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Our Democracy 
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I am a photographer, and for most of my life I worked in international conflict zones. 
Working in places like Iraq, Afghanistan, and Mexico, people often asked me what 
Americans believe the word “democracy” means.  
 
I gave them answers about things like the Bill of Rights, but I saw the gap between my 
answer and their understanding. I became dissatisfied with my answers.  
 
Once I returned to the US, I was left wondering how people here at home, especially 
students, would answer the same question. These wonderings became the impetus for 
the Our Democracy project, one that seems especially important during this election 
season. 
 
How do we separate Democracy from Politics? 
 
If you and your students are seeking to explore the concept and experience of 
democracy, free from partisan issues, we invite you to join us in the “Our Democracy” 
project, created with the support of the National Geographic Society and PhotoWings. 
 
The project started three years ago as a visual exploration and community outreach 
effort led by a videographer, a writer, and myself, a photographer. We visited 
communities of all types across the US, engaging others to consider what our 
democracy meant to them.  
 
The team traveled the route that Alexis de Tocqueville took to study democracy in the 
mid-1800s. We used visual and audio storytelling tools to immerse ourselves in 
different communities and understand those communities’ experiences and thoughts 
on contemporary democracy in the United States. 
 
In Spring 2020, of course, travel stopped. 
 
Where do I get involved? 
  
Now, in partnership with the NWP,  we are pleased to share a toolkit and launch a 
student/community publication site that lets us all explore the question, “what does 
democracy look like in our individual lives and communities?” The toolkit and site will 
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enable a broad and inclusive conversation about the ideas that are the backbone of our 
political system. 
 
By answering invitations to participate in the toolkit, students can share their 
perspectives on democracy in writing, video or photography and publish their work on 
the NWP map of the United States. 
 
The toolkit includes resources to support classrooms as they create multimedia 
content for the Our Democracy map. Teachers and students can choose from a playlist 
of quick activities for exploring democracy and a collection of suggested storytelling 
projects. The words, photography and video students produce about their lives and 
communities will echo work that will be published in National Geographic online in 
October. 
 
How to Participate:  
 

● Check out the homepage for the project here: 
 https://writingourfuture.nwp.org/ourdemocracy/home 
 

● See if the toolkit provides useful activities for your classroom 
● Sign up at the site to receive a code that will allow you and your students 

to upload their work while protecting their privacy 
● Upload the finished products in word, video or photo form  
● Interact with classrooms in other regions 

 
We can’t wait to see your students’ involvement, to encourage visual storytelling and 
to further conversations about our democracy.  
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Introduction: Our Democracy’s Toolkit for Learning 
 

 
 
Before making a career transition into journalism and media production, I was a full-time high 
school English teacher in Philadelphia’s public school system for 6 years. Critical literacy was 
central to my courses, and my students and I studied the texts of our lives within and 
alongside the literature and multimedia texts we read. My students represented the diversity 
of races, classes, genders, cultures and creeds in our city, but the life stories they shared with 
me were stories too often underreported in mainstream news media.  
 
In 2015, I left the classroom with the dream of one day being in a position to bring stories like 
theirs to a wider audience to help foster deeper intercultural understanding in America and 
abroad. As a member of the Our Democracy team, contributing as both a videographer and 
educator, I finally feel positioned to do so.  
 
Democratizing our reporting process is one of our team’s foremost project goals. Our team’s 
response to the question “What does democracy look like?” would be wholly incomplete 
without stories directly produced by those living in the communities we’ve visited and in the 
countless other American communities we haven’t yet seen...  
 
Stories we’re inviting teachers and young people from those communities to help us tell from 
their unique and invaluable perspectives.  
 
The Our Democracy Toolkit provides educators with information and resources they’ll need to 
lead their learning communities in this endeavor and publish student work on the interactive 
reporting map we’ve created with the National Writing Project.  
 
The toolkit is organized into three main sections: 
 

1) A Playlist of lessons for engaging students as they begin to explore conceptual or 
theoretical understandings of democracy. This section consists of activities that can be 
completed in one class period or less time and provide students with opportunities to 
practice photography, develop visual literacy skills, and write using figurative language 
and poetic imagery. 
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2) Project-Based Learning Ideas for teachers and students who have more time to take a 
closer look at democracy within their families and communities as storytellers and 
reporters. I’ve offered project-based learning ideas for multimedia storytelling with 
options in every medium we’re using on the Our Democracy team -- written word, 
photography and video. We’ve also included some samples of finished content to 
inspire teachers and students as they begin their projects.  
 
At the top of each new lesson on the playlist and within the project-based learning 
options, teachers will find a summative box presenting a specific invitation to 
participate from the Our Democracy team and learning objectives written in the 
standards based “Student will be able to” or “SWBAT” format. Additionally, I’ve 
scaffolded and sequenced so that each activity builds on skills practiced in the 
preceding exercises. 
 
Still, all of the lessons have been written as loosely structured plans. The collection has 
been designed for learning communities who need the flexibility to engage with the 
Our Democracy project at varying levels of participation and commitment. Teachers 
can choose to try one activity in the collection, complete a few lessons, or even 
integrate the entire toolkit into their curriculum.   

 
3) Appendix of supplemental resources and additional information. The toolkit contains 

lessons involving photography, video production, and activities centered on visual, 
media and news literacies. To support student learning in these areas, and teachers 
who might be teaching multimedia storytelling for the very first time, we’ve provided 
links to online resources from PhotoWings, an incredible nonprofit dedicated to 
utilizing the power of photography to further deep thinking, communication, and 
action, as well as, short lists of resources from other media education organizations.  
 

The immeasurable rewards of learning through exploration and inquiry are the reasons why 
the scientific and creative processes continue to be taught and integrated into the frameworks 
of some of the most esteemed institutions for innovation, art and education. From the 
knowledge journalists gain in the field to the lessons we learn in the edit suite, the processes 
involved in reporting and producing multimedia stories maximize learning to the same 
degree. 
 
The Our Democracy team’s journeys throughout the United States have led us into the lives of 
people living in places we might have never encountered—people and places who’ve shown us 
how the laws, beliefs and systems within our democracy are evidenced in our personal lives 
and local experiences in the most expected and unexpected ways every single day. I hope the 
contents of this toolkit and your participation in the Our Democracy project lead you and your 
students to powerful human stories that move you to see the connections between democracy 
and community through new and different lenses.  

        —Lorraine A. Ustaris 
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Our Democracy’s Three Questions 
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What do you like about your community? 

What do you want to change about your community? 

How would you change these things? 

 

We ask these questions in this exact order, and learn so much from people’s honest and open 
responses.  

So we’d like to begin this toolkit and your students’ experiences with the Our Democracy project 
with these three questions as well.  

Here are three ways you can do this… 
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If you have 15 minutes or less… 

Bttjho!uiftf!rvftujpot!bt!b!kpvsobm!fousz/!Hjwf!zpvs!tuvefout!tpnf!ujnf!up!xsjuf!boe!sfgmfdu/ȥ
Dpodmvef!uif!kpvsobmjoh!bdujwjuz!xjui!b!rvjdl!tibsf!pvu/ȥȥ

 

If you have an entire class period… 

Mfbe!zpvs!tuvefout!jo!b!mpohfs!ejtdvttjpo!gpdvtfe!po!uif!ufbnǃt!uisff!rvftujpot/ȥȥ

Evsjoh!uif!ejtdvttjpo-!sfdpse!!tuvefoutǃ!sftqpotft!po!uif!cpbse!gps!uif!sftu!pg!uif!dmbtt!upȥ
tff/!Uif!Pvs!Efnpdsbdz!ufbn!ibt!gpvoe!ju!wfsz!ifmqgvm!gps!ejtdvttjpo!qbsujdjqbout!up!tff!uifjsȥ
dpmmfdujwf!sftqpotft!up!uif!gjstu!uxp!rvftujpot!bt!uifz!cfhjo!uijoljoh!dsjujdbmmz!bcpvu!uif!uijseȥ
rvftujpo-!ǆIpx!xpvme!zpv!dibohf!uiftf!uijoht@Ǉȥ

 

If you have another class period… 

Uif!gjstu!mpdbujpo!uif!Pvs!Efnpdsbdz!ufbn!wjtjufe!uphfuifs!xbt!Nfnqijt-!Ufoofttff/!Uifsf-ȥ
Boesfb!ejtdvttfe!uiftf!tbnf!uisff!rvftujpot!xjui!b!dpnqfmmjoh!hspvq!pg!gpsnfsmzȥ
jodbsdfsbufe!qfpqmf!bu!b!sf.fousz!qsphsbn!dbmmfe!Mjgfmjof!gps!Tvddftt/ȥȥ

Xbudi!boe!ejtdvtt!Boesfbǃt!Nfnqijt!dpowfstbujpo!xjui!zpvs!tuvefout!uispvhi!uiftfȥ
sftpvsdft!dsfbufe!cz!Mpssbjof!xjui!gvoejoh!gspn!uif!Qvmju{fs!Dfoufs!po!Dsjtjt!Sfqpsujoh-!xipȥ
tvqqpsufe!uif!Pvs!Efnpdsbdz!ufbnǃt!jojujbm!xpsl!jo!Nfnqijt;ȥ

Nfnqijt!Ejtdvttjpo!Wjefpȥ

Ufbdijoh!hvjef!gps!uif!Nfnqijt!Ejtdvttjpoȥ
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Why don’t our three discussion questions include the word “democracy”? 

The next lessons you’ll find in this toolkit will all center on the word “democracy”. 
They will include activities and storytelling projects that we hope will move you and 
your students to begin a lifelong inquiry into the concept of “democracy” and its 
meaning in your lives and communities. 

But by excluding the word “democracy” from this first discussion, we hope to create 
an opportunity for you to check for students’ firsthand knowledge about their 
communities and civic engagement. We hope the questions will provide a free space 
for students to begin thinking about their communities, their participation in those 
communities, their abilities to directly impact their communities, and whether they 
feel they have power to effect change in a more organic way--all before they might 
even realize they're touching on facets and functions of democracy.  

As journalists dedicated to using an ethnographic reporting approach, the Our 
Democracy team also believes in creating a space for free and open dialogue with the 
communities we cover. One of the things we’ve learned through this project is that 
people in America often don’t know how to begin to answer questions about the 
realities of democracy’s impact in their lives and communities, if we ask directly. By 
asking indirectly, we hope community members’ answers reveal to us whether or not 
they truly feel or believe democracy works for them. By excluding the word 
“democracy” from these first three questions, we hope participants in our community 
discussions will be able to speak more honestly and clearly about their experiences 
and, perhaps, start to think differently about their participation in their own 
communities in a way that might catalyze a different or renewed engagement, 
however small it may be.  

ǀBoesfb!Csvdf-!Sfcfddb!Tbodif{-!boe!Mpssbjof!Vtubsjtȥ
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This Is What Democracy Looks Like 
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Viewing and Discussion Questions: 
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Philadelphia | photo by E. L. 
“Democracy can be like a crowded flower box. 
Conversations, ideas and thoughts spilling out over the 
edges. Some voices are more dominant than others. Some 
voices hanging on at the outskirts. Some voices  are not 
heard at all.” 
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