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What is counter-tourism?

Welcome to a new course for young writers and organizers! 
!
This course is a project of “Student Community Action Tours,” or SCAT. Launched 
in Spring 2012, SCAT offers workshops for high school students to investigate and retell the 
history of the community around them. In SCAT workshops, students interview local 
residents, analyze maps and documents, play theater of the oppressed games, 
and reflect on the history and possibilities of collective struggle. At the end of the course, they 
lead walking tours based on what they’ve learned. Counter-tourism = rethinking 
borders, reclaiming space, and passing it on. 
!
For more on the SCAT experience in Philly,  from 2012. !
This course, “Counter-tourism,” takes the methods and themes of SCAT and brings them 
into spaces for young people to conduct critical writing. We’re talking about all kinds of writing
—speechwriting, media criticism, spoken word, narrative documentary. In the 
tradition of participatory action research, it’s full of critical, collaborative reflection, so it’s 
meant to cultivate writing and organizing alike. !
The syllabus here is just a sketch. What could be added, subtracted, or revised, to 
adapt it to your space or any space? What sorts of sites could be interested in hosting? 
Who could be interested in co-facilitating or advising? !
Looking forward to your thoughts.   
!
Yours, James Cersonsky 
Director, Student Community Action Tours 
jcersonsky@gmail.com 
203-910-4917

 check out this pamphlet



Outline

Format: “Counter-tourism” has 6 workshops—an opening workshop, and then 5 writing 
workshops, each with at least one project. And then, there’s a capstone project that ties the 
workshops together: participants pick a critical question, topic, or event covered in the 
course—or a related issue of their choice—as a source of narrative reporting about the 
neighborhood. Each participant assembles a full-fledged reporting plan—interviewees 
(including themselves), source documents, reflections on impact, audience, voice—and then 
writes. Though the write-up is meant for the end of the course, elements of the report-planning 
should take place at earlier stages. !
Adaptability: These workshops are rough sketches. Each is split into what could be separate 
“sessions,” with no time limits attached. Activities can be remixed and adapted site-by-site.  !
Group collaboration: For the most part, this pamphlet doesn’t detail how participants edit 
and help each other with their writing. Facilitators have a number of choices for collective, 
collaborative critique. The methods depend on the facilitators, the participants, and the site. 

Opener: Rules, visions, demands 

1. Counter-tourism in a single act 

2. Storifying the writing on the wall 

3. Speechwriting! 

4. Whose space? 

5. Bringing it all together 
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Opener: Rules, visions, demands

All writers and media-makers need a supportive community for collaboration and critique, and 
this opening workshop sets the stage for that! 

First, participants play a series of theater of the oppressed–inspired games to define the 
community—that is, the immediate community of workshoppers. Who are they? What 
experiences do they bring? What makes a creative space a safe space? What are possible barriers 
to full, accessible participation? Second, to set the stage for the rest of the course, we ask: What 
is “counter-tourism”? This starts with looking at maps and depictions of the neighborhood and 
city: What do they show? What do they not show? Then, participants fill a big piece of flipchart 
paper with free-associations about counter-tourism. Throughout the course, we return to—and 
add to—this brainstorm. 

Steps, opening workshop 

1. Defining the community with The Being 
(Global Action Project, pp. 12-13) 

2. Reflecting on accessibility with the 
balloon toss-up game (ReAct, p. 85) 

3. Briefer theater of the oppressed 
walking games for people to get a feel 
for the space and each other 

4. Maps/depictions of the neighborhood 
and city: What do they show? What do 
they not show? 

5. Free-association on flipchart paper: What 
is counter-tourism? 

Materials 

• Colored markers 
• Flipchart paper 
• Blow-up balloons 
• Slideshow of maps/depictions of 

the neighborhood/city 
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1. Counter-tourism in a single act

Before we launch into writing, per se, we play some games to get the juices flowing about 
storytelling. How to tell, or begin thinking about telling, the history of community life, power, 
and struggle?  

We start with an instagram scavenger hunt of the surrounding neighborhood (e.g., find a 
building with two languages on it, or a place of healing, or something purple). Then, all the 
photos are printed, or projected onto a wall, and we do some forum-style theater. In 
groups, participants act out a story involving the photos, and the audience is invited to jump in 
(either to resolve a conflict, or just add a twist). In the second session, it’s the same forum-style 
theater, but this time, participants dive into events that have already taken place in the 
neighborhood (e.g., the struggle around Kimani Gray). Each group gets a set of primary 
sources (e.g., newspaper clippings) about the event, highlighting some form of struggle, 
and acts it out—as the audience stands ready to intervene (or, in the language of theater of the 
oppressed, “spect-act”).

Steps, Workshop 1a 

1. Instagram scavenger hunt 
2. Forum theater based on pics from 

scavenger hunt !
Steps, Workshop 1b 

1. Groups read through primary sources 
about a community event, identifying 
participants, issues, and results 

2. Forum theater based on these events 

Materials 

• Scavenger hunt worksheets 
• Smart phones 
• Printer or projector 



 
 

2. Storifying the writing on the wall

Now, it’s time to write—that is, rewrite. Before participants write their own narratives, they 
critique existing representations of the community. In this case, critique is its own form of 
writing. To put it another way, participants “talk back” to what’s been said already, and then 
assemble the back-talk into narratives.  

Here, the representations come from two sources: Twitter and Wikipedia. In the first session, 
each person picks a place or topic in the neighborhood/city and searches for it on Twitter. 
Based on what comes up, they write a “review” of Twitter’s collective representation of the 
object. Afterward, we reflect: What does it take to write a good review? What makes 
“reviewing” Twitter easy? Hard? How does this kind of review differ from a book, or music, or 
movie review? To help guide these questions, we look at examples of published reviews from 
a variety of genres. In the second session, participants annotate Wikipedia entries for the 
neighborhood, city, or an element of the neighborhood/city (e.g., “LGBT history in New York”). 
Annotations can take a range of forms—questions, highlights, criticisms, mark-ups of wordings, 
phrasings, or concepts that sound off. Then, individually, they write a short “review” of the 
Wikipedia entry. Similar to the Twitter activity, there’s lots of opportunity for group discussion.

Steps, Workshop 2a 

1. Twitter close-reading 
2. Twitter review 
3. Read already published reviews !
Steps, Workshop 2b 

1. Warm-up game unpacking the concept of 
“talking back” 

2. Wikipedia close-reading 
3. Wikipedia review 

Materials 

• Smart phones or computers with 
wifi 

• Wikipedia print-outs 
• Colorful markers  
• Writing materials



3. Speechwriting!

Now, it’s time to write in a more explicitly visionary form. Here, we explore oral history and 
narrative voice, assembling bits and pieces of interviews and speeches into… new speeches! 
There’s a theory to introducing speechwriting before reporting or essaying—by assembling 
others’ quotes into coherent texts, participants can step outside their own voice and, in the 
process, learn new voices.  

In the first session, we start by deconstructing speeches that have already been written. In 
groups, participants choose a speech by a historical figure from the neighborhood/city. Then, 
they read aloud the text and reflect. What would the original speakers have been feeling or 
thinking as they spoke? What did they leave unsaid? What did they assume the audience knew? 
Line by line, what sort of knowledge or perspective did they bring to the speech, and where 
might they have gotten it from? And then, what resonates? What doesn’t? In the second 
session, we start with a game to unpack what it means to talk and to listen. Then, in pairs, 
participants take turns expostulating on a topic of their choice, and their partners take 
notes and use them to make a speech-type narrative. In the final session, participants 
interview community activists and, similarly, put together their notes into speech form. 
This time, they’re challenged to incorporate any resonating lines from the historical speech that 
they read in the first workshop.

Steps, Workshop 3a 

1. Choosing historical texts 
2. Reading and reflecting  !
Steps, Workshop 3b 

1. Intro oral history games (see 
Parkway Community Action Tours) 

2. Peer-to-peer interviews and 
speechwriting

Steps, Workshop 3c 

1. Reading historical speeches 
2. Oral history interviews 
3. Speechwriting !
Materials 

• Historical speeches 
• Primary sources for oral history games 
• Community activists to be interviewed! 



4. Whose space?

And now, another game-fueled writing exercise! This time, we dig further into questions of place 
and space, emphasizing the “tourism” element of counter-tourism in preparation for the final 
project.  

We start by analyzing accounts of gentrification or urban development told from different, 
perhaps opposing, perspectives, unpacking perspective, voice, and audience, just like we did in 
the speechwriting workshop. Then, we play the classic counter-tourism game, “Whose 
space?” Here, participants work in groups to design idealized neighborhood maps made up of 
favorite and important things in their lives. Midway through the mapping, the facilitator comes 
through and messes with each map—putting a highway through it, covering half of it with a 
convention center, or demolishing a bunch of buildings. Each group then talks back to the 
facilitator (the “developer” or “mayor”) about what happened and what they plan to do about 
it. Now, for the writing twist! For each group, there’s a scribe, who’s tasked with documenting 
the build-up of the neighborhood, the facilitator’s incursion, and the response. Post-game, the 
group writes a dramatic account of what happened, and reads it aloud. In the final 
workshop, the post-game writing takes another twist! Each group divides into community 
members and developers/mayors. Then, they stage a spoken-word battle expressing what 
happened. Throughout, participants reflect on voice, place, and power.

Steps, Workshop 4a 

1. Analyze accounts of gentrification 
from above and below !

Steps, Workshop 4b 

1. Whose space? (see SCAT) 
2. Groups write up and read aloud 

accounts of the game 

Steps, Workshop 4c 

1. Spoken-word write-up on “Whose 
space?” !

Materials 

• Narratives of gentrification 
• Worksheets, blank maps, colorful 

markers for “Whose space?” 
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5. Bringing it all together

Courses in Student Community Action Tours traditionally end with student-led neighborhood 
walking tours. For this course, a writing course, the capstone project is a writing activity—a 
narrative report about the neighborhood or city. Here, through a game-fueled writing exercise, 
participants add to what they’ve prepared throughout the course.  

This game, another counter-tourism mainstay, is the “boundary game.” Participants are split 
into two teams divided within the space by an invisible boundary. Each team has a walking rule 
that they have to follow (e.g., walk in figure eights, take five steps and change direction). As the 
participants move around on their side of the room, the facilitator (with musical 
accompaniment) moves the invisible boundary, and anyone caught in the boundary zone 
immediately has to follow the other side’s rule—or get pushed back to their side. There are no 
winners or losers—but one side might find itself pushed into a very narrow space, occupied by 
participants who weren’t able to adapt. Post-game, participants take turns as “reporters” 
interviewing the others about their experience in the game, as if the game were a real-life 
manifestation of gentrification (or whatever the game means!). After the game, it’s time to 
finish the capstone project! 

Steps, Workshop 5a 

1. Boundary game 
2. Reporting on the game !
Steps, Workshop 5b 

1. Final drafts of neighborhood reports! 

Materials 

• Writing materials


