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“Youth gets together with their materials to build a bridge to the moon or maybe a palace on 
earth; then in middle age they decide to build a woodshed with them instead.” 

-Henry David Thoreau 
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Introduction: 

Creative Placemaking fascinates me because I have never truly felt connected to any 

particular place.  My father was a college and professional football coach, which meant that not 

only did we move often, we changed allegiance to a team every few years.  Just ask a Dallas 

Cowboys’ fan, a Yankees’ fan, or a Manchester United fan if they would abdicate from those 

fandoms to root for another team and you will likely find yourself shouted out of the room.  The 

bonds people build with a place connect them to the community because of a shared sense of 

belonging.  And yet, our current political climate seeks to other both US American citizens and 

immigrants claiming that those who are different “do not belong here”.  This is not a new 

phenomenon, but one that has our attention at this moment in the wake of Donald Trump’s 

presidency.  

Today developers see Creative Placemaking as the new trend in community and 

economic development, but it has grown out of a tradition of white-dominant colonization 

practices, such as gentrification.  Urban revitalization has led to a boom in gentrification 

projects, which have become synonymous with displacement in communities of color.  In the last 

ten years, Creative Placemaking has gained traction and momentum, thanks in large part to 

Obama era policies and organizations such as the National Endowment for the Arts (Jackson, 

2019, np).  Community developers, in collaboration with artists, have begun to see the 

communities where they work not as problems to be solved, but as communities with inherent 

assets to be investigated and applied.   Creative Placemaking as a practice has grown in response 

to urban design that had “gotten away from people exerting their own agency in shaping their 

communities and neighborhoods,” which historically has led to deeply inequitable development 
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(Jackson, 2019, np).  A long history of urban and economic development that inherently favors a 

white-dominant standard of culture has marginalized many communities of color.  This history 

engenders a sense of dis-belonging.  Worse yet, development in the form of gentrification 

displaces many of these people from their own neighborhoods.  Governments and developers 

historically have taken a “HULK SMASH” approach to community building–they see a 

“problem” and they seek to eradicate, contain, or remove it.  

In order to design places that reflect the existing culture and improve the functionality 

and sense of belonging in a place, leading Creative Placemakers look to the people and 

communities already inhabiting these places and ask, “What works here already?” “What 

strengths and skills do these residents already possess?” “What needs does this community 

have?” “What stands in the way of these needs?”  Dr. Maria Rosario Jackson, senior advisor to 

the Arts & Culture Program at the Kresge Foundation, cautions that the biggest mistake 

placemakers make is to assume a place is “tabula rasa” .  She urges that in addition to 1

understanding the context and history of a place, developers must “ethically engag[e] community 

[by] honoring wisdom that comes from sources that aren’t validated ” (Jackson, 2019, np).  Over 

the last decade, a more diverse group of placemakers has risen to prominence in the national 

conversation. They currently shape the dialogue about, and ethical frameworks for, diversity, 

equity, inclusion and justice within Creative Placemaking.  

Concurrent to this movement, artists and educators, working primarily in arts and 

design-focused community outreach programs, have awakened to the knowledge that the youth 

with whom they work have an inherent interest and passion for civic engagement within their 

1 Tabula rasa, Latin, meaning “a blank slate”. 
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own communities.  In 2014, several members of the National Guild for Community Arts 

Education, Americans for the Arts, and the Massachusetts Cultural Council came together to 

collaborate on the Creative Youth Development National Partnership.  Creative Youth 

Development as a practice has grown out of the field of community cultural development and 

positive youth development theory.  Community cultural development (CCD) utilizes arts 

integration with community work as a means of building cultural infrastructure (Adams & 

Goldbard, 2001, p.36), while positive youth development as an educational approach, seeks to 

build on young people’s strengths by providing support and opportunities that will build 

necessary skills and experiences to prepare them for adulthood (Office of Adolescent Health, 

2019).  Fed by these two philosophies, arts and science programs following a Creative Youth 

Development model have begun to realize art, design, social justice, and community service 

projects with youth as co-authors with agency over decision making, design, and 

implementation. 

The power of Creative Youth Development (CYD) to intersect place, community and 

social justice with youth empowerment and leadership holds unique opportunities for shaping 

community belonging and engaging the next generation of civic and governmental leaders – 

products that should be of interest to Creative Placemakers. As outgrowths of community 

cultural development, both Creative Placemaking and Creative Youth Development seek to 

challenge the results of homogenized culture as a product of globalization through the 

preservation of multiculturalism and the promotion of diversity as a social asset.  As placemakers 

begin to dig deeper into the possibilities for community engagement through placemaking, some 

have learned that placekeeping, or the practice of drawing upon the cultural memory and 



Friedgen 6 

practices of a place from which to build community, more effectively invokes belonging among 

community residents.  Active participation in all forms of cultural life may be the only way to 

bridge the incivility and political polarization plaguing US American society.  I hypothesize that 

Creative Placemaking that implements a Creative Youth Development model to engage youth, as 

well as adults, would promote participatory democracy and active cultural engagement in an 

inclusive community able to sustain itself through creative placekeeping. 

 

Methods & Archive: 

As Dr. Jackson states, “at its best, Creative Placemaking builds on a community's cultural 

assets and leads to healthier places where all people, particularly those from historically 

marginalized communities, can thrive” (2018).  While Creative Placemaking often concerns 

itself with improving the lives of local residents, it rarely considers how youth can be 

incorporated into its strategies outside of career-training initiatives, parks, or community art 

programs for kids (Patten, 2012; Millard, 2015; Clarke, 2018).  Placemaking has the ability to 

work collaboratively with citizens, organizations, service providers, and the government to shift 

ecosystems.  Swarms of case studies and statistics yield one important conclusion: “communities 

aren’t transformed by a singular event, individual, or project, but by the participation and 

engagement of many people in actively shaping the community over time” (“Springboard for the 

Arts”, 2018, p.3).   Creative Youth Development practices activate this revelation through 

participation and collaborative leadership that engages youth as active makers and change agents 

in organizations as well as in their local communities.  These methods can foster positive 

relationships, celebrate individual and community identity, and promote participatory democracy 
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through civic engagement which allows for the actualization of self as well as the community 

(Montgomery, 2018). 

Creative Youth Development consists of a set of practices that integrate “creative 

skill-building inquiry and expression with positive youth development principles, fueling young 

people’s imaginations and building critical learning and life skills” (“Home”, 2019, np).  Arts, 

design, and STEM programs that follow a CYD model value youth expression, leadership, racial 

equity, social justice, and collective action in communities.  Such programs target more than the 

mastery of artistic skills.  In fact, the 2014 national survey of CYD programs reported that 86.8% 

of programs targeted leadership, 67.4% targeted individual and collective agency, and 66.4% 

targeted civic participation.  While these numbers vary greatly in emphasis, the “Setting the 

Agenda” report, which synthesized this information, identified these as the starting point for 

programs aligned with CYD.  The report further recommended policies to be implemented by 

such programs that would: 

1. Establish young people as key leaders in discovering and developing 
opportunities to improve the livability and economic viability of their 
communities. 

2. Develop and deepen opportunities for young people to create a more just 
and equitable society (Hare, 2019, p.7). 

 
When given the opportunity, young people involved in CYD programs rise to the challenge to 

create an impact in their communities (Creative Minds Out Loud, 2019, np; Hare, 2019, p. 3; 

Montgomery, 2016, p. 12; Montgomery et al. 2013, p. 14).  By having youth actively contribute 

through engagement or intervention projects, these programs explore socially pressing issues in a 

local context.  Through hands-on learning, students engage in concepts of social justice, cultural 

competence, and conflict resolution.  CYD programs call on youth to be “active agents for social 
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change in their communities” and demand “respect for diversity, community involvement, and 

positive social capital” (Jalea, 2019). Our youth are a virtually untapped resource and have the 

potential to contribute to and sustain a culture of civic and social engagement that has withered 

over the last twenty years in US American society.  In light of the positive social impact Creative 

Youth Development programs ignite, shouldn’t Creative Placemakers investigate (1) how CYD 

methods could be applied in Creative Placemaking projects to improve community collaboration 

and investment, and (2) explore the benefits of intentionally including youth in their work to 

create sustainable Placekeeping? 

By marrying these two fields together through a comparative analysis of research, theory, 

and case studies, I have created a formula for creative placemakers to follow as they seek to 

shape communities that can sustain the economic, cultural, and civic benefits of Creative 

Placemaking.  Studying effective strategies of both leading creative placemakers and successful 

CYD practitioners has led me to identify patterns of practice in the work of both.  

These patterns yield insights into the possibility of emergent, integrative strategies in community 

building that look holistically at places and people in order to generate participatory democracy.  

 
Figure 1. Formula for Sustainable Placekeeping   
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Key Terms: 

Civic Practice: In order to identify my recommendations, I have employed a Civic 

Practice approach.   Michael Rohd, Co-Founder of the Center for Performance and Civic 

Practice, coined the term “Civic Practice” with members of Sojourn Theatre Company to identify 

work generated collaboratively between an artist, designer, culture-maker, or heritage holder and 

a non-arts partner around a “community-defined aspiration, challenge or vision” (CPCP, 2012, 

np).  Creative Placemaking thrives when facilitated through Civic Practice because, as Figure 2 

so eloquently illustrates: “If you are working for change, the people you hope will benefit from 

that change must be the authors of the vision for change.  They must be co-designers and 

co-leaders of any strategies to accomplish that change” (Rohd et al, 2019, p. 121).  A Civic 

Practice approach to collaborative community planning effectively accounts for principles of 

practice (such as listening, asset-mapping, and co-iteration) necessary to any collaborative, 

co-generative process.  

In line with this, CYD also promotes active participation among its youth population 

through the utilization of asset-based language and the promotion of an inclusive culture. 

Experts in both CYD and Creative Placemaking value the creative process as a means to engage 

communities over the creation of an aesthetically pleasing product that is unveiled to them 

(Jackson, 2019; Springboard for the Arts, 2018; Montgomery et al. 2016; Stevenson 2014).   A 

Civic Practice approach to community development that engages the youth of a community as 

assets and partners in Creative Placemaking aligns these two practices through similar 

philosophies.  
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Figure 2. Excerpt from the Community Development Innovation Review’s chapter, “Creating Process for 

Change” (2019). 
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Asset Mapping: According to the National Endowment for the Arts, community asset 

mapping as a process identifies “ people, places, physical infrastructure, institutions, and customs 

that hold meaningful aesthetic, historical and/or economic value that make a place unique” 

(Shaffer et al., 2019, p.12).  The process of cultural asset mapping, pioneered by Dr. Tom Borrup 

of the University of Minnesota, has leveraged community and cultural resources to support 

projects in economic development and civic participation (Borrup, 2016, p.26).  Asset mapping 

occurs as placemakers or associated artists communicate with community members to 

understand what resources individuals, groups, and the community at large possess.  These 

resources can be innate skills, understanding, knowledge, talent, property, connections, among 

others.  Artists and placemakers often have an innate ability to look beyond the superficial 

resources that often are overtaxed in community work, such as financial resources, time, space, 

etc.  By mapping assets, placemakers can understand the communities they work within “through 

a new lens” which will enable them to work collaboratively with the community to develop 

sustainable places (Crane, 2019, p.9). 

Placekeeping: Roberto Bedoya, Cultural Affairs Manager for the City of Oakland, and 

community arts activist Jenny Lee, have made the distinction between “placemaking” and 

“placekeeping” in their work together on various projects throughout the United States.  While 

placemaking can often be limited to projects of rebeautification of architectures, parks, and 

community spaces, placekeeping emphasizes “keeping the cultural memories associated with a 

locale alive” (Bedoya, 2014, np).  In order to construct sustainable citizen engagement in 

communities, placemakers must engage residents at a cultural level and tap into their sense of 

belonging to the locale.  
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Participatory Democracy: The concept of participatory democracy presents challenges 

depending on context.  While the United States identifies itself as a “representative democracy,” 

a legacy of exclusive practices, systems, and behaviors has been passed down for centuries and 

codified, in some cases, into law.  Ignoring the injustices that have shaped our society and 

created marginalized communities in our country must not be tolerated.  Furthermore, “justice is 

achievable only through the acceptance of shared responsibility to transform cultural, political, 

and economic life” (Bandy et al., 2018).  In order to create community sustainable placekeeping, 

placemakers must decolonize community development, and the first step to that is to engage in 

equitable evaluation (Jackson, 2019).  Deliberately engaging in the context of place through 

investment in the people residing there contributes to a human-centered approach, which both 

creative placemakers and CYD programs espouse.  Participatory democracy must begin 

deliberately and “build on the belief that people are not objects to be governed (or risks to be 

managed); instead, people are self-directed agents collaborating in their own governance” 

(Etheridge Woodson, 2015, p. 35).  CYD programs put this theory of participatory democracy 

into practice through power-sharing leadership structures and acknowledging and raising up 

youth voice.  Applying such practices to Creative Placemaking should eventually yield citizens 

that can come together to enact their own individual and collective agency.  

Belonging & Dis-belonging: Creative Placemakers know that crafting environments that 

promote community and a sense of belonging is essential to the success of a project.  However, 

before you can have places of belonging, you must feel like you belong, as Bedoya points out in 

his article “Placemaking and the Politics of Belonging and Dis-belonging”.  He argues:  

The task for [Creative Placemakers] is to assure and sustain a mindful awareness 
of what is authentic in Creative Placemaking. The authenticity I am invoking is 
grounded in the ethos of belonging. Cultural and civic belonging — how to create 
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it; how to understand and accommodate cultural difference in matters of civic 
participation; how to enhance the community’s understanding of citizenship 
beyond the confines of leisure pursuits and consumption; how to help the citizens 
of a place achieve strength and prosperity through equity and civility. Having a 
sense of belonging, therefore, needs to be foregrounded in Creative Placemaking 
practices.  (Bedoya, 2013) 
 

As a practice, Creative Placemaking acts as a nexus of community talents, expertise, and trades 

funneling that collective knowledge back into the community to generate both physical places 

for economic and/or social growth and symbolic places that cultivate community identity, pride, 

and/or a sense of belonging.  This sense of human connection and belonging is crucial to both 

individual and collective identity.  In general, people want to feel included and supported.  In 

order to feel a sense of belonging within a community, people need to have a purpose or role and 

feel a connection between that place or its people that partially defines their self-identity, 

“without this, not only do people have less incentive to stay and invest where they are, they 

literally have fewer relationships upon which to draw during times of stress” (“Springboard for 

the Arts”, 2018).  CYD programs actively engage youth in their communities through listening, 

collaboration, and scaffolding leadership opportunities which contributes to a participatory 

democracy by training students for the roles and responsibility of full citizenship.  Often in 

America participatory democracy fails because of inherent boundaries tied to binaries of an 

“us/them” mentality.  Creative Placemakers must utilize strategies that break down this divide. 

Disconnection with a place often results from disenfranchisement, othering, or systemic 

oppression that negates or devalues one’s worth.  In light of this, how do Creative Placemakers 

tap into a community’s sense of belonging?  How can they foster that sense through their work 

of placekeeping? 
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 Braiding Together the Three Cs: The concepts of dominant culture and systemic 

privileges have been particularly researched by Dr. Jackson.  Her work with the Kresge 

Foundation has led the organization into “uncharted territory–specifically, seeding the systemic 

changes that make Creative Placemaking and equitable community development a sustained, 

effective and common way of working. In her White Paper “Creative Placemaking and 

Expansion of Opportunity,” she notes six critical field needs essential to improving current 

practices (Figure 3).  

 
Figure 3. “Critical Field Needs” as reported by Dr. Jackson 

 
These recommendations align with the tenants of Civic Practice and Creative Youth 

Development, particularly:  
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● Reframing the presence and roles of arts, culture and design in vulnerable communities 

● Meeting the challenge of cross-sectoral work inclusive of arts, culture and 

community-engaged design with the patience, nimbleness and new structures required,  

● Making visible and legible the new ways that artists, community developers, urban 

planners and others work through Creative Placemaking (Jackson, 2018). 

Both Creative Placemaking and CYD arts programs seek to create sustainable, human-powered 

communities, and yet “...youth engagement in Creative Placemaking is an unrealized dimension 

of community development that could benefit from examination of the impact on initiatives and 

on youth” (Montgomery, 2016, p. 26).  

Community-based arts organizations that implement Creative Youth Development theory 

have found ways to promote social justice and civic engagement by  

1. Creating safe and supportive spaces 
2. Showcasing youth voice 
3. Setting high expectations for meeting goals and relating with other community 

members 
4. Power-sharing (youth and adults collaborating at a leadership level) within their 

organizational structure (“What Is CYD and Its Impact?”, 2019, np). 
 
However, in order to enact these four tenants, places and community spaces must embrace 

specific behaviors that can nourish sustainable communities.  These behaviors include:  

● Embracing radical welcome 

● Engaging in active listening 

● Acknowledging what is heard, seen, and enacted 

● Nurturing positive, reciprocal relationships 

● Employing an asset-based perspective 
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● Meeting individual and collective needs 

● Showcasing and validating youth (and other underrepresented) voices 

● Creating and supporting youth-driven opportunities 

● Championing a power-sharing leadership structure 

● Communally setting high expectations 

 
Figure 4. Notes on Sequencing CYD principles into Creative Placemaking 

I posit that creative placemakers working through a Civic Practice approach can successfully 

ignite intergenerational, cross-sector civic engagement by integrating these behaviors, inspired 

by Creative Youth Development theory, into their practice.  The path forward to creating 

sustainable placekeeping requires a scaffolded approach to Creative Placemaking, which I have 

illustrated in Figure 4. 
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Place + Belonging = Community:  

This may seem like an obvious equation, but historically developers have often ignored 

or been ignorant to the power of these forces.  Places have history and that history affects 

residents’ interactions with that place as well as each other.  Effective creative placemakers ask 

“What came before?  How has that influenced now?” and ethically engage the community by 

affirming the wisdom and experiences of those who came before (Jackson, 2019, np).  Working 

in a Civic Practice mindset, placemakers not only understand the importance of context, but how 

to be responsive to the local context and allow their work to be guided by resident aspirations or 

challenges.  As the five founding members of the Center for Performance and Civic Practice 

posit: 

If place is geography bound by shared meanings, 
If place plus time equals change, 
What does change to do meaning? 
How is meaning shaped? By whom? For whom? (Rohd et al., 2019, p.124) 
 

Engaging in community co-designed placemaking essentially should result in authentic projects 

because residents will be able to shape the output, which should lead to outcomes that reflect 

more inclusion and enhance a sense of belonging among individuals. 

Community implies a group of people with commonalities that separates and 

distinguishes them from other groups (Etheridge-Woodson, 2019, np).  While a placemaking 

project may focus on the greater residential community of a given place, there will be several 

overlapping sub-communities based on individuals’ intersectionality of identity.  The 

interconnectedness of community relationships “allow for a stronger and more vibrant civic life” 

(Morse, 2014, p. 33).  Therefore, placemakers must understand these complexities and build 
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spaces where this diversity can be celebrated and can do so by embracing a practice known as 

radical welcome.  

Recommendation 1: Radical Welcome: Radical Welcome as a practice changes the 

relationship between the existing people to newcomers in their communities.  As compared to 

“invitation” or “inclusion”, Radical Welcome asks newcomers to "bring your culture, your voice, 

your whole authentic self–we want to engage in a truly mutual relationship" (Gittins, 2014).  As 

a placemaker coming into a community adopting a practice of radical welcome may seem odd–if 

you are not working in your own community you will be seen as the outsider.  However, as 

someone with influence over community development, you hold a key to the “access” gate. 

Inviting residents to engage with the development process through Radical Welcome brings a 

diversity of experience, knowledge, and culture into the decision making process and will help 

result in placemaking efforts that are more responsive to community needs.  

Radical Welcome can create more authentic environments.  Authenticity, as Bedoya 

explains, grounds itself through “the ethos of belonging” (2013, np).  Placemaking outputs must 

ensure that systems and programs developed as a result of the work are structured to invite and 

welcome those from the margins, or those traditionally devalued, into civic engagement and 

decision making actions.  Radical Welcome as a strategy should center that sense of belonging, 

and, as Bedoya urges, must be central to all Creative Placemaking practice (Bedoya, 2013, np).  

Although not explicitly stated in Creative Youth Development literature, CYD programs 

embrace the practice of Radical Welcome.  Their holistic approach celebrates both individual 

and community identity through “life skills development; such as leadership, teamwork, 

communication, respect for diversity, and positive self-image; and attention to the whole person 
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and their well being and relationship to community and society” (Montgomery, 2016).  These 

programs scaffold a youth’s sense of belonging by focusing on creating a safe and welcome 

space for each individual, then creating a collective identity through collaborative work, and 

ultimately bridging that collective identity out to the wider community.  As an example, Theatre 

Offensive, an LGBTQAI+ theatre in Boston, Massachusetts, has a youth theatre focused on 

queer culture called True Colors which devises their own performances about queer youth 

experience and tours these to local schools and communities.  For True Colors, creating 

community does not mean remaining in the cocooned space of their rehearsal room: “We really 

try to push outside of that room, because it helps young people understand their value to a 

community, which a lot of young people, particularly young LGBTQ people and young people 

of color don’t see that represented in the world - the value that they add.  The asset that they are 

in the community” (Francis, Creative Minds Out Loud, 2018, np). Recognition and 

acknowledgement of individual identity, inherently practiced through Radical Welcome, create a 

strong sense of belonging in any place and is a powerful tool to be employed.  

The teenage population of the United States grows exponentially more diverse each year. 

By 2050, the majority of US American adolescents will be non-white.  Their lived experience 

and values must not be ignored by the Creative Placemakers of today.  In fact, teens today 

already champion the authentic culture of their neighborhoods.  Hyde Square Task Force 

(HSTF), a youth-group of Lantinx residents in Boston set a goal to become one of the city’s 

cultural districts.  Their motivation centered not on economic growth and tourism, but on 

preserving the authentic culture of the neighborhood.  Residents’ concerns over real estate 

scarcity and gentrification led them to fear that the neighborhood could lose their authentic 
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culture.  In a community that 

consists mostly of immigrants and 

first generation Americans, the 

concept of home is vital.  Celina 

Miranda, Executive  Director of 

HSTF, shared that early on in this 

project the adult residents’ efforts 

to secure recognition as a cultural 

district had fizzled out.  But the 

teens in the community, energized 

by political anti-immigrant 

rhetoric, felt the need to speak up. 

From this the community 

“realized that young people and 

the voices of young people were 

powerful in the transformation of 

a neighborhood.  ...Since then, 

young people have been central to 

all the work that we do” (Creative 

Minds Out Loud, 2019).  Hyde 

Square Task Force uses the arts as  

← Figure 5. Changing Race/Ethnicity 
of America’s Adolescents (2019).  
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a way to engage youth in the work, but “it’s more than just the arts, it’s about really raising 

social consciousness and the agency of young people to realize that they can make a difference” 

(Creative Minds Out Loud 2019).  The teens of Hyde Square Task Force worked for two years to 

ensure that Boston recognized Hyde Square Park as the official Latin Quarter and were 

successful in their efforts.  Recognizing youth as equal members of a community and 

championing their agency to advocate for that community embeds within them a stronger tie to 

place and cultivates belonging.  Because many of the HSTF teens who worked on this project 

will be off to college in the next two years, it will be interesting to see how many return to the 

neighborhood after college and settle back in this district. 

 

Community + Active Listening + Acknowledgement = Positive, Reciprocal Relationships 

While people connect in many ways, their connections center around three nexuses: 

place, interests, and relationships (Morse, 2014, p. 33).  Relationship building is the foundation 

to any placemaking or CYD program and as such, placemakers should develop effective 

communication skills and a practice of listening that delights in genuine curiosity and interest in 

others.  Listening provides Placemakers with necessary knowledge about the culture, history, and 

experiences of the people who live in these communities, but it also demonstrates active interest 

and integrity in one’s practice that will build bridges of respect with local community leaders, 

building social capital.  

Today’s world bombards us with stimuli.  Whether the constant pinging from our 

personal technology, political shouting from the soap boxes of social media posts, the demands 

of people in our lives, or a never ending stream of “priorities,” something always demands our 



Friedgen 22 

attention.  Michael Rohd argues that attention is one of today’s most valuable currencies, “if 

attention is the currency, the tool that we move that currency around the world through is 

listening” (Rohd, 2019, np).  Leading placemakers, such as Jackson and Bedoya, have pioneered 

the emergent holistic approach to Creative Placemaking which often begins by opening a 

dialogue with local residents and relies heavily on listening.  This practice feeds directly into the 

next two recommendations. 

Recommendation 2: Engage in Active Listening: By active listening, I do not simply 

refer to the strategy of listening not just to another’s words, but their body language, tone, etc. 

and responding by paraphrasing what you heard, although these are good listening techniques. 

To truly activate yourself as a listener, I believe you must take in what you hear and observe and 

acknowledge it–not just the moment you hear it, but again and again, and particularly in spaces 

where those voices may not be acknowledged.  No matter the communication strategy, 

acknowledging both overt language and subtle symbols can help Placemakers become aware of 

the dynamics and systems of a place.  This awareness can aid in bringing about more equitable 

forms of placemaking.  

In order to decolonize development we have to engage in equitable evaluation. 

Placemakers, particularly those working in communities or regions which have suffered great 

injustices “have to reckon with the fact that something happened.  That there was harm.  That 

there was trauma.  That there are adapted behaviors in response to that harm and trauma.  And 

that these are things that have to be accepted and turned around” (Jackson, 2019, np).  This 

concept of reckoning overlaps with Active Listening’s twin recommendation. 
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Recommendation 3: Acknowledge what is Heard, Seen, and Enacted: Recently, I had the 

opportunity to collaborate with Dr. Peter O’Connor of the University of Auckland, an 

internationally renowned applied theatre practitioner.  His company, The Creative Thinking 

Project, partnered with The Geffen Contemporary at MOCA in Los Angeles California to create 

It’s Time, a human installation performance.  It’s Time featured performers from Skid 

Row–members of The Urban Voices Project, The Los Angeles Poverty Department, My Friend’s 

Place, and Skid Row Housing Trust.  The work we created with these formerly and currently 

unhoused people was inspired by stories they shared with us on the first day.  Dr. O’Connor 

began our work with a ritual known as whakawhanaugatanga, or “making family” in New 

Zealand’s Māori language.  This ritual began with a land acknowledgment and an 

acknowledgment of the people who came before us on this site, which Dr. O’Connor spoke first 

in Māori, translating throughout.  Beginning our collaboration with acknowledgment allowed Dr. 

O’Connor as an outsider of the community to humbly take leadership over the artistic work that 

would illuminate the personal stories–triumphs and tragedies–of Skid Row’s resident performers. 

Acknowledging what came before us in the space and in our lives contributed to the participants’ 

openness within a matter of minutes as they almost instantly began to share deep and personal 

experiences with us. 
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Listening as an art form requires multiple skills, from focused attention to patience to 

take in and iteratively understand what has been shared.  But perhaps the skill most valuable to 

placemakers is the ability to earn the trust of the person speaking  (Choi, 2019, p. 4). 

Demonstrating an ability to acknowledge and recognize what residents value, experience, and 

need through active listening feeds trust.  Particularly important around marginalized 

communities, the ability not only to acknowledge but to reckon with power dynamics, systems of 

oppression, and lived experiences of the community and to work to address these with the 

community through Creative Placemaking and Civic Practice allows one to develop mutually 

beneficial relationships.  This investment parallels CYD methods of developing meaningful 

relationships between adult and youth, and peer to peer between youth.  

Recommendation 4: Nurture positive, reciprocal relationships: Relationships fuel any 

community. In a Creative Youth Development program, positive relationships between young 

people and their peers and adult mentors foster a sense of belonging and acceptance which in 

turn powers a collective sense of community (Montgomery et al, 2013, p. 15).  Building off of 

this principle, placemakers should look at relationship building as foundational to their work. 

Jamie Bennett, Executive Director of ArtPlace America, has spent the last ten years studying the 

efficacy and ethics of Creative Placemaking through ArtPlace’s Creative Placemaking grant 

program.  As part of a community development investment, ArtPlace employees visited 21 

different ArtPlace organizations all over the country and found that in every community, “the 

leaders they met with said the same two things. One, what their community needed more than 
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anything else was social cohesion. And two — in a tone of voice that you would use to say the 

sun is going to come up tomorrow — that they believe that arts and culture can deliver social 

cohesion” (Rohd et. al, “The Future of Creative Placemaking”, 2019, np).  Those currently 

writing about the power of arts and culture to positively impact a community–through 

placemaking, community health, or disaster relief–continually stress the importance of building 

social cohesion to improve the efficacy and wellbeing of a community (Reed et. al, 2019, p. 53; 

Sonke et. al, 2019, p.16-38; Moore Shaffer et al., 2019, p. 16; Jackson, 2016, p. 6; Robinson, 

2017, p. 48; Tsegaye et al., 2016, np; Stern et al., 2008, p.5-6; Michna 2001, p.8).  By taking the 

time to practice active listening and acknowledgment, social cohesion begins to develop in the 

form of positive, reciprocal relationships.  

Reciprocity in community relationships has existed since the dawn of barter and trade. 

The concept of exchange “implies listening implies dialogue” which when applied through a 

Civic Practice approach to Creative Placemaking implies collaboration (Rohd et al., 2019, p. 

127).   Communities require give and take in relationships and, because not all relationships are 

inherently equal in this exchange, it is crucial to radically welcome diverse communities, 

embrace multiple forms of communication, and rely on the “multitude of relationships needed to 

strengthen our shared social capital in these times of  enormous challenge” (Morse, 2014, p. 33).  

Listening and acknowledging opens the door to more positive and reciprocal 

relationships.  In a Civic Practice project called Performing Statistics, The Center for 

Performance and Civic Practice collaborated with the Richmond Police Department in 

Richmond, Virginia to address the school-to-prison pipeline by creating an opportunity to build 

trust between police, youth, and families.  During a one day event, Michael Rohd facilitated 
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several sessions with different stakeholders to attack this challenge.  The evening session brought 

teenage and young adult activists together with police officers for a public forum.  The 

Performing Statistics team designed the evening event to center around five tables of dialogues 

which would ideally allow for the roughly expected number of participants (75) to all be seen, 

heard, and acknowledged.  In the end the event brought in over 100 people and evolved from just 

table discussions to five teams critically interrogating a given scenario in which a young person 

ended up getting arrested.  Led incrementally through a workshop by Rohd, the teams devised a 

new version of the event which resulted in the teen not being arrested.  In describing the event, 

Rohd states, “the room is focused, playful, serious–at times a table and its outer circle disagree, 

even vigorously–but nothing less than civil and collaborative exchange occurs through the 

session” (Rohd, 2017, np).  In performing the scenes developed, the room provided honest 

feedback about strategies that would or would not prove successful under a variety of 

circumstances.  In most scenes the participants switched roles–the youth performed the part of 

the police officer and vice versa, providing an opportunity to engage in a different perspective 

and explore power dynamics through role-play.  The relationship building that this two hour 

workshop helped to begin planted seeds for trust, patience, and empathy.  It helped to illuminate 

positions and perspectives that would normally be out of reach, as well as to bridge 

understanding, particularly between formerly incarcerated youth and police officers.  

Interventions that invite people to share their experiences provide a path to develop truly 

inclusive communities.  Bringing together various community members and stakeholders allows 

them to acknowledge their neighbors’ skills, abilities, and lived experience as valuable resources, 

which cements relationships.  Creative placemaking approached through a CYD model could 
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achieve what is missing currently from community development and civic life in the United 

States:  

What’s missing is a widespread understanding that in order to build real power or 
tap into a community’s expertise, we have to start with meaning making and 
belonging, we have to provide outlets for people to tell and write their own story – 
to honor their joy and pain. We can’t change the entrenched systems of op- 
pression and systemic inequity without culture and creativity” (Springboard for 
the Arts, 2018, p. 1). 
 

Tapping into the power of people as a collective resource to fuel community placemaking 

requires transparency and a clear commitment to project goals (Etheridge Woodson, 2015, p.35). 

Once those relationships are built, it only takes honesty, mutual respect, and reciprocity to keep 

them in shape and powering a new system of inclusive community.  

 

Positive Relationships + Asset Based Perspective + Meeting Needs = Safe Supported Spaces  

Creative Placemakers, particularly those working at a grassroots level, recognize that 

people and creativity are two powerful “natural resources” every community possesses 

(“Springboard for the Arts”, 2018, p.6).  CYD programs actively grow and cultivate a renewable 

energy source known as “Creative People Power” (named by Springboard for the Arts).  As more 

Creative Placemakers begin to shift their thinking away from deficit-focused problems toward an 

asset-based approach, which views resources (both human and otherwise) through a positive lens 

based on the resource’s capacity to contribute, they will be enacting another key component of 

CYD theory.  

Recommendation 5: Employ an asset based perspective: CYD programs believe that an 

asset-based approach helps youth to build upon their inherent strengths and talents by 

acknowledging different ways of knowing and gaining mastery through lived experience and 
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natural ability.  These programs engage youth as “equal partners” in community building and 

advocate for a “present-tense use of assets” (Hare, 2019, p.4).  Rather than viewing youth as 

“The Future” or “Tomorrow’s Leaders,” CYD programs shift “knowledge production from adult 

centered, knowledge-gathering … to youth-centered, knowledge sharing (Hare, 2019, p.4). 

Creative Placemakers working through a Civic Practice approach already employ an asset-based 

perspective when working in community, but may not see youth as a part of the “Creative People 

Power” in that community.  However, when youth experience feeds into intergenerational 

community projects the added input from their experience and knowledge greatly increases the 

success and sustainability of said project.  

In 2015, Trapeta Mayson, the first African American Executive Director of Historic 

Germantown in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, partnered with local poet, Yolanda Wisher, and the 

Center for Performance and Civic Practice to develop an engagement strategy for neighborhood 

youth to learn more about the history and importance of the African American community in 

Germantown.  They developed the idea of a walking tour that would be led by young people and 

partnered with a high school to pilot the “Culture Keepers” project.  Through many iterations and 

collaboration with teens during the pilot phase of the project, Mayson and Wisher scaled the next 

phase to best prepare students for their role as learners, leaders, and Culture Keepers in this 

walking tour (Figure 6).  The tour used geocaching to allow the young Culture Keepers to use 

their cell phones as part of the navigation and interaction as tour leader.  Building off of their 

technology experience, the young Culture Keepers added Instagram into their tour guiding as a 

tool for recording and archiving the tours and the current history of Germantown: 

The students really responded to a lot of what we did with Instagram, using their 
phones for photography and audio recording.  The response we got from both the 
youth and elders we interviewed at the senior center–that gave me a glimpse of 
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the work that we could continue to focus on, that intergenerational dialogue 
seemed to be welcome by both sides.  It was a highlight of the program. (Center 
for Performance and Civic Practice, 2017, p. 22). 
 

Mayson and Wisher’s openness to incorporating the youth’s skills into this Civic Practice project  

garnered more buy in from the young people by recognizing their assets and abilities to be 

Culture Keepers for Germantown.  This approach combined an asset-based mindset with cultural 

mapping tools which “helps identify transformable local capacities” (Trent, 2018, p. 43).  By 

employing an asset-based perspective to our relationships placemakers can begin to tap into the 

“Creative People Power” source. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Page excerpt from CPCP Catalyst Initiative: Philadelphia’s case study (2017). 
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Recommendation 6: Meet individual and collective needs: Combining positive, reciprocal 

relationships with an asset-based perspective can only successfully lead to the creation of safe, 

supported spaces if places also meet community needs.  All CYD programs “must provide a 

physically and emotionally safe place for youth” (Montgomery, 2013).  CYD programs meet this 

need in a variety of ways, often looking to Maslow’s Hierarchy as a guide (Figure 7.).  Maslow’s 

theory states that humans all have a variety of needs, but that there some needs are more of a 

priority over others.  Working with this understanding, CYD programs often include 

collaboration or partnership with social workers and community providers to ensure that the 

youth who 

participate in 

their programs 

receive the care 

and services 

they need. 

Some programs 

staff these 
 

              Figure 7. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (McLeod, 2018, np).         positions  
 

internally, some have relationships with these people and agencies, and still others work on a 

case by case basis.  Often these programs employ or interface with “‘wrap around’ support and 

social services through employing social workers on staff or by integrating efforts with other 

community providers to create a coordinated response to youth needs” (Montogomery, 2019). 
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Without ensuring physical and emotional safety, CYD programs would not be able to meet any 

of the other guiding principles of the theory, including creating emotionally safe places. 

Following the 2014 National Summit on Creative Youth Development, Boston Youth 

Arts Evaluation Project (BYAEP) was formed.  Practitioners, program evaluators, and funders 

collaborated on a theory of change, particularly geared toward opportunity youth, but which 

could be applied to all youth arts organizations.  BYAEP’s theory (Figure 8) posits that through  

their participation in high-quality arts programs that accept and celebrate their self-identity, 

while building their confidence and helping them to develop meaningful relationships with 

others  

 
Figure 8. Boston Youth Arts Evaluation Project’s Framework & Theory of Change 
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around the program, youth will achieve not only self-actualization, but develop a practice of 

civic engagement that connects them to the immediate and the surrounding community 

(Montgomery, 2018).  This theory works in concert with the ideas that leaders in the field, like 

Bedoya advocate, notably Creative Placemaking as a “series of actions that build spatial justice, 

healthy communities, and sites of imaginations” (Bedoya, 2019).  These placemakers 

acknowledge the power of participatory democracy that can evolve from placekeeping practices 

that acknowledge and celebrate the existing voice and identity in the communities they work in 

an effort to build and foster authentic relationships so that placemakers can collaborate 

effectively to shape communities that citizens want to engage in and keep.  

Placemakers must examine their work and ensure that the outputs of their work meet the 

needs of the community.  Meeting every individual’s needs would be impossible, but building in 

access to resources that enables individuals to utilize them should continue to hook individuals 

into their communities.  This recommendation connects with an increased focus on Creative 

Placemaking as an opportunity to address community health on a larger scale. 

 

Safe Supported Spaces + Showcasing Youth Voice = Youth Driven Opportunities 

CYD practitioners foster emotionally safe spaces through inclusive and equitable 

treatment of all who join their work.  They achieve this by listening and creating spaces and 

opportunities for every child to share and participate.  In 2013, the theatre coalition of Now Is 

The Time (NITT) in Chicago created a program called Teens at the Table, a teen-led forum to 

address teen and youth violence in Chicago.  The program, led by Nicole Ripley, Megan 

Schuchman, and Hallie Gordan, brought on Michael Rohd as the civic dialogue facilitator to 
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create a platform for teens to talk about youth violence (“Teens at the Table”, 2013, np).  The 

adult leaders listened to the teens in this program and enabled their voices to drive the project: 

“these young people were saying we need neighborhood-based conversations.  Conversations 

where teens are leading the dialogue.  We need ways to engage with our civic leaders in which 

our voices are equally as important at the table” (“Teens at the Table”, 2013, np).  After a series 

of initial dialogues with the teens, the youth settled on the idea of a Town Hall style meeting. 

Supported by Rohd, the teens identified the individuals most relevant to their inquiry and invited 

them to a listening event.  This event enabled the teens to learn more about this issue and led 

them to research, brainstorm, and prepare questions for a later meeting with city officials. 

Among those present at this event were key adults in the community central to this issue, such as 

the Chief Security Officer of Chicago Public Schools and the Student Support Manager for 

Communities in Schools of Chicago, as well as young people who live in these neighborhoods 

and witness this violence regularly.  

Prior to the town hall meeting, NITT supported the teen’s agenda through rehearsal and 

co-iteration of their questions.  Students came up with initial questions and put them to the group 

for revision and polishing.  The next phase consisted of several town hall forums throughout 

Chicago.  Each event began with a large group conversation and interview of a local expert 

(which varied at each forum) and was followed by small listening circles, each led by one of the 

teens from the program.  The final event, which came after a year of work together, brought city 

officials into the room with these teens to engage them in dialogue through the same format as 

the previous forums but included a large intergenerational group which consisted of other teens, 

city commissioners, a local news reporter, school principals, etc.  When interviewed about the 
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impact of Teens at the Table, one young participant said, “...it lets me know that we’re not the 

only people thinking about this.  All it takes is that reassurance that you have a voice” (“Teens at 

the Table”, 2013, np).  Programs like Teens at the Table illustrate to adults how articulate and 

aware teens are, and acknowledges these assets as necessary to community growth. 

Recommendation 7: Showcase and affirm youth (and other underrepresented) voices:  

Youth in US American society have begun to speak up and demand to be heard.  Whether 

through CYD programs or organizing the March for Our Lives, high school-aged children, in 

particular, recognize that adults alone do not act in their best interests.  Despite an adultist culture 

that believes young people do not know what is best for them, “researchers discovered that what 

tweens and teens want in afterschool arts programs–such as practicing, professional artists and 

rituals to foster a sense of belonging–overlapped significantly with what experts say youth need 

through such programs” (Montgomery, 2016, p.6).  CYD programs root the relationship between 

youth and adults in mutual respect that stems from both acknowledgment and affirmation.  

When adults can create space and opportunities “in which young people develop positive 

self-identities [and] recognize liberating and oppressive forces, [they] activate these programs’ 

potential for impact” (Hare, 2019).  After mapping community and individual assets, 

placemakers–perhaps working in collaboration with CYD programs–should find opportunities to 

showcase and affirm the voices of youth in the community.  In addition to acknowledgment, 

affirmation greatly impacts young people’s development.  Integrating youth voice into Creative 

Placemaking projects will feed into a sustainable practice of placekeeping because it affirms 

their own identity and connection to place. 

Recommendation 8: Create and support youth-driven opportunities: Creative 
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Placemakers should be cautioned against tokenist traps, such as using a young person’s story, 

voice, or idea without fully inviting participation, appropriately compensating the youth, or 

repeating their story without proper acknowledgement or credit.  Rather, placemakers must 

analyze their project’s and partner’s capacity to integrate youth-driven opportunities and, if none 

exists, explore what would be needed to provide them.  

Often opportunities grow organically.  In the True Colors program referenced earlier, the 

opportunities for youth evolved with participants’ demand for more: 

Through the years, young people [ages 14-22] were advocating for other levels of 
responsibility.  We added a production team, we added a peer leader program.  And the 
young people really shaped what those programs would look like within the troupe.  And 
then young people were saying, ‘I’ve gotten everything I want out of the troupe, I want 
another opportunity.’ And so the young people modeled the leadership and inclusion 
council, in order to be a youth advisory board to the Theatre Offensive.  They also shaped 
a workshop studio series called “The Studio”.  ...And then we have an advanced 
performance group, called the Creative Action Crew, and they are looking at how to 
advance their work artistically (Creative Minds Out Loud, 2018, np). 
 

Evelyn Francis, Programs Manager for Theatre Offensive, recognizes the value of young people 

in growing the many opportunities at True Colors.  She embraced the needs and desires of the 

young people in her program and worked to find the funds and resources to realize the 

possibilities.  These efforts have created a bond between the young participants and the 

company, who continually come back to Theatre Offensive and want to engage with that 

community again and again.  

While growing these opportunities out of existing programs is convenient, it is not a 

requirement.  In Camden, New Jersey the Good Vibes project began as a collaboration between 

Christopher Hampton, The Camden Store, and other community partners.  Good Vibes 

developed around the idea that by creating a safe space for youth in which they could explore 
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their creative voice (through rap, music, visual art, poetry, fashion, etc.) they would find support 

and opportunities to succeed in adulthood.  One of the founders and life coach for the 

community, Hampton, explains that Good Vibes’ goal “is to pour into our young people the 

support they need to cultivate their artistic talents, self-expression and introduce them to the 

business skills they will need” (O’Brien, 2018, np).  Good Vibes provides the youth at their 

events with several methods of showcasing their voices.  

This monthly Open Mic night provides young people with space to share their art, sell 

their work, and network with peers and adults (O’Brien, 2018, np). Beyond these interactions, 

the youth have developed deeper connections.  They meet “regularly to talk about issues they are 

dealing with, including sex and drugs, but also understanding who they are and what they’re 

capable of. ...People have major issues come out in [the] middle of rap sessions, and that’s where 

peer counseling comes in” (O’Brien, 2018, np).  This peer to peer interaction builds relationships 

between the youth and allows them to problem-solve for themselves while supporting each other. 

However, they are not alone.  The adult support team includes individuals (life coaches, artists, 

and ministers) and business partnerships to help support the young participants and the event as a 

whole.  

In addition to sharing their artistic voice, youth host and organize the open mic events. 

Good Vibes recognizes that “our young people have the ideas but not always the person to 

believe in them and walk with them” (O’Brien, 2018).  After less than a year in existence, the 

program became mainly led by the young participants who now organize and host the events, 

and, with the support of adults, train their replacements.  
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Youth Driven Opportunities + Power Sharing = Communities Setting High Expectations 

As placemakers integrate youth-driven opportunities into their Creative Placemaking practice, a 

natural pipeline to leadership will begin to evolve.  After all, if you give a mouse a cookie, he 

will want to learn how to bake one for himself!  Through this practice of listening, dialogue, and 

collaboration, CYD programs and Civic Practice projects, naturally build an internal pathway to 

integrated, collaborative leadership, often through shared power models, which further 

contributes to a sustained initiative of the organization (Montgomery, 2019; Deschenes, et. al, 

2010; Arts Council New Orleans, 2019; “Setting the Agenda,” 2014).  CYD programs use youth 

leadership “to facilitate community development–improving the safety and physical and cultural 

contexts of the communities they serve–and foster civic engagement” (“Setting the Agenda”, 

2014).  Through their practice and scholarship, leading Creative Placemakers, such as Jackson, 

Bedoya, and Bennett inherently question how to navigate power within communities and 

between the stakeholders involved in a placemaking project.   CYD practitioners likewise 

examine power dynamics in space and place, particularly the us/them binary between students 

and teachers created by an adultist society.  

In shaping participatory democracies, placemakers must assess the difference between 

community civic engagement and governance.  Regardless of political structures, participatory 

democracy can exist at the local level when placemaking and development projects evoke 

“shared power, voice, and responsibility as a way of being in the world more generally” (Bandy 

et al., 2018, p.14).  Realizing this concept of participatory democracy requires building people 

power through investment in three areas: 

● Supporting individual agency—activating people’s desire to participate 
in and positively influence their community. 

● Building collective power—building diverse relationships and networks 
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that are the source of community power and engines of effective action. 
● Finding pathways of influence—organizing community members to 

impact policy, resources and practices. (Springboard for the Arts, 2018, 
p.10) 

 

The investment should begin immediately and can be implemented through the 

recommendations I provide.  However, not integrating youth into these spheres would be 

detrimental to the efficacy of the intended civic engagement. 

Therefore, placemakers must analyze spaces that deny youth access.  In American’s for 

the Arts’ “Landscape Analysis: Working with Youth,” Ashley Hare charges CYD staff to 

analyze the intersection of access, diversity, inclusion, and equity in their programs: 

In working with youth, adults must continuously analyze the spaces they occupy: Who 
has the authority to make decisions? What type of decisions? Whose voices were not 
included in the process?  Whose bodies were included, but voices silenced?  Regarding 
age, race, gender, class, religion, ability, education, sexuality, who is afforded systemic 
privileges? Who belongs to the dominant culture and who does not? What conditions 
have been created to maintain dominant culture? (2019, p.2). 
 

Shared leadership seeks to counteract adultism, as well as other exclusionary practices.  It also 

ensures a diversity of perspective at the highest levels of decision making, which de-centers 

whiteness inherent in traditional forms of leadership.  Instead of implementing a top-down 

approach, which leads to some form of oppression, power-sharing ensures equitable investment 

in decisions and increases shared ownership over the organization (Hare, 2019, p.6-7). 

Recommendation 9: Champion a power-sharing leadership structure:  Scaffolding 

opportunities creates the ability to train young people for necessary career skills.  In CYD 

programs, youth take on various roles and responsibilities in the process of making art, such as 

producing a play, curating an art exhibit, or planning an open mic night.  Through these 
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experiences “young people develop organizational skills, sound budgeting strategies and the 

capacity to communicate with adults in their own neighborhoods as well as in the offices and 

boardrooms of local businesses, corporations and foundations” (Heath, 1998).  Integrating youth 

into roles of responsibility could help to improve current placemaking practices focused 

primarily on career or job opportunities within community development projects.  Instead of 

focusing on one career, CYD programs teach skills that can be applied to numerous jobs, giving 

youth more opportunities when reaching adulthood.  

 
Figure 9. Ladder of Youth Participation (Hare, 2019). 

 
Rising Youth Theatre in Phoenix, Arizona views youth as co-leaders and co-learners with 

adults in their community and works to “ensure that youth voices are represented in a wide 

variety of spaces in Arizona” (“The Rising Youth Process”, 2018, np).  To achieve this, RYT 
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holistically integrates opportunities to highlight the young people in their company in a variety of 

ways.  RYT works through a long-form process of devising with an intergenerational ensemble, 

in which youth (mostly teens) and adults collaborate for at least a year on a production.  The 

creation of these productions, such as their current work in progress, Face to Face, begins with a 

youth-led dialogue and explores deeply relevant questions to their community’s past and future, 

in this case: “What power structures reinforce racist systems that impact how young people grow 

up?” and “How can young people use an artistic process to instigate and deepen these 

conversations with peers and with adults in their communities?” (“Face to Face”, 2018, np). 

Whether working on a production or hosting a community meeting, young people’s voices and 

opinions drive this company’s work. 

In addition to having a voice in the creative process, RYT practices power-sharing in 

their decision making over the company.  RYT believes that “young people are already capable 

of being decision makers and agents of change,” and “that when young people are centered, the 

impact on our community is transformative” (“We Believe”, 2018, np).  To that end, RYT 

acknowledges that every member of the community has something to contribute and the ability 

to learn from everyone else present.  

When working with youth, placemakers must understand how “power + prejudice + bias” 

within communities and organizations “uphold systemic oppression” and commit themselves to 

“diversifying leadership that allows young people to see themselves and their identities 

reflected” (Hare, 2019, p.6).  Rising Youth has organized their leadership practices to create 

opportunities for youth to hold positions of leadership on stage, in production and management, 

and in decision making spaces, such as on the Board of Directors.  Youth have representation at 
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every level: “on our board, staff, artistic teams, in our budgeting process, and with our youth 

leaders and collaborators” (“We Believe”, 2018, np).  When we make opportunities for youth to 

influence problem-solving, planning, strategizing, and share their experience, they gain skills 

necessary for adult life, grow their confidence, raise their achievement ambitions, and increase 

their level of commitment (Mongtomery et. al, 2016, p.84).  

Recommendation 10: Communally setting high expectations: Youth rely on high 

expectations in order to realize their full potential.  Lenore Jaboson and Robert Rosenthal found 

that “people will rise to high expectations placed upon them, just as their performance will fall in 

response to low expectations” (Montgomery et al, 2016, p.65).  The Pygmalion Effect has been 

found to be especially true for low-income youth who have been subjected to low expectations 

from many different adults in their lives.  Low expectations feed into the systems of oppression 

responsible for much of the poverty and lack of development in communities ripe for Creative 

Placemaking.  How, then, can Creative Placemakers harness the power of high expectations 

working with these communities?  

Through Denise Montgomery’s extensive research of Creative Youth Development 

programs, the evidence clearly shows that the intrinsic motivation generated by youth arts 

organizations fuels an internal combustion engine of high expectations.  The adult artists 

involved in these programs demonstrate a high caliber of work and teach young people the skills 

necessary to work at that level.  In turn, these youth see themselves achieving high levels of 

artistic accomplishment which expands their perspective of possibilities.  Those youth, in turn, 

motivate those younger or less motivated than they through peer accountability.  As their 
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youth-driven artwork gains more exposure to the community, young people begin to see their 

worth and ability to contribute to society (Montgomery et. al, 2016, p.65).  

SAY Sí in San Antonio, Texas embraces high expectations at every level of involvement 

and that has led to remarkable results.  This organization is a year-round, tuition-free, 

after-school arts organization that houses four disciplines: visual arts, media arts, theatre, and 

new media (“Programs”, 2015, np).  SAY Sí employs practicing artists as teachers in their 

organization and encourages them to use SAY Sí’s studio space and equipment, which allows 

these artists to continue their practice, demonstrate excellence in view of their students, and helps 

SAY Sí retain its employees.  They also emphasize professional development for their staff, 

which models lifelong learning and emphasizes the continual process of striving for excellence 

to their students.  

SAY Sí has a rigorous process for enrollment and continually has a waitlist.  To join 

SAY Sí students complete an application, interview, and portfolio review.  While this may seem 

intense for a youth arts organization, these practices ensure that youth involved possess the 

necessary intrinsic motivation to thrive at SAY Sí.  It also gives young people a chance to 

practice necessary life skills–like interviewing for a job–in a friendly, supported environment.  

The rigor of SAY Sí’s program has translated into remarkable results.  As of 2018, 100% 

of SAY Sí’s students graduated and pursued higher education in spite of the fact that they come 

from a community with a 45% high school dropout rate (Montgomery, 2018, p. 4).  Some 

students engage in contract work or participate in artwork sales at student exhibitions; 50% of 

the revenue generated by these sales goes directly to the student artist, 20% goes to support SAY 

Sí, and 30% is put into that student’s college fund.  Additionally, the culture created at SAY Sí 
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encourages students to continue to engage after they have graduated from the program.  SAY Si 

purchases artwork from graduating students for their gallery, offers internships, hosts an alumni 

connection page on their website, and offers exclusive opportunities for alumni.  Such strategies 

keep alumni connected to the SAY Sí community, and as those young people grow into 

successful adults, that connection will make them more likely to give back to the SAY Sí 

community later in life.  

In order to meet high expectations, organizations like SAY Sí require a significant 

number of hours (8-12) a week for students to be engaged in classes, production, and/or 

community work.  This high level of participation time ensures that students have ample time to 

focus on refining skills, building their community, and collaborating on meaningful work.  In 

fact, the research shows that “learning benefits come when participation is greater than 10 hours 

per week (Heath 2012)” (Montgomery et al., 2016, p.106).  While CYD programs advocate for a 

more solid commitment of time from participants, organizations in areas of high-risk, high 

gang-related activity, or lack of transportation, benefit from free drop-in centers that provide 

at-risk youth opportunities to engage in positive development activities.  However, these drop-in 

environments lack continuity, making it difficult to achieve the high results of a program such as 

SAY Sí (Montgomery et al., 2016, p. 106).  

Building in youth-driven opportunities engineers communities that set high expectations. 

To build in such opportunities, creative placemakers have to begin with the resources and 

structures in front of them and work with leaders and youth in the community to foster a culture 

of high expectations.  These ten recommendations cannot all be adopted overnight.  Rather they 

must build upon each other in order to create civically engaged communities.  Once in place, this 
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culture of engagement will allow for creative placemakers to build places of sustainable 

placekeeping. 

 

Conclusion: Communities with High Expectations + Creative Placemaking = Sustainable 

Placekeeping 

When placemakers combine such high expectations with community driven Creative 

Placemaking, I hypothesize that they will begin to develop a model of sustainable placekeeping. 

In its fully realized form, placekeeping can be thought of as an ecosystem (Sunoo et. al, 2019, 

p.104). It requires equitable development and community resilience (Liu & Chang, 2016, p.16). 

The methods employed through Creative Youth Development programs build youth resilience 

and establish a practice of artistic expression while cultivating community and engaging youth in 

social justice and community activism.  Civic Practice as an approach decolonizes development 

and ensures that the community has a say in the design of whatever building, intervention, or 

process develops from Creative Placemaking efforts.  

Roberto Beodya argues for the imperative of rooting the practice of Creative 

Placemaking in places where belonging already exists (2019), and yet, he acknowledges the 

difficulty of cultivating and operationalizing belonging (Rohd, et al, 2018).  I theorize that 

employing a creative youth development model into Creative Placemaking has the ability to 

operationalize this belonging and harness creative people power towards more civically engaged, 

healthy communities. 

A call to arms has been sounded in the placemaking community calling for the 

integration of arts and culture to awaken empathy and social cohesion and promote healthy and 
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sustainable communities.  Additionally, there is a shared desire to foster individual and collective 

agency within communities in order to revitalize civic engagement in our democracy.  I believe 

that if creative placemakers used a Civic Practice approach and integrate youth into their work 

through a CYD model, the resulting collaboration would generate strong, connected, and 

supportive communities.  Because this approach to collaborative, co-iterative design builds high 

levels of engagement and requires a longer duration of participation (often 3 or more years), 

placemakers working in communities have a unique opportunity to build community spaces that 

will work for the future (Montgomery, 2016, p.6). Such projects would “support young people’s 

need to belong and interest in immersive, hands-on learning” (Montgomery, 2018, p.6). 

Engaging youth in community building connects them to other facets of the community.  The 

programs, organizations, and projects included in this paper involved youth connecting with a 

variety of other community members, such as the elderly, business owners, artists, government 

leaders, etc.  Centering youth in placemaking practices engages families which in turn provides 

an incentive for other community stakeholders to reach their audiences and further motivates the 

combustion engine of sustainable placekeeping.  Over time, successful implementation of these 

recommendations into Creative Placemaking should yield healthy, resilient communities that 

engender belonging among residents.  The strength of this sense of belonging should 

theoretically correlate with the sustainability of a community to keep their own places, culture, 

and identity as a community.  By engaging young people in the culture and values of the places 

they come from, placemakers can capitalize on their sense of belonging.  When youth, as well as 

adults, understand their role within a community and believe in their capabilities to contribute 

and make positive change, they will be able to operationalize their belonging in that community 
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and thus move to a sustainable culture of placekeeping.  Therefore, placemakers should evaluate 

their current practices and adopt Creative Youth Development models to meaningfully integrate 

youth into their work in communities. 
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