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This mini manual is intended for artists, teachers, parents, planners and others who want to include the public in the design and creation of a site-specific public art piece, or other public project. It is compiled after working with hundreds of community groups nationwide, and gives general “best practices” and ideas to help you develop a workable process so your project is fun and successful.

Developing your Creative Group and its Structure:

Your creative group may come from an after-school art club, or be developed from referrals from a school’s teachers and administrators. Sometimes you have a focus, as in having a desire to work with developmentally challenged adults, or at-risk kids, or people who love puppets. This is fine, but be open to having others join the group and add their passion and ideas and involvement. We have found that a “mixed” group is more fun and fruitful than a homogeneous group.

Start small! Some school projects include all the students. This can work, but you will need to find community volunteers to help with each class (the more involved in the process, the more volunteers you will need), as well as materials and food for each work session. The organizational element is daunting, and requires an experienced hand. 

Generally we find the structure of a once-a-week, after-school class, with voluntary participants, works REALLY well. 

Developing your Volunteer Group: 

You want and need volunteers. Volunteers make the project more fun, and help you do extraordinary things with your creative group. Most people want to share their time and expertise, when their involvement is reasonable, and the project is awesome. 
Your volunteers are everywhere and everyone, so invite people from all over the community. (Often parents with teens will love to volunteer with elementary school children, and visa versa.) Find helpers at colleges, churches, civic/sports/fraternal  organizations, school boards, high school clubs, etc. )


After talking with prospective volunteers about your project, have a written description of the project that you can give them, with work times listed, general expectations, and your contact information. 

Develop a plan for scheduling volunteers, and keeping track of who helps when. For volunteers to be useful, they will need to come to a group training session, or come to each work session early to receive specialized training, and stay a bit afterwards to share thoughts about the class (the “debriefing”). This training/debriefing time is important: it gives the volunteers useful information, and integrates them into your team, and the project.
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Sites:

Picking a good site is important to each project’s success. It will help tell your important story to the community, and be a positive addition for the site. 

Pick a site that plays to the strengths of your group and your available community assets. For example, if you have an unpainted cinderblock wall, and a kiln at your disposal, and a mason willing to work with you, and your group is interested in clay work you, then a ceramic tile mural could be perfect!

Finding a good site is a cooperative venture: the whole community (administrators, locals, and your creative group) should be excited that you are taking on this project, in this space. 

Developing your Ideas:

Develop a structure or theme for the site, and brainstorm ideas. The theme is often general as in “who we are” or “what we care about”, but it can also be a specific concept (“birds of Ireland” or “trees I want to get to know”).

Brainstorm. Be wild. Build up the ideas verbally and visually, then edit “IN” the best ideas and drawings (as opposed to editing “OUT” the poor ideas). 

Think about architecture and design, and the neighborhood that the artwork will exist in. It should “fit” the site, both architecturally and socially. 

At some stage you will want to create a 2 or 3 dimensional representation of your art plan, for your own use, and often as a tool for receiving project approval (see below). A 2-D rendering is called a “Schematic Drawing”. This is a to-scale, black and white drawing of the artwork, in relation to the building or environment. A 3-D representation is called a “Maquette”. This is a to-scale model, with artwork and relevant site architecture featured. 

Once you work up your ideas and have even a very simple schematic drawing or maquette, then invite a public artist or architect or planner to visit for a class and give the group feedback. If the suggestions resonate with the group, then make the appropriate revisions.

Developing Technique:

You have your group and a site and an idea about how to progress, but often you need to learn a new artistic technique.  Have the group do practice projects, so they learn about their strengths and limits working with the materials. After they have a good working knowledge of the new technique, they can realistically develop an art plan.

Community Assets:

People with knowledge and/or skills who want to help are community assets.

Facilities, materials, and equipment that can be utilized for a project are also Community assets. Finding available community assets requires networking, by talking to lots of people! 

From a community-building perspective, the most valuable part of any project is the involvement of a diverse group, and these projects also tend to be much more economical than a “regular”, non-community based project.
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Partners:

Good partners are essential. Think “congeniality” as you look for partners. Partners help you where you need it, rounding out your team. Partners are fundraisers, logistical supporters, co-facilitators, networkers, etc. Your partners help you, and others, in the larger community. Great partners have a relationship with you and the mission, and are fun to be around.

A few Thoughts on Funding:

Start with a small project. Find small, local granting organizations and businesses and get them involved in the project. Businesses often donate much of your materials, equipment rentals, and specialized labor. Most businesses want to share their materials and expertise, when their involvement is reasonable, and the project is important. Ask politely, make it convenient, get them some press, and bring them a few pictures of the project, and most businesses are very happy to help. 

Many projects are relatively inexpensive, yet require a huge expenditure of TIME. Budget your time (plan on spending MORE time than you originally think) and develop a mechanism to pay yourself, and your main helpers.

Project Approval:

Research the local approval process for acquiring public art. If no process exists, DEVELOP one! Build a group of “evaluators” who can constructively approve a project (by doling out helpful, timely feedback), and create a timetable for these evaluations. Evaluators can be administrators, teachers, student representatives, city council members, artists, builders, librarians, etc.

The approval process represents an opportunity to develop the best artwork!

Some Thoughts on Creating a Coherent Style:

“Variation is Good” is a viable mantra, as the sign of many hands can be a beautiful thing. If more consistency is required, then rely on using different people for different jobs (division of labor makes each part more cohesive).

Some projects use non-professionals for specific parts, and bring in professionals for other parts, developing an overall vision, etc.

Some media also help blend styles (for example: student-made spray paint stencils, mosaics, and stained glass).

Documentation:

Have someone (a parent, education professional, or friend) document the project. Make them a schedule, and have them capture the main elements of the project, from conception to opening reception. This is good for you, and great for fundraising, and fun for participants to see afterwards!

Staying Sane and Having Fun and being Healthy (general tips):

Start early with your planning, grant getting, and finding partners.

Plan your calendar so holidays and school breaks, big town events, and the end-of-the-school-year doesn’t crowd you (if you can, be done a month before school gets out!!)
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Definitely have FOOD for after-school sessions! You will get best results with healthy food (like carrot sticks, cheese, apple slices, and crackers). You do not need a mountain of food! If every participant gets a handful of good food, they will be good. We have noticed a marked increase in focus, productivity, and engagement when they have even a small, healthy snack!

Music is great too, whether i-pod or played live. Some participants help the group by playing music as their contribution!

Involve your students in the whole process: they will rise to the challenge of BEING public artists. Allow them room to explore (within boundaries that you are comfortable with!).

If you mess up along the way, talk with your group about it. Role modeling problem-solving will propel the project forward.

Schedule a massage for yourself (and include this in the budget!).

Sources:

There are lots of books and movies and websites that can help you. Be creative with finding and using information. The following books were useful to me:

Towards A People’s Art by Eva Cockcroft, Dutton and CO. 1977

(A “sixties” feel to making public art with kids and communities. It is a classic with great ideas still relevant today…and great photos of Caryl Yasko back “in the day”!)).

Spirit Poles and Flying Pigs by Erika Doss, Smithsonian Institutions Press, 1995. (A more modern, more cerebral approach than Toward’s A People’s Art, this book is about making meaningful public art).

There are lots of other fantastic technique oriented manuals.

Two I love:

Penland Book of Ceramics (Lark Books, 2003) has great work, with the artists detailing their techniques. The Complete Pebble Mosaic Handbook, by Maggy Howarth (Firefly Books, 2003) is fascinating, with directions.

Other sources:

I like to show my students classic examples of art and architectural integration, from Stonehenge to Mayan pyramids, cave paintings, church art, the Mexican muralists, Thomas Hart Benton, really good graffiti on subway cars, Anna Mendietta and other “nature sculptors”….its fun, and gets participants fired up!

