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by lit review. This could be stronger as an explicit 
research question. 

Subheaders and underlining are not necessary. 
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research topic. 

This proposal has a “significance” section at the end 
to show how the work will impact the community 
involved. This section may be better placed within 
the background section to justify “why” the work is 
being done. 

The researcher describes how the data will be 
analyzed and incudes “metrics of success” This 
description indicates the researcher is capable of 
interpreting their results, and that these methods 
are the appropriate methods to answer the 
research question. 
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The scope of the 2 page proposal should focus on the project that will be conducted during the funding 
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work.  
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Summary. Green space access in urban areas have decreased in the past century as the result of 
rapid urban expansion (Nor et al. 2017). Research shows that access to urban green spaces promote 
physical activity, health of urban residents, and psychological well-being (Lennon, Douglas, and Scott 
2017). It also helps withv flood prevention, improving air quality, and reducing the urban heat island 
effect (Brent et al. 2017; Molla 2015). However, most public urban green space is not distributed 
equitably, and access is often stratified based on race and income level. This is true of the Chicagoland 
area, where Hispanic and African-American neighborhoods have less access to vegetation and green 
spaces (Nesbitt et al. 2019). Furthermore, research on the public’s environmental knowledge and 
perceptions of nature tends to be less focused on communities of color compared to higher-income white 
communities. Perceptions of nature can strongly influence policy analysts who seek to understand how 
personal values translate into the adoption of various policies. Therefore, I am interested in conceptions of 
nature and relations with green spaces in communities of color, and particularly in understanding youth 
perspectives. As part of Northwestern University’s (NU) research activities with The Nature Conservancy 
(TNC) in Illinois, I propose to explore how perceptions of and experiences with nature relate to awareness 
of environmental inequity. I will conduct this research as part of an evaluation of a youth environmental 
program organized by TNC in Illinois in Markham in the summer of 2019. This qualitative research 
project will serve as my senior thesis in sociology. 

Background and Rationale. The relationship between the use of green spaces and perceptions of 
quality of life has been studied by researchers in cities around the world (McFarland, Waliczek, and 
Zajicek 2008). There is a vast body of research that shows that urban green spaces promote physical 
activity, improve the general public health of urban residents, and enhance psychological well-being 
(Wolch et al., 2014). In the United States, people of color typically live in the urban core where public 
green space is scarce and poorly maintained, affecting their health and wellbeing (Heynen et al. 2006; 
Wolch et al. 2014; Mitchell and Popham 2008). Therefore, race and ethnicity have become major factors 
in planning urban land use. Communities of color are more likely to be exposed to environmental hazards 
such as flooding and have a lack of green spaces compared to predominantly white, wealthier 
communities (Tranter 2004; Boyce 2004). Environmental attitudes are formed and affected by socio-
economic, cultural and biophysical interactions. As a result, they are powerful predictors of behavior and 
thus an important tool in determining response to policies and planning decisions (Balram and Dragićević 
2005). However, few studies focus on environmental attitudes and perceptions in under-served 
communities of color. 

Youth perspectives are particularly understudied with regard to environmental justice. It is critical 
to address this gap, as current research shows that children are more susceptible than adults to 
environmental health hazards (Bearer 1995; Landrigan 2004). For example, a study involving low-income 
African-American children from public housing projects with access to green spaces in Chicago displayed 
increased attention capacities and impulse control than children living in non-green apartments (Taylor, 
Kuo, and Sullivan 2002). Thus, understanding youth perspectives relating to environmental inequity is 
essential as they will be the future environmental stewards.  

Research overview. I aim to explore the ways in which youth perceptions of and experiences 
with nature relate to their awareness of environmental inequity in their communities and beyond. I will 
use ethnographic participant observation and photo elicitation techniques, also called Photovoice, during 
an 8-week youth environmental awareness program focused on environmental conservation and advocacy 
for high school students in Markham, Illinois in the summer of 2019. 

Markham is a predominantly African-American community located south of Chicago. It is home 
to the Indian Boundary Prairies (IBP), managed by TNC in Illinois. NU has been collaborating with TNC 
at IBP for several years on hydrological research (through Dr. Packman and Dr. Miller’s engineering 
research groups). NU has recently begun social science research here through Prof. Sera Young and 
postdoctoral fellow Dr. Vidya Venkataramanan. TNC is interested in improving community outreach 
efforts in Markham and understanding community perspectives towards nature and conservation. 

To this end, Dr. Venkataramanan recently received a grant from TNC to conduct research in 
Chicago on community experiences with conservation and green infrastructure for flood management. 
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My research project will occur as part of a larger set of research activities, including an evaluation of the 
youth environmental program. This evaluation will use quantitative and qualitative methods, including 
short pre- and post- surveys (sample questions attached in appendix), focus group discussions, and in-
depth interviews. My independent portion will provide an in-depth analysis of youth participants’ 
perspectives on nature and how this relates to understanding of local issues of environmental inequity. 
The NU research team has agreed for this to be an independent research question and will also give me 
access to other data collected in the evaluation.  

Data collection. Prior to the youth program, I will join Dr. Venkataramanan in her discussions 
with TNC program staff to align our data collection methods to ensure that the goals of the research are 
aligned with TNC’s goals; this is important given the community-based research approach essential for 
this project. I will begin the data collection at the end of June 2019 as part of evaluation activities.  

Photovoice is a unique research tool that is grounded in community development and social 
action (Nykiforuk, Vallianatos, and Nieuwendyk 2011). Participants will be asked to take photographs of 
what they define as nature, green spaces, or their environment through the course of the program. I will 
explain the process to the 6-8 participants admitted into the program during orientation and obtain their 
informed consent. Through the course of the program, I will conduct in-depth interviews with each of the 
participants using their photographs as a guide to understand their individual experiences. Mid-way 
through the program, a focus group discussion will be conducted to learn about all participants’ 
experiences with the program thus far; during this discussion, I will ask them to select 3-5 of their favorite 
photographs to discuss as a group. I will also conduct the same type of discussion at the end of the 
program, specifically focus on telling the stories of the photographs and exploring the communal aspects 
of those stories. By using photovoice, the youth will be able promote critical dialogue, increase 
engagement with the program and research, improve their recall, and involve education for critical 
consciousness (Wang 2006). I will also be observing a selected number of program sessions, taking 
ethnographic fieldnotes to better understand how the participants interact with their environment and with 
each other in the context of the environmental program. At the end of the program we will hold a 
community exhibit showcase the youth perspectives on nature.   

Analysis. Focus groups will be audio-recorded and transcribed, and I will also take detailed notes 
during discussions and observations of selected sessions. I will analyze data using Atlas.ti 8. Transcripts, 
field notes, and photos will be coded based on a framework that I will develop with my advisors’ 
guidance for thematic analysis. The thematic coding will be based on how program participants describe 
their opinions, perceptions, and knowledge about their community and its green spaces. As this study is 
inductive in design, analysis will involve open coding initially, followed by sorting codes into wider 
concepts to highlight emerging themes, and axial coding, where I will explore connections between coded 
themes. For example, if codes relating to not seeing Markham as a place of nature emerge then I can draw 
connections to the theme of lack of access to green spaces.   

Qualifications. I am qualified to undertake this research based on my coursework and prior 
research experience. To date, I have taken Ethnographic Methods in Anthropology, Community-Based 
Participatory Research in Global Health Studies, and Qualitative Research Methods. In Spring 2019, I 
will take Sociology Field Research and Data Collection Methods and Analysis and Interpretation of 
Social Data. I have worked with the Young Research Group since January 2018 with Prof. Young and Dr. 
Venkataramanan who have trained me in qualitative analysis. They will also continue to guide me during 
the analysis phase of this project.   

Significance. I will to present this work to TNC in Illinois program staff, Markham residents, and 
at local conferences to encourage broader community to encourage broader public support for policies 
designed to overcome environmental inequities. By showcasing the need for this and amplifying the 
voices of the youth experience, I hope that the city of Chicago will engage with this issue and take action. 
It will also be a valuable experience for me as a woman of color who is hoping to create systematic 
change through education and spreading awareness about environmental justice. This project will serve as 
my senior thesis in sociology and prepare me as I plan on attending graduate school for Environmental 
Policy.   
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Appendices: 

Photovoice Protocol 

During Program Orientation: 
As part of the larger informed consent process for the evaluation conducted by Dr. Venkataramanan, I 
will explain the photovoice process to participants and their parents/guardians. I will read the informed 
consent form for the photovoice interview out loud and give the participants and their guardians a copy. 
Then, if they agree to participate, I will ask both of them to sign the form. I will:  

• Explain why we want the participants to take the photos
• Explain that we will print copies of each photo for the interviews/discussions that they can take

home with them
• Explain that we value their privacy, and if they want, any identifying information can be removed

from the photographs
• Explain the interview and group discussion format. Other participants will be able to see the

photos they bring, so if there is a photo they don’t want to be shared, then it will not be used in
the group discussion

Camera Instructions 
• Check whether all participants have a smart phone with a functional camera. If not, we will loan

them a digital camera. If needed, I will instruct them on how to use it and take photographs.

Central Topics to Take Photos Of 
• Things that you perceive as part of the natural world and not of the natural world
• What prevents you from feeling or seeing more nature
• Anything you think is related to the environment and how you feel environmental issues are

relevant in your life (e.g. recycling, water use, food waste)

Central Question: 
“What do you view as nature and what does it look like for you to experience this?” 

1. Photovoice Follow-Up Individual Interviews

Timeline: First 2-3 weeks of program 
Duration: 20-30 minutes 
Location: At IBP office, without staff present 

Thank the participant for their participation in the study. State that they do not have to talk about 
anything they don’t want to, and they can stop the interview at any time. (expected duration: 20-30 
minutes).  

Materials: 2 sets of printed photographs; voice recorder 

Interview Questions: (make sure the recorder is on) 
1. Please describe this photo #X (go through all of them)
2. Probe! (ex. Why did you take this picture? Why is it important?)
3. What would you define as part of the natural world?
4. What affects how you see nature?



5. Do you have difficulties engaging with the outdoors?
1. Is safety ever an issue?
2. Are you able to get to areas of nature, like the prairies?

6. What do your family or friends think about you being part of this program? Have you told them?
If no, why not?

7. Which photos are the most important that we should include in the group discussion?

Talk to the participant about the group discussions. 

2. Mid-Point Focus Group Discussion

Timeline: Mid-point of program in August 
Duration: 1 hour 
Location: At IBP office, without staff present 

Interview Questions pertaining to my research question: 
1. What does the central question mean to you?
2. Describe how you define nature
3.  What are some things you don’t consider part of the natural world?
4. How often do you interact or seek out time in nature (or what they define it as)?
5. What are some things that prevent you from experiencing this?
6. Are there any environmental issues you are concerned about? Is this a role/does it play a

factor?

3. Photovoice Focus Group Discussion, towards end of program

Timeline: Mid-point of program in July 
Duration: 1 hour 
Location: At IBP office, without staff present 

Materials: copies of selected photographs; voice recorder; poster paper 

Introduction: 
• Remind participants why we had asked them to participate in this project, and what they say is

confidential. They do not have to share photos if they don’t want to.
• Tell them that we would like to have a group discussion about the photos they took. We think

their opinions are valuable, and we would like the participants to share their experiences with
each other so we can see where they are similar or different.

Group Discussion Questions: (make sure recorder is on) 
• The question you answered with your photographs is “What do you view as nature and what

does it look like for you to experience this?”
• To each participant: Please explain 2 of your photographs and how they relate to the question.
• Based on your photographs and experience, how would you describe the green space in

Markham? Too much or too little?
• How often do you engage with the spaces you photographed?
• What would make it easier for you to spend more time outdoors?
• What environmental issues do you see as relating to what you’ve brought up?
• Who would you like to know about the information you are giving us? Would you like someone

else to see these photos?



• Ask if we can use the photos in other contexts (website, paper, etc.).

Take notes on poster for participants to look at during the discussion, so they can see what themes 
they have agreed on, along with a list of things they may like us to do with their photographs.  
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