Searbrite Painting in the Park (ictening Project

Overview

The Scarbrite Painting in the Park Listening Project aimed to work with sustainable art
workshop facilitators to understand attendees’ priorities, hopes, and concerns for
Scarborough, as well as how climate action intersects with them
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Scarbrite Painting in the Park Listening Project

Description of the listening project

Project Overview
The Scarbrite Painting in the Park Listening Project aimed to work with
sustainable art workshop facilitators to understand attendees’ priorities,
hopes, and concerns for Scarborough, as well as how climate action
intersects with them. The key research questions underpinning this listening
project were:
« What are the priorities of equity-deserving communities in Scarborough
for the future of their neighbourhood and city?
« How can climate action address these priorities?
« What are the potential leverage points that can help generate
momentum around implementing these climate actions?

To answer our questions on sustainable and climate-friendly community
actions, Just Transitions in Action (JTIA) researchers and Scarbrite staff
collaborated on a series of four outdoor art workshops in Scarborough. Each
session engaged participants on their connections with nature and
sustainability, as well as community and accessibility to green spaces. Most
participants pre-registered for the whole series, though drop-ins were
welcomed if space allowed.

Rationale and research questions

Scarbrite and JTIA researchers collaborated on four outdoor plein-air
workshops. Through artwork and discussions, the teams focused on
Scarborough residents’ relationship with nature and sustainability. The goal
was to understand participants’ concerns, priorities, and visions for
Scarborough, and how those might intersect with climate action.

Ethnographic documentation by way of audio and video recordings were
analysed by researchers. The workshops focused on specific technical
aspects of watercolours and discussions amidst participants and facilitators
provided research data. In some cases, discussions revolved around specific
prompts on sustainability and nature.
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Dates
September 17,19, 24, 26 (2024):12-2 pm

Timeline and status
JTIA researchers have analysed data and are incorporating findings into
research outputs.

Location
Humanities Wing Patio, University of Toronto Scarborough

People involved

Each workshop had two facilitators from Scarbrite (Sylvie and Frannie) and
10-15 participants. A major portion of the participants were recurring (having
pre-registered) and attended most of the workshops. Participants were
primarily based out of Scarborough and/or were students at the University of
Toronto Scarborough. Participation in workshops was intergenerational and
diverse. A videographer/videography team recorded the workshops. Both
facilitators had a mic during the workshops and audio from them was
recorded, including incidental audio from participants.

Research methods and activities

The workshop series focused on outdoor observed plein air painting.
Workshop facilitators and participants engaged in discussions during the
sessions and some were guided by specific prompts on nature and
sustainability. Emergent themes about Scarborough in relation to climate
action were pulled through these conversations. No direct interviews were
conducted by JTIA researchers with the participants.

The methodology draws from Participant Action Research (PAR), community-
engaged research as well as arts-based methods. Scarbrite is a grassroots
arts collective that works on visual storytelling, specifically in Scarborough.
Collaborating with them meant that people’s expression, interaction and
learning of artwork formed the basis of workshop activities and consequent
research data. Scarbrite’s programming focuses on Scarborough'’s
community identity and stories, and this strengthened the collaboration
between JTIA and Scarbrite. Organising the workshop at UTSC allowed for the
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participation of Scarborough residents and additional accessibility as this is a
transit node in the suburb. PAR prioritises social justice and equity in its
framework, and this listening project explored how climate action translates
to lived experiences of Scarborough residents’ priorities and visions for the
future.

The workshops were held from 12-2PM at the UTSC Humanities Wing Patio on
September 17,19, 24, 26 in 2024. Each workshop concerned an aspect of
outdoor plein air painting. The workshops built on and integrated techniques
taught in previous sessions, and provided a low barrier learning environment.
Participants’ artwork was displayed at artsideout, UTSC's student-led multi-
disciplinary arts showcase held in October.

September 17: Introductory session covering the basics of plein-air
watercolour techniques, including observational techniques, horizon,
foreground, and detailed elements. Participants sat together in the HW patio.

September 19: Workshop on plein-air watercolour painting focusing on
painting trees as a mid-range component of plein-air techniques. The
participants sat outdoors in the HW patio and the workshop saw recurring
pre-registered participation from the initial workshop as well as new drop-in
participants.

September 24: Workshop on watercolour painting that focused on urban
elements. The participants sat on different tables in the HW patio with pre-
registered participation from the first two workshops as well as new drop-in
participants

September 26: Drop-in style workshop on watercolour painting that was more
self-directed in nature, revolving around painting landscapes and abstract
interpretation. Participants split into groups on two with the two facilitators.
One group stayed in the HW patio and the other explored a nearby trail .

Materials provided and collected
The following materials were collected during the listening sessions:
« Audio from Sylvie and Frannie, facilitators of the workshops. During
some workshops, the group sat together so their respective mics
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caught conversations they were involved in or closest to. During some
workshops, Sylvie and Frannie split up and the mics caught different
sets of audio. Participants in the sessions were informed (and later
reminded during the sessions) that audio was being recorded
throughout, and to indicate when they were not willing to be recorded.
Additionally, reflective conversations were held between Sylvie, Frannie,
and ME Lukag, the U of T scholar involved on behalf of JTIA.

» Video documentation gathered by a videographer on site. Participants
in each session were informed that this video material might be used
for analysis, promotion, or presentations.

» Notes from workshop planning sessions

Reflections on the listening project

What are the possibilities and visions of the future that come out of the
listening project?

The workshops were intergenerational and saw significant participation from
UTSC students, given that they were held at the UTSC campus. There were four
workshops on outdoor plein air painting, and this invited recurring
participation. The space was welcoming to families and effectively became a
space of collective child-care. Some participants would arrive with their
children, and being in a group of people in an outdoor space allowed
participants to take some time for their own artwork. Their children painted
alongside other participants and being in a group ensured their safety and
wellbeing.

Participants expressed a desire to build community around arts. Their
conversations with the facilitators often revolved around their experience in
the arts sector as well as community/collaboration in the arts sector in the
GTA. Participants often arrived at the workshops with friends and family, and
eventually developed a degree of familiarity with each other. The curiosity
and desire for community worked alongside a curiosity about the arts sector,
with participants inquiring about the arts sector, professionalisation, and
collaborations.

Nature — experienced and observed — became a recurring theme in
discussions. As these were outdoor workshops where people painted their
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surrounding nature (trees, ravines), participants often shared their
experiences being in nature. This involved speaking about the site specifically,
such as the trail they were in or connecting trails. This also involved discussing
their relationship with nature. For instance, participants mentioned that they
were rediscovering their relationship with nature after childhood (camping
and cottaging) or after a sudden increase in outdoor socializing during the
Covid-19 pandemic (2020-2023). This was because spending time with others
indoors during the Covid-19 pandemic might be dangerous and outdoor
public spaces became the primary way for them to socialise. Some
participants mentioned building a new relationship with nature, especially
after migration, through such programming. Arts practices, such as plein-air
painting or drawing, became a way for them to develop a relationship with
nature.

Technology was a theme that came up in relation to digital cultures and
generative Al. Participants and facilitators discussed the role of social media
in art as a profession as well as in activism and/or community-engaged work.
Conversations around generative Al focused on people’s current habits
incorporating Al into their work, be it education, professionally, or in digital

art.

What are the priority issues that came out of the listening project?
Nature and Nature, experienced and observed, was an integral
sustainability theme that emerged in the outdoor plein-air
workshops. Participants painted their surrounding
nature, and such programming lent itself well to
discussing how green spaces fit into their lives (e.g.
access, increased time in nature during covid) and
hobbies (e.g. hiking and camping), alongside what
sustainability politics means to them. Accessing and
discovering nature and building a relationship with it
were priorities that emerged through these

discussions.
Community Participants expressed a desire to build communities
around the arts.
Arts education, Participants checked in about Scarbrite’s arts
profession and programming and overall sense of community amidst
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sector, and arts collectives in the GTA. A lot of participants were
programming students, so their career prospects as well as changing
arts sector professions were a recurrent theme. The
priority theme was gaining knowledge about the arts
sector and professions.

Technology These included discussions about social media and
digital cultures (especially in relation to sharing
art/commissions and activism) as well as generative Al
used in artwork and professionally (e.g. grant writing).
Art and technique The workshops built on each other and focused on
plein-air watercolour painting guidance, instructions,
and so discussions about technique were recurrent
topics of conversations. This was supplemented with
personal conversations around being an artist (e.g.
expression, self-doubt, personal styles, professional
journey).

How can climate action address these future visions and priorities?
Connections between climate action and community priorities were drawn by
engaging with academic and grey literature. A crucial component of JTIA has
been understanding climate change and climate justice as it shows up in
neighbourhood visions. The earlier section on community priorities orients us
towards that, and in this section, JTIA researchers connect it to larger climate
action pathways.

Green spaces Increasing green spaces in the city and improving
access to green spaces dre key. Spending time in green
spaces (such as for cycling, camping, walking, hanging
out) can involve traveling considerable distances inside
the GTA as well as going outside the GTA, and therefore,
maintaining green spaces and improving public transit
coverage not just within the GTA but the province is a
priority.

Arts education Climate justice and sustainability, when understood in
local ways, are tied to community-driven practices of
resilience, support, and identity. This can be developed
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further by exploring how arts-based storytelling and
climate justice can interact.

Technology policy  [Social media is an important component of art as a
profession, arts-based community building, and
climate justice activism. Policies around clean energy
and reduced use of toxic chemicals would be integral
for more sustainable futures. As well, assessing and
mitigating the environmental impact of social media
production and Generative Al consumption on energy
resources is a significant component of technology
policy for just and sustainable futures.

Community building |Green spaces are essential as public spaces for
programming and  jcommunity building initiative and art programming,
spaces while allowing people to develop a relationship with
nature. Municipal and provincial policies/permits that
make gathering in green spaces an easier process help
build a place-based community. Making parks
accessible with wheelchair access, public washrooms
and transit access would increase their usage as well.

What are potential leverage points forimplementing climate action?
Climate justice, social justice, and sustainability are crucial to Scarbrite’s
programming. For instance, one of the recurrent topics of discussion were the
natural paints distributed to participants. One of the facilitators spoke about
sourcing sustainable materials and making dyes from natural material
available in surrounding nature. JTIA's collaboration with Scarbrite works at
the intersection of climate justice and arts-based storytelling that
strengthens community identity and formation.

What are policy decisions or climate actions linked to the listening project?
« Arts education and institutions need to prepare a workforce that is
skilled and technologically adept for the changing arts
sector/landscape
« Accounting for technological interactions and generative Al fitting
into education and professional practices
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« Addressing the gap between an arts education and the diversity
of skills(?) and professional requirements in the arts sector
« The arts sector is tied to community building and storytelling. Increased
investment in the arts would not only strengthen community identity
but also enhance the use of public space and green space.
« Programming such as this allows people to access and enjoy green
spaces within the city.

What are some takeaways for listening projects?

Conducting sessions that built on the same artwork technique and previous
sessions resulted in recurring participants. This helped build familiarity
between people and allowed for more candid conversations between
participants and facilitators. Prompts that directly address people’s
relationship to nature and sustainability (for instance, “what is your
relationship with nature?” and “what does sustainability mean to you?”) allow
us to understand how climate justice translates to everyday realities for
Scarborough residents.

Holding sessions in accessible outdoor spaces in relation to a free and low
barrier learning environment allows for diverse and intergenerational
participation, as well as encourages drop-in participation. This also means
that people with childcare duties are able to attend this while being able to
share time with children and/or have access to collective childcare in a

public space.




