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Participatory video is one of those phrases that is used
frequently and really says nothing at all about the kind of
projects that are run under its banner. So what’s it all about?
At Living Lens we are committed to making video a tool for
active learning, transforming couch potatoes into dynamic
global citizens – a bold claim! We work mainly with young
people, and often with groups who
wouldn’t normally work together – in
Peterborough for instance, a group of
young refugees came together with
young people from the host
community; in the Gambia teenagers
from East London worked with a peer
group from the Gambia; and Trinidad
saw teenagers from the North and
South of the island come together to
produce films. While video acts as a tool to focus a groups’
energy, it is the process they experience while working
together that is arguably more important than the technical
production skills they learn or the finished films they
produce.

What first sparked my interest in participatory video was
a workshop run by Clive and Jackie from Real Time Video. I
realised in that inspiring weekend how video can be used to
generate a creative group dynamic, while providing a shared
digital eye through which to explore the world. Already
involved in development education and with previous
experience working in television, I became excited at the
prospect of using video as a tool to generate communication
and participation within an educational framework. It
seemed particularly suitable for young people for whom TV
is such a natural part of daily life; I liked the idea of creating
projects that increased their interest in the world, while
encouraging them to be more discerning in their
understanding of the media.

The first project I worked on with a team of others was
‘Our News, Our Views’, an opportunity for eight groups of
young people to produce their own news reports on child
labour. Each news report looked at a different aspect of the
issue, so providing different case studies and a range of
views on the topic. These were compiled together with
activities making an educational resource for schools and
youth groups. The process was exhausting and stressful as
we grappled with the question of how to run a participatory
project, when the funding depended on producing materials
good enough to be used by teachers and youth workers. We
managed it, but I think the young people were the ones who
lost out because the adults retained a high level of

production and editorial control, thus making the process
more restrictive and less creative, in effect less participatory.

Since those early days I’ve become more creative in my
approach to participatory video work, and at Living Lens our
projects aim to bridge social, cultural and religious divides.
With this as our goal, we have worked nationally and

internationally bringing together
groups who would not usually
work together. The results have
been extremely encouraging.
This year in Trinidad, two
groups from opposite ends of
the island came together,
bringing with them derogatory
views of each other. 
We started the project with a

weekend residential, hoping that being away from home
would help them step away from their preconceptions and
bond as a group. I remember how nervous I felt as I
welcomed them off their respective mini-buses and watched
as they huddled together in their groups giggling and
watching each other with suspicion. 

The first day was designed to mix up the groups and get
them talking. We used drama activities to challenge
stereotypes and break down the barriers between them and
hands-on camera exercises to have them work in mixed
teams. The drama encouraged them to take risks and brought
out their creativity while the camera exercises gave them a
chance to communicate as a team and focus on a shared
task. 

During the course of the residential they tackled the
question of what it means to be a young person in Trinidad.
Through reflecting on this question, by working in teams and
socialising together they became interested in each others’
lives and formed close friendships. Then they returned home
and spent two weeks producing films on what it means to be
a young person in Trinidad. One participant said the
experience had been so rewarding and educational that he
thought if all young people had this opportunity prejudice
and anti-social behaviour would cease to be a part of
Trinidadian life.

This project will now be repeated in the UK, with British
teenagers producing films about what it means to be a
teenager in this country. Once they have produced their
films, students in Trinidad and the UK will watch each
other’s films and gain an insight, not only into life in other
parts of their country, but also into life in another part of the
world. The links between schools in Trinidad and London
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From TV addicts to video activists: the world of
participatory video

Rose McCausland describes the process and impact of making video a tool for active learning.

... we grappled with the question
of how to run a participatory

project, when the funding
depended on producing materials

good enough to be used by
teachers and youth workers.
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will continue through sharing their work on a communal
website as part of the British Council’s Schools’ Linking
Programme.

Our project in the Gambia in 2003 was also memorable
for challenging stereotypes. Influenced by the media, the
London teenagers held all the typical views of life in Africa
where people are seen as poor, hungry and in need of our
help. Once in the Gambia their views were immediately
challenged; their jaws dropped when one of the Gambian
group arrived driving a brand new Mercedes! They were
amazed to find out that they shared the same taste in music,
films and teenage gossip, and that in most cases the young
people they were working with were better off than they
were. The film they produced together looked at HIV/Aids
from a young person’s perspective. This film is now used in
the Gambia by national youth organisations in workshop
settings, as well as being shown as part of educational
outdoor screenings in rural villages. 

The duration of our projects varies, and we always
develop new group activities to meet the needs of individual
groups. Our intention is to provide an active learning
experience so that young people can learn about an issue

first hand, explore different points of view and devise
creative ways of presenting these to an audience. We strive to
find the right balance between process and product, ensuring
the process is participatory and the finished product is not
only something the young people are proud of, but also
something that others are interested to watch. Having films
broadcast is not a priority as we seek to liberate people’s
notion of film and take it out of the box in their living rooms
and into shared spaces within their communities. In
Peterborough for example, a young group of refugees and
asylum seekers worked with young people from the host
community. Initially the two groups worked separately, with
each group producing films about their experiences in the
city. These films acted as the first point of contact between
them, providing an insight into each other’s lives. Watching
the films allowed sensitive questions and controversial views
to be aired and discussed in a safe environment before the
groups met. The film they went on to make as a single group
‘premiered’, alongside their other films, at the Town Hall
allowing friends, family and what we call ‘stake holders’
(those working in the community – youth service, social
services, housing, health, refugee organisations, local
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Two young people on the focUS project in Peterborough, one from Uganda and one from Rwanda.



32 • The Development Education Journal Volume 12 Number 2 2006

G
ET

TI
N

G
IT

R
IG

H
T

education) to attend. As a result we’ve had requests for the
films to be shown in other settings: schools; youth groups
and even open-air screenings in public spaces. 

The internet is also a good way to have short films
available to a wider audience. Although at this stage I think
these films are more likely to be accessed by the film
makers themselves, I believe that in the near future this will
become a very popular
resource for those working
with young people. For Living
Lens, it also allows us to link
project participants and create
on-line communities that cross
geographical borders and
boundaries. The films made in Trinidad will appear on a site
with films made by the linking groups in London
(www.oneworld.net: click on oneworld TV), the films made
in Peterborough are on a site with films made by young
people carrying out a similar project in Coventry
(www.icar.org.uk). Both films will be viewable from March.
Our vision at Living Lens is to have on-line communities
who exchange material on specific issues, so generating
educational dialogues that promote active learning and
provide dynamic resources that can be used by a wider
audience. 

Video is an amazing tool for participatory education. It
helps focus individuals and brings them together as a

working team. It develops confidence and helps people
develop their self-expression. Clear and open communication
is key in developing a shared vision of a film, and is vital in
making that vision a reality. Working with expensive
equipment to a tight schedule, often in different locations,
throws up challenges that force the group to think on their
feet and unites them as a group. Our projects allow young

people to perform as a team under
pressure and produce real bonds
of trust, support and friendship. It
is an exciting time to be involved
in education that embraces
technological changes as they
evolve. Video and the internet are

useful tools that are vital to the work we do, but it is
important to remember that ultimately these projects are
about individuals coming together, learning together and
learning to live together. 

‘It allowed us to be one’ said a 17 year old refugee from
Uganda reflecting on the participatory video project he had
taken part in, ‘working together as a group we realised that
we were all different but we were one’.

Rose McCausland is Co-Founder of Living Lens
rosemccausland@operamail.com

The internet ... allows us to link
project participants and create on-

line communities that cross
geographical borders and boundaries. 
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