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The paper reports on a participatory map-making workshop with middle school students in Savannah, Georgia. The workshop, which
took place over a seven week period as part of Youth Advocacy for Resilience to Disasters (YARD) program, students worked together
to make maps that examine local natural disasters and their consequences. We developed a map-making platform that enabled the
youth to leverage spatial data on local environmental, economic and social issues, as a means of interrogating their existing stories
about disasters and their impacts. This allowed the students to share their specific experiences of the city, while also inquiring about
the validity of such experiences. Through the use of our platform, we illustrate the potential of maps as representations that bridge
two worlds, that of data and experience. We argue that Map Spot leverages existing data to help youth surface and communicate what
they already know, but were otherwise unable to articulate.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Existing research shows that visualization tools can help youth understand the effects of natural and man-made disasters,
the value of resilience, and potential for improvement strategies [9]. Generally, these tools are presented as a dashboard
of indicators or metrics that reflect community needs and priorities, but are aimed at individual adult decision makers
[9]. Our project introduces a new map-making data visualization platform, (removed: name of our mapmaking platform),
that is both accessible to youth and explicitly collaborative. We believe that it can help youth, especially from Black,
Indigenous and People of Color (BIPOC) communities, reflect on the effects of intersecting disasters in their communities
and imagine what resilience to these disasters might mean for them.

We are particularly interested in the role of the maps as a bridge between the civic data, such as census, and the
everyday lived experience of the youth. The collaborative nature of the tool allowed us to create an "open data setting": a
space in which participants can draw together their personal experiences and data [8]. In the following, we describe how
in a workshop for our project the youth, (initially hesitant to share their experiences of the city), developed an engaged
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Fig. 1. A view of the map-making platform with a "data layer" loaded

and lively discussion around disasters and resilience, while reflecting on their own experiences of the neighborhoods.
We argue that the co-creation of maps played a key role in this transition, and can lead to meaningfully engage youth,
and other social groups, in civic discourses contributing to resilient communities.

2 RELATEDWORK

Digital civics, an emerging research area that blends digital media and planning, has sought to create data-driven
public tools and services, which encourage active participation in the co-production of knowledge for local governance
[3, 5, 10, 13]. Interventions in this space have looked at using citizens for participatory sensing “specifically, making
data meaningful and useful for non-expert”[2] and including young people in design process [4].

Similarly, there is also work on using data visualizations as part of digital civics, where Huron et al. explored how
to make data visualizations democratic and engaging to nonexperts [6]. Some projects that have built on this work
include, ManyEyes – users upload and share their viz and collaborate on this [12], Narrative visualizations – using
visualization to tell stories from non-experts [11]) .

3 THEWORKSHOP SESSION

The project was part of the Youth Advocacy for Resilience to Disasters (YARDs) program, as part of NSF CIVCS
challenge, conducted at a middle school in Savannah during Fall 2022. The program was led by a team from Georgia
Tech, Savannah State University, local teachers and community partners, with a focus on engaging youth in disaster
resilience planning through map-making and advocacy. This paper reports on one of the three map-making sessions
out of the 14-session after-school program.

In this session the students mapped Savannah and discussed their stories using our map-making platform. We had
pre-loaded 37 data sets visualized in forms of maps onto the platform. The data included, but not limited to: location of
schools, community centers, hospital, pollution levels, cancer risk, demographic distribution, housing sizes, zoning.
These data layers were limited to Chatham county, where all our participants lived. These sessions were led by the
authors and the middle school teachers, and were recorded and documented. The names of participants are changed so
as to preserve anonymity.
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3.1 Background

In a classroom typically used for art instruction, we conducted this 90 minute session. The classroom itself was only
slightly rearranged to accommodate (the map-making platform). This platform is comprised of 3 important parts, 1)
The projector 2) The drawing surface 3) Maps and Visualizations. We use a short-throw project mounted vertically on
TV stand to project the image on a flat surface, in this case two tables covered with paper. For the projector image to be
clear, the room must have limited lighting. Once set up, participants can use a range of media to draw, sketch, doodle
and write on the paper and explore data visualizations about the places overlayed over their drawings. In this session,
we set up one (the map-making platform) station at the far end of the room.

4 DISCUSSION

Our project provides initial insights into how collaborative mapping can contribute to digital civics work related
to youth’s knowledge of spaces and experiences. Our interests are two-fold: 1) Inquiring into the role of youth in
digital civics, by confronting what they can contribute, how they might benefit from making a contribution, as well as
the challenges and limitations they face, 2) Understanding Map Spot as a mechanism for surfacing, communicating
experiences, connecting them to data and leveraging them in place-based claims.

4.1 Role of Youth

We found that the young people we worked with were initially hesitant but. when engaged further in one-on-one
interactions, did have experience and stories to share. The youth are politically and culturally aware of the histories of
the places they live in [7]. Moreover, we found that when they were allowed to guide their own explorations of data
about the places they live, they were able to identify and better understand the issues that affect them and those they
care about—in a way that they were previously not able to do (when asked about these issues abstractly). For instance the
participants had initially limited reaction to pollution layer but when they identified the people and communities that
lived there, their involvement to the data changed; for example Trisha (a student) who was initially quiet, reacted with
an exclamation "See!" and hitting the desk with her hand she identified the trend of predominantly-Black neighborhoods
having the worst air pollution, income, cancer risk and property distribution.

We also find the initial hesitance of the youth and the strategies to work through them is a possible area of inquiry
for researchers and designers attempting to engage in civics work with youth. We offer one reason why this might be
so. For some of the young people we worked with, this was the first time that they were listened to in a serious way.
There is a history of youth being involved in civics projects only for organisations and groups afterwards to disregard
their voices [4, 7]. This also sometimes extends to their family lives; A participant later revealed they wouldn’t discuss
civic issues learned in the project at home because their mother would scold them saying "I don’t have time for this."

4.2 Dialog of data and experiences

Our project also illustrates how collaborative mapping is an effective tool to engage citizens with the issues and data
about the places they live in. Community members have limited resources and time in day to day lives to engage in
precises data collections methods or interact with complicated data sets [2]. By putting data in context Map Spot allows
peoples (especially groups such as youth or non-experts) to have informed dialogues. This also enabled participants to
engage with data, as well as find areas of collective concern that might be unexpected by facilitators. We had anticipated
that the data on flood levels would be the focus of the conversation for the group, but instead the students found data
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on pollution to be more relevant, which was a phenomenon that at least most of the group had a direct experience with.
As researchers it was important for us to gauge how specific social groups had different concerns that would engage
them and move them to collective action [1]. The discovery of what was relevant to the youth in this specific setting
emerged only through putting their experiences in dialog with the data. [EXPLAIN FURTHER!]

Through the collaborative and discursive process of creating maps using our platform, participants, researchers, and
teachers were able to arrive at a shared concern. This concern was informed by both, the experiences of the students
and the data available on the platform.

5 CONCLUSION

This project sheds light on the potential of Map Spot as a tool for engaging youth in digital civics work and for
making data accessible to non-expert community members. Through the collaborative process of creating maps with an
interactive data platform, youth were able to identify and better understand the issues that affect them and those they
care about. The project also highlights the importance of listening to the voices of youth and providing them with a
platform to engage in meaningful dialogue about civic issues. The role of youth is key to building resilient communities,
especially marginalized communities, and digital civics provides a particularly unique opportunity for greater civic
participation by the youth. The use of maps as a visualization tool proved to be an effective way to engage citizens with
the data about the places they live in, and to identify areas of collective concern.
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