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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



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:

e 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.


https://writingourfuture.nwp.org/ourdemocracy/home
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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 toolKkit 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.


https://writingourfuture.nwp.org/ourdemocracy
https://writingourfuture.nwp.org/ourdemocracy

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


http://photowings.org/
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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...



If you have 15 minutes or less...
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https://pulitzercenter.org/education/our-democracy-memphis
https://pulitzercenter.org/builder/lesson/video-discussion-exploring-democracy-formerly-incarcerated-people-25569

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.

I Boesth!Csvdf-!Sfcfddb!Thodi f{-'boe!Mpssbjof!Vtubsjtz



This Is What Democracy Looks Like

Ujinfisfrvjstnfou;!31'Nnjovuftz
7

Jowjubujpo; BUijtljtIxibulefnpdsbdziipp I thj I F-1ljtib!gpgvibs!gspuftuldibou/! X ibulep!zpviuijolz
gspuftufst!bsfltbzjoh!bcpvulefnpdsbdzluispvhiluijt!dibou@ Tibsflzpvsiuipvhiut!jo!bldibttz
ejtdvttjpo/;

7

TXCBU;EThjolefgjojohlefnpdsbdz!boe!fwbnvbujohlui Flbqgndbujpo!pglui figsjodjgrft!boeljefhntz
jo!BnTfsjdbolefnpdsbdz!joldpoufnqpsbsz!djwjdinjgf/z

Z

X ibulepftiefnpdsbdzinpp Inj 1@t FidFousbrljorvjsz!rvFtujpo!pglui FIPvsIEfnpdsbdz!gspkfdu/z
Juljtui flrvitupoluibul ibt'hvjefe!Boestb!Csvdflboelui fFIPvsIEfnpdsbdzlufbn!tlepdvinfoubsz:
fygfejujpolbdspttiui FVojufe! Tubuft!gpsiui FibtulgFx!zfbst/'Boe!juljtifdipfe!jolui Flefdrbsbujwtz
dibouliUijtljt!xibulefnpdsbdzhpp It I F/ITipx!Nnfixibulefnpdsbdznpp I thj I FU!pgufo! i fbse!joz
Nnfejbldpwfsbhflpg!gspuftut!joluijt!dpvousz!boe!bspvoelui fhnpct/z

Z

Ui flgpmpxjoh!wjefp!dnjgtigspwjefifybnarft!pg'dpwisbhflgfbuvsjohluijt!gspuftuldibou/!Xbudi!boz;
ovncTsipgui Feffybnarft!)psipui fsldijgtiuibulnjhivlcfinpsfltvjuberflgps!zpvs!idpoufyu*!xjuiz
zpvsituvefout!boelvogbdlui FliUijt!jt! X ibulefnpdsbdzipp It fildiboulbt!b!nfbot!gps:
cfhjoojoh!b!dpowfstbujpo!bcpvulefnpdsbdz/z

Z

Z

Nvtnjn!cbo!npoubhflgspn!NpwfPo/psh!33128*;

1ugt:00xxx/zpvuvcf/dpnoxbud i @w>SYhVXx6u58"Z;

Z

Tuvefout!diboulpvutjeflui FIXijuf! I pvtf-ldbmjoh!gpsthvo!sfgpsnlgspn!HipcbnOfxt§3129%;
iugt:00hmpchnofxt/dbowjefp051495990uijt.jt.x ibu.efnpdsbdz.npplt.ijl f. tuvefout.dibou.pvutjef. xijuf.ip
vtf;

Z

Qpsunboe!Qspuftufstlgspn!TIzIOFxtH3131*

1w t:00xxx/zpvuvcf/dpnoxbud i w>{ X fifg8q¢1 "5z

Z

Z

+INngpsuboulopuf;lUi Figspuftufst!jolui FtFlwjeFpt!bsFigbsujdjgbujohljole Fnpotusbujpot!bcpvu;
dpouspwfstjbnjttvftjo!Bnfsjdbo!gpnujdt/!'UifIPvs!IEfnpdsbdz!iufbn!nbjoubjot!blopo.qbsujtboz
gprjujdbntubodflboe!fodpvsbhftlui fivtFlpglufbdijoh!tusbufhjftiuibulxjm nbyjnj{firfbsojoh!Xjuijoz
zpvs!dibttsppn!dviuvstiboe!dpoufyu/! X Flipgflui flgpmpxjohlejtdvttjpo!rvituyjpot!hjwfizpvs:
tuvefoutlui Flpggpsuvojujftiui fzloffelgps!joe Fqfoefou-dsjujdbnluijoljoh!boe! rvftujpojohlevsjoh;
uljtinfttpo/!Qrfbtfbebquiui fn!bt!zpv!tFfigju/:

Z

Z
Z
Z


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RXgUw5t47_Y
https://globalnews.ca/video/4038488/this-is-what-democracy-looks-like-students-chant-outside-white-house
https://globalnews.ca/video/4038488/this-is-what-democracy-looks-like-students-chant-outside-white-house
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zWeIef7f0_4
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https://www.nationalgeographic.org/media/democracy-people-power/
https://www.tolerance.org/learning-plan/what-is-democracy
https://civiceducator.org/civics-comic-books/
https://www.britannica.com/topic/democracy/Features-of-ideal-democracy
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/defining-democracy
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/07/learning/lesson-plans/is-democracy-at-risk-a-lesson-plan-for-us-and-global-history-classes.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/07/learning/lesson-plans/is-democracy-at-risk-a-lesson-plan-for-us-and-global-history-classes.html
https://ed.ted.com/best_of_web/RgaIhs2w

Our Democracy Gallery Walk
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5/ Bgufstui fthbmfsz!xbnl-lgbdjjubufblejtdvttjpo!jo!xijdiltuvefout!tibsfixibului fziwtz
rfbsofelgspnliui Fthbmfsz/!Ui fidibtt!dbo!xpsluphfuifslup!cfhjolesbxjoh!dpodivtjpotz
bepwvulxibulefnpdsbdz!tFFntlup!nfboluplui Fiqipuphsbqgi fstigFbuvste!joluijtthbmfsz/zz
Z
+Bebqujoh!ui flbdujwjuz;Bo!bufsobujwfhbmfsz!dpwie!cfldsfbufelcz!ibohjoh!vg!ponziui flgipuphsbqit;
Xjui pvului flbddpngbozjohlufyu-lup!tubsu/'Vtjohlui jtigpsnbu-lzpvimcFiberflup!bt 1 tuvefout!uplgjstuljoufsgstuz
ipx!fhdi!gipuphsbgifsinjhiulcflbotxfsjohlui flrvFtujpoliXibulepftiefnpdsbdzimpp il Falluispvhilui fjs:
jnbhf/Uijt!xjmhjwfltuveFoutlui Flpggpsuvojuz!gps!npsFligsbdujd Fisfbejoh!jnbhft/!Ui fibddpngbozjohlufyut;
gpsifbdi!jnbhfldpwielcf!tibsfehbufslevsjohlui flejtdvttjpo/z
Z
+Fyufoejoh!ui fibdujwjuz;Bowjuf!zpvs!tuve Fout!luplub I flui Fijslpxo!gipupt!jo!sFtgpotflup!pvsigspkfdult!dfousbn
rvftujpo-'boeldsfbufiblhbmfsz!xbnllvtjohluifjs!qipupt!boe!dbqujpot/!Npsflefubjrt!gpsiuijt!bdujwjuz!dbo!ct;
gpvoe!joMFttpo!$8lui FliiPvsIEfnpdsbdz!Qipuphsbgiz!Xbrll!poluijt!gibzijtu/z
Z

l
l
l
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Qupuptlgpsiui f;z

OUR DEMOCRACY
GALLERY WALK

Z
Ui flgpmpxjoh!qipupt-ublfolcz!zpvuilboe!beviut!gspn'ejggfstoulsthjpot!pg:
urFIVojufe! Tubuft-IxFsFldpmfdufe!cfuxffo!3128.3131!jo!sFtgpotfluplui fz
rvftujpo-liXibulepftiefnpdsbdzinpp Inj 1 FAL:
Z
Fbdi!gipup!jt'bddpngbojfe!cz!fjui fs!b!dbqujpo!gfoofe!czljut!qipuphsbqgi sz
pslufyulurbu!'fygibjot!x ibului Flqipuphsbqgi fslupre!un FIPvs!Efnpdsbdz!lufbn:
bcpvulun fijs!qipup/z
Z
Qsjoulpvulur Ftfjnbhft!boe!1bohlui fN!vg!jolzpvs!dibttsppn/z
Ps-Itibstlurjt!bomfsz!gpiefspoubjojohlui fjnbhft-1tpluibulzpvs!tuvefout:
dbo!ixbnlllur Fthbmfsz!ejhjubmz/z

Z
7
+Gpslui Fitbgfuz!boe!gspufdujpo!pg'zpvui ldpousjcvupstiuplui jtthbmFsz-Ix ! i bwFljeFoujgjFelui Figi puphsbqi fstz
gfbuvste!joluijtidpmfdujpo!cziui fjs!jojujbrt!ponz/z
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https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1sbU7rllQz4UMNNQ3ckAvr6PcOH0YoP5X?usp=sharing

Guided Viewing Questions for the Our Democracy Gallery

2/
Z

3/
Z
Z

4/

5/

6/
Z

Xibulgipup!jolui Fhbmfsz!tuboet!pvulnptulup!zpv!boe! X iz@:z

Mjtui Fluifnftiboeljefbt!zpv!tffiboelstbe!bcpvuljolui Fihbmfsz/z

Uijol!'Dsjujdbmz;BX ibulep!zpviuijolluijt!hbmfsz!sfwfbrt!bcpvuxibulefnpdsbdzhpp I thjI T2
up!gfpgrfljolui FIVojufe! Tubuft@:

Efgjof;BXsjuflblofx!efgjojujpolgpslefFnpdsbdz!chtfe!polui fixjeflsbohflpgljefbt!bcpviz
efnpdsbdz!joluijt'hbmfsz/z

Storfdy;!Baspvhiluijtihbmfsz!xbnl-Ix 1bu! ibwflzpvirfbsofe!bcpwvulzpvsipxo! lopxifeht
voefstuboejoht!boelcfijfgt!bcpvulefnpdsbdz@;
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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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ourdemocracy » Following

ourdemocracy Utah County, Utah |
photo by Hannie Smith. "At first glance
the souls in Utah State may all appear
to be as cookie cutter and white
cultured as the houses they live in.
However, in places of extreme contral,
you also find the most rebellion. Utah is
filled with countless groups,
collectives, organizations, and
individuals that are fighting for love and
acceptance. | feel honored to grow up
in the midst of two divided cultures
who may clash at their fundamental
differences but, have ultimately shared
the goal of a "better Utah" in mind."
@noeorimages #ourdemocracy
#utahcounty #utah @walden_mermaids
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Add a comment...
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