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ABSTRACT In March 2012, Contact Inc., a community cultural development organization based in 
Brisbane, Australia, launched the project ‘Walking Neighbourhood: hosted by children’. This project 
sought to engage young people in the negotiation of a large urban space, as well as provoke an 
awareness of child actualization by challenging existing understandings of the role young people play   
as active citizens. By asking a group of children, aged between eight and twelve, to navigate their way 
through a large urban space and subsequently lead a curated tour of this space for groups of 
participant adults, Walking Neighbourhood unsettled existing notions of child safety, the place of 
children within the city and assumptions surrounding young people as cognizant, active citizens. This 
article will explore the implications of the Walking Neighbourhood project and how renewed 
understandings of young people’s capacities to navigate urban spaces as active citizens might form. 

 

Children and the Public Imagination 

Nostalgia, Childhood and a World Grown Dangerous 

Recent times have seen an increased public concern for child safety that has had the effect of 
limiting children’s participation in the public sphere. In Western societies in particular, children 
are seen to belong to the ‘private’ worlds of play, domesticity and school’ (Roche, 1999, p. 479), 
so that ‘seeing a child alone on the street makes you look twice and check for a shepherding adult’ 
(Cosic, 2012, p. 28). Parents are supervising their children much more than ever before (Coulson, 
2012), with descriptors of such supervisory modes of parenting referred to as ‘helicopter 
parenting’ (Cline & Fay, 1990) and ‘bubble wrapping’ (Malone, 2007). The advice provided in 
innumerable popular parenting books, blogs and similar sources equally indicate the ways that 
children are considered and how ideas around parenting and safety conflate with the ‘rapidly 
privatized and individualized, fast globalizing’ (Bauman, 2001, p. 15) nature of contemporary 
living to produce, as Bauman notes, ‘liquid’ lives of uncertainty and fear (Bauman, 2000, 2007). 
The prominence of concerns for ‘child safety’ specifically, where safety stands as code for 
protection against such things as bullying, sexual and physical abuse, neglect and poor parenting, 
is indicative of this logic and the experience of childhood in (uncertain) contemporary times. 

Such themes are driven by, and are representative of, a climate of fear provoked by grand 
narratives of ‘safety’, ‘stranger danger’ and a general sense that contemporary society is 
problematic for children. For example, in the authors’ home country of Australia it is 
commonplace for children to be chauffeured around their neighbourhood, even for short distances, 
due to the increased fear that phenomena such as escalated traffic and ‘stranger danger’ provoke. 
This trend persists even though evidence demonstrates that Australian suburbs are much safer for 
children than they were three decades ago (Gleeson, 2006). A disconnect is present between   
often highly sensationalized representations of the world-as-dangerous (representations that 
directly inform the public imagination) and otherwise empirically grounded statistical accounts of 
the relative safety of modern living; one that affirms the significance of fear in casting the 
experience of childhood in contemporary times. 

 



 

Children as Out of Control 
The pathologizing of children and childhood is a concomitant feature of this logic. The 
contradiction presented within archetypal visions of childhood, especially those contained within 
popular cultural representations, contrasts imagery of freedom, serenity and (above all) a safety-in- 
innocence that has since been lost to a world grown dangerous. The pace and complexity of the 
contemporary world is considered to be anathema to the sort of childhoods that were once 
experienced, to the point that in many popular accounts of childhood, the ideal childhood occurred 
sometime in the past, before the ills of modern life necessitated concerns for safety, protection and 
surveillance. 

Yet a second thematic is also present within contemporary representation of childhoods; one 
that actively casts the child as out of control and requiring of surveillance and regulation by 
governments, schools or equally, super-nanny-like savants to tame unruly children.  Kincheloe 
(2002) theorizes this against the idea of the ‘covert culture’ of childhood, and notes that: 

The child’s ability to negotiate the restrictions of adult values is central to the development of an 
independent self. A very common aspect of this development of an independence involves the 
experience of contradiction with the adult world. In the context of this struggle for independence, 
a covert children’s culture has developed. (p. 204) 

Kincheloe’s accounts of covert childhoods is written within a context of late-capitalist 
appropriations of identity, and in particular, the manipulations of childhood/s in the interests of 
corporations; as his analysis of the appropriations of childhood by the McDonalds Corporation 
reveals: 

Walking a tightrope between the wish to tap the power of children’s subversive culture and the 
fear of offending the middle-class guardians of propriety, McDonalds has developed a core of 
‘slice of life’ children’s ads depicting a group of preteens engaged in ‘authentic’ conversations 
around a McDonald’s table covered with burgers, fries, and shakes. (Kincheloe, 2002, p. 205) 

The implication is one of making childhood controllable, but with the corporate parent actively 
situated within the image as the context within which these childhood reflections are played out. In 
this instance, the corporate parent reconstitutes the childhood experience, so that the complexity of 
the contemporary world (a complexity that large corporations such as McDonalds are partly 
responsible for) is assuaged by romanticized visions of childhood that hark back to simpler times, 
albeit now with the assistance of a range of corporate influences and ‘product placements’ that are 
positioned as central to the new, corporatized ideal childhood. Although these images of childhood 
present a suggestion of childhood freedoms (to play, have fun and eat junk food), it is via the 
capitalizing of the covert culture of childhood that the intent of this imagery is ultimately presented. 
The reinforcement of the idea that childhoods indeed require controlling is maintained as a central 
logic within this representation, but in this instance, is activated via the corporate parent’s 
influence. 

 
Public Pedagogies and the Experience of Childhood 

In conjunction with these corporate infiltrations into the idea of childhood and the separations these 
present between child and adult, apparent also are socially imposed demarcations of ‘adult space’ 
and ‘child space’ that underpin a generational politic of how space is used and who is welcome 
within it. Urban space in particular is a fraught terrain of generational politics, and functions as a 
location in which debates around safety and responsibility play out under the guise of the protection 
of children and the experience of childhood. The frenetic pace, complexity and anonymity of urban 
space is presented as being particularly problematic for young people, with fears around traffic 
safety, the always unknown but suspect ‘stranger’ and ‘getting lost’ standing as key themes around 
how children are considered to both inhabit and use space. 

Core to this logic is a representational politic that highlights how spaces come to be named 
and known. What the repetition and enforcement of themes such as ‘safety’ produce is a public 
pedagogy on how children should be considered and what role they might be expected to play in 
public life. Although the complexity within urban space can indeed provoke danger, the continual 
reinforcement in both formal and informal communication channels about this and similar other 
thematically connected meta-narratives positions the child (and the city) in very specific ways. It is 



 

within an array of communication formulations, including those presented within such things as 
road safety campaigns, ‘common sense’, shared knowledge between parents, the pronouncements 
of teachers, and so on, that public pedagogies around who children are and how they should be 
treated emerge to shape the collective consciousness and delineate acceptable from unacceptable 
social roles and the practices they suggest. 

Public pedagogies draw on the logic of culture – those accepted, but nonetheless arbitrary, 
modes of representation, attitudes, lifestyles and discursive formation – to represent in certain ways 
specific ideas and ways of being. As Hickey (2012) notes ‘public pedagogies exert intent in shaping 
the cultural logic in specific ways, according to specific interests’ (p. 38), so that in the case of 
children and childhood, public pedagogies connected to childhood more often than not infuse 
themes of safety with themes of control and order. Pedagogically, this is learnt via the continued 
reinforcement of the images of child and adult, the roles these actors are able to play and the 
expectations we have for these roles when enacted by individuals in ‘real-life’ situations. In the 
case of children specifically, the role is usually one of being subordinate, obedient and largely 
passive in the face of a raft of dangers that might occur if this role is transcended. 

Yet exposure to measured risks and challenges at a neighbourhood level for children can 
provide civic learning through the utilization of problem-solving skills and the development of a 
critical consciousness that enables more ‘streetwise’ behaviours, and confident, active participation 
in public environments (Hart, 1997; Chawla, 2002). As previously questioned by Phillips (2010), 
how then do children learn to be competent and capable active citizens in the public sphere, when 
their access is so limited and controlled, and the public pedagogies surrounding children are so 
stacked against any demonstration of child actualization? 

 
The Project: Walking Neighbourhood 

It was as a result of these concerns that a collaboration between Contact Inc. and the authors of this 
article grew. ‘Walking Neighbourhood: hosted by children’ was initially conceptualized during 
dialogue between one of the authors, Phillips, and the Artistic Director of Contact Inc., Lenine 
Bourke, in late 2010, in response to concerns for how real opportunities for children’s participation 
in the public sphere might be realized. From these discussions, Walking Neighbourhood developed 
as a project designed to open the opportunity for children to apply their agency for interpreting the 
city whilst also demonstrating competencies in navigating large urban spaces. To this end, Contact 
Inc. produced Walking Neighbourhood, with rehearsals and pilots of the walks held through March, 
July and August 2012, and a final two-day exhibition performed in August 2012. 

 
Location and Politics of Space 

Walking Neighbourhood sought to provoke an awareness of child actualization in busy urban 
spaces by challenging existing understandings of the role young people play as active citizens. By 
asking a group of children, aged between eight and twelve to navigate their way through, and    
make meaning out of, an urban space, and to subsequently lead a tour of this space for groups of 
participant adults, Walking Neighbourhood sought to unsettle existing notions of child safety, the 
place of children within the city and assumptions surrounding young people as cognizant citizens. 

Against this rationale, the walks were conducted within the Fortitude Valley area of Brisbane, 
Australia. Within its recent history, the Valley (as it is colloquially known) has developed a 
reputation as a dangerous place, due largely to the urban decay and economic depression this inner-
city suburb has experienced. Although the area is currently undergoing renewal     through 
gentrification, with the emergence in recent times of cosmopolitan inner-city residential 
developments, cafés and arts spaces, it is also the location for prominent nightclubs, bars and other 
‘adults only’ venues. To this extent, the Fortitude Valley is widely regarded as being an adults’ 
playground, with limited explicit amenity available for children and young people. 

The decision to host the walks within this location was intentional, and designed to 
demonstrate how any urban space, including those not considered to be ‘child-friendly’ might form 
a backdrop for the demonstration of children’s agency. At the same time the potential for opening 
new understandings of how urban space functions was realized, with the Valley providing the 
physical terrain for the mapping of a young person’s social geography. 

The Judith Wright Centre of Contemporary Art, located in the heart of the Valley, was used as 



 

a base for the walks. As both a performance site for rehearsals and base from which the walks were 
launched, the centre provided access to the Valley’s key landmarks, as well as an exhibition space 
for an array of installations that accompanied the walks. The walks were not the only feature of the 
project, with the centre providing opportunities for children and adult participants to engage with 
multi-media arts-works that included video rolls of interviews with the child curators of the walks, 
photographic displays of the pilot and rehearsal walks, installation art pieces prepared by artists 
from Contact Inc., audio reflections by the child curators and adult participants, and other artifacts 
that captured an audio-visual record of the project and its preparation. Figures 1, 2, 3 and 4 detail 
how the Judith Wright Centre performance space was used. 

 

Figure 1. The Judith Wright Centre of Contemporary Arts, Brunswick Street, Fortitude Valley. 
 

Figure 2. The exhibition space inside the Judith Wright Centre of Contemporary Art. 
 

 
Figure 3. Mapping the walks on a projection onto canvas of the Valley. 



 

 
Figure 4. Detail of the canvas-mapping of the Valley. Included on this canvas were descriptions of key locations, details 
about the affective connections participants had with specific places and comment on the experience of the walks. 

 
Methods 

The authors of this article accompanied the Walking Neighbourhood project as participant 
researchers and undertook a field-based study of the rehearsals, the walk performances and the 
accompanying exhibition over the life of the project, from March to August 2012. Utilizing an 
observational ethnographic method, with field interview, participant observation and photographic 
data-collection techniques, the researchers were interested primarily in exploring how assumptions 
surrounding young people, notions of safety and the spatiality of the city were evident in the 
exchanges between the child curators and adult participants. The researchers captured data from the 
walks and the earlier rehearsals using digital audio and video recorders, still photography and 
written accompanying field notes. Interviews were conducted in-situ throughout the project as 
opportunities arose (for instance, interviews conducted with the child curators and adult participants 
were conducted throughout the rehearsal stage and during the final performances as participants 
waited in the exhibition space), whilst audio and video recordings and still photographic records of 
the rehearsal sessions, walks and exhibition space were also captured. 

 
Findings 

New Visions of the City 
A major theme that emerged from the data was that of ‘visioning’ the city from the child’s 
perspective and looking again at the familiar and taken-for-granted. An example of this awareness 
of the intricacies of the urban space was provided during one of the final performance walks that 
led participants to an independent bookstore located in a narrow alley-mall. On the walk, Sisi the 
walk curator discussed her experiences of encountering the bookstore, and what it meant to her, as 
well as demonstrating through the walk her competence in not only finding this out-of-the-way site, 
but in also navigating the urban terrain (including major roadways) to get to it, as captured in 
Figure 5. 

 

Figure 5. Leading the walk across a major roadway. 



 

 
The participants, many of whom identified during the walk that they ‘knew the Valley well’, had 
never visited or known the existence of the bookstore. This caused a sense of amazement for 
several of the participants, with interest not only in this ‘new discovery’, but also in Sisi’s 
awareness of it: 

April: And how long has the store been here? And did you know it was here before you started 
doing the walks, or you found it when you did the walk? 

Sisi: I knew it was here before the walks. 

April: I didn’t know that this existed! This is brilliant. (18 August 2012) 

An adult participant, Lesley, noted similar themes in an interview following her walk to the 
Valley’s Chinatown district: 

Louise: So what are your initial impressions, comments, reactions? 

Lesley: It was really interesting to see a couple of things that I had never actually noticed before 
in the Chinatown mall, which is interesting given that I have spent many hours in there over the 
years. So yeah, to have a few things pointed out, to get a new perspective was interesting. 

Louise: So you knew a bit about this project beforehand. Anything that surprised you, interested 
you …? 

Lesley: Um, I guess I was interested and curious to see how it would go, and I suppose the main 
thing, not that I am particularly surprised, but it really struck me how empowered the children 
were in their role, and confident, and yeah just really keen to talk to people about their 
perspective on things. So yeah, that was really interesting. (21 August 2012) 

Taken from a perspective that rarely finds voice in other aspects of public life, what developed 
from these explorations of the Valley was a sense of the significance young people’s insights into 
the city provided. Provoked by the opportunities the walks provided in having young people name 
and navigate the urban space of the Valley, possibilities for new perspectives and the re-visioning 
of senses of the city emerged. To follow Roy and AlSayyad’s (2004) suggestions, what was at stake 
here was the exploration of a ‘different geography of knowledge’ (p. 4), and thus an insight into 
how a significant, albeit in this respect largely ignored, segment of the population understood and 
imagined the city. 

A further example of this potential for renewed insight into the city space occurred on a walk 
into the Valley’s street-market precinct, a walk that happened to include an urban planner as one of 
the adult participants. In an interview following the walk, the participant noted how her 
assumptions of urban space and planning more generally had been both challenged and re- 
energized by attending the walk: 

Andrew: What were your first reactions in being led on a tour of the city by a young person? 

Jenni: I work in urban development as a transport planner ... it’s really good to have a child’s 
perspective. Many people look at how they can manipulate the urban environment for self-gain, 
where children look with wide open eyes. It was fantastic, because I got to see a pocket of the 
Fortitude Valley I hadn’t seen ... I guess, it’s almost a shame, but you have to be shown by 
children something new that as people working in the profession we haven’t seen ourselves. (18 
August 2012) 

What emerged from this conversation was not only the realization that these new perspectives could 
provide for understanding urban spaces, but also significantly for this professional planner, how the 
views of children came to be constructed and lived. In particular, this adult participant highlighted 
the reconfiguration of her own, adult viewpoints and how this perspective provided dynamism to 
not only her personal engagement with the city, but also her professional view of it. 

The implications of this were two-fold. Firstly, the visionings of the city provided by the child 
curators of the walks opened an inter-generational dialogue between curators and participants, and 
on all the walks in which the authors of this article participated, these dialogues were rich 
exchanges that had the effect of generating bonds between the children and adults. One such 
example of this includes comments by one of the adult participants, Lewis, during an interview 
following a walk led by Kosha: 



 

I love the fact that he’s ... actually only eight. And clearly he’s a very articulate and confident 
young man, but just to have the experience of going ‘I’m going to take these adults and do this 
little tour’, it’s fabulous, I mean he’s cheeky, and he went ‘I’m going to take them on a tour of 
the burger place [the venue for the walk]’. (Lewis, 12 August 2012) 

Importantly, Lewis followed this up by noting that an important outcome from the walks for him 
was seeing the children apply their agency: 

they’re learning to, I suppose, take their place and have their voice, which is cliché I know, but to 
have their voice and go ‘this is my space’. (Lewis, 12 August 2012) 

This is significant as it showed that when given the opportunity to deploy a sense of agency – to 
actualize and to challenge public pedagogical assumptions by positioning children as 
knowledgeable navigators of the urban space – the child participants not only provided new and 
interesting insights into the city, but could also speak authoritatively about it whilst engaging in 
conversation with adults. 

Secondly, clear implications for how cities are thought of and constructed emerged from the 
walks. As with the revelation of the urban planner, who later noted in the interview that she would 
be sure to ‘include the views of children in more of her work’ (Jenni, 18 August 2012), the walks 
demonstrated that new insights could be gained of the city and that children do indeed have a 
refined sense of the terrain of the urban space. For the professional practice of those charged with 
creating urban space (urban planners key amongst these) the implications are clear. 

 
The Minutiae of the City Space 

A second recurring theme that emerged from the project data, and one that was particularly   
evident during the March 2012 preparation workshops for the walks, was that of the ‘minutiae’ 
contained within the streetscape. The March workshops provided a first exploration of the Valley 
by the children – a sort of reconnaissance of the urban space, undertaken to gain a sense of what it 
contained, and from which the curation of the later performance walks developed. These initial 
explorations of the spatiality of the Valley provoked the formation of the ‘mental territory’ 
(Mannarini & Fedi, 2009) of the spaces explored. 

It occurred that the children actively noticed features of the spaces encountered that the 
accompanying adult participants missed. Seemingly inconsequential things like discarded cigarette 
butts, key-locks in doors and out-of-the-way graffiti came to represent meaning that provoked 
dialogue between the children themselves, and later between the children and those adults who 
accompanied them. From this process of noticing the detail of the streetscape, significant 
problematizing and critique of the spaces encountered was generated to make sense out of what was 
seen. Figures 6, 7, 8 and 9 show some of the details noted by the children during the initial 
encounters they had in the early stages of the project. 

 

 
Figure 6. Interpretive acts – decoding signage in the streetscape. 



 

 

 
Figure 7. A side-alley sojourn – some interesting street-art discovered and discussed. 

 

 
Figure 8. Early planning for the walks – discussing as a group what 
was noticed from the initial explorations of the Valley. 

 

 
Figure 9. Reading the urban terrain – a graffiti wall at the back of a prominent nightclub. 

 
Significantly, the children generated rich narratives to accompany what they saw, both during the 
discoveries of the Valley, and in group dialogues held later within the Judith Wright Centre. These 
narratives relayed vivid recollections of the explorations of the Valley and contained significant 
detail, not only about what was actually seen, but also imaginative problematizations of why the 
things noticed were the way they were. 

A significant example of this occurred when one group of children encountered a homeless 
woman on the street. Initially, the children wanted to take a photograph of this woman as part of the 
‘evidence’ set collected during these initial sojourns into the Valley. However, on reflection   they 
decided not to, noting moral-ethical concerns about how the woman might feel being photographed, 



 

that it wasn’t respectful to do so, and that she had obviously had some significant things happen to 
her for her to be in the situation she was in. The dialogue that continued around this when back at 
the Judith Wright Centre questioned why the woman was in this situation: Why did she not have a 
job? Where was her family? Were there issues with her physical and mental health as well as her 
social health that contributed to her situation? The discussion provoked a confrontation with the 
social conditions of the city – social conditions that weren’t always equitable and fair for all. 

 
 
Constraint and the Expression of Childhood 

However, not all aspects of the project were so enabling, and during the rehearsals and preparations 
prior to the final August 2012 performances of the walks, various formal and informal restrictions 
on how far the children could extend their agency in negotiating the city surfaced.  These we 
themed ‘constraints’; with these going some way to demonstrate how significant assumptions 
around children and childhoods were, and how they had become embedded in a range of official, 
formal and informal sanctioning of the acceptable demonstration of child agency. 

On an ‘official-formal’ level, Contact Inc. were confronted with various legislative 
requirements during the design and planning of the walks to ensure the safety and care of the 
children; primarily extending from concerns for the safe guardianship of the child curators as they 
led their walks of the Valley. In Queensland the state government agency responsible for ensuring 
the ‘rights, interests and wellbeing of children and young people’ (State of Queensland, 2012a), the 
Commission for Children and Young People and Child Guardian (CCYPCG), has mandated the 
application of a number of strategies including a ‘Blue Card System’ (State of Queensland, 2012b) 
for anyone working with children and young people. As noted on the commission’s website, the 
Blue Card System ‘contributes to the creation of safe and supportive environments for children and 
young people when receiving services and participating in activities which are essential to their 
development and wellbeing’ through criminal history checks of those who work with children 
(State of Queensland, 2012b). 

The issue for the Walking Neighbourhood was that originally the walks were designed such 
that one child curator would accompany an adult participant, in order to challenge assumptions 
around fears of children being with adult ‘strangers’. Yet advice from the commission noted that 
the children needed to be chaperoned by Blue-Card equipped adult ‘guardians’ and that a detailed 
risk management plan should be developed to ensure the safety of children during the walks. The 
original plan for the walks had to be modified. 

As such, an alternative approach was devised that involved ‘buddies’ – adult staff and 
volunteers from Contact Inc., all of whom had current Blue Cards – being teamed with the child 
participants to accompany the walks as chaperones. Following advice provided to Contact Inc. by 
representatives of the CCYPCG, it also occurred that each ‘buddy’ was to be issued with a walkie- 
talkie radio receiver signalled back to a central base station located in the Judith Wright Centre in 
case of any emergency requiring rapid assistance. The walks now included a walkie-talkie-
equipped adult-chaperone, whose presence was somewhat less than inconspicuous! 

The presence of the ‘buddies’ on the walks drew mixed responses from the adult participants. 
Although the buddies were briefed to remain as inconspicuous as possible during the walks and to 
allow the walk to progress as it might, their presence was clearly noticed. In the least obtrusive 
sense, some adult participants recognized the presence of the buddies with questions such as ‘So, 
what is your role?’. On a more disconcerting level, on other occasions the adult participants after 
being presented with an overview of the walk by the child curator, proceeded to direct questions 
toward the adult ‘buddy’, bypassing the child altogether as both walk curator and authoritative 
spokesperson of the area. 

On a pragmatic level, where concerns for child safety present as very real, the constraints 
imposed by the CCYPCG can be understood. But as demonstrative of the wider cultural logic 
within which children are expected to take a defined place in the world, these official-formal 
restrictions over the conduct of the walks and the concomitant reactions these constraints provoked 
in some of the participants maintained the assumption of children as un-knowledgeable and without 
voice. This was most clearly witnessed in the reactions of some of the adult participants when 
denying the child curators, the ability to respond to questions. 

This extended also to a more informal sanctioning of the role of children and demonstrated 



 

further the theme of constraint evidenced within the inter-generational exchanges between the 
children and adult participants. In a post-performance discussion with the author Hickey, the 
Artistic Director of Contact Inc. Lenine Bourke noted her ‘disappointment’ with some of the adult 
participants who actively marginalized their child  curators by engaging in antisocial behaviours  
such as speaking over the children during the walks, attempting to re-route the walk and more 
generally refusing to acknowledge the authority that the children might have had in naming and 
navigating the urban space (Lenine Bourke, 19 August 2012). This, as had been reported to Bourke 
by some of the walk buddies, had happened on a ‘few’ of the walks, leaving both her and the child 
curators somewhat upset that the intent of the walks had been missed by at least some of the adult 
participants. It is perhaps ironic to note that the adults involved in these instances took on precisely 
the sorts of inattentive and disruptive behaviours that children are often labelled with. 

 
Inter-generational Exchange 

But aside from the few instances of inattentive and disruptive adult participants, dialogue between 
the children and adults was engaged and generative, with a fourth prominent theme to emerge from 
the data set being that of ‘inter-generational exchange’. Given that the performance walks included 
visits to an array of locations, including the Valley’s China Town district, a local hamburger 
restaurant, a prominent tattoo parlour, an independent bookstore, a gelati shop and similar other 
locations, it is perhaps unsurprising that dialogue should have emerged; these were after all 
interesting places about which interesting things might be discussed in and of themselves. But 
something beyond this also featured as part of the walks – a sense of exchange. 

Each walk had a narrative, initially developed by the child curator, to accompany what was 
seen and visited as the walk proceeded. But as occurred with each of the walks, these narratives 
grew and meandered as dialogue between the child curators and adult participants generated.  These 
were organic, generative narratives that commenced as semi-scripted points of discussion, but 
evolved as naturalistic exchanges between child curator and adult participant. 

An example of this occurred on one of the China Town walks. This particular walk included a 
group of elderly women as the adult participants, one of whom reflected on her memories of the 
space from some fifty years earlier. As the child curator relayed her own experiences of attending 
the markets with her mum who ran a market stall on weekends, and how she had herself spent 
considerable time within the space as a result, an interchange of the affective connections to the 
symbolic and geographic terrain of the space grew. Both the child curator and adult participant 
shared their connections with the space; on how the adult participant first met her husband in the 
space, and how she and her husband had regularly visited the Valley for ‘Sunday breakfast’ at a 
once prominent, but since closed, local restaurant; on how the child curator assisted her mum in 
setting up the market stall and how she knew store owners in the mall around the market square. A 
connection to the space was brokered across the generational gap between the adult participant and 
the child curator, with their own, individual recollections and narratives of connection to the space 
forming an impromptu oral history that the walk provoked. Importantly, it was via the shared 
narratives generated by being in the space that new perspectives about how the space had been 
experienced by both the child curators and adult participants developed. This was simultaneously 
an embodied and vicarious experience that drew on individual histories, memory, affective 
connections and the conflation of experience across generations. 

 
Discussion: walking, public pedagogies and the situatedness of being 

The method and arts practice of walking was central to this project for its potential to enable child 
direction, with its everyday and unfinished nature making it accessible as a mode of discovery for 
children (Phillips, 2005). Walking is also shaped by (and reflective of) the social and cultural 
context of the urban space, by providing access to the minutiae of social interaction and discursive 
framing presented within the city. 

Walking also provided the basis for an inversion of social practices, with the child-as-curator 
positioned as the authority during the walks. This in itself immediately created a social shift in 
child-to-adult power dynamics, and highlights the potential that walking as an arts practice provides 
as a form of relational and socially engaged art ‘that aims to produce new social relationships and 
thus new social realities’ (Springgay, 2008a), or ‘an aesthetic of civic engagement’ (O’Donnell, 



 

2006). Developed from this was not simply a ‘sensational public pedagogy’ (Ellsworth & Kruse 
2010; Springgay, 2011) in which experience, affect and inter-connection featured as part of the 
corporeal engagement of the city, but also a symbolic negotiation of the logics that surround 
childhoods and adulthoods, access to the city and the mediations of learned identities. 

As a pedagogy, Walking Neighbourhood brokered an exposure of these logics by asking its 
participants to inhabit and learn extra-ordinary roles; adults as subordinate and children as leaders. 
As the discussions of constraint above note, for some participants and also for some of the child 
curators who struggled in taking on the role of the knowledgeable authority, this wasn’t all that 
easy. But for most, the walks provided not only an opportunity to ‘learn’ the city, but to also engage 
a different point of view; to see the world as the Other might. The corporeal experience of walking, 
combined with the symbolic interchange that the discussion and sharing of experience provoked, 
opened a new terrain of knowledge that overlaid the geographic space to create a new mental map 
of the city. The experience of walking opened bodies to other bodies and encounters within the 
space as situated, contingent and differentiated. Un/familiar terrain – both geographic and symbolic 
– became sites for learning and new meaning-making as experiences were shared and vicariously 
engaged as part of the walk. Corner’s (1999) view of ‘drifting’ (walking) as a new practice of 
mapping that creates a lived experience of un/expected encounters and the ‘mapping of alternative 
itineraries and the subverting of dominant readings and authoritarian regimes’ (p. 231) has 
resonance here, as it was via walking that these new terrains of understanding and knowledge were 
provoked and realized during the Walking Neighbourhood. 

 
The Child as Active Citizen and the Street as Context 

Although the existing literature identifies how views of urban space taken variously from the 
multiple perspectives of such diverse segments and demographics of the urban populace as 
pedestrians (Boarnet et al, 2008), street artists (McAuliffe & Iveson, 2011), first nations women 
(Graham & Peters, 2002) and urban ‘informals’ (Roy & AlSayyad, 2004) amongst others, might 
provoke renewed understandings of how these spaces function, little attention has been given to 
what young people make of the city. Walking Neighbourhood directly responded to this and 
demonstrated how young people envision, make sense of and utilize urban space according to their 
own interpretive agency. 

With this inversion of social dynamics challenging not only the participants, but also the entire 
logics upon which child-adult relationships within urban spaces rest, the purpose of Walking 
Neighbourhood was realized. The walks sought to open for discussion the views that young people 
have of public space, and to invert the usual relationship of adult leader – child recipient. At its 
core, the walks invoked ‘messy, uncertain, and multivoiced’ accounts of public space (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2005, p. 26), but also uncovered how space itself functioned as an intermediary of 
experience. In this regard, the walks showed how meaning is made by young people, and what 
implications this might have for how public space is crafted and experienced. 

Through the act of mobilizing child-curated walks, issues pertaining to supervision of children 
and child safety were exposed and problematized. The process of both developing the walks and 
undertaking the performance of the walks themselves provided a possible blueprint for a 
reconfigured public pedagogy that cultivates intergenerational civic engagement and positions the 
child as active contributor to developing understandings of the world. As Dallago et al (2009) 
highlight, the mechanisms that young people use to build a sense of attachment to place carry a 
pedagogical implication; by navigating and establishing a ‘corporeal geography’ (Springgay, 
2008b), the act of the walks demonstrated how new social relationships might form between 
generations, how meaning might be altered and reconfigured and, most significantly, how more 
inclusive consideration of the city might form spaces that engage diverse groups of individuals such 
as children and young people. 

Walking the neighbourhood, and curating a tour for adult participants engaged both child tour 
curator and adult participant in a negotiation with the multiple meanings the space invoked and a 
convergence of those understandings that both the child curators and adult participants carried with 
them into the space. This pedagogical endeavour sought to uncover the ‘logics’ (Hickey, 2012) 
invested into the city space in the act of making sense of it. In short, this project uncovered how the 
negotiation of space and meaning-generation developed across generations via the act of walking 
and through the ensuing conversations that resulted from this shared experience of the urban space. 
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