in a public venue. 
This could be a gallery-like exhibit (Box 5.9) or  
at a community event (Box 5.10). The photo-
graphic displays can help catalyze  communication 

Box 5.10.  Photovoice as a Tool to Promote Environmental Health and 
 Leadership among Farmworker Families in Salinas, California

The City of Salinas, California is home to many 

migrant farmworkers who contribute to the 

extensive agricultural production of the Salinas 

Valley. Farmworker families live in substandard 

housing with poor access to healthy foods or safe 

places to play. Researchers and health workers 

partnered with the Youth Community Council 

(YCC) in Salinas to employ photovoice as a means 

to explore environmental health issues that many 

farmworker families experience in the field and in 

their home environments. Sixteen Latino youth, 

aged 14–18, participated in twelve photovoice 

sessions held on Saturdays at the public library. 

The youth took pictures independently, with the 

instruction to take pictures of environmental 

health issues, including what they perceived as 

“problems” and “assets” in their community. 

In full group sessions, youth identified common 

themes and issues from all the photographs. 

Then, each youth selected one picture that they 

wanted to highlight. Adult researchers facilitated 

discussion using the “SHOWeD” technique that 

asks: “What do you See in this picture?” “What’s 

really Happening here?” “How does this relate to 

Our lives?” “Why is this happening?” and “What 

can we Do about it?” Each participant wrote 

narratives for his or her chosen photograph in 

response to the SHOWeD questions.

The YCC members shared their pictures and nar-

ratives with community leaders and at public 

venues and events, including a local library and 

a regional health event. They also developed an 

action plan for two projects to address environ-

mental health issues they had identified. One of 

these plans resulted in a 5K Run/Walk to address 

the lack of safe walking and biking spaces, as 

well as further recommendations for bike lanes 

and routes. A second plan developed a recycling 

program at their local high school, with the intent 

of eventually scaling it up to the school district.1 

1. Daniel Madrigal, Alicia Salvater, Gardenia Casillas, 

Crystal Casillas, Irene Vera, Brenda Eskenazi, and Mere-

dith Minkler. “Health in my community: Conducting and 

evaluating photovoice as a tool to promote environ-

mental health and leadership among Latino/a youth.” 

Progress in Community Health Partnerships: Research, 

Education, and Action 8, no. 3 (2014): 317–329.
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 between young people and other community 
members. As adults look at pictures, they nat-
urally ask questions that the young people can 
respond to. This helps ease any communication 
barriers that may exist between age groups (Fig-
ure 5.13).

Photovoice implementation 
with young children

It may be challenging for younger children to 
juggle the camera, data sheets, and frames (if 
used, see below). It can be helpful to have adult 
or youth assistants who can carry materials and 
facilitate the picture taking. Older assistants can 
be responsible for recording ideas on data sheets. 
If taking pictures in an urban environment, they 
should also be responsible for watching traffic. 
Children are enthusiastic photographers and can 
forget that streets and intersections can be risky. 

Photo-Drawing

This method allows children to express their 
ideas and visions for a place through images. 
It can be used with all ages, but the variation 
described here is designed to give young chil-
dren freedom to play and physically experience 
a place, while adults make observations and take 
photographs of the places where they are play-
ing. Then, using print images of the photographs, 
children can draw on top of the image to develop 
and share ideas for how to improve a space. This 
method is effective with young children because 
it lets them explore a site firsthand, without hav-
ing to step out from the play realm to take pho-
tographs. It can be useful for facilitating young 
children’s participation in parks planning or safe 
routes to school.12

12. This method was developed by Lauren Shaffer Weatherly 
at the Boulder Journey School for the Growing Up Boulder 
Civic Area planning project in 2012. “Boulder Civic Area 
Project with Prekindergarteners and their Families.” Growing 
Up Boulder.org. http://www.growingupboulder.org/boulder 
-journey-school-research-process.html. (Retrieved April 2, 
2017). It is presented in a modified format here.

Ages. four to six

Materials. Hand-held cameras (digital, phones, 
or tablets); access to computer and printer; col-
ored markers; clipboards or phone for taking 
notes. For this method, it is helpful to have a 
minimum of two adult facilitators—one respon-
sible for taking photographs and another who 
records children’s ideas, activities, and responses 
to the sites they explore.

If using a 35 mm camera, you will need: 
35 mm camera; film; access to photography 
lab; tracing paper; colored pencils or markers, 
as well as note taking materials.

Time to Complete. At least two 45-minute ses-
sions—one (or more) for taking photographs, 
and one for drawing and discussion. Ideally, the 
two sessions should be close together in time, 
with no more than a week between the site play 
and the discussion.

Method—Taking pictures

• Introduce the activity—what you plan to 
do and why

• Collect the cameras, any film, and 
note-taking materials

• Take children to the site you want them 
to explore—this could be a neighborhood 
street, a park, or a vacant lot. Give chil-
dren time and permission to explore the 
space. If you have a small group of four 
or five, you can give each child a turn to 
be the “play leader” who chooses a spot 
where everyone plays for ten minutes . . . 
and then it is another child’s turn to move 
the group to a new space. This is a good 
way to cover a territory based on children’s 
curiosities and attractions. 

• As adult facilitators, observe children’s 
play. Simply watch—providing for chil-
dren’s safety but otherwise with no inter-
ventions. Take photographs of the spaces 
children interact with. Make notes about 
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what children say and do in the different 
spaces.

• At the end of the allotted playtime, ask 
children to share what they enjoyed about 
the space and if there is anything they 
would change or add to make the space 
more enjoyable. Make notes.

Method—Photo Processing

• Between sessions, upload digital photo-
graphs to a computer. 

• Process the images so that they are at 
about 40–50 percent saturation. You can 
make these adjustments in a wide range 
of photo image processing software, from 
Microsoft Office13 to Adobe Creative 
Suites. You want to lighten the image so 
children can draw on top of the image 
while maintaining the elements of the 
original image as background (Figure 
5.14).

• Print each image on paper approximately 
8.5 x 11 inches.

• If you are using 35 mm film, print each 
photograph as 8 x 10 inch prints; tape 
tracing paper to the top of each picture 
so that children can look underneath 
but draw on the tracing paper for their 
modifications.

Method—Photo Drawing

• When images are ready, compile your 
materials—this should include the printed 
images, colored markers, and notes

• First review the pictures with children. 
Ask children what they remember about 
playing in this space. Use your notes for 
prompts to help them remember.

13. In Microsoft Office, select the image you are modifying, 
click on Picture Tools, click on Color and select a Recolor 
option that is sufficiently light for children to draw on top. 

• Ask children to generate ideas about how 
they want to change or improve the space. 
Use your notes to prompt them.

• Give children print images to draw on. 
As they draw, record their ideas.

• Have each child share his/her drawings 
and ideas. 

• Ask children to make connections to ideas 
they liked from other drawings.

• As a final step, you can scan these images 
and annotate them with the children’s 
words.

Storytelling and Writing

Storytelling has a rich tradition in cultures 
around the world. For many cultures, storytelling 
remains an important means of understanding 
who we are in relation to the larger world. Stories 
can also provide a context for discussing complex 
social issues, including those related to social jus-
tice, environmental degradation, or resilience.14 

14. Sarah Fletcher, Robin S. Cox, Leila Scannell, Cheryl Hey-
koop, Jennifer Tobin-Gurley and Lori Peek, “Youth creating 
disaster recovery and resilience: A multi-site arts based youth 

Figure 5.14. Example of a photodrawing by Cyrena at 
Boulder Journey School. This photo annotation read, 
“Cyrena called the Boulder Museum of Contemporary 
Art “Painting Land” and added beautiful colors and 
paintings to the outside.” Image credit: Boulder Journey 

School
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Box 5.11. River of Words—International Art and Poetry Contest

Founded in 1995 by writer and activist Pamela 

Michael and then-U.S. Poet Laureate Robert 

Hass, River of Words was conceived as a way 

to provide tools and training for educators and 

after-school programs to support ecoliteracy 

through poetry and the arts. The program hosts 

an international art and poetry contest for young 

people ages 5–19. 

There are many ways that communities have 

adapted River of Words to a local context. In 

one example, River of Words joined with the San 

Francisco Estuary Partnership to create the One 

Square Block Contest for students from twelve 

counties in the Bay Area to explore their imme-

diate surroundings and to develop art and  poetry 

that reflects their natural, built, and cultural en - 

vironments. 

River of Words is housed in the Center for Eco-

literacy at Saint Mary’s College in California. Sub-

mission to the contest is free, and the website 

archives many of the resources that might inspire 

others to explore poetry and art as an entry point 

for young people to explore their surroundings.

https://www.stmarys-ca.edu/center-for 

-environmental-literacy/river-of-words

Box 5.12. Collaborative Book Writing

Collaborative book writing has been used as 

a method in many parts of Latin America to 

engage children in storytelling about the places 

where they live and to share their experiences 

with other children. In the example below, each 

child wrote a story about their travels to parks, 

the countryside, and other special places. The 

stories were compiled into a book with card-

board binding. These books contribute children’s 

voices to local libraries and are used as a means 

for children to share their experiences with each 

other and with adults in communities with few 

resources. Termed Libros Cartoneros (roughly 

translated as cardboard book makers, in refer-

ence to the children who construct the books 

with reclaimed materials), this method is used 

widely in Mexico and other parts of Latin America 

to promote indigenous cultures and education.1 

1. The text Libros Cartoneros: Una Alternativa para 

la Integración a la Cultura Escrita by Eleuterio Olarte 

Tiburcio and Juana Zacarías Candelario provides addi-

tional examples of these books and discussion about 

how this approach has been used. Dirección General 

de Educación Indigena de la SEP. http://www.educacion 

yculturaaz.com/articulos-az/libros-cartoneros-una 

-alternativa-para-la-integracion-a-la-cultura-escrita. 

 (Retrieved September 25, 2017).

Figure 5.15. This collaborative book shared stories 
about Mexican children’s adventures to parks, 
nature, and other places (left). Each child wrote an 
individual story, such as about a picnic to a park 
(right). Image credit: Yolanda Corona Caraveo 
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Many approaches support storytelling in par-
ticipatory practice. These include the reading 
of published stories, oral history or storytelling 
from adults, and the making of personal stories. 
This section focuses on methods that enhance 
young people’s creation of personal stories and 
help others understand young people’s perspec-

engagement research project.” Children, Youth and Envi-
ronments 26, no. 1 (2016): 148–163; Louise Phillips. “Social 
justice storytelling and young children’s active citizenship.” 
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 31, no. 
3 (2010): 363–376.

tives and experiences. Stories can be powerful as 
tools for imagining desired futures and narrating 
heroic journeys through fears or challenges that 
young people face.15

15. Marilyn Mehlmann with Esböjrn Jorsäter, Alexander Me-
hlmann, and Olena Pometun, “Looking the monster in the 
eye: Drawing comics for sustainability.” EarthEd: Rethinking 
Education on a Changing Planet (Washington, D.C.: Island 
Press, 2017), 117–127; Chris J. Cunningham, Margaret A. 
Jones, and Rosemary Dillon. “Children and urban regional 
planning: Participation in the public consultation process 
through story writing.” Children’s Geographies 1, no. 2 (2003): 
201–221.

Box 5.13. I Know the River Loves Me, I Know Salinas Loves Me

In the picture book, I Know the River Loves Me, 

by Maya Christina Gonzalez, the river is a place 

of comfort, of a young girl finding her own iden-

tity in relationship to nature.1

This story was used to facilitate lessons in East 

Salinas with second grade children, ages 6–7, 

who are primarily of Mexican descent. While East 

Salinas is often characterized by its problems and 

challenges rather than its culture and assets, the 

ethos of this project was to help children think 

about their community as a place where they are 

supported and connected.

Constructed in three phases, the project was 

developed between university faculty, university 

students, and an elementary school teacher. In 

the first phase, children were introduced to iso-

lated images from the book I Know the River 

Loves Me through a gallery walk. The picture 

book shows a young girl traveling to the river 

with her backpack. Children were asked to ob-

serve the drawings and to describe the feelings 

evoked through the drawings. Then children read 

the book as a class and discussed how the river 

1. Maya Christina Gonzalez, I Know the River Loves Me 

/ Yo Se Que el Rio Me Ama. (New York City: Lee & Low 

Books, Inc., 2012).

represented a place of potential calm, health, and 

trust for the girl in the story. 

Children were then asked to move from thinking 

about the bookI Know the River Loves Me to 

constructing their own stories for how I Know 

Salinas Loves Me. Mirroring the image of the girl 

in the backpack, each child took a picture of him 

or herself in Salinas in response to the prompt: 

“I know Salinas loves me because . . .” Children 

used these neighborhood photographs—of 

themselves at the library, a park, a church—to 

discuss how Salinas can also be a place of support 

and comfort.

In the final phase of this project, children moved 

from the city to the family, developing  Mothers’ 

Day cards that expressed how “I know my mother 

loves me. . .” The project represents a means of 

integrating storytelling and art in order to sup-

port children’s emerging identity with their family 

and community. In this way, children begin to 

understand that love represents taking care of 

somebody, or some place.2

2. This project was developed by Dr. Miguel Lopez at 

California State University Monterey Bay, in partnership 

with service learning students and teacher Evelyn Mesa. 

Personal communication between Miguel Lopez and 

Victoria Derr.
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Box 5.14.  Youth Voices for Change

Youth Voices for Change is a long-term 

engagement program out of the Univer-

sity of California, Davis, that provides skills and 

training to a multi-racial coalition of youth in 

West Sacramento, California, so that they can 

develop and articulate their community vision. 

The youth group “Sactown Heroes” participated 

in Youth Voices for Change by identifying likes 

and dislikes in their community and sharing their 

thoughts and ideas through a comic book for-

mat. As a collaborative project between youth 

and adults, the comic book portrays “favorite” 

Stories can be used to understand a wide 
range of topics, such as understanding how 
young people experience their city (Boxes 5.11–
5.16), how they think about social justice (Boxes 
5.16–5.17), what transportation is like in a city 
(Box 5.14), or how they respond to a natural 

disaster (Box 5.19). Means of storytelling range 
from poetry (Box 5.11) to storybooks (Box 5.12) 
and comics (Box 5.14), to letter exchanges be-
tween children in different cities (Box 5.15), and 
music videos (Box 5.16). 

Figure 5.16. Youth generated comics to express  
their experiences of the city. In this featured anno- 
tation, youth describe their fears for biking in the  
city. Image credit: Patsy Eubanks Owens 

and “challenging” places with pictures and 

call-out boxes. In the layout, the comic book 

style thought bubbles represented youth ideas, 

and square text boxes represented summary 

captions written by adults with youth input.1

1. Owens, Patsy Eubanks, ed. Youth Voices for Change: 

Opinions and Ideas for the Future of West Sacramento. 

Center for Regional Change. University of California, 

2010. http://artofregionalchange.ucdavis.edu/files/2010 

/Comicbook_size.pdf. (Retrieved on September 25, 

2017).
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Box 5.15.  Letter Writing as a Means of Sharing  
Young People’s Experiences of the City

Article 13 of the Convention on the Rights of  

  the Child provides for freedom of expres-

sion, including the right to share information in 

ways children choose, such as through drawing 

or writing. Many participatory projects provide 

a means to both reflect on existing conditions 

of the city and to imagine a desired future city. 

Letter writing is a way to engage children with 

others, in a dialogue that bridges places, and to 

authentically consider the place where they live. It 

is also a way for young people to reflect on their 

city—how they experience it currently, and what 

they would like it to be. 

Letter writing emerged as a method in Mexico as 

a means for indigenous children to share their ex-

periences with other indigenous children. Rooted 

in anthropological and linguistic methods, the 

process seeks to achieve educational as well as 

participatory goals. Yolanda Corona and her col-

leagues extended this work to children in differ-

ent towns and cities, as a way for them to share 

their experiences of living in the city with others. 

The method integrates both letter writing and 

drawing, typically with children between the ages 

of eight and eleven. Children exchange a series 

of letters so that they can develop a relationship 

with each other.

Through children’s exchanges between Tepoz-

tlán and Cuernavaca, Mexico as well as between 

Tepoztlán and Mexico City, Dr. Corona and her 

colleagues have found that children more readily 

share their experience of the city when they are 

writing to other children. They show a sense of 

intimacy, immediacy, and enjoyment with the 

exchanges. 

In Dr. Corona’s most recent project, children from 

schools in two places—Tepoztlán, Mexico and 

the megacity Mexico City—wrote letters to each  

 

Figure 5.17. Children in Mexico City wrote to 
children in Tepoztlán, sharing their experiences 
of the city. In this letter, the child says that in her 
neighborhood, Coyocán, there is much air pollu-
tion because of cars but there are also trees. The 
child says she would like to change the world, 
“but how?” She asks if there are many cars where 
her pen-friend lives. Image credit: Yolanda Corona 

Caraveo

Figure 5.18. Letter exchange from Tepoztlán child 
to Mexico City children. In this letter the child from 
Tepoztlán says she likes to play with her dolls, she 
has many friends, and she likes to sing a lot. Image 

credit: Yolanda Corona Caraveo

(Box 5.15 continued on the next page)



92 Placemaking with Children and Youth

other to share experiences that children have 

had with nature. Children’s experiences primar-

ily showed great differences between the two 

places, with children in Mexico City describing 

tall buildings, high volumes of traffic and pol-

lution (Figures 5.17 and 5.18). The Mexico City 

children wrote that the children of Tepoztlán are 

lucky because they get to live with nature as a 

part of their homes. Many Mexico City children 

described only being able to experience nature 

when they leave the city, to vacation destinations 

such as Acapulco. 

Letter writing is an inviting and simple means 

to achieve child-to-child exchanges and provide 

a forum for young people to share their experi-

ences and learn from others, as they consider the 

place where they live.1

1. Yolanda Corona Caraveo, G. Quinteros-Sciurano, and 

M. Padilla Flores, “Relación epistolar entre niños de dos 

pueblos: Estructuras y estrategias del conocimiento,” 

Anuario de Investigación (Mexico City, UAM-X, 2005), 

614–635.; Rossana Podestá Siri. Nuestros Pueblos de 

Hoy y de Siempre: El Mundo de las Niñas y Niños Na-

huas de México a través de sus Propias Letras y Dibujos 

(Universidad de Puebla, 2002).

Box 5.16.  Using Music Video to Spread the Word: Youth Becoming  
Flood  Resilient Citizen Scientists with Dr. Merrie Koester,  
University of South Carolina Center for Science Education

Figure 5.19. The Gadsden Creek context for a 
music video about development and environmen-
tal racism. Photo credit: Jared Bramblett

In many cultures and traditions, music is a form 

of storytelling used to transmit knowledge and 

experience. In the urban hip hop culture, rap 

music often conveys stories of profoundly un-

balanced systems in the world. Working with Dr. 

Merrie Koester of the University of South Caro-

lina Center for Science Education and a team of 

community mentors in Charleston, South Car-

olina, a class of eighth-grade African American 

students, ages 13–14, from Charleston Develop-

ment Academy explored the causes of flooding 

in their neighborhood, a public housing site built 

adjacent to what was once a thriving tidal creek. 

Gadsden Creek was historically a place of swim-

ming and recreation and a vital habitat for many 

marine plants and animals. Over time, much of 

the creek was filled in with trash and debris, and 

then paved over for development.

As a result, vital ecosystem services were lost, and 

the housing project area has been experiencing 

severe flooding, especially during high tides (Fig-

ure 5.19). Sea level rise is making matters even 

worse. The most common sign near the school 

is a ROAD CLOSED sign. 

Dr. Merrie Koester, a science and arts integration 

specialist, employed principles of place-based 

learning to position students as resources of 

knowledge about flooding and development 

impacts on their community. With significant 

support from community artists, stormwater en-

gineers, climate scientists, environmental justice 

specialists, and city officials, students learned 

about the marsh ecosystem, its history and devel-

opment, moon phase and tide relationships and 

then developed artistic digital media competen-

cies to share their knowledge and perspectives at 

a community event.

(Box 5.15 continued)
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Digital Stories

Some youth express preferences for sharing their 
ideas in digital media.16 Digital stories move sto-
rytelling into a digital process that can be used 
in face-to-face groups or shared across time and 
space. A wide range of programs support digital 
stories, including the Center for Digital Story-
telling.17 Its director, Joe Lambert, has devel-
oped an excellent resource on digital storytelling 
methods.18 He describes approaches to facilitate 

16. Joe Lambert, Digital Storytelling: Capturing Lives, Creat-
ing Community, 2nd Edition. (Berkeley, CA: Digital Diner 
Press, 2006).
17. The Center for Digital Storytelling provides support 
for participatory media and storytelling to communities 
around the world. StoryCenter. “Listen Deeply, Tell Stories.” 
StoryCenter.org. www.storycenter.org. (Retrieved September 
24, 2017).
18. Lambert, Digital Storytelling.

a wide range of stories including reflection, in-
tergenerational connection, identity, and activ-
ism. Here we provide simple methods that can 
be helpful in engaging young people in urban 
planning processes.

There are three basic steps to the digital 
story telling process: create a narrative, take 
or compile pictures that reflect this narrative, 
discuss and collate into a digital story. Digital 
stories can be developed from a series of pho-
tographs (still images) or from video or film. 
The images are compiled in a sequence with the 
narrator telling his or her story. The end product 
is a personal story that is told digitally.

Ages. 10 and up

Materials. Existing photographs; cameras or 
video recording technology; computers with 

The short music video shows the students mov-

ing out of their school into the marsh. They rap 

about the degradation of Gadsden Creek and the 

ecological and social consequences that come 

from ignoring nature. They describe the natural 

cycles of the tides:

“Hi-Lo, Do Re Neap

All these tides are flooding our streets.

Spring, King, not the same thing.

It all depends on the moon’s swing . . .”

And their goals for their neighborhood:

“. . . We’re on a mission—

Not asking for permission.

Find a solution for our city’s evolution

Gadsden Creek is filled with trash.

Now the flooding is a pain in the  

 AS-phalt . . .”

Through their music, they express their concerns 

for wildlife and their hopes for a better solution 

than continuing to develop the tidal creek and 

wetlands. Youth shared this video at a large com-

munity gathering and called for the developers 

to consider green infrastructure and a reduction 

in impervious surfacing in their current plans, 

garnering support from the city’s stormwater 

engineer along the way.1

1. M. Koester. “On a mission: Creating a climate for rising 

‘C’ levels in science education.” Work in Progress. Kids 

Teaching Flood Resilience: https://www.kidsteaching 

floodresilience.com/

Figure 5.20. Making a music video requires 
practice and preparation. In this image, youth 
stand next to receding floodwaters in their neigh-
borhood as they rehearse the video. Photo credit: 

Merrie Koester
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movie-making software; a microphone to record 
the narratives; internet access for royalty-free 
music (optional); a media storage device such as 
blank DVDs (and a DVD burner) or USB drive 
to provide a copy to each participant; sufficiently 
trained facilitators to assist digital storytelling

Time to Complete. A minimum of one week

Method—Creating a narrative

• Introduce the method and what partici-
pants will be doing

• Provide prompts for youth. Prompts that 
ask participants to reflect on their city, 
neighborhood, or other parts of the physi-
cal environment can include: What do you 
like about your city? What about your city 
is friendly and supportive to you? What 
can the city do so that it is a better place 
for young people?

• Provide materials and instructions for 
youth to take photographs (see Photovoice 

instructions, this Chapter). Or, ask stu-
dents to compile existing photographs that 
represent these ideas. Or compile a collec-
tion of both.

• Taking photographs and identifying im-
ages that will reflect a personal response 
to the prompts are part of the process for 
constructing a narrative.

• Youth can share with facilitators and each 
other the photographs that they take, with 
prompts such as: What does this picture 
show? How does this picture reflect [what 
you like about your city]?19 Is there any-
thing you could change to make this place 
better? Is there anything the city could do? 

Prompts can ask young people to reflect on 
both the positive and negative aspects of their 
community, as they think about what they would 
like to celebrate and maintain, or change.

19. Change the text in brackets to reflect the prompts that 
you are using.

Box 5.17. Youth FACE IT, Digital Stories

The Youth FACE IT (Youth Fostering Active 

Community Engagement for Integration 

and Transformation) was a program of Boulder 

County, Colorado. The program was designed 

to engage Latino youth in critical dialogue and 

paired university mentors with Latino high school 

students to create multimedia narratives. The 

primary methods for this work were photovoice 

and digital storytelling. The combination of pho-

tovoice with digital storytelling allowed youth to 

reflect both on their lived experiences (through 

photovoice) and then to reflect on their photo-

graphs (through digital storytelling). 

These methods were important for Latino youth 

who live in a predominately non-Latino com-

munity, to express their identities and struggles 

within their community. Like the photovoice proj-

ect with Salinas youth (Box 5.10), youth used the 

SHOWeD method to discuss their pictures. After 

discussing the photos, youth wrote captions for 

their pictures and chose those that conveyed 

important meanings. These then made their way 

into the digital storytelling process, and were 

shared with city leaders.

While many Latino youth generally want the 

same types of things for their communities—

places to hang out with friends, youth-oriented 

activities, and safe public spaces—they also want 

places where they feel included and welcome, 

not discriminated against because of their eth-

nicity. The photovoice and digital storytelling pro-

cesses allowed the expression of all these ideas.1 

1. Debra Flanders Cushing, Emily Wexler Love, and 

Willem van Vliet, “Through the viewfinder: Using multi-

media techniques to engage Latino youth in community 

planning.” Diálogos: Placemaking in Latino Communi-

ties, ed., Michael Rios and Leonardo Vazquez (London: 

Routledge, 2012), 172–185.
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Storyboard Worksheet
Title of Digital Story:           Sheet # ____ of ____

Shot #1

Description/Dialogue (Insert what you will say about Shot #1 here):

Shot #2

Description/Dialogue (Insert what you will say about Shot #2 here):

Shot #3

Description/Dialogue (Insert what you will say about Shot #3 here):

Shot #4

Description/Dialogue (Insert what you will say about Shot #4 here):

Figure 5.21. 
Storyboard 
template

Method—Compile Images and Narrative

• Once youth share their stories, ask each 
student to create a storyboard. A story-
board is a sequence of images and words 
that show the progression of the story 
planned for a film or video. Partici-
pants can hand sketch these ideas onto 
frames or notecards that represent the 
sequence of ideas they will share in their 
digital story.

• It may be that participants think of ad-
ditional pictures they will need or want 
to include to complete their digital story. 

For example, one digital story showed 
a candle burning as a way to represent a 
change or transformation in the young 
girl’s life. The participant and facilitator 
should make a plan for compiling these 
extra images.

• When the storyboard is complete, it 
should reflect a basic outline of the images 
and ideas that will be conveyed.

Method—Create the Digital Story

• Once the storyboard is completed, partici-
pants can begin to create their own  digital 
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stories using movie-maker software. 
While the specifics will vary by software 
program, the process should include the 
following steps:
• Upload and process all images
• Generate the text that will become sub-

titles for the story
• Record the storyline
• Find and download any royalty free 

music that will be used as background
• Assemble and edit the digital story

Sharing with community members  
and decision makers

When all participants have developed their sto-
ries, host a venue to share the stories with others. 
This can be through a gathering with school or 
city leaders, a film shorts festival open to the 
community, and/or a virtual sharing of stories 
on the internet. Growing Up Boulder, for ex-
ample, scheduled a special evening with city 
council members that began with a screening of 
young teens’ digital stories. Most of the story-
tellers and some of their family members were 
present. The stories prompted councilors to ask 
questions, and opened up conversations with 
the young people about their experiences. Facil-
itators needed to mediate the evening to ensure 
that young people felt appreciated and that they 
understood the councilors’ questions as invita-
tions to a discussion—not a cross-examination. 
(See Chapter 8 for other examples for sharing 
projects.)

Participatory Video 

Participatory Video began in the 1960s as a 
means of facilitating dialogue between commu-
nity members and government officials. Par-
ticipatory video enables collaboration as many 
participants can shape a story, contribute with 
different skills, and share in knowledge genera-

tion.20 Like many of the participatory methods 
described in this chapter, the process of generat-
ing the film contributes to social change more 
than the physical product.21 Participatory video 
has been used in a wide range of contexts in-
cluding environmental and public health, social 
action, safe schools, parks planning and youth 
identity. It has also been employed widely in 
the context of international development.22, 23 
Because filmmaking requires a certain degree of 
training, participatory video can empower youth 
by giving them skills in documentary methods 
as well as developing their capacity to speak up 
as active citizens.24

The steps to creating participatory videos 
are similar to digital stories. Because of the ad-
ditional filmmaking skills required, the process 
is typically implemented over the course of a 
week-long intensive workshop or over a full year. 
No matter the time allotted, participatory video 
requires identification of facilitators with the 
skills and resources to teach filmmaking. Lunch 
and Lunch have written an accessible guide to 
participatory video,25 and an increasing number 
of websites share these processes for working 
with youth.26

20. Aline Gubrium and Krista Harper, Participatory Visual 
and Digital Methods (Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 
2013).
21. Katharine Haynes and Thomas M. Tanner, “Em-
powering young people and strengthening resilience: 
Youth-centred participatory video as a tool for climate 
change adaptation and disaster risk reduction.” Children’s 
Geographies 13, no. 3 (2015): 357–371.
22. Nick Lunch and Chris Lunch, Insights into Participatory 
Video: A Handbook for the Field. InsightShare, 2006. http://
insightshare.org/resources/insights-into-participatory-vid-
eo-a-handbook-for-the-field/. (Retrieved March 10, 2017).
23. Gubrium and Harper, Participatory Visual and Digital 
Methods.
24. Arjun Appadurai, “The right to research.” Globalisation, 
Societies and Education 4, no. 2 (2006):167–177.
25. Lunch and Lunch, Insights into Participatory Video.
26. For example, see Pukar. “Youth and Urban Knowledge 
Production.” Pukar.org. http://www.pukar.org.in/youth-and 
-urban-knowledge-production/ (Retrieved September 24, 
2017).
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Box 5.18. Lens on Climate Change

The Lens on Climate Change (LOCC) project, 

developed by the Cooperative Institute for 

Research in Environmental Sciences (CIRES) at 

the University of Colorado, Boulder, engaged 

youth in developing short films that explore the 

effects of climate change on young people’s lives 

and communities. Film topics varied—from “Eco-

Warriors” who demonstrate the pitfalls of poor 

environmental behaviors in the home, to “Coy-

ote and the Drought,” which builds on Navajo 

stories to tell the tale of area lakes drying up in 

the Southwest U.S. All shared common ground 

in using humor to address a dire issue, valuing 

collaborative decision-making, demonstrating 

young people’s interest in sharing their lived 

experiences and culture, and stressing ways to 

make an impact now.

Youth in the project reflected that they enjoyed 

using art as a form of expression, learning more 

about their communities, working collaboratively 

with peers and mentors, and using film as a 

means to educate others. One student reflected, 

“The best experience of LOCC is they let me use 

my talent in art . . . This is a rare experience for 

me, and it helps me in so many ways to learn 

other skills such as leadership, teamwork, and 

how to cooperate with others.” Another stu-

dent said, “I understand now that the world isn’t 

doomed, but we can fix it and make it better.” 

Similarly, another student said that “the best 

thing about the LOCC experience is making a 

film about how people could make a change for 

the better. . . These films . . . will hopefully make 

others do their best to help the earth.”1

1. Adapted from: Victoria Derr, “Young people focus 

their lens on climate change.” European Network of 

Child Friendly Cities, January 12, 2017. http://www 

.childinthecity.eu/2017/01/12/young-people-focus-their 

-lens-on-climate-change/. (Retrieved September 24, 

2017).

Figure 5.23. Youth can engage in all aspects of 
video production, from interviews and film footage 
to editing. Photo credit: Lens on Climate Change

Figure 5.22. Youth selected topics to research 
related to climate change. In this case, youth inter-
viewed farmers and climate scientists as they in-
vestigated the links between ranching, water, and 
climate change in “Snow to Steak.” Photo credit: 

Lens on Climate Change
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Ages. 13 and up

Materials. Video equipment; capacity to upload 
to YouTube or other storage and sharing space

Time to Complete:. The amount of time varies 
widely, from a one-week intensive workshop to a 
year with multiple workshops and phases

Participatory video often involves four 
stages: an early knowledge and skill building se-
ries of exercises; identification of priority issues 
and storyboarding of messages; an iterative pro-
cess of learning, filming, and editing; and a final 
stage that involves a screening, dialogue, and 
identification of action.

Method—Identifying issues  
and developing the storyline

• Introduce the method and what partici-
pants will be doing.

• The process can begin with open-ended 
prompts as in the digital story process, 
such as 
What do you like about your city? What about 

your city is friendly and supportive to you? 

What can the city do so that it is a better place 

for young people? 

Or it can be focused on a more specific 
set of questions or issues, such as flooding 
(Box 5.16) or climate change adaptation 
(Boxes 5.18 and 5.19).

• For open-ended questions, it may be 
helpful to introduce a series of exercises, 
such as other arts-based methods in this 
chapter, to help youth identify an issue for 
focus with participatory video.27

• For a focused topic, such as climate change 
adaptation, this stage also involves bring-
ing experts and youth together to explore 
a subject.

• In this stage of participatory video, facilita-
tors will lead a series of exercises that build 

27. Lunch and Lunch, Insights into Participatory Video pro-
vides many exercises that help build a storyline and film 
content.

knowledge and skills about film-making as 
well as any subject matter needed.

Method—Identifying priority  
issues and storyboards

• After an initial phase in which youth 
 explore a topic more broadly, each youth 
or group will determine an area of focus 
for their film.

• Youth create a storyboard. A storyboard is 
a sequence of images and words that show 
the progression of the story planned for a 
film or video. Participants can hand sketch 
these ideas onto frames (Figure 5.21) that 
represent the sequence of ideas they will 
share in their film.

• This phase is usually iterative, meaning 
that youth develop a storyline, get feed-
back from peers, community members, 
or experts, and refine their thinking before 
producing the film.

• When the story board is complete, it 
should reflect a basic outline of the images 
and ideas that will be conveyed in the film.

Method—Create the film

• Once the storyboard is created, partici-
pants can begin to create their own films. 
While the specifics will vary by software 
program, the process should include the 
following steps:
• Generate footage
• Edit the footage
• Add any subtitles
• Publish and/or share the film through a 

screening or workshop

As with digital stories, host a screening or 
other venue for participants to share and discuss 
their videos. Establish ground rules for sharing 
films so that youth retain the feelings of empow-
erment they developed in the process of produc-
tion (Box 5.19).
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Three-Dimensional Models

Model-making to construct cities, neighbor-
hoods, parks, plazas, and buildings in miniature 
is an essential practice in architecture and plan-
ning because it enables people to see at a glance 
how all the pieces of a place fit together: as they 
exist currently, or as they could be transformed 
under a designer’s shaping vision. Given chil-
dren’s pleasure in constructing small worlds, 
model-making has a long history in progressive 
education and urban environmental education 
as a way for children to investigate and represent 
their local environment and suggest possibilities 
for its future.28 As a method of research, asking 
a child to build a model of their town or the 

28. Victoria Derr, Louise Chawla, Ilene Pevec, “Early Child-
hood,” Urban Environmental Education Review, ed., Alex 
Russ and Marianne Krasny (Ithaca, New York: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 2017), 155–164; Hart, Roger. “Mapping and 
modelling,” Children’s Participation, (London: Earthscan 
Publications, 1997).

area around their school or home is a way to 
understand places that are salient and signifi-
cant.29 During construction or after its comple-
tion, the model serves as a prompt for discussing 
the child’s place knowledge and experiences. 
 Although there are software programs that even 
children can be trained to use to draw three- 
dimensional representations of the environment, 
there is still a great value in the tactile process of 
making models that people can walk around and 
manipulate together, using inexpensive mate-
rials that can often be scavenged from the waste 
stream or the natural environment. Ephemeral 
models may be made outside, scratching map 
features into the dirt or drawing them in sand, 
and constructing three-dimensional additions to 
the map with found objects from nature or the 
surrounding environment (Figure 5.24).

29. Hart, Roger, Children’s Experience of Place (New York: 
Irvington Publishers, 1979).

Box 5.19.  Participatory Video for Climate Change Adaptation  
and Disaster Risk-Reduction 

Like the Lens on Climate Change project (Box  

   5.18), researchers in Eastern Samar, the Phil-

ippines have also used participatory video as a 

means for children and youth to express their 

ideas about how to respond to climate change. 

This extensive research project provided in-depth 

training for young people in climate change ad-

aptation and disaster risk reduction as well as 

documentary filmmaking. When the films were 

ready for screening, young people and adult re-

searchers and facilitators worked together to 

develop a process for screening workshops. The 

process involved screenings in three locations, 

with government officials, community members, 

and project participants in attendance. In this pro-

cess, discussion focused on which problems could 

be solved by the community and which needed 

governmental involvement or intervention.

Adult participants and facilitators held briefings 

with youth both before and after these work-

shops to discuss likely outcomes of their screen-

ings, identify positive outcomes, identify social 

and political constraints, and reinforce that, while 

decision-making is often long-term, actions could 

happen.

The participatory video project had a significant 

impact on its participants, with one youth stating, 

“Our inspiration in making the film is our fellow 

youth . . . We believe and claim that children 

hold the future, so let us lessen the risks.” An-

other reflected that “I don’t want this to end 

only after the film. We want [the government] 

to adopt those practices which could benefit our 

community.”1

1. Haynes and Tanner, “Empowering young people and 

strengthening resilience”
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facilitators, or young people themselves. 
For example, children can learn about 
scale as they construct a base map, or 
older youth can learn about design pro-
cesses (See Chapters 4 and 7.) The extent 
that young people are engaged at this  
stage may depend on the goals of the 
project as well as the time and materials 
available.

• The base of a three-dimensional model 
can be constructed of many materials—
paper, recycled cardboard, reclaimed 
wood slabs, or design materials such as 
foam board. Materials selection depends 
on the purposes of the model and ages 
of participants. 

• At its simplest, the base may be a solid 
form simply for holding a model (Fig-
ure 5.24), or may be a simple drawing of 
key features on a large sheet of paper, on 
which children can place model pieces 
(Figure 5.25).

• A printed base map also can be mounted 
on top of flat cardboard or foam board so 
that there are reference points (Figures 
5.26 and 5.27), or young people can add 
these details to a blank slate and paint or 
draw features they think are important. 
Accurate scale may not be important, 
but do indicate key features so that par-
ticipants can orient themselves for their 
designs.

• Bases can also be constructed so that 
they show the landforms of a particular 
place—hills, creek drainages, or gentle 
slopes. These features are important to 
think about in the design and imagined 
use of spaces, and can be represented 
through model-making itself (with clay, 
florist foam or other materials to represent 
changes in topography), or through the 
construction of a base map that represents 
topographic features. Base maps can be 
made with layers of cardboard, foam, or 

Figure 5.24. This “found object” model was made 
from natural materials scavenged from a school play-
ground and represents an enclosure, native plantings, 
wildlife-friendly pathways, and a creek with boulders 
for rock-hopping. Photo credit: Growing Up Boulder

Ages. 8 and up, as model making requires the 
ability to organize ideas in 3-D space

Time to Complete. Two to four 45-minute ses-
sions. Depending on the age of the participants 
and the level of detail desired, it will take two to 
four sessions to make and paint the model pieces, 
locate them on the base, secure them with glue 
or other means, label them, and share them with 
others. 

Materials. a base that can be as simple as a piece 
of paper or as sturdy as cardboard or chipboard; 
multi-purpose glue; glue gun; glue sticks; paint; 
an assortment of purchased and scavenged mate-
rials of all kinds for model building (e.g. blocks, 
clay, cardboard, construction paper, felt, fabric, 
ribbons, jar lids, popsicle sticks, tooth picks, 
straws, pipe cleaners, spools, paper towel and 
toilet paper rolls, craft store pom-poms, figurines 
of people and animals, branches, small stones, 
plastic trees, fabric flowers, or any other materials 
that are available that invite creative expression).

Method—Preparing a Base

• Base materials and details can be 
 determined in advance, or as part of the 
participatory process with teachers, adult 
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chipboard to represent these topographic 
features (Chapter 4).

• For most projects, the scale of the base is 
not important for model making. Young 
people will be using a wide variety of mate-
rials that will not conform to this scale, and 
designing to scale may require significant 

additional instruction. However, it may 
be appropriate for detailed topographic 
 models (Chapter 4). In these cases, part-
nership with a university design program 
or design firm will be helpful in facilitating 
the construction of such a base map. 

Figure 5.25. This model was constructed by 8- to 9-year-olds. They generated a hand-drawn base map and 
then used recycled and repurposed materials to build the model of a child-friendly, sustainable neighborhood. 
The model also shows use of repurposed and creative materials, including toilet paper tubes, recycled cardboard, 
recycled juice cartons, and lids. (For more details about this project, see Chapter 11). Photo credit: Lynn M. Lickteig

Figure 5.26. This model for a teen-friendly park, de-
signed by youth aged 11–13, began with a pre-printed 
base map, rendered for simplicity. Photo credit: Growing 

Up Boulder

Figure 5.27. This model for a public space design used 
a pre-printed base map showing streets and building 
outlines. Photo credit: Growing Up Boulder
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Method—Planning the Model

• Whenever possible, begin with a field 
trip to walk around the site and discuss 
existing plans for redevelopment or reno-
vations. If this is not possible, take pictures 
of the site and post them on a wall. Iden-
tify where photos were taken on the base 
map. (See Chapter 7.) 

• Invite city staff or local planners or archi-
tects who are responsible for site changes 
to come talk to participants about design 
goals and answer questions. If different 
groups have competing goals for the site, 
share this information so that young peo-
ple will be aware of these points of tension. 
They can consider opposing viewpoints 
and can think about how competing inter-
ests might be reconciled, or take a position 
of their own that they base on research, 
reflection, and discussion. 

• Provide question prompts to get partic-
ipants thinking about how the designed 
space will function. What is the space 
for? Who will use it? What ages will use 
it? How many people will use it at a time? 
What will they do here? How will it func-
tion at different times of day, different 
days of the week, and different seasons of 
the year? Are the uses by different groups 
similar or do they conflict in some ways? 
How can you design a space for multiple 
types of users?

Method—Building the Model 

• Introduce the goals for model-making. 
This method works best after a project has 
been introduced and explored through 
other methods. You should remind every-
one what the goals of the project are and 
how the model will help communicate 
young people’s visions for a place.

• Provide instructions and guidance for 
model-making. Guidelines can be pro-
vided for materials gathering or sharing, 

depending on the type of model to be 
made. Establish a time frame and any 
ground rules for making models. Guide-
lines can also include working within 
constraints of topography (Chapter 4) 
or budget (Box 5.20).

• Unless each participant is making his or 
her own model, group decision-making 
is a central aspect of model-making. 
 Provide simple ground rules for respectful 
communication and decision-making. 
 Emphasize that group members should 
listen respectfully to each other’s ideas and 
reach agreement about the model before 
items are fixed on the base. 

• To fix model pieces, use multi-purpose 
glue, hot glue, or clay. Alternatively, details 
of models can be attached using tooth-
picks or small sticks.

• Have participants clearly label their 
model elements and write a paragraph 
that  describes their piece. They can use 
the original prompt questions as a guide 
as they think about what they want to 
 explain. Fix this explanation on the model 
or display it beside the model (Figure 
5.29).

• Take photographs to document the 
 fi nished models. 

Group sizes and scale

If the model base represents an extensive area 
and it is scaled to be large, young people may 
work together as a group to develop an overall 
plan. Once the plan is made, divide it into sec-
tions with small groups responsible for build-
ing the model pieces for their section. When 
the base is small, one child or a small group of 
two or three may plan and construct individual 
models. It is important for the adult facilitator 
to initiate the process by helping team members 
develop guidelines for how they will work to-
gether. This sets the tone for collaboration and 
includes suggestions for how to address disagree-
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Box 5.20. Learning to Design within a Budget: Picto-Play

A Belgian design firm developed a series of 

“picto-play” icons with dots that represent 

the relative costs of different design options. A 

climbing tree might be one dot, but a full-scale 

tree house might be two. The icons also show a 

variety of natural and topographic features—tall 

grass or a grove of trees, steep hills or small roll-

ing hills—as well as play equipment. Growing Up 

Boulder used these picto-play icons when youth 

designed a large public space. Each group was 

given a set budget of 30 dots. The benefit of 

using icons with model-making was that it forced 

young people to identify and clarify their val-

ues and interests in the public space. One group 

chose to focus their dots on activating play at 

the creek side. Another group used all their dots 

to provide services for the homeless, whom they 

had observed at the park.1 

1. Kind & Samenleving, “Picto-Play 1.0.” Kind & 

Samenleving.org. http://k-s.be/inspraak-participatie 

/picto-play-10-knip-en-plak-het-speelweefsel-bij 

-mekaar/picto-play-10-catalogus-en-handleiding/. 

 (Retrieved September 24, 2017).

Figure 5.28. When youth, aged 11–13, designed  
a public space, they worked within a budget of  
30 dots. Each icon had a scaled number of dots  
to represent the relative expense. Photo credit:  

Growing Up Boulder
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ments when they arise. When the models are 
finished, take time for everyone to step back 
and share their observations about important 
elements of their creation. 

Sharing with community members  
and decision-makers
Invite the city staff, architects, or planners who 
initially briefed participants on design goals 
to come back to see the finished models, hear 
young people’s ideas, and ask questions or dis-
play the models at a public event that is also open 
to design professionals from around the city, city 
leaders, parents, other children, and commu-
nity members. If the models can be displayed 
at a public place like a library, local museum, or 
recreation center, add a brief text that gives an 
overview of the project. 

Community events can be a good occasion 
to gather more citizen input. Hand out cards or 
have sheets on the wall where everyone attend-
ing can contribute their own ideas for the site. 
Provide prompt questions: What model elements 
appear particularly creative or useful? Why? Are 

there additional elements that they would sug-
gest, and if so why? 

Variation: City as Play

City as Play is an approach to model-making 
developed by the Los Angeles urban planner 
James Rojas as a way to take planning out of 
 offices and into communities.30 Given its inher-
ent playfulness, it can be used even with very 
young children such as preschoolers, but it also 
taps into the creative “inner child” in adults. 
Because it requires no special expertise, it levels 
the playing field for participants from all back-
grounds, including immigrants from different 
cultures and those with low literacy levels. 

30. See a video and publications by James Rojas at: Grow-
ing Up Boulder. “City as Play.” www.growingupboulder.org 
/city-as-play.html. (Retrieved September 24, 2017). See also 
Bartosh, Sarah, and Victoria Derr. “The power of play in 
planning with immigrants.” European Network of Child 
Friendly Cities. http://www.childinthecity.org/2016/02/18 
/the-power-of-play-in-planning-with-refugees/. (Retrieved 
September 24, 2017).

Figure 5.29. This model, developed by 11- to 12-year-old girls, created a “sanitation station” and 
homeless services in a prominent public space. The youth chose to label their model with numbers 
and a key. Photo credit: Growing Up Boulder
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Box 5.21.  Using City as Play to Invite Intergenerational Ideas  
for a Mobile Home Park

When the City of Boulder, Colorado, was 

exploring options to upgrade mobile 

home parks into secure, safe, affordable, and 

energy-efficient housing options without dis-

placing residents, they asked the Trestle Strategy 

Group, a community-building consulting firm, 

to lead an extended community engagement 

process with residents at Ponderosa Mobile Home 

Park in north Boulder. After gaining the trust 

of this community, where older Anglo residents 

and young Latino families live side-by-side in 68 

trailers, Trestle introduced City as Play to gather 

ideas for redevelopment.

About 60 people of all ages, men and women, 

girls and boys, gathered around tables full of 

colorful materials in an outdoor space on the 

site (Figure 5.30). Several city councilors joined 

in—evidence of the long road that the city had 

traveled with Trestle to convince this community 

that it was a valued partner in redevelopment 

planning. Instructions that everyone could eas-

ily follow were written on a poster, and peo-

ple spontaneously broke into table groups, with 

some children forming a table of their own and 

others making additions and suggestions as the 

adults worked (Figure 5.31). There was a high 

level of engagement as people at each table ex-

plained their ideas and answered questions, and 

many good ideas were generated that were inte-

grated into the city plan for the site. The process 

was recorded with film and photography.

People put careful thought into where to lay new 

infrastructure and pathways. All ages wanted 

connection to nature through trees and gardens. 

They also agreed on a shared laundry facility and 

play spaces for the children. As they worked to-

gether, they realized that the outdoor space that 

they were sharing could be turned into a com-

mon area for community activities. In addition to 

these general recommendations, people made 

many specific design suggestions. The activity 

formed a significant step forward in the evolving 

partnership between the residents and the city 

and helped build resident leadership. 

Figure 5.31. Residents shared ideas across gen-
erations for their vision of the redeveloped site.  
Photo credit: Danica Powell, Trestle Strategy Group

Figure 5.30. Residents of Ponderosa Mobile Home 
Park engaged in City as Play in an open space 
among their homes. Photo credit: Danica Powell, 

Trestle Strategy Group
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City as Play can be part of public meetings, 
using trained facilitators. It can also be taken 
where people are to gather ideas from people 
who are unlikely to ever attend a public meeting. 
Rojas, for example, has conducted impromptu 
workshops on a portable table outside conve-
nience stores in immigrant neighborhoods, en-
gaging people as they come and go. 

Age. 3 and up

Time to Complete. 45–60 minutes

Materials. As suggested in the model making 
directions above, have many objects available, 
but focus now on found objects in a variety of 
shapes and bright colors. Although you may in-
clude some blocks and cubes, Rojas contends 
that colorful round objects—such as hair curlers, 
Mardi Gras beads, and plastic Easter eggs—en-
courage people to “think outside the box” and 
design more creatively. 

Method—Making the Model

• Briefly introduce the activity and empha-
size that all ideas are welcome, no matter 
how inventive they may seem. Let partic-
ipants know that the purpose of City as 
Play is to quickly generate design ideas, 
and there is no right or wrong idea. Their 
models will be preserved in photographs, 
but after their model is completed, all 
 materials will go back in the box for  
re-use on other occasions.31 

• Give a prompt question: e.g., “What is a 
favorite place?” “What would a fun and 
adventurous playground look like?  
How would you use it?”

• To streamline the time required for syn-
thesizing ideas and reporting out at the 
end, you may want to divide participants 
into groups of four or five. 

31. This method is intended to be ephemeral, and so children 
should not glue or affix any items.

• Pass out a sheet of construction paper 
to each person to use as a model base.  
Each person should design her own 
model, or if you want to create one large 
shared model, give people a section to 
work on. 

• Spread all the model materials on the 
table, or if you are working outdoors or 
on the floor, on a canvas or fabric sheet. 

• Give people 15–20 minutes to select 
objects and incorporate them into their 
model.

Method—Recording the models

• While people work, have note-takers 
from the facilitation team write down the 
ideas expressed. We suggest two people 
recording: one taking notes in a notebook, 
and another writing ideas and recurring 
themes and design elements on a large 
sheet of paper on the wall. The process is 
fast-moving, so recording enables more 
ideas to be preserved.

• Have a photographer take a picture of each 
completed model.

Sharing with community members  
and decision-makers 

Participants may share in small groups or with 
the group as a whole. Ask each child to first 
consider the most important idea that he or she 
wants to contribute and then take 30–60 sec-
onds to share it verbally and identify this model 
element. If the audience has one or two quick 
questions, allow time for this too. At the same 
time, recorders can check their lists against the 
children’s public descriptions to make sure they 
have captured all the main ideas. 

Synthesis

• If there is time, ask each small group to 
create a “best of the table” model together 
that combines particularly original or 
 attractive ideas from each person. Give 
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each group one minute to share it with 
everyone else. 

The note-takers share back the main ideas 
that they have recorded and check whether their 
lists appear accurate. Have the main ideas been 
included in the “best of ” model? Are there other 
important ideas to add? Do participants have any 
concluding thoughts or observations? 

Role Plays, Drama,  
and Puppet Shows

Role plays, drama, and puppet shows can serve 
many aims. They can enable young people to try 
out the perspective and voices of other people 
and even elements of the environment. They can 
create open contexts for the free generation of 
ideas. They can provide a safe medium in which 
characters explore sensitive topics and express 
feelings that a child might be too shy to claim 
as his or her own. Without necessarily naming 
specific people, they can expose problems in a 
community and challenge authority, often with 
doses of humor and fun that make it easier for 
the message to be communicated. They can build 
collective identity and strengthen community 
bonds through the process of creating shows, 
enacting them with an audience, and the ensuing 
discussions and community problem-solving 
that performances invite.32 

Whereas role plays can be impromptu, with 
participants assuming the position of real people 
or imaginary characters and improvising sce-
narios together, with little need for costumes 
or props, drama usually involves more polished 
productions. But the line between these art forms 
is not rigid. Actors often try out new perspectives 
through improvisational role playing in prepara-
tion for a dramatic production. Role playing also 
can involve background research, a scripted sce-
nario, and props and costumes when young peo-
ple take the positions of different stake holders in 

32. Driskell, Creating Better Cities with Children and Youth, 
124-126.

an environmental dilemma. Puppetry, as well, 
can range from improvised stories with sim-
ple cutouts or sock puppets to elaborate staged 
performances. Depending on how ambitious 
an outcome you envision, you may be comfort-
able facilitating these approaches without any 
training in theater, or you may want to bring in 
outside artists who know how to work in par- 
ticipatory ways. 

Many cultures have traditions of puppetry 
and street theater that children can draw upon, 
such as shadow puppets across Asia, the Punch 
and Judy shows of England, and street plays en-
acted during carnivals and festivals. The con-
temporary world of mass media films, television 
shows, online entertainment, and comic books is 
full of plots and characters that young people can 
adapt to their own purposes. Online games en-
able young people to create characters and adopt 
avatars, offering new opportunities to play out 
roles and create collective stories. In contempo-
rary theater, various approaches have developed 
to bring performances into public places like 
schools, streets, plazas, and prisons, with pro-
fessional actors and directors working with local 
people to research, write, and perform plays that 
increase awareness about issues of local concern 
and encourage collective problem-solving.33 All 
of these approaches can be applied to dramatize 
environmental issues, explore community re-
sponses, and suggest steps forward.

Given the varying levels of formality and 
different amounts of time that can be invested in 
any of these methods, there is no single prescrip-
tion for how any one of these methods should be 
applied. Instead, this section offers a few exam-
ples of the variety that is possible. What is most 
important is to follow principles of authentic 
participatory practice:34

33. Jan Cohen-Cruz, Engaging Performances (London: Rout-
ledge, 2010); Julie McCarthy with Karla Galvão, Enacting 
Participatory Development: Theatre-Based Techniques (Lon-
don: Earthscan Publications, 2004).
34. This list builds upon David Driskell’s suggestions for 
maximizing young people’s participation in dramatic meth-
ods in Creating Better Cities with Children and Youth, 125.
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• Explore environmental topics that are 
 important to the young people involved 
and their community.

• Take time to listen and learn along with 
participants. Why is this topic important? 
What do young people know about it? 
What are their feelings about it? Does it 
affect different groups in the community 
in different ways? 

• Discuss the purpose of the role play, 
drama, or puppet show, whether they want 
to enact it just among themselves, of if 
they want to share it with an audience, and 
in this case, who this audience should be.

• Does time need to be invested in back-
ground research? Are there local experts 
who should be consulted to understand 
the history of this topic or why different 
stakeholders in the community respond 
in different ways?

• Let young people propose the roles they 
want to play and how they want to present 
themselves. Let it be an occasion for lots 
of fun and free-wheeling suggestions. 

• Respect young people’s boundaries. Don’t 
force anyone to perform in public who 
does not want to—but value everyone’s 
contributions and create conditions where 
even shy children can feel comfortable and 
build self-confidence. Children who are 
initially hesitant may discover that they 
can act, sing, and dance as well as their 
peers. If a child wants to remain private, 
there are many other ways to get involved 
such as script-writing, costuming, set 
 design and construction, and advertising. 

• Provide time for feedback and discussion 
at each stage in the process. How do young 
people feel about what they have created 
so far? Does anyone have suggestions for 
adjustments or new additions? 

• When participants perform, take time to 
engage with the audience. The young peo-

ple have just presented an environmental 
story, and perhaps they have presented a 
future they fear, or a future they hope to 
create with others, and their suggestions 
for how to get there. How do members of 
the audience respond? Do they have sug-
gestions of their own? Can they help the 
young actors realize their ideas? Ideally, 
the performance will lead to commitments 
for follow-up actions by the community.

• Evaluate the experience with participants. 
What was most successful? If they have 
additional performances planned, is there 
anything they would change? 

Be mindful of the ethical mandate of pro-
tecting young people from harm (Chapter 3). 
If young people are dramatizing environmental 
events that expose negligence by local officials or 
a practice that serves powerful elite in the com-
munity at the expense of other groups and local 
ecosystems, discuss how much they can safely 
reveal in public. It might be useful at this point 
to bring in trusted members of the community 
who can provide advice about how to share this 
information without putting participants at risk. 

Role Plays

Personscape.© When Nilda Cosco and Robin 
Moore wanted to understand how the district 
of Boca-Barracas in Buenos Aires functioned 
for its children, one of many methods that they 
used was the role play, “Personscape.”©35 Chil-
dren divided into small groups, with each group 
assuming the role of a different place in their 
neighborhood. Since then this method has been 
used in workshops for all ages (Box 5.22). 

35. Nilda Cosco and Robin Moore, “Our neighbourhood 
is like that! Cultural richness and childhood identity in 
 Boca-Barracas, Buenos Aires.” Growing Up in an Urbanis-
ing World, ed. Louise Chawla (London: Earthscan Publi-
cations, 2002), 35–56. This work is copyrighted by Nilda 
Cosco and Robin Moore. It is printed here with their express 
permission.
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Box 5.22. A Personscape Workshop©1

Nilda Cosco and Robin Moore

Personscape workshops, which conceive of 

a place as a person, can be done with chil-

dren ten years old and above, teens, and adults. 

Participants are invited to think of a city as a live 

organism, with each individual place within it 

conditioned by the feelings, values, attitudes, and 

activities of the people who live there or use the 

site. A workshop takes two to three hours, de-

pending on the size of the group and age of par-

ticipants, as they complete the following steps. 

1. Introduction and Organization  

into Small Groups (10 minutes) 

Facilitators explain the idea of a person-

scape, review the agenda, and ask partic-

ipants to divide into small groups of four 

or five.

2. Imaginary Trip to the Past (30 minutes)

As a warm-up exercise, participants in 

each group recall their favorite childhood 

places, including questions such as: loca-

tion, size, type, used by, at what age, how 

often, what for, special names, special 

qualities? With eyes closed, participants 

let memories flow (5 minutes), then share 

with each other (20–25 minutes). 

3. Select a Personscape (10 minutes)

Each group chooses a familiar place to 

interpret as a personscape and chooses 

a group member to record their ideas. 

Prompts are listed below but groups are 

welcome to generate their own ideas. 

abandoned site old railway line 

plaza street market

busy street park 

riverfront urban farm

dead-end street  playground 

schoolyard vacant lot

garden  playpark 

shopping district  wild place

4. Develop the Personscape’s Character 

(30 minutes)

Once a place is selected, each group mem-

ber imagines that he or she is this place and 

impersonates it, speaking through its voice. 

Participants may ask themselves the follow-

ing questions, and together build up the 

place history and personality. 

How were you born?

Who do you consider your parents?

How old are you?

What is your name?

Do you have any nicknames?

Do you like children?

Do you like to be alone?

Do you like visitors?

Are you polite to people?

Have you been mistreated?

Who are your friends?

Who are your enemies?

What is your favorite time of day, time 

of year?

What is your favorite activity?

5. Personscape Analysis (20 minutes)

Once a personscape is created, it is import-

ant for group members to consider the 

following questions about how well this 

place functions for children, youth, and 

their families and what could be done to 

make it better. This step should result in 

the identification of particular resources, 

specific people, and possible action 

methods. 
1. This work is copyrighted by Nilda Cosco and Robin 

Moore. It is printed here with their express permission.

(Box 5.22 continued on the next page)
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A Typical Day. Children’s experience of their 
local environment is defined by time as well as 
movement through space. Therefore it is useful to 
understand the places they travel through during 
a typical weekday and weekend schedule. In this 
exercise, children role play themselves, from the 
time they get up in the morning, to traveling to 
school, working and playing in school, traveling 
home, working or playing  after school, to evening 
activities until they go to bed at night. They can 
make simple signs that identify each place they 
move through and hold them up to signify each 
new setting. When they travel, attend school, play 
or work together, they can act out these parts of 
the day together. Do the same for a day on the 
weekend. (This activity can follow interviews 
to create daily activity schedules as described in 
Chapter 6).

Drama

Dramatic productions can be entirely planned, 
scripted, and enacted by youth, with youth com-
posing or selecting the music, making the cos-
tumes, and building the sets.36 In this case, adults 
just play a facilitating role and enjoy and celebrate 
the results. These dramas can be contained within 
workshops that enable youth to explore material 
theatrically without the goal of a public perfor-
mance, or they can be planned and performed to 
increase others’ awareness and action in response 

36. Beth Osnes, Performance for Resilience: Engaging Youth 
on Energy and Climate through Music, Movement, and The-
atre. (Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 2017); Bethany Nelson. 
“‘I made myself ’: Playmaking as a pedagogy of change with 
urban youth.” RiDE: The Journal of Applied Theatre and Per-
formance 16, no. 2 (2011): 157–172; Kathleen Gallagher, 
Rebecca Starkman, and Rachel Rhoades. “Performing 
counter-narratives and mining creative resilience: using 
applied theatre to theorize notions of youth resilience.” Jour-
nal of Youth Studies 20, no. 2 (2017): 216–233.

What do you live for? (your primary 

purpose)

What kind of shelter are you for chil-

dren, youth, and families?

What happens to children because of 

your way of life? What kind of adults 

do they become?

Can landscape architects, planners, 

educators, and others help you?  

How?

6. Poster (20 minutes)

Each group creates a poster that commu-

nicates the most significant features of 

their personscape’s character and answers 

the preceding analysis questions.

7. Poster Presentations and Discussion 

(5 minutes each group— 

up to 50 minutes total)

Groups present their posters to the whole 

who discuss priority actions that would 

improve how places in their community 

function for children, youth, and their 

families. 

8. Wrap-Up Discussion (10 minutes)

Workshop facilitators lead a closing discus-

sion to highlight main conclusions, identify 

unresolved issues, and solicit feedback 

about the session.

9. Closing (5 minutes)

Everyone is thanked for their contributions 

and informed about how they may be 

used. Participants are encouraged to stay 

in touch, follow progress, and continue to 

participate in the future. All are asked to 

complete the workshop evaluation (then 

and there on paper—children, or later 

 online—adolescents or adults).

6. Post-workshop

Online evaluation transmitted (adolescents 

or adults).

(Box 5.22 continued )
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Box 5.23. Shine: Young People Perform for Urban Resilience

Shine is a play co-created by Beth Osnes, a 

theater professor at the University of Col-

orado Boulder, performing artists in music and 

dance, climate scientists, and local youth in seven 

cities where it toured. It presents young people 

as resources who can contribute to their commu-

nity’s resilience: its capacity to survive and even 

thrive despite social stresses and environmen-

tal shocks such as climate change and extreme 

weather events. It combines information from 

climate-change experts with community-based 

solutions proposed by youth. 

Act One and the play’s concluding scene con-

sist of dialogue, song, and dance scripted by 

Beth Osnes in collaboration with a professional 

song writer, musician, and choreographer, with 

climate scientists serving as advisors. About a 

dozen older children and adolescents enacted 

the performance in each city where the play has 

toured. Two teens play the leading roles of Sol 

(the sun) and Foss (fossil fuel) while other actors 

are costumed as plants and animals who por-

tray 300 million years of geological history as 

the sun’s energy is captured by plants and stored 

in the earth’s reserves of coal, oil, and natural 

gas. They weave a fabric that represents their 

Figure 5.32. Youth as ancient plants and animals 
and the Sun in a performance of Shine for scien-
tists and the general public at the National Center 
for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colorado in 
June of 2015. Photo credit: Conner James Callahan

(Box 5.23 continued on the next page)

to environmental issues that affect young people’s 
lives.37 In either case, adults can contribute by 
helping young people learn the many skills that 
a theater production requires.

Twentieth and twenty-first century tradi-
tions like applied theater, community-based 
theater, and theater of the oppressed bring ac-
tors, musicians, dancers and directors together 
with communities in more collaborative roles 

37. For examples of theater workshops with young people 
in post-Katrina New Orleans and a brief guide to workshop 
processes, see Jan Cohen-Cruz’s chapter on “Gathering as-
sets” in her book Engaging Performance: Theatre as Call and 
Response (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010), 111–133. 

to co-create performances, although the goal of 
enabling a community to explore and articulate 
its own social and environmental issues remains 
primary.38 While the purpose is often to inspire 
collective problem-solving, it can be as simple  
as increasing understanding and appreciation 
of different groups in the community and valu-
ing local cultures and traditions. The musical 
Shine features such a collaboration between pro-
fessional artists, young people, and in this case 
climate scientists, around the theme of climate 
change and community resilience (Box 5.23). 

38. Cohen-Cruz, Engaging Performance.

interdependent community. In the end, as the 

industrial revolution begins humanity’s acceler-

ating consumption of fossil fuels, Foss and his 

team tear through this fabric. As young people 

rehearse this act, they learn climate science and 

how human history has brought us to our current 

dependence on fossil fuels that is impacting the 

global climate. The act ends with the questions, 

“What story do we want to tell for our city? How 



112 Placemaking with Children and Youth

Box 5.24. Performance Art and Co-Design to Facilitate Expressions of the City 

with Susan J. Wake

This co-design example was developed fol-

lowing the inspiring performance art project 

called “Lookout” that was part of the Auckland 

Fringe Arts Festival in March, 2017. Lookout en-

gaged 16 inner-city schoolchildren, ages 9–10, in 

an example of “pedagogical theater” that was 

developed by London artist Andy Fields.1 The 

performance has since toured a number of cities 

globally. Each show is a unique one-on-one con-

1. Andy Field, “Lookout Interactive.” Andy Field.com. 

http://andytfield.co.uk/project/lookout/ (Retrieved De-

cember 19, 2017).

versation between one adult theater-goer and 

one child who joins them to share their views 

and memories of the city. The title “Lookout” 

refers to the location of the conversations: some-

where high up in the city, from which participants 

each look out and reflect on the past, present, 

and future of the city. Through preparatory work-

shops the children explored themes intended to 

provide the adults with a future-focused vision 

of their city, including natural-disaster condi-

tions that might occur due to climate change. In 

preparation for Lookout, children workshopped 

material for two weeks prior to the start of the 

performances. Performances were partly scripted 

do we want to get from this point in history to a 

resilient future?”

Act Two is authored by local youth, who develop 

ideas to address climate change and their city’s 

resilience challenges. In small groups, they pre-

sent a series of skits that show people taking a 

variety of actions. In the end, the whole cast sings 

and dances the play’s theme song, “Shine,” that 

celebrates what has been accomplished. The play 

as a whole takes about 30 minutes. 

Shine is an example of applied theater that brings 

professional artists together with community 

members to generate ideas to address local prob-

lems—solutions infused with imagination and 

humor as well as serious intent. Young people 

“shine” at doing this. The process is as valuable 

as the finished product, from initial steps to iden-

tify local advocates for resilience planning who 

agree to host the performance, through action 

plans to implement the young people’s ideas.

The play’s director, Beth Osnes, and university 

theater students begin a few days in advance 

of the performance by rehearsing with the teen 

actors who will speak the roles of Sol and Foss. 

The songs and music are prerecorded for the cast 

to sing along and dance. In one intense day, the 

whole cast gathers in the morning to learn about 

the play’s purpose, do ice-breaking exercises, 

make simple props, and rehearse Act One. They 

share lunch with local climate scientists or activ-

ists, which gives them an opportunity to discuss 

their ideas for strengthening their city’s resilience 

in the face of climate change. After lunch, the 

cast breaks into groups to create several two- 

minute skits for Act Two that show people taking 

action, facilitated by adults who ask questions to 

help them develop their thinking. Each group also 

writes down its suggestions and they seal them 

together in an envelope. As the play ends, the 

cast presents the envelope to city leaders in the 

audience, asking them to make plans to carry 

the ideas forward. The performance ends with a 

community discussion about the ideas generated 

and other possibilities.1 

1. Osnes, Performance for Resilience; for free lyrics, 

curriculum guides, costume directions, and videos that 

show the choreography of each scene of Shine, see 

http://www.insidethegreenhouse.org/shine/.

(Box 5.23 continued )
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and delivered via recording to the adult, while 

standing and “looking out” at Auckland city. Then 

the adult was joined by a child who gave his or 

her views and posed questions to the adult, such 

as “what have you done to improve your city?”

This catalyst performance project also led to an 

interest in investigating, via design, the ideas 

of the children about how to improve their 

city. This occurred as a result of the children’s 

teacher wishing to continue to investigate these 

ideas with the children after the performances 

ended. Focus groups that build on the co-design 

approach (Chapter 8) asked children to recap 

their experiences of the performance process 

and suggest urban design ideas that came from 

this, that they felt would make their city more 

child-friendly. Their comments and drawings 

were analyzed and provided strong direction for 

the design. For example, they wanted their city 

to be safer, more fun, provide more play oppor-

tunities and green space, plus encourage people 

to be more environmentally friendly. This led to 

a variety of design drawings, focusing on the 

streets around the school that the children reg-

ularly walked, and the children reviewed these 

for popularity and suggested design changes. As 

one example, the children loved the funky rubbish 

bins that were a part of the design suggestions 

(Figure 5.33). These bins encouraged recycling 

and composting in a fun way, but the children 

wanted teeth added to the landfill bin to make it 

look more disapproving (Figure 5.34). 

Figure 5.34. Children 
asked for the landfill 
bin to have more 
“teeth” since it is 
less environmentally 
friendly than the other 
disposal bins. Image 

credit: Yi Luo

Figure 5.33. A render-
ing of rubbish bins de-
signed in collaboration 
with children to make 
the street more fun 
and cared for.  Image 

credit: Yi Luo
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Puppet Shows

The use of puppets ranges from the unscripted 
play of young children to some of the most so-
phisticated forms of art in traditional cultures. 
Because life-size and larger-than-life puppets 
capture attention in crowded events, they lend 
themselves to festivals, carnivals, and political 
protests. For young children, puppets provide 
an easy means to explore the roles of animals in 
their surroundings as well as different people, 
with a great deal of fun in the process. Because 

shy children may find it easier to voice their 
experiences through an alias, such as a puppet 
friend, it can also be useful to use puppets in in-
terviewing young children about personal topics, 
enabling children to speak through the puppet 
rather than directly for themselves. (See Chap-
ter 6, Interview Methods.) Puppets have also 
been an important means for self-expression, 
and are used extensively in art therapy and by 
health workers who use participatory research 
practices.

Box 5.25. Exploring an Issue through Puppetry

In the Phila Impilo program in South Africa, chil-

dren in long-term hospital care created puppet 

“friends” that they imagined to be caring com-

panions during their health care experiences. (See 

Chapter 6 for details about how the puppets 

were constructed and their role during interviews 

and conversations.) One aspect of hospital life 

that evoked strong feelings was clean-up work. 

What chores should reasonably be done by the 

children, and what was more appropriately done 

by nurses? The children came from families where 

they were used to helping their mothers and 

other family members, and therefore most of 

them agreed to taking responsibility for them-

selves when they were able to, such as picking up 

after themselves and washing their own dishes 

and clothes, but some resisted heavier tasks like 

emptying trash bins. To explore this topic, a few 

children constructed a cardboard scenery back-

drop and enacted a puppet play about chores, 

with the help of a facilitator. This gave them a 

way to act out what they could do to help the 

nurses that they all considered fair (Figure 5.35).

For a profile of the Phila Impilo project, see Chap-

ter 11.

Figure 5.35. Puppetry can help children  
speak about awkward subjects.  
Photo credit: Monde Magida


