
Social change through art: a Community Art Project in Pakistan  

 

 
Health is my right 

 

Background and Rational 

 

Poieses or art making has been at an integral means to respond to, and shape the world. Working 

with expressive arts often involve a shift from a state of ordinary, everyday waking consciousness 

to a more meditative state, both relaxed and focused. This slightly altered state of consciousness 

seems to facilitate the possibility for deeper awareness, personal learning, and change to occur. 

Sometimes the “de-centering” from a presenting problem or difficult life circumstances in 

general, allows refocus of attention to recognize internal resources, to imagine new possibilities, 

and ultimately finding the voice that needs to be found. Social change, within this perspective is 

only possible when people in a community have a sense of their own capacity to act, when they 

become aware of their resources and see themselves as able to re-make the world in which they 

live.  

 

What is a community mural? 

In its truest sense, murals differ from other forms of paintings in that they are neither a display of 

art for pleasure like easel paintings, nor are they meant for advertisements like billboard art. A 

mural on the other hand remains and becomes a part of the architecture that houses it. They 

usually generate excitement in a locale and can bring about greater awareness of the surrounding 



community, its problems, aspirations or resources. They may express current events and 

emotions, and can honor individuals as well as historic figures and events. A mural is about 

cooperation- between the owners of the building, the groups assisting the project, the community 

leaders, and the artists. In this sense it is truly community art. 

 

Apart from beautifying a public space, murals can also convey a message and initiate a public 

discourse. It can have a very powerful affect on disempowered and marginalized people to have a 

positive affect on their environment rather than simply being acted upon by it. Working on a 

mural presents opportunities to work and interact with people one would normally not do so. By 

engaging in an activity together, the community can regain an awareness of their own poetic 

capacity and can also find new forms of being together, types of associations that aid in reviving 

or strengthening a sense of community. Above all, the tangible object of beauty produced 

provides a sense of achievement and is there for all to see and admire. 

 

Location and background: 

Imperial Public School is a private school catering to children aged 3 to 16 years and serving in a 

lower middle class locality of Lahore, a large metropolitan city in Pakistan and famed as the 

“cultural center” in the country. The schools mission is to provide quality education at par with 

other elite private schools and as per the curricula and standards accepted by local education 

authorities. The school is run by a highly motivated principal and who requested the author for 

the intervention described in this paper. 

 

Because the school administration were hesitant in conducting a mixed gender session, a total of 

25 boys aged 13 to 16 took part in the workshop. These boys were from the eight, ninth and tenth 

grades. (The assumption made here was that the next time the girls would be given a similar 

experience. As a matter of fact, the teacher in-charge of the girls section was quite upset that the 

girls had not been included). Most, if not all of the children come from the lower socio-.economic 

background and as such are exposed to the worst of the many difficult circumstances facing the 

country and that include an explosive and unpredictable security situation, poor public utilities 

and facilities, high inflation and poor nutrition and exposure to domestic and societal violence. 

As such many of these children tend to be aggressive, poorly focused on their studies, not much 

motivated or optimistic and with low self esteem and confidence. Almost all the students parents 

worked in the factory situated next to the neighborhood. The children live in small 2 to 3 room 

houses with an average of 6 to 8 people per house.  

 

Objectives: 

The objectives of the workshop were determined after several discussions over email and 

telephone with the principal whose main expressed concerns was that her students lacked the 

confidence to exercise creativity and also “lack the seriousness and skills required to deal with 

the difficult situation the country is facing these days”. It was thus decided to explore the concept 

of resilience. The main objective of the workshop was therefore for participants to explore and 

appreciate their internal and external resources using various art forms in play and 

imagination 
 

The specific objectives of this project were to: 

- allow participants a safe environment to reflect on their lives within the community in a playful 

and imaginative way  

- allow participants to identify and appreciate their internal and external resources. 



- develop a mural that will be “presented” to the community on the annual parents’ day 

celebration 

 

 

Methodology: 

The workshop was conducted over 5 days of four-hour sessions daily, the first two hours of 

which were during school hours after which children went home for lunch and returned for the 

afternoon sessions. Most of this time was utilized for art activities and reflection in which 

children took part in various artistic activities (drawing, movement, sound etc.) aimed towards 

personal discovery and skills development. While a framework was developed for the workshop, 

a strict agenda was purposefully not developed and the programme developed rather organically 

during the week. Considerable time was also devoted to developing the concept, content and 

finally the actual mural. Nominated teachers were taken as co-.helpers and received on-site 

training in participatory techniques and art skills. 

On a special request from the teachers a special two hour session (for clarification of 

methodologies and to answer specific questions) was conducted with them at the end of the 

workshop and a promise made to conduct a special training session with them on using 

expressive arts with their students.  

 

Monitoring and evaluation: 

- Each day was started with a quick reflection of the earlier day and documenting one statement 

per participants (a statement of one new thing learned, appreciated or surprising). 

- A detailed end of project evaluation was conducted by the participants  

- The CYRP questionnaire was administered in the start and end of the project* 

- Daily feedback sessions were conducted with the class teachers and principal for input and 

feedback. 

 

The following is a general report of activities carried out  

 

DAY 1: WARM UP AND INTRO/ (ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN) 

 

Act 1: Introduction: 

The term art is introduced and various modalities described (painting, music, dance, poetry, 

writing). Boys asked to introduce themselves and mention one of more “art” in which they were 

interested or took part.  The concept and development of public health messages was introduced 

and briefly described through a personal example of the facilitator.  

Children were introduced to the task and offered the challenge: 

“To develop and display a public health message on the outside wall of the school building” 

A show of hands was asked for acceptance of challenge. 2 out of the 25 children did not raise 

hands. Fears were not assessed at this stage because the children were still shy and the 2 also 

raised their hands (due to peer pressure).  

 

Some home rules were developed in a participatory manner and included: 

- everyone deserves respect 

- confidentiality 

- no physical or verbal violence  

 

 



Personal notes from session:  

The children seem excited to be faced with a challenge and their interest has been gained. It 

might be challenging to get the boys from three different levels to work together.  

 

Activity 2: What is health? 

Boys were asked how it feels to be sick or unhealthy. Answers included feeling of being sick, 

tired, nausea, not interested in things, bad taste in mouth, body aches. 

 

Next boys were asked to describe how it feels to be healthy. Answers included feeling fit, happy, 

lots of energy, able to work,  

 

Boys were then asked to name a time or occasion when they feel healthy. Answers included in 

the morning, after exercise, after completion of a task, on achieving something, on receiving 

praise, looking at the mirror while changing clothes,  seeing their bodies, smelling something 

beautiful, waking up in the morning. 

 

Boys were next asked to say something about health after this discussion. Answers included: 

It is about living life 

It is being happy 

It is about people 

It is about doing good thing 

It is being active   

 

The boys were then introduced to the concept of physical, mental, social and spiritual health and 

asked to give examples of each: 

Physical health: polio, diarrhea, cancer, diabetes, paralysis, whopping cough, hemorrhoids, TB 

Mental health: crazy (pagal), depression  

Social health: fighting, arguing, theft, robbery, abuse  

Spiritual health: lies, bribery, not working properly, hypocrisy, murder 

 

The concept of a healthy person was explained in a holistic way and boys were told that they 

would be developing their message based in this concept. 

 

Personal notes from session:  

- the boys grasped the holistic concept of health quite quickly 

- they have a great sense of humor and this can be used as a resource   

- there is poor class discipline (they all talk at the same time and hit each other and argue during 

the class.. need to harness this energy into more creativity) 

 



Activity 3: Community Mapping 

Boys are divided into groups and given material and large sheets to make maps of their  

community 

Facilitator quickly draws a map of 

his locality as a demonstration  

Boys are asked to also think about 

the places they draw and especially 

with regards to the earlier discussion 

on health 

Green pieces of paper are to be stuck 

in spots where they have friends or 

people they know or like or which 

are “positive for their health” 

Red pieces of paper are to be stuck 

where they think there is a risk to 

health or a danger of some sort 

After the maps were made a 

discussion was conducted n the 

larger group using one map. 

The following points were raised by facilitator (F) and boys (B) 

All the green points signify human resources and strengths (F). The boys argued that most of 

them were not friends and complained that there was so point in depending on any of them but 

understood that their school was their one common denominator (F) that they could use to 

develop a base for their solidarity.  

The “important” places in the community included the open field, the factory, the main road, the 

school, the play ground, the open nallah, the pan shop and the ice factory. 

The main danger areas and the risks they posed were as follows: 

The open fields: murder, rape and abuse, drugs, theft 

Outside the school: drug pushers 

The mosque (and madrassas generally): sexual abuse, hate speeches, (theft of slippers) 

The main road: traffic accidents 

The railways crossing: accidents  

Open drain: drowning, mosquitoes, accidents  

 

Personal notes from session:  

- They do not seem to like the idea of being randomly assigned to groups and soon mix as they 

please (perhaps groups need to be assigned according to the class) 

- They all take small A4 pages are start working independently. It is really challenging to get 

them to work together (5 boys did not work in a group at all and made their own maps) 

- Discipline seems to completely disappear as soon as the boys are not on their chairs and in a 

class room scenario as in during this activity 

- It is challenging for one facilitator to support 3 groups (more help needed) 

- They really enjoyed the activity 

- They were very eager to display their work outside the classroom so that everyone else could 

see what they had done 

- the exercise is really affective in confidence and esteem building  (they want me to take 

photographs of their work) 



 

Activity 4: Tasks for home 

Boys were asked to do two things: 

1. To think of one health message that they thought should be displayed on the wall 

2. To ask their parents, grandparents or elders to tell them a story from their childhood to be 

written down and shared with the group on day 2 (stories were later shared in their usual 

classrooms and facilitated by the class teacher) 

 

DAY 2: EXPRESSING FEELINGS 

 

Activity 1: Recap and Feedback 

Boys were asked to recall day 1 and write down one thing that they liked or a new thing that they 

had learned. Almost all boys mentioned that they did not know that health was other then 

physical health and mentioned that spiritual health was important in the community. For most 

boys, the metaphor of prayer as a form of dance was most intriguing. In addition many boys 

mentioned that this was the first time that they felt someone was listening to them and that they 

enjoyed expressing their feelings. 

 

 

Activity 2:  Collage  

Each boy was given two picture magazines with the instruction to go through it quickly and cut 

out any picture that struck him.   

 

 

 

 
 

 
As a second step they were too now choose those pictures with which they wanted to work 



Boys were now provided a sheet of paper and glue and asked to make a collage by connecting the 

photographs they had collected. 

At the end boys were asked to give their pictures a title 

 

Personal notes from session:  

- the boys really enjoyed the activity 

- the quality of collages produced ranges widely but all are visually very appealing 

- It is recommended that the activity be carried forward as creative writing and story making 

(there was no time for this but the class teachers wanted to use the collages to make one big 

collage for the parents day celebration) 

-there is excitement in the whole school about something “special” happening. One of the 

teachers from the girls sessions comes to complain that the girls need to be involved also. I 

promise to so a session with the girls another time. 

 

Activity 3: Time Line 

Boys were explained the concept of a timeline and facilitator drew a timeline from his life as a 

demonstration 

Boys were provided long sheets of paper and other materials to draw a timeline and make it 

beautiful 

Events that were important but personal could be marked with a symbol 

Boys were asked to think about the events and try to remember the feelings they provoked 

 

 
 

Personal notes from session:  

- Boys were highly appreciative of the fact that life is made up of sad and happy events, all 

equally important. 

- several boys wanted to take their timelines and do them at home again with their parents, an 

excellent idea to get parents involved. 

 



Activity 4: Feeling our feelings 

Each boy had to pick a piece of paper randomly from a pile with a feeling written to it 

He then had to tell of an event when he felt this feeling. The following were the responses: 

Sad: when I lost my glasses 

Hate: when I tell too many lies I hate myself 

Loneliness: when my brother left for Karachi 

Fear: when I am in the dark (I cannot see anything) 

Happiness: on my last birthday 

Fear: when I went to the doctor 

Love: when I met my old friends 

Jealousy: my older brother because he gets his way always 

Anger: when someone disturbs me while im working 

Power: once when I defended myself after two boys attacked me 

Weakness: when I got sick last week 

Anger: when someone shouts at me for no reason 

Worried: when I did bad in my last exam 

Alone: when my brother went to Saudia  

 

A Discussion was held about the importance of expressing feelings and appropriate ways to do so 

(e.g. anger) 

 

 

Activity 5: experimenting with sound 

In a circle boys were asked to hum and try to synchronize without a break in the sound and given 

two signs to start and stop. 

 

Personal notes from session:  

- It was difficult to get the boys to stop hitting each other and they would not listen to the other 

and several couldn’t help shouting 

- At one point, after stopping the humming suddenly, the sudden silence was so stark that the boys 

were taken aback. Facilitator took the opportunity to point out the “sound of silence” and the 

importance of opposites in life 

-nice discussion about noise pollution comes up 

- will try to sing again tommorow 

 



DAY 3:  

Activity 1: Recap and Feedback 

In the learning statement, boys mentioned the time line as an activity in which they could reflect 

on their lives and as a realization that happy and sad events all make up life and need to be 

appreciated. The collage was also mentioned by almost all as an extremely enjoyable activity 

because of its potential to make stories and as one child put it “because it showed him how to 

make one picture out of different pictures”. 

 

Activity 2: Creative writing: making dialogues 

From the discussions of the last two 

days, several cartoon characters were 

created (the earlier   evening by the head 

teacher and facilitator) and these were 

now presented to the boys in various 

combinations based on the theme of the 

types of health (physical, mental, social 

and spiritual). . Boys had a lively 

discussion on who they thought these 

characters were and what they were 

doing.  

They were then divided into 4 groups 

and each group given one set of 

characters to create a dialogue. 

They were informed that these 

characters would be part of the mural 

and their dialogues would help in developing suitable messages for the message.  

 

 

Personal notes from session:  

-Boys enjoyed the activity tremendously  

-Some very funny dialogues were created(great sense of humor) 

-So many issues about family and society come up but cannot be discussed. I inform the teachers 

about the tremendous potential of story telling like this to highlight and discuss important life 

issues with the children. 

 

Activity 3: Playing with sound 

Boys were asked to look around for something that made a sound 

They were asked to experiment with their instrument (starting with a whisper to a shout) 

An orchestra was formed and the facilitator acted as a conductor 

A last round was then conducted without the instruments and using the hum to synchronise.  

 

Personal notes from session:  

- The catharsis was evident 

- It was a very enjoyable activity but boys needed some guidance on finding appropriate 

instruments and had difficulty following instructions 

- GREAT FUN FOR THE BOYS AND FACILITATOR 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DAY FOUR: PAINTING THE MURAL 

 

Activity 1a: Painting the mural   

Because of the risk of heavy traffic, it was decided that the painting would be done within the 

school premises on a big sheet and later transferred to the outer wall of the school. A plastic sheet 

was chosen due to the ease of painting on the surface and because it was though to be water 

proof. The six boys from class 10
th

 were delegated to paint the mural. Outlines of the characters 

had been drawn prior by the facilitator and head teacher. 

 

 

 

 

 



Activity 1b: Body mapping 

 

Boys were given a large piece of 

paper and asked to trace out one 

another ina  pose of their choice on 

the paper 

They had to then paint as they felt 

they would like to be portrayed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal notes from session: 

The boys enjoyed tracing each other 

They needed to be told several times not to copy one another  

Some of the boys sang songs to their body maps as if they were real.. great fun and very playful 

Unfortunately not enough time to harvest the exercise  

Some boys wanted to work on one body map together. The facilitator tried to explain that it was a 

personal exercise  but they were having so much fun so he allowed them to do as they chose 

 

DAY 5: BRINGING IT TOGETHER AND CLOSING: I LOVE MY SELF 

 

Activity 1: Talking about love 

On a sheet of paper boys were asked to make three columns 

In the first column they were asked to write down the names of I person, one activity and one 

object that they loved 

In the second column they were asked to write down how they showed their love to the name in 

the first column 

In the third column they were asked to write down how their loved one knew that they were 

being loved 

A short discussion ensued around the notion that loving was caring and mutually respectful  

 

Personal notes from session: 

The boys really did the exercise seriously despite the initial giggling 

Their abstraction of the  notion of love was quite sophisticated 

 

Activity 2: Love letter 

The participants were asked to write a love letter to them selves  

The initial giggles were soon replaced by a very intense and silent session  

Participants started to decorate their letters without being given specific instructions to do so  



A discussion was conducted on what it meant to love oneself vis-à-vis healthy behavior 

 

Activity 3: Evaluation 

Participants were asked to write one statement each for the following questions: 

- what was the best thing about this week  

- what was the worst thing about this week  

 

The following were the main points raised by students (compiled and summarized): 

 

What was the best thing about this week?  

- Thinking of my whole life when making the timeline 

- Writing a love letter to myself 

- Making music with different objects 

- Using paints 

- To realize that ritual prayer is like a dance 

- Learning about different aspects of health 

- Working together with the other children 

- That you never got angry with us 

- I loved the collage 

- To realize that we have options to act 

- To learn how to make a new pictures out of many old ones (collage) 

- To be able to dance 

- Punctuality of classes 

- The concept of spiritual health  

- Putting colors in my body (body mapping) 

- The map we made of our community 

 

What was the worst thing about this week?  

- That we made you shout all the time 

- Some words that were used (no idea which words) 

- That you hit me with the brush on my head when I wasn’t listening to you 

- Sometimes ou don’t listen too well to what the other is saying 

- You don’t know how to control children! 

-  

 

 

Activity: CYPR  

Participants were asked to fill in the questionnaire once again. A small but definite shift is noticed 

in most variables towards more positive responses.  

 

Conclusions: 

 

On the request of the principal, certificates were printed on A4 sheets and a short “presentation 

ceremony” was held in which the names of all students were called out and certificates handed 

out. This was followed by group photos. 

 

Although five days was too short to carry out a project with so much potential, it was received 

extremely well and enjoyed by students as well as staff who have now been sensitized and have 



actually asked for more opportunities. For the school administration, the use of their extra 

curricular time and activities to beautify the community and instigate social change will have a 

positive affect on its relationship with the community members.  

 

Ultimately, the expressive art process’s capacity to strengthen and support individual, family and 

community resilience in the face of personal, societal, and global forces of oppression and 

injustices was at the heart of the project. In particular was the opportunity for participants to 

develop a community project, and the opportunities it provided for self reflection, discovery and 

personal development. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the project created excitement in the 

whole community and in this way the students can be attributed towards whatever incremental 

change might have been instigated.  

 

 

 


