
CASE STUDY  

myBALIKpulau 

Cultural Mapping and Interpretation using Photography 
 

 

This case study describes an experimental project in cultural mapping initiated by Arts-ED in 2005. The 

project involved 15 children aged 11-12 years, from 5 different schools in Balik Pulau, over a period of 

two months. The project was designed as a short-term, non-formal, after-school and holiday-time 

activity. The programme was managed by a team consisting of one project manager, one facilitator, 

two assistant facilitators and an artist specialising in photography.   

 

Background 

Balik Pulau is an agrarian district in the south of Penang Island composed of an historical town centre 

surrounded by villages.  The rural environment as well as its traditional economy is under threat by 

rapid, indiscriminate housing development that is unrelated to the needs of its residents.  It also faces 

a problem of out-migration of young people, many of whom leave for the bright lights of the city for 

low wage jobs and do not return.  It was decided that long term intervention was required with the 

input of the local community to turn around young residents’ perceptions of Balik Pulau.      

 

Goal of the Programme 

The programme was aimed at helping young residents learn more about their family and community 

history, as well as to physically connect with and develop appreciation for their rapidly vanishing built 

and living heritage.  

    

Balik Pulau town in the 1800s showing timber and         The town today with its iconic roundabout  

attap longhouses of Chinese plantation workers.                           and rows of shophouses. 

 



 

The Camera as a Pedagogical Tool 

A visual artist was engaged who proposed the use of photography as the creative art form, citing that 

it would be exciting and appropriate for the age group of participants to handle the digital camera and 

the digital printing process which was fast becoming a popular tool. The artist explained how the lens 

would serve as a tool for the children to explore, observe and investigate their environment, while the 

images captured would serve as a means to document and archive their subject of study.  

 

Objectives and Structure of the Programme 

The intention of this structure was to help participants explore the different environments that they 

function in on a day-to-day basis and make links between themselves, their family and their locality. 

For this purpose the programme was divided into 3 research segments: mySELF, myFAMILY and 

myTOWN.  

 

The projected outcome from the programme was to produce a photographic exhibition:  

 as a tangible interpretation of the children’s understanding of  local history and heritage assets 

 as an advocacy tool to raise the interest of  the community about their own heritage  

 

Engagement with Community  

The Arts-ED project team spent a few weeks in the district studying the locality and meeting with 

government bodies, schools, residents and traders. A network was established to support the project. 

It included local historians, retired teachers, the district office which provided space and access to 

documents, and the district computer centre which provided computer instruction and access to their 

equipment. The project team’s lack of knowledge of the locale was compensated for by the 

involvement of adult members of the community. 

 

Participant Recruitment and Team Building   

Recruitment was done through announcements in schools. Participants volunteered based mainly on 

their interest and their ability to commit time to the programme. The programme recruited a mixture 

of participants from different income, ethnic and age groups who resided in the same locality.  



         
Breaking the ice between participants.                 Treasure hunt to familiarise participants with the site. 

      

 

As the children came from different schools and ethnic groups, a safe space needed to be created. 

Alliance building and bonding activities such as icebreakers, warm-ups and team-building exercises 

were conducted. Participants were then grouped and assigned specific roles such as coordinator, 

documenter, interviewer, etc. to provide an opportunity for them to excel in an area of their personal 

intelligence/capacity and to promote collaborative learning.  

 

Skill Building  

Initial project activities also included training in artistic, technical and research skills which were 

needed before embarking on the data collection. Training workshops included hands-on skill learning 

in photography, photo editing, mind mapping and interview techniques.   

 

Digital photography - for recording visual information such as environment, buildings, 

artefacts, and traders at work 

Photo Editing - for editing and generating computer prints 

Mind maps - for brainstorming and analysis of themes and topics 

Interview techniques - for recording oral histories, opinions, descriptions etc. 

 

 

 



                  

Photography workshop.                        Photo editing workshop.          Name tag generated while learning 

                                                                                                                        photography skil ls.  

Data Collection 

Participants use mind-maps and discussion to explore each of the themes. The brainstorming helped 

move them away from stereotypical images and consider new ways of viewing the three themes:  

mySELF, myFAMILY and myTOWN.  They then used photography to capture and edit images of their 

personal, family and community space, including objects, activities, people, etc. Additional input such 

as information collected from interviews, archival photographs and sketches were also accepted as 

value enhancing material. 

 

i. In the exercise on mySELF, children focused on personal space,  personal objects, hobbies, 

practices, lifestyle, etc. This exercise was in photographic format only.   

ii. The myFAMILY exercise broadened the focus of the children to include their entire family unit, 

covering 4 aspects of family life: occupation of parents, family beliefs, family home and family 

portrait. Some children went on to research their family tree and to interview the older 

generation on their migration history.  

iii. In the myTOWN exercise, children selected and studied some specific cultural assets in their 

community or environment, such as buildings, land use, traditional trades, personalities and, 

cultural activities.  

 

When inquiring about buildings, trades and crafts, some members of the team would prepare 

questions and conduct interviews or look through secondary sources to collect factual information on 

the subject (e.g. history of trader and the trade, materials, processes and products. Research or inquiry 

was carried out in various ways: 

 experiential inquiry (participatory activities, treasure hunts) 

 primary source research (photography, interviews, sketching) 

 secondary source research (maps, articles, old photos) 



While guided activities were designed and coordinated by the Arts-ED project team, independent 

activities were scheduled and conducted by the children themselves who worked in pairs or groups, 

on foot or on bicycles. The opportunity for independent exploration opened up their world to the 

culture, history, geography and economics of their locality.  

 

        

                                      Data  collection - learning through observation, interview and experience.   

                                                      

Analysis and Interpretation of Data  

After collecting data for each exercise, participants were facilitated by the artist to analyse and find  

ways to present  reflections on themselves their family and their locale.  In this phase the participants 

experienced the artistic process of selection, editing and composition. Participants were required to 

process the data collected by selecting only very relevant photographs to create meaning. Participants 

went through several rounds of selection. This rigorous editing process sharpened their observation 

and aesthetic skills as well as demanded them to think carefully about the content they wanted to 

convey. 

Children also produced an inventory of historically significant buildings in the town and homes in the 

outlying district in the form of a sketch map. 



                        
               Photo selection and editing process.                         Compose a photo essay  to convey meaning.   .           

                      

 

Synthesis into a Creative Output 
After analysis, the relevant photographs were synthesised into a sculpture, assemblage or photo 

essay. Participants were encouraged to incorporate sketches, flow charts, family tree diagrams and 

written narratives into their creative works.  

 

                                      
                          An assemblage incorporating family tree diagram and oral history narrative. 

 

Altogether the three exercises yielded three creative outputs, each output being accompanied by a 

mini showcase in the public library or in schools: 

 mySelf           :  photographic sculpture in the shape of a 3-D lantern 

  myFamily     :  photographic assemblage, essays, autobiographies and diagrams 

  myTown       :  illustrated town maps printed on banners  

 



Outreach Event 

The final outreach event for the public took the form of a collective exhibition of all the participants’ 

work. The exhibition was launched at the city council premises then toured to community spaces like 

markets and schools. The exhibition served as an advocacy tool to raise the interest of the larger 

community towards their own heritage. 

 

The collection of photographic works at the final exhibition covered people, occupations, buildings 

and environment. Viewing the exhibition gave young and adult audiences provided a holistic picture 

of their locality and its cultural and natural assets and resources. The exhibition visually mapped and 

archived how the residents of Balik Pulau and their activities were  connected over historical time and 

geographical space. 

 

         
                Exhibition in community space.                                             Exhibition in school. 

 

Conclusion: Reflections on the Case Study 

 

The project was successful in terms of raising the participants’ and the community’s awareness and 

appreciation of cultural capital in their locale. In terms of learning it was seen as an innovative project 

that allowed participants to learn about heritage and subject disciplines using an experiential rather 

than a textbook approach. The programme enabled participants to understand history, geography and 

environmental studies as a part of their lives as opposed to something to be only dealt with inside a 

classroom. They were able to have fun while learning about their community and its history, making 

them more inclined to remember what they had learnt.  

 



Through this project the creative working team of adults came to understand the strength of 

photography as a documentation medium and the power of the camera as a pedagogical tool.  

 

SUBJECTS/THEMES  CREATIVE ARTS LOCAL CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE 

History  Writing 

 

Family history   

Building history 

Trade history 

Geography Photography Landscape features ( hills, valleys, 

rivers, sea) 

Road systems 

Settlement areas 

Environment   Photography 

Sketches 

Landscape & Townscape 

Planted Environment (paddy) 

Traditional styles of timber house  

Religious buildings 

Economy  Photography Traditional occupations, processes 

and products (food, craft, 

agricultural) 

Arts  Photography 

 

Design and motifs in houses and 

buildings and their symbolism 

Science Photo Assemblage 

 

Paddy growing, water systems and 

pest control 

Table 4.3   Summary of Programme Findings 3 

 

The programme also generated mutually benefiting partnerships particularly between Arts-ED, young 

participants, the adult community, the District Internet Centre, the District Library and other local 

organisations. Particularly it strengthened inter-generational ties and respect among residents and 

young participants. 

 

Case Study 3 adapted from: Pillai, J. and Choong L. Y. (2005) Arts-ED Report myBALIK PULAU: 

Cultural Mapping using Photography as a Tool and from Pillai, J. (2012) article in Drama Box 

Newsletter, Singapore, http://www.dramabox.org/newsletter/vol1_issue1/index.html 

 

Main contributor to Programme Design: Liew Kung Yu (Visual artist – Photographer) 

 

 

http://www.dramabox.org/newsletter/vol1_issue1/index.html

