
teaching literacy through photography to neighborhood youth
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Students in the photo class are given cameras and asked to document their lives. We blend art, therapy, 
communication skills, reading and writing. Students in Lansing need additional outlets to keep them suc-
cessful in school, increase literacy and decrease dropout rates.        According to the MEA, during the 
2007-2008 school year dropout rates were 15 percent statewide, in Lansing they were as high as 24 per-
cent (Center for Educational Performance and Information). Photography helps children stay interested in 
reading and writing, and   helps them become strong community voices. 
 

About the program 
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Support 

• This activity is supported in part by an award from the  
Michigan Council for the Arts and Cultural Affairs  
and by generous donations from the community 
• Staffed by 6 committed volunteers: professional  
photographers, photojournalists, college professors,  
and students from MSU and LCC 

A day in Photo class 

• Students have a healthy snack  
• They are given cameras (they use digital in the classroom  
and are given film cameras to take home) 
• They document their lives 
• They write about their experiences 



the Students 

More than 50 students from ages 8-17 years old participated in the program.  
 
Over the past year we’ve:  
• Quadrupled our camera collection 
• Had a student place first in a professional photo show 
• Been featured in a newspaper article 
• Had a student interviewed on Channel 6 News 
• Helped a ton of kids become more interested in reading, writing and communicating visually  
 
We were the first photo program for more than half the students (and the first art-based  literacy program 
for almost all the students). The students learned so much this year about composition, visual variety, new 
vocabulary words, creative expression and so much more. Each student was an INSPIRATION. 
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Volunteers 

Charles 
Mankey 

 I volunteered for this program because when I was younger, I was involved in several programs 
from youth soccer leagues to various church programs in which I worked with kids.  Helping out kids is 
something I had always planned on doing.  When this opportunity came around that not only involved     
mentoring young people but also photography, I knew I wanted to be a part of it. 
 Working with these kids for the last nine months has helped me come to the realization that     
education and photography will always be a part of my life.  Not only has this program been a determining 
factor in my decision to pursue my M.F.A. in photography so that I can teach at the collegiate level, I also 
wish to be more involved in similar programs throughout my life.  It has helped to shape my philosophy   
involving education and photography.  No longer has it become a simple career decision, but goal to use 
photography and education to give back to others in need.  Working in this program has become more than 
just a good way to a letter of recommendation for school, but a blessing to me personally that I hope to carry 
on with me wherever I go. 

Roxanne 
Frith 

 It has been my pleasure and honor to be part of the program this past year. 
 I received my first camera at seven, and it set a course for my life.  As an artist, teacher, and arts 
activist I am always looking for ways in which I can contribute to the ever ending need to expose children, pun 
intended, to the power of art, and photography in particular, as a tool for expression and commentary. To tie 
photography to literacy, or reading in the more common sense, is a fun and great way to teach core skills that 
these kids might be struggling with in the traditional learning environment.  The assignments provided kids so 
much more than just how to take pictures. As images are so ever present in how we know the world, it is one 
way in which we read.  It is also an incredible tool to help build self-esteem and a means to look at and           
understand our world. The program was a perfect fit for a personal commitment to contribute to society, and 
specifically our youth. 
 What I learned, or what was reinforced, is that there are always incredible rewards to giving and 
teaching what one loves. This extends beyond the immediate kids in the Northwest Initiative project to   
watching current and past adult students become mentors of the next generation. Three generations of    
looking, seeing, talking about and making images. It was   wonderful. 

Nicole  
Haring 

 I started with Literacy Through Photography because it was a chance to get involved with an     
organization in it’s infancy and be a part of something that has had proven success.  It was an opportunity to 
be involved with content I actually knew about, photography, writing, and working with kids.  It has been a 
learning experience not only for the kids, but for me as well.  I’ve learned that these kids have a great deal to 
offer and giving them a creative outlet to express themselves not only through a visual sense but also in the 
important aspect of writing, it has been inspiring to watch them grow.  The kids are talented, involved, willing 
to learn, and I look forward to learning with them every month. 
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Jamie  
Miller 

Kat 
petersEn 

Babak Ghaemian                    Robert couch                    Lauren talley           
Kirbay preuss                     Diane horanburg 

Additional thanks to: 

 To the kids: Thank you so very much.  My intention in being a part of this class was to help you see 
the world through your own unique lens.  But each and every week you inspired me.  I am so glad I got the  
opportunity to meet all of you, learn your stories, watch you grow, and be a part of your introduction to the  
beautiful world of photography. 
 To Jeana-Dee: Thank you so much for the opportunity to be part of your vision.  Thank you for all that 
you do and all the time you commit.  Your beauty radiates far beyond your reach. 
 To my fellow volunteers: I am so thankful that I got to know you all.  Thank you for giving your time 
so selflessly, and for passing on your knowledge and inspiring young minds to look closer.  We made a great 
team. 

Volunteers (continued) 

Dylan 
rogers 

 I've been volunteering with the NorthWest Initiative Photo program since its inception. I have a great 
interest in writing and photography, so this opportunity to mentor kids in these subjects was wonderful for me. In 
the last year this class has become something I prepare for and look forward to every month. I've personally 
enjoyed making new friends out of fellow volunteers and children, and have been incredibly impressed with the 
beautiful work that the students do. It's my hope that my influence might be a positive one on the lives of these 
students, and that this class is valuable artistically, intellectually and emotionally. 

 Being a volunteer for the children's photo 
class at Northwest Initiative has been an amazing 
experience for me.  One of the main reasons I    
decided to get involved was Jeana-Dee herself.  
When she came to speak to my photography class 
at Lansing Community College, asking students to      
volunteer, she was so positive and obviously      
inspired when she described her vision of the class.  
Her enthusiasm convinced me that it would be a 
great success and I knew it was something I wanted 
to be a part of.  I thought about how my life may 
have been different if someone had given me an 
opportunity to experience photography when I was 
young and I realized that, as a volunteer, I could be 
that person for someone else.  Photography has an 
amazing way of allowing you to grow as a person 
and it challenges you to look at everything around 
you in a different way.  It has been my great     
pleasure to observe and guide the children as they 
discover their talent.  Every class is an adventure 
and I am constantly amazed at the beauty and   
honesty that pours out of each image created by the 
children. 



Monthly Lessons 
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October: Self-portrait 

November: Family 

I'm       
hugging 
Paul. I'm 
thinking I 
love him. 
He's    
looking at 
me."  

- Isiaha, 
10 

"I want to take pictures of family activities, going out, playing games, play tickle, Mackinaw Island, myself, 
and everything." - Judy, 17 

"My favorite 
thing about 

family  
photographs 

is we all 
smile."  

- Mikayla, 10 



Lessons (continued) 

7 

December: Costumes and visual variety 

January: Favorite thing about yourself 

The Lansing Civic Players (LCP) generously donated several costumes and props to the photo class. The 
youth were able to work on visual variety: abstract, tight, medium and wide images while they were 
dressed up. Thank you LCP! 

"My smile. It shows how friendly and 
outgoing I am."                        

 - Dameika 

"I am good at basketball - shooting 3-pointers. I am cool. I like 
hanging out with my friends. I have a girlfriend that likes me."                            
- DeVante, 13 



Lessons (continued) 
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February: Neighborhood 

March: Nature and composition 

If I could change something about Lansing it would be that 
we would have less crime," - David, 10 

"Lansing has lots of beautiful trees and 
scenery. We have a zoo with lots of 
trees and plants. We also have a water 
park with plenty of space to run around." 
- Shelby, 13 

Students were asked to focus on three elements of composition. 

Framing (left), Simplicity 
(above), and Rule of Thirds  
 



Lessons (continued) 
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April: dreams 

May: Mother’s day poetry 

We asked the students to share their dreams with us. They took a series of images that narrated their 
dreams. They created characters, rising and falling action, strong beginnings, and final resolutions. They 
s t r u c t u r e d  t h e i r  v i s u a l  s t o r i e s  a r o u n d  c o l o r s ,  s o u n d s ,  a n d  a c t i o n s . 
A dream from Nakia, also acted out by Judy and Shelby:  

Nakia turns 
into a  
yellow 

sponge and 
goes to live 
with Sponge 

Bob in a pine-
apple under 

the sea. 

The youth took pictures for the mother figures in their lives this week. They took pictures they thought their 
moms would like: lots of flowers and pretty colors. Some of the youth wrote short poems for the important 
women in their lives. 

"I love you mommy. I love you so much. I love you in my heart. I love 
my mom very very very very very much."          

- Anastacia, 11 



Photographs on Film 
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Each month students are given a film camera to document their lives outside of the classroom. Film gives 
students a way to visually communicate their home lives, interests and experiences living in Michigan. 





In the news 
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The  
winning 

images 
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The Gallery Exhibit: July 24-August 29

The NorthWest Initiative Photo program is so proud to have support from The Michigan Council for Arts 
and Cultural Affairs, RJF Photography, The Creole Gallery, and the Absolute Gallery. We are also 
grateful to our private donors who gave time, money, supplies and cameras for the youth. Finally, we 
would like to thank the backbone of the program: a group of dedicated volunteers. Thank you all for your 
countless hours chasing kids with cameras, your advice, and for just rolling with it. 

Thank you 

The Creole Gallery 

It is also our great honor to be able to offer the Creole Gallery to 
host an exhibit of the work that these young photographers   
created over the past nine months. What better tribute to Robert 
Busby, and daughter Ena, to show these young artists¹ work. It 
embodies the heart of what Old Town is and what Busby and 
five others began 30 plus years ago - and that is to  provide a 
venue and to inspire community artists to exhibit and dialog. 

- Roxanne Frith 
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Jeana-Dee E. Allen 
Program Coordinator 



NorthWest Initiative   
1012 N.  Walnu t  S t ree t  Lans ing  MI  48906 
Phone: (517) 999-2894   Fax: (517) 999-2897 




