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Youth photos have a voice in Bennington County 
BENNINGTON COUNTY -

As Americorps VISTA volun
teers in southern Vermont, we've 
had many opportunities over the 
past 10 months to be involved in 
some novel community and 
health-oriented projects. One 
that we're really excited about is 
the use of the Photovoice method 
by youth of Bennington County. 

Photovoice is an innovative 
technique using video and photo
graphs to tell a story and send a 
message. It offers a concrete way 
for youth to express their opin
ions and to be sure that those 
opinions are heard. 

The project asked youth in Ben
nington County to share their 
opinions about how their com
munities impact their health. 
More than 50 young people are 
participating in the resulting ex
hibit of photos and visual art 
pieces housed at 443 Main St. in 
Bennington throughout June. 
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The program had an opening ex
hibit on Friday, June 7 as part of 
Bennington's First Fridays June 
celebration. Th find out addition
al viewing times, visit svhealth
care.orglevents. 

Photovoice provides a creative 
way for participants to evaluate 
and document the landscape of 
their communities. The four par
ticipating groups are Arlington 
Memorial Middle School stu
dents, Mount Anthony Union 
Middle and High Schools stu
dents, Teens for Change, and 
youth from The Collaborative. 

The exhibit shows photographs 
and visual art pieces taken by 
participants that highlight their 
thoughts on what parts of their 
environment affect their health. 
Each group used different tech
niques to capture their personal 
perspectives as residents and as 
people who bring about change 
in their communities. 

For examples, some groups 
highlighted condition of side
walks, the ability to safely walk 
throughout their communities, 
recreational assets, or opportuni
ties or challenges so accessing 
healthy foods. ' , . 

Throughout the ptoject, partici
pants engaged in educational op
portunities with the Department 
of Health's Bennington District 
Office and school-based wellness 
teams. All groups also received 
information about healthy com
munity design. Healthy commu
nity design is a concept that ex
amines how a community is 
constructed and how its design 
affects someone's health. An ex-
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design idea is having safe path
ways for pedestrians so they can 
easily access recreational facili
ties or grocery stores. 

We're very proud of the work 
the participating students have 
done on this project. The images 
are all thought-provoking. We 
were impressed by how the youth 
took the idea of creating a 
healthy community to heart and 
really involved themselves in this 
project. 

Creating images allowed them 
to have a voice that could not be 
ignored, as it is there right in 
front of the viewer in a more con
crete form than language alone. 
The photos offer a glimpse into 
the participant's world and re
move any stereotypes or judg
ments people may have about the 
speaker's age or other aspects 
about them. 

We also found this to be a very 
unifying project , for the areas 
throughout Bennington County 
that participated. The Northshire 
and Southshire are both repre
sented. Again, the final show 
does not give more weight to one 
area's youth over another. They 
all started from the same blank 
page, or in this case, with the 
same technology, to create their 
visual statements. 

Photovoice Bennington County 
was produced in collaboration 
with the Alliance for Community 
Thansformations (ACT) at South
western Vermont Health Care. It 
was funded by the Vermont De
partment of Health's Community 
Based Prevention Fit and 
Healthy grant program. The proj
ect also received a donation from 

Rotary of Bennington Cata
mount. 

The Alliance for Community 
Thansformations at SVHC is a re
gional coalition of health advo
cates, leaders, local businesses, 
and community members that 
we've been a part of during our 
time in Bennington. Its mission is 
to empower, mobilize, and in
spire local communities to act in 
collaboration towards greater 
health and sustainable change. 
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All meetings are open to the pub
lic. 

Nicole Rau and Veronica Ariel 
are Americorps VISTA volunteers 
working with the Alliance for 
Community Transformations at 
Southwestern Vermont Health 
Care. "Health Matters" is a weekly 
column meant to educate about 
personal health, public health mat
ters, and public policy as it affects 
health care. To learn more about 
ACT, visit www.actsvhc.org. 
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