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ABSTRACT 
 

SAMATHRYN WITHAM: Digging Deeper: Photovoice and Youth Identity  
in the Garden 

(under the direction of George Noblit) 
 

 
This Photovoice study took place at an urban community garden over the course 

of a 10-week youth summer program. After a series of trainings about photography and 

media, teenage photographers were asked to document their experiences with food, 

generate a creative project with their images, and host an interactive exhibit for friends 

and family. The youth chose to speak back to food media by appropriating and flipping 

popular food media slogans to promote local food, defy stereotypes, and explore their 

identities as gardeners, multifaceted teenagers, and producers, not just consumers, of 

media. 
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Talking is teaching 
Listening is learning 
Education is sharing 
Experience is a seed, 

And even the bitterest seed will grow, 
Culture is the fruit of common experience- 

A common responsibility, and our common wealth. 
If work is love made visible, 

Then love is everywhere you look. 
Kiko Denzer 

 
 “Why are you doing this project with us? I mean, what’s in it for you?” – Quinton 
 
“We were all seduced by similarity. We were all in a constant process of negotiating, 
engagement and critique.” – Alice McIntyre, 1997 as quoted in Bauman p 205 
 

PREFACE 
 

Before I put forth some of the lessons learned through this community-based 

garden project, I find it important to locate and name my own presence in this process as 

a researcher. Having the power to choose the questions that others must answer, to select 

the pieces they must share, is a unique and uncomfortable position for me to occupy. I 

recognized the unequal nature of my relationship with the teenagers I worked with during 

my photography-based thesis research, and tried to minimize this power dynamic in 

many ways: I shared my camera with them, encouraged them to ask me questions at the 
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end of our interviews, played icebreaker and warm up games with the group, helped 

unload things from market truck, chopped vegetables, swept floors, and disclosed small 

details about myself to balance the volume of info they shared with me. Below, I share 

some excerpts from my field notes to illustrate these negotiations. 

 
 
Today, the teens took photos of the intruding researcher (me) in order to let me 
know that I am not anonymous. They see me, they recognize my presence in this 
project. I interpreted this act to be an effort on their part to equalize the power 
dynamics at play between us. If I was to be allowed to take photos of them, they 
must in turn be allowed to take photos of me. I was struck and impressed by this 
power play on their part, especially so early in the project. I also, perhaps 
foolishly, took this to mean they were accepting me.  

                   *                                                   *                                               * 
I allowed some of the “year-round” teens to use my camera today. They obviously 
felt proud to be given the “privilege” and they handled the camera with great 
care and respect. This was definitely an “equalizing” moment, as the youth were 
able to use the “nice” camera and not the “regular” ones. I think they “accepted” 
me a bit more today. 

*                                                   *                                               * 
Today, at the end of the interview, I invited each teen to ask any questions about 
me they may have, since they had been so gracious as to answer all of mine. They 
seemed to like this “equalizer” and asked “safe” questions. Some include, “Why 
are you doing this project with us?” and “You are in college, right? 

*                                                   *                                               * 
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We took a group photo today – Kelly (the former Executive Director who was 
visiting for the day) took the photo and I was in it. That felt strange to me, and I 
asked her if I could take a second photo with her in it instead. She said she didn’t 
need to be in the photo, but I did - because of my work with SEEDS/DIG. I still 
feel strangely about that since I am not part of DIG staff, and my “work” with 
this group is somewhat “selfish” as it is fitting my needs for a degree. I didn’t 
choose to come here out of the “goodness of my heart”…  

 
It is dangerous to think I know something about these teens just because we may 

have some things in common. It is also dangerous to think I know something about them 

because of the things we do not have in common. I was drawn to the opportunity to tell 

these teens’ stories because as a group young people are often voiceless. It is a constant 

challenge to refrain from imposing my own experiences and worldview on theirs as I 

write. I must also make sure to avoid trying to fit their experiences neatly into theories. 

To protect against the possibility of using my words as theirs, in the pages that follow, I 

present their stories in narrative form, organized to highlight major themes in the data. 

At the completion of this project, I had collected over 100 pages of interview 

transcripts, 20+ hours of audio from our training sessions, 1100 photos, a photo 

slideshow, extensive field notes, newsletters and other material artifacts, and the contents 

of my own memory. As illustrated later in this piece, the teens chose to create their own 

stories to speak back to what big media say about teen identity and food. I also strive to 
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present an unusual narrative, one that challenges the stereotypical urban teen story. I aim 

to show something different, something inspiring, something that speaks in contrast to 

what is seen in popular and news media about teenagers of color. I am cautious to not 

speak on behalf of these youth, but try instead to use their words to tell an uncommon 

story. I do not wish to objectify their “alternative” urban experiences, but merely shed 

light on another angle. To further illustrate my position in photography terms: rather than 

observe these youth from a powerful and distant high angle, one that looks down on them 

critically from above, I am choosing to fill the frame with their stories and bring their 

words and experiences to the forefront, bold and eye level. I came into this experience 

attempting to frame this project my own way, but their creative genius took over. Theirs 

are stories of engaged and experiential learning, of confidence building and open-

mindedness.  

I will tell this story delicately and with caution, aiming to exact the same level of 

care the teenage gardeners use to harvest fleshy tomatoes. My audience is these teens, 

and those who work with them. Peer education is a large part of what the youth learn to 

do, and I envision this piece helping in that important work. I know that the re-telling of 

this story creates a new narrative. I do not wish to try my hand at making claims about 

Truth, but wish to instead create a new truth, a multi-layered and slippery one that speaks 

through the many voices I will present to you in the pages that follow. I credit the teens 

with the partial telling of this story. The words are theirs, but the decisions are mine. 

What follows is my attempt to weave all of these stories together, a collage of complexity. 

After two months of sharing and learning, withholding and teaching, the teens are ready 

for their close ups.



	  
	  

 

 

CHAPTER I 

PLACE, PARTICIPANTS AND PURPOSE 

“It’s kinda like a special place at SEEDS.  
You kinda feel like a family after a while.” – Vianey 

 

 

Place 

Brightly painted benches stud the perimeter of a large, sloping lot, bursting with 

bold flowers and emerging vegetation. This sprawling space boasts a koi pond, pavilion, 

and even a wood-fired kiln. A sturdy fence joined by an impressively large and artsy gate 

seems at first to protect this space – it does not act as barrier but rather a guardian. 

Compost bins are filled to the brim with decaying matter, recycling waste material into 

the lifeblood of the garden. A dozen varieties of birds flit around and share tastes of 

nectar with swarms of bees. This serene space is a retreat from the grittiness of real life, 

an oasis. Nestled amidst concrete and glass, this plush place pulses defiantly, beating life 

into what some consider a dying working-class neighborhood. Rustic hand-painted signs 
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welcome newcomers and label each garden bed. The spicy scent of basil hangs in the air 

and I remember my grandmother’s garden.  

This place is known as SEEDS, or South Eastern Efforts Developing Sustainable 

Spaces, a community garden located near downtown Durham, North Carolina. Much has 

been written about community gardens like this one. From community gardens being 

interpreted as white property or leisure space to being viewed as a “commons,” or racial 

meeting ground (Shinew, Glover and Perry, 2004), existing research on community 

gardens is surprisingly vast. Some have examined community participation in local 

gardens as a function of improving social capital (Kingsley and Townsend, 2006). A 

number of studies have focused on garden participation and changes in youth food 

choices and consumption (Lautenschlager and Smith, 2007). Proponents of eco-literacy 

and environmental education tout the community garden as an ideal learning center for a 

hands-on approach to understanding sustainability (Morgan, Hamilton, Bentley and 

Myrie, 2009). Alice Waters’ “Edible Schoolyard” initiative is working to encourage 

schools to adopt the community gardening model to improve students’ access to fresh 

produce and to “green” the school cafeteria. In the spirit of Gibson-Graham’s concept of 

“alternative economies,” community gardens can function as a place of unconventional 

agricultural and economic possibility. Even the U.S. First Lady, Michelle Obama, has 

jumped on the community garden bandwagon. Her near-organic garden continues to 

make headlines as she uses it as a tool to change the way America eats. With such a 

variety of work on community gardens, it comes as a surprise that, at the time of this 

writing, there exists virtually no study exploring urban community gardening as 

experienced and articulated by teenage participants.  
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Participants 

My curiosity about teens’ stories about urban community gardening led me to a 

program at SEEDS community garden known as DIG, or Durham Inner-city Gardeners. 

This program began in 2000 as a way to get youth more involved with the garden. DIG 

employs teenagers, ages 14-17, to work in the Market Garden, plant and harvest crops, 

and sell their produce at the weekly Durham Farmer’s Market. Many, though not all, of 

these youth are African American and Latino and most live within a few blocks of the 

garden site. The teens, 5 of which work with SEEDS year-round and 5 who are known as 

the Seasonal Crew, describe themselves in our interviews as outgoing, smart, curious, 

hardworking, respectful, and open-minded, among other traits. Many are new to SEEDS, 

with their first garden season experience occurring at the time of this study. Some are 

veterans, with several years of experience and many summer harvests under their belts. 

One teen, whose grandmother has a plot in the garden, has been involved in SEEDS for 

13 years, since the inception of their youth programs. 

At the time of this study, the DIG program was under the leadership of two co-

coordinators, both people of color. Marco and Maria have been involved in food justice 
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efforts for many years, both in Durham and in other cities in the northeastern U.S. They 

share a commitment to addressing issues of food insecurity through urban farming, 

particularly in low-income minority neighborhoods. They believe that food education is 

an activist tool for improving awareness about the health concerns posed by conventional 

and processed food products. They are also invested in providing leadership training for 

the teens, with a focus on public speaking and decision-making. Their approach does not 

stem from a deficit model belief that urban teens need to be saved from bad food, but 

rather from a desire to encourage choices, leadership and change.  

Both DIG staff members are Latino/a, and most of the teens who participate in 

this program are African American and Latino/a. All of the guest chef’s and visitors I met 

each week were also people of color. In the day-to-day operations of the garden, this 

space was almost entirely composed of people of color. On the other hand, the board of 

directors who made the decisions on behalf of this non-profit was largely White. One 

particular board member, an elderly White woman, would visit occasionally, and would 

call out to the teens in Spanish as she arrived, asking for hugs and attention while 

interrupting their work. As I would later discover through an interview with staff, the 

racial politics at play in the relationship between board and staff caused some friction and 

discontent.  

Purpose 

Having grown up and later worked as a teacher in a northeastern metropolitan 

area, I am intrigued by this urban gardening phenomenon. My own lack of awareness of 

food security issues as a teenager stands in stark contrast to what I imagined DIG youth 

to be learning as they work in their local community garden. I imagined this youth-driven 
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garden environment to be one of casual learning opportunities, a place to make new 

friends and learn about the food system, and an underexplored site of possibility. Initially, 

I was intrigued with what goes on in this space. Why did teens agree to work here? Did 

they self-select to participate or were they encouraged to do so by parents or teachers? 

Did they view this opportunity as merely a summer job, or something more? What were 

they learning in the garden? Were their families involved with the garden? How could I 

also get involved? 

What follows is my attempt to understand and share with others what I have 

experienced with the SEEDS teens. Chapter 2 details the challenges of gaining access and 

developing partnerships between representatives of the university and community groups, 

and introduces the methodological framework for this study. In Chapter 3, I highlight the 

teens’ thoughts about critical consumption of food media, and their desire to produce a 

different type of advertisement that caters to healthy food and “real” teens. Chapter 4 

explores issues of identity at play within the garden, and Chapter 5 closes with some 

reflections on Photovoice as used in this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	  
	  

 

 

CHAPTER II 

ACCESS, COLLABORATION AND RESEARCH APPROACH 

Access 

Inspired to undertake a community-based project for my thesis, I approached the 

staff of DIG with the prospect of doing a collaborative photo-based project. I framed this 

proposed project as an extension of my desire to learn about whatever was going on in 

the garden - I was particularly interested in the process of using photography to get teens 

to tell stories. Initially, I considered the purpose of this qualitative study to be twofold. 

One purely academic purpose was to fill in the gaps between research done on 

community garden participation, youth and representation. The other goal was more 

rooted in my wish to engage with community-based youth participatory action research 

methodology. This qualitative study was intended to be collaborative and exploratory in 

nature, and it was important to me that my collaborator be involved in the decision 

making process of our research design.   

The DIG staff made it clear that they were carefully vetting me before allowing 

me to interact with their program. Though I am a person of color with an urban, working 

class background, as a graduate student I represent a predominately White institution. 

Because of this, the staff engaged me with caution, even skepticism, at our initial meeting. 

They had many questions for me and were not shy about asking them. What was my 

purpose in doing this project? What did I think I would be learning from them? How 

much did I know about gardening? Did I live in Durham, or was I an outsider? What did I 
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think about food justice and race? Had I ever actually kept a garden before? What 

experience did I have with teens? What did I plan to do with the photos taken by teens? 

Why did I need to interview the youth individually? Who would read my final paper? 

This excerpt from my fieldnotes illustrates the level of caution with which Marco 

regarded my presence in the garden: 

Marco made it clear that he has a pretty healthy distrust of researchers and 
anyone representing a university or outside “powerful” group, which I certainly 
respect. During our initial meeting, when I pitched the project, I made a point of 
telling both he and Maria that this project was intended to be collaborative, that I 
was interested in the process of giving youth cameras, and that I was not 
intending to “expose” any “problems” within the organization. He made it sound 
as though other researchers in the past came in with a more cynical or critical 
agenda, and he was weary of participating in another unbalanced and potentially 
exploitative relationship.  He didn’t explicitly state things like that verbatim, but 
his point was very clear. He intended to keep his distance from me until he 
decided my intentions were “to do no harm.” If I can get him to agree to do an 
interview and if he can speak candidly about things, I will have achieved 
something wonderful as a novice researcher (fieldnotes, May 14, 2011). 

It was clear to me that I had to share their approach to food justice, race and education 

before I could enter and participate within their space. 

Despite the careful questioning, Maria seemed to be enthusiastic about our 

potential collaboration. What struck me from our first conversation was how eager she 

was for this project to serve a political purpose. She emphasized the food justice agenda 

that was highlighted in the leadership trainings with teens, and wanted to be sure 

whatever we produced could be used in a way to encourage meaningful dialogue about 

access to healthy food for low-income populations of color. It was agreed that Maria, 

whose job description included the coordination of special programming for the DIG 

summer program, would be the one to work most closely with me, and Marco would 

continue his work as the garden manager and maintain his focus on planting and 
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harvesting. Marco remained cordial throughout the course of this project, but did not take 

part in the bulk of the collaborative process.  

Collaboration 

After tentatively agreeing to embark on this project collectively, my collaborator 

Maria and I had a series of conversations regarding how best to execute this collective 

endeavor. I quickly learned that community-based research is difficult. Maria, a Latina 

woman and long-time food justice advocate, had very particular ideas of what she wanted 

this project to accomplish and on the surface, and her goals differed from my own 

significantly. She had done media projects with other groups of teens in the past, and 

brought many ideas to the table. It became clear to me that she approached our work 

through a critical media literacy lens, though she did not use this term, and wanted the 

teens to gain a critical perspective of corporate food media and advertising that frequently 

targets teens. I wanted to give them cameras and see how they experienced life in the 

garden, how they learned about food, and how they were “becoming” gardeners. She 

wanted to talk about ingredients and marketing of junk food. I wanted to make sure the 

teens had a basic understanding of how to frame a shot so they would be equipped to tell 

poignant stories through their photos. She wanted to challenge corporate slogans; I 

wanted the teens to challenge perceptions of urban youth through the creation their own 

images. 

I was very aware of a subtle power struggle occurring between us, and was 

sensitive to her attempts to control the content of this work. My field notes reflect that, at 

one point, I felt as though she was “appropriating my ideas and feeding them back to me 

with hers woven in, and with conditions. If I wanted to do X, I would also have to do Y 
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in order to get her full approval” (field notes, July 2, 2011). She seemed to be asserting 

her dominance as a gatekeeper, perhaps to protect what she may have perceived as her 

space and ensure that her own goals were met. I recognized this, and realized that I 

needed to bend a bit to truly be collaborative, but felt strongly about preserving the open 

and exploratory nature of this project. We struggled to conceive of how to structure the 

project to really flesh out issues of identity without being prescriptive and putting words 

in the mouths of teens. The two of us pushed against each other as we tweaked our 

approaches to accommodate the other, and entered cautiously into a symbiotic and 

supportive relationship. After much negotiation, we began to feel confident that in 

working together, we could each “get what we needed,” a phrase Maria often used when 

reflecting on this process.  

Research Approach  

As part of our compromise, we agreed that I could act as a participant-observer 

over the course of the two-month summer program. I could work closely with the youth 

both as they worked in the garden, and in the preparation of meals; this allowed a great 

deal of informal interaction, which encouraged familiarity and comfort with each other. I 

would also be permitted to conduct a semi-structured interview with each of the teens at 

the end of our project. In exchange for this access, I would co-facilitate a critical media 

literacy project (described later), and help out with other tasks when needed. I would also 

coordinate an exhibit of our work at the end of the project. This felt like a fair 

arrangement for both parties.  

Part of the goals of this project included the production of a youth-driven 

narrative that speaks back to dominant images of food media. Maria and I agreed that 
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Photovoice (Wang and Burris, 1997), a relatively new participatory approach to visual 

ethnography, would be an effective way to give teens creative and powerful tools to use 

as they challenged corporations. Photovoice is a method that puts cameras in the hands of 

unlikely researchers, in this case, urban teens, and allows them to photograph their 

surroundings and make decisions about what is important in the spaces they inhabit. 

Participants are trained in the use of a camera, sometimes disposable film cameras but 

more recently point-and-shoot digital cameras are used, and then invited to show the 

researchers their world through imagery. This collaborative method was adapted from the 

public health model to fit my needs as an educational researcher. I used Photovoice in 

tandem with more traditional ethnographic methods, including participant observation, 

interviews, and artifact collection. Our hope was that the words and photos of these urban 

youth gardeners would illuminate the various nuances of what takes place within this 

particular community garden while carving out a space for the voices and visions of 

unlikely teenage gardeners. We also intended for this project to benefit SEEDS and the 

Durham community by opening a communicative space in which all members of the 

garden could exchange ideas in dialogue with one another.  

 In an effort to support our multifaceted project goals, we decided to expose teens to 

skills’ “trainings,” a term Maria used regularly to refer to our sessions. Part of my role 

was to co-facilitate these trainings, which functioned as focus groups and were audio 

recorded. This format allowed youth to voice as a group their opinions on gardening as a 

site for learning in an informal and peer-supported manner. Our training schedule was as 

follows: 
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Ø Marketing and Advertising 101: Junk food ingredients and marketing 
approaches – what is big media telling you about food? How do big media 
corporations appeal to youth as consumers? 

Ø Marketing and Advertising 102: What is and is not advertised? Why do we see 
advertisements for processed foods and not for whole foods? Why aren’t there 
slogans for peppers?  

Ø Photography 101: How do you frame a shot – what story are you telling? What 
story are you leaving out? 

Ø Photography 102: The ethics of picture taking – getting permission, being 
thoughtful about how your image portrays a person or place. 

Ø Storytelling 101: How can we tell our own stories? How can we speak back 
about all that we have learned? 

 

 
Following these trainings, youth were given open-ended directives to photograph 

food issues in the garden, food issues within their communities and their own experiences 

and relationship with food (see appendix III, p. 54). Participants came together after each 

shoot and discussed their photos as a group. All discussion sessions were audio recorded, 

transcribed and coded. Through these discussions, themes emerged which shaped the 

future direction of our project. Rather than dictate which types of images are “good” or 

“bad,” my primary interest was allowing youth to choose which images would represent 



	  

12	  
	  

them, and their communities. Youth narrowed down their collected images, selecting 

those that most accurately reflected their experiences within this garden space. Youth 

responded to each other’s selections and worked together to create a representative 

collection that was to be displayed to community members at the end of the project.  

 

This multi-layered exploratory research design was selected to examine the ways in 

which participants’ develop a critical awareness about media imagery as they participate 

in these trainings. Our efforts led to two different forms of expression, a photo exhibit 

and a media slogan photomontage, both with the hopes of fostering community dialogue.  

As mentioned earlier, I also had the opportunity to conduct one semi-structured 

audio-recorded interview each youth. Initially, Maria shared with me her thoughts that 

my chosen questions were “not political enough” – I attempted to keep my questions 

open-ended to let the teens take the questions in whatever direction they wanted. Many of 

the teens initially tried to answer my questions “correctly” – they are “good” students and 

wanted to please me with “good” answers. One teen felt comfortable enough with me to 

tell me that he did not like one of my questions; he went on to helpfully suggest an 
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alternative. The following excerpt from my field notes sums up the awkwardness of the 

interview process for both the teens and for me: 

I found myself trying to avoid looking down at my list of questions, because I felt 
like each time I did that it reminded the youth that they were being interviewed as 
opposed to just having a chat with an adult. Each time I looked at my list, youth 
would “straighten up” and their next answer would be more careful and 
calculated. By the third interview, I was more familiar with my own questions, so 
I needed to look at the list less. This led to a more natural sounding exchange 
between that teen and me. I also refrained from taking any notes during the 
interview because I wanted the teens to forget that they were with a researcher. 
 

In spite of my initial ineptness as an interviewer, quite a few youth openly offered 

spirited political responses. They had a very broad knowledge base on the politics of the 

local food movement, and a global sensitivity regarding food sovereignty. They knew a 

great deal about genetically modified seeds, CAFOs [Concentrated Animal Feeding 

Operations], growth hormones, unfair crop prices paid to farmers, farmer suicide in India, 

Monsanto and other monopolies, harmful effects of residual pesticides, and what they 

perceived to be the importance of supporting local alternative economic efforts. This 

knowledge shined through their photographs, and even more brightly through the 

photomontage they produced as a result of this project.   

This project was not without its’ problems. We suffered from damaged and 

forgotten cameras, lost computer files, frequent dead camera batteries, limited time to 

debrief and reflect, and the teens’ favorite hindrance: rain. We also had to cram a 

relatively large project design into a mere 7 Saturday sessions. Teens were often out of 

town traveling to see family members, which meant we were always playing catch up. At 

one particularly dismal point, I was certain this project would fail miserably. My field 

notes reflect my frustration: “We are supposed to showcase the youth projects for 

families and friends next week. We. Are. Not. Ready.” 



	  
	  

 

 

CHAPTER III 

CRITICAL MEDIA LITERACY, CONSUMPTION AND PRODUCTION 

Critical Media Literacy 

When conceptualizing this project, I was initially concerned with the use of 

photography to tell teens’ stories. Maria and I agreed that a certain level of competency in 

understanding media must be achieved by the teens for maximum participation. To that 

end, we informally employed the tenets of Critical Media Literacy (CML) – we never 

discussed CML as being important in our work, and never used that term, but after doing 

some reading on CML it is clear to me that we operated within the realm of this approach. 

I did not anticipate arriving at a media literacy goal, and did not plan for taking a 

critical media literacy approach to conducting or analyzing this study. Because this 

collaborative project took place outside of school and was conducted by a community 

member and a researcher, not by teachers, I will not refer to what we did as curriculum, 

but simply as a creative and critical project that included trainings, not lessons, in 

advertising, photography and other aspects of media. Before moving forward with 

presenting data and analysis, it would be helpful to situate this study within two popular 

frameworks for media literacy instruction, one resulting in critical consumption of 

existing media and the other in critical production of new media. 

In Reading the Media (2007), Renee Hobbs puts forth the first empirical study to 

attempt to prove the value of media literacy within the realm of English literature 

instruction. Her study took place at a high school in Concord, New Hampshire and 
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focused on a particular course, English 11, which was offered at this school for over 9 

years and by 18 different teachers. Much of the book is seemingly assessment-driven, and 

focuses on how media literacy can improve academic learning outcomes in a measurable 

way with an emphasis on improved test scores, student grades, and gains in reading 

comprehension.   

Hobbs’ work seems to be written for teachers, in that it highlights the academic 

benefits of a media literacy approach, which can often reach and inspire otherwise 

disengaged students. While she does encourage the use of media as a text (which itself 

could be considered progressive for some more traditional English teachers, particularly 

those with a penchant for the canonical “classics”), Hobbs work does not actively 

encourage teachers to push boundaries within their state-mandated curriculum. Instead, 

readers/teachers are given a results-driven formula for the proper way to bring media into 

the classroom. In short, in Hobbs view, media literacy instruction in the English 

classroom should enable students to become responsible and intelligent consumers of the 

media that surrounds them. 

In Cultural Studies Goes to School (1994), David Buckingham and Julian Sefton-

Green present a more student-centered, creative approach to using critical media literacy 

as a tool in the classroom. This approach is a more political one, with greater attention 

paid to the context of students’ lives, especially in regards to race, class and gender.  

The term “critical” is contested throughout this work; should the term be taken to 

mean a frame of mind or approach?  The term “critical” also carries with it an assumption 

that students, in this case teenagers, are brainwashed and controlled by dominant forms of 
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media and need to be rescued from the clutches of popular culture, which many educators 

find to be a problematic depiction. 

Through three case studies on youth-driven photography, hip hop and magazine 

projects, Buckingham and Sefton-Green illustrate the ways in which media literacy 

trainings can give students’ the tools to deconstruct systems of power and privilege and 

create a space for themselves within them.  They can learn by doing rather than by simply 

reading. Through the creation of their own forms of media, students can actively critique 

and speak back to discourses that do not include them or properly represent them. These 

case studies highlight the voices of students, give readers a glimpse of some of the many 

products produced as a result of media literacy coursework, and excite readers about the 

possibilities that exist for this kind of work with their own students.  

Instead of focusing on how teachers can transmit a skill set to students, 

Buckingham and Sefton-Green make clear that their approach is more dialectic and 

dialogic. Throughout the media literacy process, teachers and students engage in many 

conversations as relative equals. The teacher should not pretend to be an expert, but 

should approach projects with an open mind as a learner. Learning should be viewed as a 

social process, participatory and collaborative, resulting in a co-created social production 

of meaning (Vygotsky, as quoted in Buckingham and Sefton-Green, 1997). Rather than 

reproduce the status quo, students should be encouraged to push boundaries and self-

evaluate their work. Ideally, teachers of media literacy should engage in this reflective 

resistance as well.  

The two stances presented here are in conversation with one another in that, in 

order to successfully implement an inclusive and robust media literacy program, 
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educators must embrace Hobbs’ critical consumer approach before engaging with 

Buckingham and Sefton-Green’s critical producer approach. In the paraphrased words of 

psychologist Vygotsky, learning must precede creating, knowledge must come before 

construction, and critical consumption must pave the way for critical production.  

In the case of my study, my collaborator and I agreed the teens must have a 

certain understanding of advertising tactics, for instance, before they would be prepared 

to appropriate those techniques to speak back to media. We felt it was important to lay 

the groundwork through trainings about propaganda and persuasion, product 

consumption and profit. Only once the teens had a broad knowledge base to work from, a 

language to utilize, were they truly prepared to create new media in an informed and 

critical manner. In the data that follows, capital letters are used as synonyms for the 

names of the teenage participants. 

Critical Consumption 
 

Most of the teens I interviewed held some degree of skepticism about what types 

of products are marketed to young people. Many commented on a tactic often used to get 

youth interested in consumer products, the powerful pull of peer acceptance. 

Q: Teenagers is one of the biggest targets that food advertisement tries to hit 
besides kids. When you are going through your teenage years you want to do 
social stuff, what your friends are doing, and I think that’s why the food 
advertisers believe that if they make stuff where it looks like your friends doing it, 
then you should do it too, one of those types of things.  

 
Another teen went on to discuss other strategies that often encourage teens to become 

consumers, namely sex appeal and an appeal to ones’ emotions. This teen went on to 

acknowledge what she considered to be the effectiveness of these corporate ploys in her 

own life and experiences.  
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V: I knew that a lot of advertisements focus on getting us [teenagers] to buy what 
they want to sell, and they use different strategies to do so. So like, sex appeal and 
the appeal to the emotions, ethics and all of that good stuff, so they kind of use all 
different strategies to get customers to be like, “I want to get that!” I realized that 
I have done that before, you know, I watch this commercial and I am like, “Oh, 
that looks so good, I want to get it,” and then you go out and get it. That’s the 
point of commercials. 

 
The teens also talked about becoming more aware of the ways companies use 

slogans to get consumers, in this case young people, to remember and subsequently 

purchase their products. After engaging in a competition to see which youth team could 

name the most slogans or jingles, one teen was struck by how many she could recall, 

even as she struggled to remember school-related content. 

S: I learned that companies use music and slogans to get you to remember their 
stuff. I didn’t know I knew all of those things [slogans], but when you guys tested 
us on how many we knew, I knew a lot. I was like, darn, how did I know all of 
that? I can’t even remember history or science class.  

 
One youth reflected critically on what she recalled as a popular children’s’ game, noting 

how even something as seemingly innocent as a schoolyard game can function as a form 

of advertisement. She went on to give examples of how corporate food companies use 

mascots or animated characters to make their products more appealing to a young 

demographic. 

A: There’s a kids’ game, it talks about apple pie, French fries, Big Mac and 
everything. At first you think its’ a kids game and then you realize it’s a trick by 
McDonalds so you think about their stuff involuntarily and want to go get their 
food. So, even through kids’ games they are putting marketing through to kids. I 
think that’s why I think companies use NASCAR and stuff like Ronald McDonald 
or Lucky Charms, the leprechauns, or Cocoa Puffs, the bird, Fruity Pebbles with 
the Flintstones. Especially if you put Spongebob or Scooby Doo, kids are going to 
want their parents’ to buy it. 
 

The same teen went on to discuss how corporate branding and marketing permeates all 

aspects of society, from technology to groceries. She voices her frustration about how 
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corporations are not satisfied unless a consumer continues to spend money and purchase 

their products. 

A: Everything, like that computer (points to computer sitting between the two of 
us), right above the power button is a logo. Food too. There are advertisements on 
advertisements. I think it’s crazy what they do now; they’ve started advertising on 
receipts. We went to the grocery store and on the back of the receipt there were 
coupons. They were like “Buy 1 get 1 free, once in a lifetime offer.” I looked at 
my mom and she’s like, “I know. We just spent money and they want us to spend 
more. 

 
As the teens reflected on our media project, quite a few voiced a greater 

awareness about the ways in which corporations appeal to teens. They exercise a sense of 

personal agency as they come to realize their own ability to critically resist the messages 

they are bombarded with on a daily basis. 

T: I feel like my awareness about it is really high and it kind of stirs me into 
thinking, it changed my mindset about how I see different food ads. They use all 
this other stuff like humor and famous actors to sell stuff. I see it now. 

 
This teen goes a bit further and talks about the role that personal choice plays in 

consumption: 

A: I think about it [marketing to teenagers] more. I think it has a lot to do 
influences and choices. Whether or not you do something, it’s your choice but I 
think you need to realize that the choices you make will affect others later on. 
That’s really important because if you throw food away or you use food wrongly, 
you put pesticides and insecticides, you’re going to end up hurting someone. 
 

Another teen elaborates: 
 

Q: I have learned to be more conscious and aware about where food comes from 
and have more respect for those who harvest it. Sometimes it’s funny, I go to the 
grocery store and I start thinking about some movie we saw where it talks about 
advertising, like how Walmart, for example, they set up things in a certain way 
and there is a certain reason for everything. At first I guess I didn’t think of that, 
like the colors they use or the characters they use on certain things. I just thought 
it was a product, and now knowing there is so much that goes into it, it’s just like 
“wow.” 
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Critical Production: 
 

The teens talked a great deal about how current popular advertising is unfairly 

representative of corporate interests and rarely, if ever, gives a voice to smaller groups 

like SEEDS. 

V: It’s messed up how much commercials cost, and it’s so hard for local places 
like us, like SEEDS, to make a commercial ‘cause it costs so much for every 
second, right. And then McDonalds, they have like a 30 second commercial, they 
have the money to do that. It costs a lot of money. It would be nice if we could 
advertise like a local farmers’ market or something, like say, “Hey, go to the 
farmers market,” and people don’t even know what a farmers market is. So it’s 
really messed up how big companies get to advertise bad food but there is no help 
for fresh food in the media.  

 
One teen, quoted below, speaks for many of the teens I interviewed in stating his 

desire to create a different kind of advertisement, one that shows other teenagers about 

healthy food options, especially those choices that also support local food. 

T: For our project, we should do something different. A lot of people, when they 
see advertisements, they don’t see any ads for healthy stuff. They just see stuff 
like McDonalds and stuff like that before you see any healthy ones.  
 
Interviewer: So you want to make a healthy advertisement as part of your project? 
 
T:  Probably, yeah something like that, to change peoples’ opinions about food. 
Like to show teenagers about healthy food. Like the stuff we grow here [at 
SEEDS].  

 
The teens recognized their own agency as media-makers and were excited to take 

the tools they acquired through our trainings to resist corporate food advertising and 

create their own messages. 

V: I guess with what we are doing now in this project is learning to use 
advertisements for our own convenience, so it’s not like the big corporations just 
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using it for their convenience to get customers to buy their product. We are, like, 
turning it around and using this media project to show a regular little garden and 
advertising what we do and what we grow, so I think that’s cool. 

 
It is in this spirit that the teens produced a photomontage where they reclaimed slogans 

that were initially aimed at getting teens to buy junk food and recreated them to advertise 

whole foods produced in their garden. For example, they took the slogan for Skittles – 

“Taste the Rainbow” – and flipped it to instead show a rainbow-colored variety of 

produce from the garden, prompting viewers to “taste OUR rainbow.” They repeated this 

concept with Burger King and their slogan “Have it Your Way,” encouraging viewers to 

“Have it OUR Way,” again with images of produce from the garden. 

 

This exercise was important because it allowed the teens the opportunity to 

symbolically speak back to corporations that make decisions about food advertising and 

propagate unhealthy food choices to teens. They were able to create a narrative that 

pushed back against one-sided corporate agendas in a way that played to their strengths 
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as technologically savvy young people. The products of this media project are also 

significant in that they double as tools for the teens to use as they educate their peers.  

 

Exhibit – Sharing Knowledge with the Community  

 

As a culminating event, we decided as a group to host a photo exhibit and video 

screening at the end of the summer. To prepare for this, the teens worked in pairs to self-

select 2 photos each for inclusion in a private showing for friends and family. I then 

interviewed each teen about their choices and encouraged them to create titles to 

showcase their art. Many of these titles seemed innocuous, but upon prompting, teens 

revealed explanations that were powerful and evocative. For example, one teen captured 

an image of himself holding a handful of soil and chose to name this particular shot, 

“Power in the Soil.” He went on to explain that soil has the power to support the growth 

of food all by itself, whether human hands intervene in the process or not. Plant life can 

and will grow without our help, but when people commit to using their hands to assist in 

that process, they are contributing to something larger than themselves, something 

important and powerful. 
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Another teen took a photo of a store-bought Bundt cake and labeled it, “Sweet 

Temptation.” She went on to say that while she was aware of “better” food options that 

were “healthier” for her, she was tempted by the sweetness of the cake, and in fact, 

passed up an offer of salad for a large slice of cake. She also claimed to have eaten “most” 

of that cake by herself, and said she felt “guilty” afterwards.  

 

The exhibit, which doubled as a finale celebration to close out the summer 

program, was complemented by a delightful home-cooked meal prepared by the teens. 

The event was well attended by families and community members. After listening to the 

teens describe the project, guests initiated a question and answer session that brought to 

the surface many issues relating to food justice and community. Specifically, guests 

asked questions about the teens’ personal fast food consumption after this program, GMO 

foods, potentially harmful ingredients in processed food like high-fructose corn syrup, 

TBHQ and other chemicals, leadership skills, and whether the teens intend to continue 

gardening now that the program had concluded. 

The exhibit and the conversation that arose from it was a source of pride for both 

the teens and their families. This exchange between the teens and others was important 
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not only because it allowed teens the opportunity to illustrate their own lived experience, 

but such feedback served to validate the teens’ unique expert knowledge as well.  

In addition to encouraging the teens to critically view media and be aware of strategies 

used to market junk food to kids, this project and the exhibit that followed it encouraged 

them to share this knowledge with their families and community. The teens talked at 

length about the information they learned over the course of the summer program, but 

what was said in this public space was only a small part of their experiences. In my 

interviews with them, they expressed a wider range of thoughts about food, gardening, 

learning and identity. In this private space, the teens’ told more personal stories, stories 

that highlighted their learning to garden, their becoming members of the SEEDS 

community, and their struggles within that space. I hope to highlight some of those 

struggles in the pages that follow. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	  
	  

 

 

CHAPTER IV 

MESSY NEGOTIATIONS – FLUIDITY AND TEENAGE IDENTITY FORMATION 

“I shouldn't be getting my hands dirty, I should work at the mall (laughs).” – V 

 

When making decisions on how best to portray my experiences with SEEDS, I 

could not resist the pull of a second story, a narrative running alongside the edges of this 

Photovoice project. Over the course of my time with them, these teens were in the 

process of building their budding gardener identities, making changes to their diets, and 

supplementing their schooling through their participation in DIG. They were learning 

business and social skills, becoming comfortable with peer-education and trying their 

hand at cooking for themselves and others. All of these developments occurred for them 

in a world saturated with media images that tell them rather explicitly they “shouldn’t be 

getting [their] hands dirty.”  

Throughout this project, the teens were taking part in a messy negotiation, one 

replete with internal and external struggles. Theirs are stories of multiplicity; among 

other things, they are both community gardeners and socially active teenagers who strive 

for peer acceptance. Deeper than their understanding of the role corporate media plays in 

food advertising is their understanding of how media works to shape teenage identity. 

Companies like McDonald’s spend a great deal of money telling urban youth they should 

eat fast food and this will make them “cool.” The DIG teens assert that they can critically 

resist these messages and create “cool” identities in the space of the garden. In the garden, 
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they can break free from the influence of media, and though various consumer product 

slogans are ingrained in the backs of their minds, they are free to reinvent themselves, to 

choose.  

Our media project gave the youth various tools to employ as they continue 

negotiating these identities. It also provided a space for the teens to share with me stories 

and struggles they may not have been comfortable sharing with my collaborator, their 

program coordinator. When coding and analyzing the data from my interviews with them, 

I arrived at four major representative themes: Advertising and Teens; Peer Influences; 

Food Access; and Food Choices. In the pages that follow, I hope to illustrate and tease 

out some of the complexities that arose in the data through poetic transcription of the 

teens words coupled with my analysis at the end.  

 

Advertising and Teens: “They think everybody’s doing it, so they do it too...” 

 
I: I really don’t think us teenagers are like the ones on TV.  

I just think that advertisers try to make it seem  
like this is the way it is supposed to,  
they kind of play a psychological thing on teenagers where it’s like,  
“Oh, since they doing it on TV…” you know,  
while you are growing up,  
seeing all these advertisers.  
It’s already implanted in your mind… 
without you exactly knowing how.  
You think you’re supposed to do the stuff advertisers tell you,  
but you’re 
not really  
supposed to do it.  

 
 
II: I feel they [media] try to get our attention  

and a lot of time it works because that’s why they do it.  
They know it works!  
I guess… 
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… 
teenagers are so focused on other things  
that don’t really matter in the long run,  
like,  
partying and having fun now,  
and we not really worrying about the future. 
I’m not saying,  
you know… 
I do party and whatever,  
I guess I'm a little more conscious.   
 
Also,  
because of SEEDS and what I've learned here.  
‘Cause there’s a lot of teenagers  
that don’t even care.  
They are like,  
“McDonalds,  
let’s go and get it for $1,  
who cares?”  

 
So yeah,  
advertising kind of shapes  
a lot of lives of teenagers  
because they see one thing on TV  
and they think  
everybody’s doing it  
so they go out  
and do it too.  
 
 

III: People don't realize it.  
One minute you are at the house,  
just sitting,  
watching TV,  
and of course you see a food commercial.  
 
Next thing you know,  
you are buying it at the store.  
 
We [teenagers] don’t even realize that there are people sitting around,  
putting their time towards trying to figure out  
how to get people to go out and buy a pizza  
or go to McDonalds.  
 
They make everything look so good so you don’t think  
about the things you don’t see.  
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You don’t think about the workers,  
you don’t think about the animals,  
you don’t think about the environment,  
just that pretty picture they paint in the advertisement about food.  
You don’t think about whatever else. 
 

IV: Food advertising, I just think, it’s not going to stop.  
Us teenagers,  
either way we think about it,  
how good it is or how bad it is,  
we’re still going to want it.  
 
In the back of our head,  
there’s something telling us that this is bad for us.  
But then again,  
sometimes we don’t listen to that feeling in the back of our heads.  
We just think that everything we eat is good.  
We’ll run it off,  
or something like that.  
But that doesn't always happen.  
So I just think that teenagers,  
as well as me,  
food advertisement will always be here.  
Us teens will always go to the fast food restaurants  
and get what we need  
to fix our hunger. 

 
Peer Influences: “I still tell them I'm still cool.” 
 
I: Well I guess  

[gardening] is pretty unique  
‘cause most of my friends don’t do it.  
At first they were like  
“Where do you work at?”  
and I am like,  
“The garden.”  
 
Then they would be like,  
“Where is the garden?”  
and I would be like,  
“Shut up, don't ask me that (laughs)”  
and now I don’t care.  
I am like “You should come, it’s fun!”  
 
I guess I learned to be a gardener.  
Before  
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it was weird,  
you know,  
I am a teenager. 
 
I shouldn't be getting my hands dirty,  
I should work at the mall (laughs).  
 
But now I like it.  
I feel like working at a store  
in the mall  
with my friends  
wasn't going to help me as much as being a  
gardener…  
 
some of them think I am ridiculous,  
but I don’t care,  
I mean,  
whatever.  
I still tell them I'm still cool (laughter). 

 
II: I tell a lot of my friends that I work in the garden  

and they can’t really believe it  
because of how we be in the sun.  
 
But I tell them it’s kind of a fun job actually, 
 because you learn a lot more than what you do  
when you are at a grocery store  
or something like that  
just sitting in front of a cash register all day  
instead of  
being out in the garden  
and getting exercise while you are in the garden,  
learning different stuff about what to do,  
how to make your own garden  
and all  
this  
other  
stuff.  
 

 
III: A lot of people at school  

does not know about their food.  
Like,  
every lunch a Senior,  
well, any person that has a car,  
always leaves for lunch.  
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They always go to McDonalds and stuff.  
 
I don’t do that  
‘cause I don’t have a car,  
and, um, also they are not really educated about healthy food and healthy eating. 
It’s like… 
they don’t like vegetables,  
they just probably like French fries.  

 
 
IV:      Interviewer: Do your friends and family go to the farmers market? 
 

Not my friends,  
but some of them do.  
 
I see them sometimes,  
but,  
like,  
only my rich friends,  
 
but not my other friends.  
 
My friends go to the store and,  
you know,  
the gas station.  

 

Food Access: “With fast food and grocery stores, I mean, it’s like, 10 against 3.” 
 
I: I guess in the community,  

if I want to go get food,  
sometimes it be,  
like,  
expensive  
but sometimes that’s why a lot of people go to places like McDonald’s.  
 
Sometimes I go there when I don’t have enough [money].  
If I have enough,  
I go somewhere else,  
somewhere more healthy. 

 
 
II: With fast food and grocery stores,  

I mean,  
it’s like, 10 against 3.  
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And people,  
when they go out shopping or whatever,  
they don’t really want to cook  
so they go buy fast food.  
It’s just more convenient,  
 
I guess.  
 
It’s sad to see that in the community,  
you know,  
‘cause it’s not really any places available  
with good,  
healthy foods for the people… 
 
But that’s the society we are in right now.  
 

 
III:       Interviewer: Do your friends and family go to the farmers’ market? 
 

My mom buys fruits there… 
not really.  
 
And also,  
I think it’s because sometimes it’s not as affordable as going to other places, 
which is kind of a downfall.  
 
But at the same time,  
I see both sides of the picture.  
 
I see why the prices are supposed to be this way,  
you know,  
what they are  
because the work that the farmers put into it.  
It is a lot.  
 
But at the same time,  
from, 
like,  
the customer’s point of view,  
some just can't afford that,  
 
or there are other places that offer you basically the same thing  
and for less.  
 
So if you can't really afford it,  
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you are just going to go for what you can afford,  
which sadly is not always the best,  
most healthy thing  
for you.  

 
My family,  
some of them goes to the farmers’ market  
but that’s when they have more money.  
 
Like some of my family members who have more money  
can go to the farmers’ market  
and my mom goes sometimes,  
but she…  
um, the farmers’ market is very 
expensive  
so…  
 
it’s not expensive,  
I guess  
you’re paying for what you get,  
which is organic,  
and I guess  
organic is too expensive for people who have to feed families  
of 12 or 2 or 3  
 
and so the grocery store  
is like  
our main source.  
 
I try to bring food to the family,  
like I am getting okra  
and tomatoes  
and some figs… 
my mom loves figs. 

 
IV:     Interviewer: Can you tell me a about food in your life and your community? 
 

Compared to lot of people that I have met,  
I do eat  
a lot of  
home cooked meals.  
I don’t do a lot of fast food,  
but in a way,  
that’s kind of like my culture,  
traditionally in my house.  
 



	  

33	  
	  

I remember when I was little  
and in Mexico,  
to go to a fast food restaurant  
like McDonalds,  
it was like a treat –  
it’s your birthday,  
you’re going to go there.  
 
So for me,  
it was never a  
“go and eat there all the time”  
kind of thing.  
 
Now, when I do go out with my friends,  
we usually just go and eat at  
fast food restaurants. 
 
But with my family,  
my Aunt,  
she cooks everyday,  
so everyday is a different meal that she cooked  
with vegetables you know.  
 
She tries to put vegetables in everything  
and makes it healthy  
so  
I guess that’s a  
good thing.  
 

 
V: In my community,  

there is not a lot of  
like  
good places  
to be able to buy fruit and vegetables.  
 
Around the grocery store,  
there's like  
5 fast food restaurants.  
It’s kind of like  
irony.  
 
Yeah, around my house you can find a lots of fast food restaurants  
like McDonalds,  
Hardy’s,  
Church's Chicken,  
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KFC,  
all this Subway  
and Chinese places,  
but you can only find  
one place  
to buy vegetables… 

 
 
VI: Well my mom tried to do a garden.  

Umm hmm,  
but something happened.  
 
It was like ...  
property difficulties,  
like my other neighbors said,  
“You are on my property…”  
 
So she tried to make the garden seem like… 
you can help out in the garden…  
like  
you could take some produce and stuff.  
 
But no produce grew.  

 
 
Food choices: “I still like it, I mean, I can’t stop.” 
 
 
I: I’m not always eating junk food,  

but probably just like a couple of fattening foods.  
I used to always eat Chinese,  
or something like that.  
But now I cut it down,  
I don’t eat chicken no more.  
My last time was yesterday. 
 
I don't eat no kind of greasy foods anymore either.  
I just worry about my community  
and myself too.  
 
I still have cravings for it here and then,  
but I think of what it could do to me,  
along with what can the other greasy food do to me.  
So with that,  
I worry about that.  
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II: And  
I mean  
I guess  
I have  
like  
a inside view of what they put in the food that we eat  
but sometimes  
I guess block it out  
because  
I guess  
 
I like food that they cook [at fast food restaurants]  
Because it’s good.  
 
But yeah,  
I mean,  
it’s kind of disappointing though,  
because,  
I mean,  
I don't’ know,  
it’s unhealthy and dangerous.  
 
I still like it,  
I mean,  
I can’t stop.  
 
I changed by  
um  
eating healthier foods  
like when we we’re here  
and also when I’m at home,  
 
but I kind of slip up  
‘cause I have a taste for fast food.  
 

 
III: Growing up,  

I know I ate a lot of fattening foods.  
My grandma’s soul food.  
 
I used to eat home cooking a lot,  
and McDonald’s a lot.  
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Like 3, 2, 3,  
sometimes 4 times a week.  
 
But I don’t really eat it now.  
 
If you count Northgate Flamer [a fast food restaurant in a local mall].  
Do you count Northgate? (umm hmm)  
 
Well last time I had it was yesterday (we both laugh).  

 
IV: I changed a lot.  

I feel like when I was younger  
I didn’t really know who I was.  
I feel like I was a follower a lot.  
 
When I came to SEEDS,  
I started to learn more  
about myself  
and I started to get more independent,  
and I start realizing who I was.  
I started doing things on my own,  
not really depending on people.  
And I lost a lot of weight changing from fast food to more local food.  
 
Other than that,  
nothing else really. 

 
 
V: I was raised on fast food  

because my mom was so busy  
and sometimes she couldn't cook for me and my brother,  
so we went to McDonalds and Burger King  
and all of that stuff.  
 
As I got older,  
I don’t eat fast food that much.  
 
My brother, he loves it.  
 
Now, I make my own dish,  
vegetarian,  
and I try to make dishes that my family would also like. 
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VI: Food is a whole system,  

basically.  
It’s not just you getting it  
from the grocery store  
and to your house.  
Food doesn’t just pop into a grocery store.  
There are a lot of people who work for it,  
there is a lot of people treated unfairly for you to get it.  
Food has to travel lot of miles.  
People have to work for it.  
A lot of people have to sacrifice for it.  
I think it’s ridiculous  
how customers can go on  
and buy things  
that even the people who picked it  
can’t afford to buy.  
 
It’s just a whole system,  
just like how I think about  
the school system being a system or  
the government being a system.  
Now,  
food is a system to me, also. 

 
 
Conclusions:  
 

These data poems illustrate, in their own voices, some of the challenges the teens 

face as they become gardeners in spaces that do not privilege that kind of activity. They 

talk about trying to be healthy eaters in households that did not necessarily support these 

efforts, promoting the joys of gardening to friends and family who are disinterested, 

attempting to resist the pull of fast food culture by avoiding the purchase and 

consumption of foods they knew to be unhealthy. Many teens talked about trying to “give 

up” certain foods - chicken, McDonalds, soda. Some discussed failing at these attempts, 

either because they lacked the willpower, support from home, or resources to seek out 
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alternatives. Additionally, these mostly low-income urban teens are working in space of 

leisure commonly reserved for the wealthy; though the teen’s work at the local farmers’ 

market, their families do not shop there. Though the teens know about the advertising 

tricks deployed to get them to buy into a fast food culture, they enjoy and consume fast 

food anyway.  

The teens who took part in this project are not static beings. They are moving 

through the fluid process of social identification en route to becoming - becoming 

gardeners, becoming healthy eaters, becoming peer leaders, friends, cooks. In this process 

of creating these new identities, they are losing others. From participating in this project, 

and the summer program it was situated within, the teens emerged with new identities of 

difference and newly complicated relationships with their friends and family. Though 

many of the teens viewed themselves as gardeners and as media makers at the conclusion 

of this project, these identities may not be sustained as they return to their “real” lives and 

move through the world outside of SEEDS. 

By working at SEEDS, the teens gradually joined a community of practice, one 

that values gardening, urban food production, and leadership. It is my hope that this 

project imparted a media literacy skill set to bolster the various skills the teens cultivated 

over the summer growing season. It is also my desire for these youth to go out into the 

world as leaders, change often, and plant SEEDS of inspiration wherever they tread. 

 

 
	  

	  

	  



	  
	  

	  
	  

CHAPTER V 
REFLECTIONS ON METHOD AND LOOKING FORWARD 

 
Photovoice is an asset to any researcher working with populations in a limited 

capacity (in only one specific setting) because if allows the researcher insight into the 

lived experiences of their participants outside of that controlled space. When cameras 

follow informants through their daily lives, watch their interactions with others, and peek 

into private spaces, the data collected by that lens can be wildly informative. 

Additionally, Photovoice works as an equalizer for all participants, in that the skill 

required to frame and capture a shot with a camera is relatively easy for all to master. In 

the case of digital native teenagers in the age of camera phones and readily available 

technology, training young people in the use of this kind of tool is fairly straightforward. 

The teens did not need to possess a special set of skills and their parents did not need to 

spend money on special equipment. Cameras were freely provided by the researcher for 

all to use and take home, thereby ensuring fair access to participation in this study. 

Another advantage of Photovoice is that the idea of using cameras to create their 

own imagery appealed to the teens, certainly more than my wanting to interview them. 

This desire to create is likely a large factor in their buy-in and acceptance of my proposed 

project. Also, our use of digital cameras provided instant gratification in exchange for 

their willingness to participate in the day’s activities. Photos were immediately uploaded 

to a shared computer for the teens to see and share with each other. This was an exciting 

point in the day for the youth, and it kept them motivated throughout our trainings. In the 

midst of unrelated activities like sweeping or bringing produce back from the market 
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truck, the teens would often make comments to each other along the lines of, “I can’t wait 

to see your shots!” and “Wait until you see my stuff on the big screen!” 

Like all researchers, I entered this project with my own assumptions intact. Before 

embarking on this journey, I read a great deal about community gardens and felt 

informed about the kinds of things I would see while conducting my study. Photovoice 

made sure to remind me that this project was not about me and what I wanted to or 

thought I would see; it was about the teens, and the world they see and experience both in 

the garden and in spaces outside. I could not control the direction of the project, or the 

outcome; through Photovoice, both the direction and outcome were at the discretion of 

the teens.  

Depictions of urban teens in popular culture show stereotypical images of what it 

means to be a young person in our society. This project allowed the teens to take creative 

control and show me, their friends and family, and others a different side of themselves. 

Through Photovoice, they challenged popular assumptions about teenage identity and 

asserted their own perspectives on food and big media. They were able to showcase their 

talents, their communities’ assets, and their own knowledge in a youth-centered space 

that respected their collective creativity while pushing back on images they did not feel 

adequately represented them and their interests. 

Many qualitative research studies are one-sided; the researcher gets the data they 

need to publish a paper and the participants usually get nothing in return for their stories. 

Photovoice makes it possible for researchers to give participants something in exchange 

for being cooperative. In the case of my study, the teens gained photography skills in how 

to frame a photo to convey a message, basic photo editing skills like how to crop and 
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rotate photos, and a language to discuss their new talent (terms like high angle, 

panoramic, extreme close-up shots). They were given a CD of all of their photos at the 

end of the study, in addition to getting to take home the printed photos from our exhibit. 

They were given something in exchange for all that they gave me, a barter of time and 

talent, perspective and stories, photos and language. These tangible and intangible 

benefits made the project seem fair, at least from my perspective, and hopefully also from 

theirs.  

Perhaps most importantly, Photovoice encouraged lively and productive dialogue, 

both between the teens as they collectively evaluated their photos, and amongst the teens 

and their families at our end-of-project exhibit. In the photo discussions, the teens were 

able to speak as experts about the content of their photos, share ideas, and give 

constructive feedback to help their peers improve their shots. At the exhibit, 

conversations with friends and family gave the teens space to showcase all they had 

learned about food and gardening, as well as photography and media. This dialogue 

allowed the teens to feel empowered; it also affirmed for them that their knowledge is 

important and respected. 

Photovoice also has its limitations. Aside from the issue of limited time, I have a 

number of qualms with the method. The first struggle for me was getting the teens to 

think critically about photography as a tool for expression. They would often take photos 

of each other or of flowers and vegetables in the garden. When prompted to talk about the 

significance of these kinds of photos, they would respond they took the shot because, “it 

looked cool.” It took several conversations and a great deal of prompting before the teens 
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began to recognize the power of an image and learn to construct some that had messages 

behind them. 

Another problem with Photovoice as a method of data collection is that 

photographic images are difficult to analyze, particularly without training in the arts. 

While the teens worked with my collaborator and I to acquire the same language as a 

starting point to discuss the photos, our lenses remained particular to each individual.  

Each of us valued different aspects of a photo (clarity, perspective, color, composition) 

and we saw a range of stories as well. This often led to miscommunication and 

disagreement about what a photo “really meant.”  

A particular challenge for me was sitting back and letting the teens make their 

own value judgments about their own and each others’ work. For example, at one point, I 

saw immense potential in an image that a teen was about to delete from the computer. I 

asked them why they wanted to delete the image. Their reply was that it “didn’t look 

good” and they deleted it before I could ask why. This was another way that Photovoice 

reminded me that this project was not about me, but was in the hands of the teens. 

Withholding my input and letting the teens choose their own photos for the exhibit meant 

the final images were not necessarily the “best” choices or told the “best” stories from my 

point of view. However, the choices were theirs to make. As Wang and Burris state, “all 

methodologies disclose as well as hide.” Many of the teens chose to display images they 

took in the garden, rather than in their homes and neighborhoods. Through these 

decisions, the teens were able to keep private images private. 

Some of the private images revealed deep poverty and hidden pains. One teen 

showed images of an empty cabinet with nothing on the shelves but a large container of 
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store-brand salt. Another teen took photos of their favorite meal, chicken strips with 

barbecue sauce and nothing else on a Styrofoam plate. A photo that stuck with me most 

clearly is one of a completely empty freezer, save for a box of novelty ice cream bars.  

 

These teens are participants of a garden-based program that aims to teach middle-class 

values and middle-class eating habits, in addition to gardening and leadership skills. 

These photos highlighted the contradictions between what they are being taught to aspire 

towards and their lives outside of the garden. These photos also complicated for me the 

notion in qualitative research to “do no harm.” In many ways, Photovoice can potentially 

do harm to those who engage with it by exposing to the world those private ails that 

many work hard to keep covered.  

A last limitation lies in what could also be considered a strength - the notion that 

Photovoice is, in theory, a collaborative process. In spite of trying to design a project that 

gave back as much as it took, in research, things are never equal. While much of this 

project was co-designed with my collaborator and propelled forward by input from the 
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teens, in the end, the final decisions belong to me. The photos and words are theirs, but 

the editorial decisions and the re-telling are solely mine.  

If Photovoice were the only method used in this study, I would have missed out 

on a wealth of information about the teens that only observations and interviews could 

reveal. The teens are polite students who generally follow the rules and behave in a 

certain disciplined way while in instructional settings.  In our Photovoice trainings, the 

teens focused on the media discussions at hand and did not disclose much about 

themselves in the process. The one-on-one semi-structured interviews provided me the 

opportunity to ask questions about their participation in the program, experiences in 

school, and relationships with family and friends.  I was able to learn something about 

how they see themselves as teens in a world that sees them in limited and restricting ways. 

I learned about their goals and ambitions, academic and personal strengths, and their 

struggles with food and identity both in the garden and in their lives outside. These things 

were not discussed in our Photovoice trainings. 

Without utilizing traditional ethnographic approaches, particularly participant 

observation, I would not have become familiar to the teens. They would have seen me as 

an Outsider and likely been less willing to speak with me openly. Through participant 

observation, I was able to interact with them as they participated in team building and 

leadership exercises, I heard informal conversations about food and families while 

pulling weeds, and made small talk while washing dishes or chopping vegetables. Had I 

only used Photovoice, my study would have felt more like a “drive-by” than a substantial 

and careful undertaking. 
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If I had more time to revisit the recordings from our Photovoice trainings, I would 

first transcribe and open code each 2-hour session to figure out if there is more hiding in 

the transcripts than a transfer of technical knowledge from adult facilitators to the teens - 

I suspect there is. I would pay attention to whether the teens were regurgitating the 

material we presented or adding their own interpretations to what was taught. I would 

listen for the gaps and pauses, which may indicate a lack of understanding, an 

unwillingness to share an idea, or a powerful omission of information.  

I would also take more time with the teens after each training to solicit their 

feedback about the content of the session and clarify what went well and what could be 

changed. I would involve the teens more in the shaping of the project by allowing them to 

decide what the content of the next training should be. I would also make sure to revisit 

sessions that perhaps did not go as smoothly as planned. Ideally, if given more time, I 

would engage in member checking and encourage the teens and my community 

collaborator to give feedback on what I wrote about them and their experiences.  

In closing, Photovoice can add a great deal of depth to a more traditional 

ethnographic approach, particularly if a researcher has enough time and resources to do 

justice to the data they collect. 
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APPENDIX I 
 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 

1. Tell me about yourself. Describe yourself to me.  
2. What are the five things you like best about yourself? 
3. Do you change at all depending on where you are? For example, are you different 

in the garden that at school or at home? How do you feel about that? 
4. How do you feel when you are in the garden? At market? 
5. What do you learn in the garden? 
6. We talked a lot about media and food advertising in our trainings. How did you 

feel about food advertising before we started this project? 
7. Tell me about the media you consume? 
8. What did you learn about media in our trainings? 
9. How do you feel about media and food messages? 
10. Tell me about food in your life and your community. 
11. Where do you learn about food? 
12. What lessons have you learned about food?  
13. How do you feel about food advertising after completing this project? 
14. How do you see yourself as a gardener? Farmer? 
15. Describe something that happened here at SEEDS that stands out in your memory 

as being important. 
16. What are some of the most important things about SEEDS? 
17. How have you changed since you started working in the garden? 
18. What is your definition of success? 
19. What are your goals for the future? 
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APPENDIX II 

PHOTO DISCUSSION/FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS 

• Choose 5 of your favorite photos for group discussion.  
• Each of you will be given up to 20 minutes to discuss your photos. 

 
1. Tell me about each of these photos.  
2. Why did you take this photo?  
3. Tell me about how you framed this shot. 
4. What do each of these photos say about who you are?  
5. What do they say about food?  
6. What do these mean to you? 
7. Are there things or people or places you wanted to photograph, but couldn’t? 

What are they? Why did you want to? Why didn’t you? 
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APPENDIX III 
 

 

DIG Photo Homework  

We are giving you these cameras to take photos to tell us more about food and media in 
your lives. We would like you to spend some time over the next week taking photos – 
there are a few things we want you to take photos of, but the rest is up to you. We will 
discuss these photos as a group, so please select photos you don’t mind sharing with 
everyone.  

 

Checklist  

 4 photos about the garden/market 
 4 photos about food at home 
 4 photos about food in your community 
 4 photos about food advertising 
 4 photos of your choice 

 

Please try to take a few photos everyday, instead of taking all 20 at one time. We want to 
see the many different things in your lives!  

You will be given a CD of all of your photos in once this project is over as a thank-you 
for your hard work. Also, you will be able to choose photos to include in our photo 
exhibit here at SEEDS.  

 

Thanks so much! 

Samathryn and Maria 
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APPENDIX IV 

 

 

Multimedia Permission 

I give my permission for researchers from the School of Education at the University of 
North Carolina-Chapel Hill (UNC-CH) to photograph my child interacting with one of 
the researchers or with other children.  Resulting digital photographs may be used in print 
or electronic media (with open access on the web) as part of research presentations at 
scientific conferences or research articles in scientific journals.  These photographs will 
also be displayed at a public photography exhibit and may be used by the SEEDS 
community garden on their website or as part of a permanent exhibit for the garden.  

I understand that my child’s name and identifiable information will NOT be part of these 
displays. The researchers will maintain control of the use of the photograph of your 
child—that is, these particular photographs will be used only by researchers for the 
reasons stated above. 

 

Multimedia Permission for Minor 

 
____________________________________ 
Child’s Name (please print) 
 
_______________________________       ________________________ 
Parent/Guardian’s Name (please print)                Parent/Guardian’s Signature 
 
____________________         _______________________________ 
Today’s date                      Parent/Guardian’s Telephone number 
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APPENDIX V 

  Multimedia Consent for Parent/Guardian 

Background:  I am doing a photography project as part of a research study about youth 
and community gardens. Youth will be given cameras and will be asked to take photos of 
things that are important to them. You may be approached by youth asking you to pose 
for a photograph.  

Consent: I give my consent for researchers from the School of Education at the 
University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill (UNC-CH) to photograph me interacting with 
one of the researchers or with children or staff from the garden.  Resulting digital 
photographs may be used in print or electronic media (with open access on the web) as 
part of research presentations at scientific conferences or research articles in scientific 
journals.  These photographs will also be displayed at a public photography exhibit and 
may be used by the SEEDS community garden on their website or as part of a permanent 
exhibit for the garden.  

I understand that my name and identifiable information will NOT be part of these 
displays. The researchers will maintain control of the use of the photographs of you - that 
is, these particular photographs will be used only by researchers for the reasons stated 
above.  

Please keep the second copy of this form for your own records.  If you have any 
questions, please contact Samathryn Witham-Cleveland, at … or ***@email.unc.edu. 

 

 
______________________________            _____________________________ 
Parent/Guardian Name (please print)                         Parent/Guardian Signature 
 
____________________ 
Today’s date  
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APPENDIX VI 

 Multimedia Consent for SEEDS Staff 

Background:  I am doing a photography project as part of a research study about youth 
and community gardens. Youth will be given cameras and will be asked to take photos of 
things that are important to them. You may be approached by youth asking you to pose 
for a photograph.  

Consent: I give my consent for researchers from the School of Education at the 
University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill (UNC-CH) to photograph me interacting with 
one of the researchers or with children, parents or other staff from the garden.  Resulting 
digital photographs may be used in print or electronic media (with open access on the 
web) as part of research presentations at scientific conferences or research articles in 
scientific journals.  These photographs will also be displayed at a public photography 
exhibit and may be used by the SEEDS community garden on their website or as part of a 
permanent exhibit for the garden.  

I understand that my name and identifiable information will NOT be part of these 
displays. The researchers will maintain control of the use of the photographs of you - that 
is, these particular photographs will be used only by researchers for the reasons stated 
above.  

Please keep the second copy of this form for your own records.  If you have any 
questions, please contact Samathryn Witham-Cleveland, at … or ***@email.unc.edu. 

 
____________________________       _____________________________ 
SEEDS Staff Name (please print)       SEEDS Staff Signature 
 
____________________ 
Today’s date  
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APPENDIX VII 

 

Script for Youth Photographers 

To be used when approaching strangers for inclusion in Photovoice project.  

 

Youth: “Hello, I am taking photos as part of a research project about community gardens. 
I would like to take a photo of you as part of my contribution to this study. This photo 
will be used in a public display and may also be published on scientific poster displays or 
journal articles. Would you be willing to allow me to take a photo of you?” 

If yes: 

“Thank you for your willingness to participate. Would you mind reading and signing this 
media release form?”  

(get “Media Release for Public” form signed, take photo, show photo to subject to get 
approval) 

“Thank you, again, for participating in our study. Have a good day!” 

If no: 

“I understand. Thank you for your time. Have a good day!” 
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