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Habitat and Hospitality:
Telling Migration Stories of Butterflies, Birds, and Us
Introduction
Migration stories—of cultures, people, and animals, particularly butterflies and birds—are emerging as an
effective tool for helping people relate to, understand, and take action on climate change. They are powerful
because as stories, they incorporate climate change into our shared narratives, which are based on values and
worldviews that shape our interpretations of the world. Their power is further strengthened through the focus on
migration—a theme that has been central to all human experience. We have all migrated, whether across long
distances, from neighborhood to neighborhood, across the street, or just into new situations, as when we go to a
new school or a new job.
Wild animals migrate, too. Many of us have seen films of the great
seasonal migrations of zebras, wildebeests, and other large
mammals in Africa. In North America, we have the amazing story of
the Monarch butterfly migrating between the mountains in Mexico
and the fields of Canada, and we can see this migration happening
every year in much of the United States. These animals travel long
distances to make use of resources that are available in different
places during different seasons. As the climate changes, animals
are migrating to try to find the resources and climate conditions
they need to survive.

Objective: Connect human and animal
migration stories to help communities
relate to climate action and develop
create climate action strategies
Audience: Middle school and up
Materials: Depending on workshop,
poem copies and worksheet (included),
pencils, name table-tents, a big post-it
pad, markers, 6-10 objects, a
microphone and digital recorder
Time Needed: 1.5-2 hours per
workshop.

We see this happening all over the world. Songbirds are flying north
earlier in spring—many of them arriving in their summer ranges two
weeks earlier than they used to arrive. Red foxes are expanding their ranges northward towards the North Pole.
And people are migrating because of climate change, too. They’re being called climate refugees because they
are forced to leave their homes as the climate rapidly changes and creates hazardous or unlivable conditions. In
Alaska, tribal councils are working to relocate entire villages that are sinking as permafrost melts or literally
losing ground to erosion. In coastal areas from Louisiana to the Maldives, residents are losing their homes as
water levels rise and severe storms cause more destruction. In arid regions in Africa and California, farmers
struggle to stay and continue growing food when water supplies evaporate because of climate change.
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Telling and connecting human migration stories to the migration stories of animals helps people better
understand and relate to climate change and its effects. This activity also provides impetus for taking climate
action in creative ways that link community concerns to climate change mitigation and adaptation.

About this Tool
This tool has three parts:
l

Part 1: Examples of migration story programs developed
by organizations in the Midwest, with resource links for
learning more. These programs are connecting human,
butterfly, and bird migration stories to spur communitybased climate action—and advance other social change
goals at the same time.

l

Part 2: Some ideas for developing your own migration
story activities or programs.

l

Part 3: An appendix with two Migration Story Workshop
Guides.

You can build on these materials to develop your own
migration story activities or programs tailored to the cultures
and concerns of the populations you work with.

Helpful Links

Plants Migrate, Too!
This tool focuses on animals and people, but
even plants are migrating to try to find the
resources and climate conditions they need to
survive. While individual plants don’t move—they
can’t run in big herds like zebras or fly like
Monarchs—they can shift their ranges over the
course of several generations. They do this by
spreading seeds; the seeds that find favorable
conditions will survive and perhaps reproduce,
expanding the territory of the plant species.
There is evidence from around the world that
plants are migrating in response to changes in
the climate. Some plants are moving away from
the equator (further north in the Northern
Hemisphere and further south in the Southern
Hemisphere); other plants are moving to higher
elevations, for example, moving up a
mountainside. Plants don’t often migrate quickly,
since it takes generations, and scientists are
concerned that some species may not be able to
move to suitable places as the climate changes
more rapidly than it has in the past.

l

Climate Change Tree Atlas:
http://www.fs.fed.us/nrs/atlas/

l

Trees on the Move:
http://changingclimate.osu.edu/assets/docs/2012edu_Cu
rriculaTreesV6.pdf

l

Project BudBurst: http://budburst.org/

l

Climate Refugees documentary (available on
amazon.com for instant streaming)
https://www.amazon.com/Climate-Refugees-LesterBrown/dp/B0089PE6GC/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=14724
68074&sr=8-1&keywords=climate+refugees

l

George Marshall, Don’t Even Think About It: Why Our Brains Are Wired to Ignore Climate Change
(Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014). Available on amazon.com at https://www.amazon.com/Dont-Even-ThinkAbout-Climate/dp/163286102X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1472468112&sr=81&keywords=don%27t+even+think+about+it —also, see Marshall talking about his book at a Harvard book
store on this youtube video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RelADP17zK8
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Learn more about where trees may move in
response to climate change by using the Climate
Change Tree Atlas. Educators can use resources
from Ohio Sea Grant to explore the shifting
ranges of maples and buckeyes using the “Trees
on the Move” four-lesson guide. If you focus on plant
migration, consider using the Project BudBurst
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Part 1: Examples of Migration Story Programs in Illinois
Faith in Place – Chicago
Goal: Nurture Environmental Stewardship in Communities of Color
Working throughout the state of Illinois, Faith in Place helps congregations
implement environmental programs that build on their faith traditions. For the
past six years, they have been using migration stories as a method for helping
communities of color relate to climate change. In 2012, with a Toyota
TogetherGreen grant, they partnered with Audubon Chicago Region to create
the formal curriculum Migration, Monarchs, Birds & Me. The curriculum helps
congregations ask questions about their practices and values, tell their own
stories, relate them to the migration and climate change stories of Monarchs
and birds, and then take climate action such as removing invasive species.

Faith in Place migration stories circle at St.
Benedict of the African East Catholic
Church in Englewood (Chicago).

In 2015, Faith in Place hired a new staff member to grow the program and
develop a migration stories toolkit.

Photo courtesy of Veronica Kyle.

Climate Connections
Faith in Place’s approach focuses on resilience and traditional practices as
key components of the cultures of communities of color—including their
migration stories—that relate to Monarch and bird migration and that can be
revived to nurture environmental stewardship today. Their curriculum poses
questions like these:
l

Who were we before and after we migrated?

l

How did we use water and energy, there and here?

l

How did we preserve our culture and values?

Faith in Place works with congregations to hold workshops on traditional
practices such as canning, hospitality, and organic farming, revealing
climate action as embedded in traditional culture. Their overall message is
that communities of color have been resilient and can draw on their deep
knowledge and extend their hospitality to help the natural world, and
themselves, survive.

Human migration disrupts our ties to
place and can diminish our knowledge of
how to live in harmony with our
environment, as we let go of traditional
practices. Many of these practices, such
as organic gardening and canning, are
more climate-friendly than contemporary
practices that are more energy-intensive
and, often, toxic. Since most migration
involves leaving behind rural areas for
urban centers, it also weakens our direct
ties to nature and our awareness of how
critical natural systems are to our lives.

Helpful Links
l

Faith in Place: http://www.faithinplace.org/

l

Toyota TogetherGreen Case Study:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/togethergreen/10427342355/in/photostream/

l

Audubon’s Birds and Climate Change Report (2014): http://climate.audubon.org/
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¢

Includes a section titled You Can Help as well as links to other resources

¢

Audubon video: Conservation Status of North American Birds in the face of Climate Change (10 min.):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a0EZnss2hMA&feature=youtu.be

Terralingua: http://terralingua.org/ - Resources on “the importance of biocultural diversity for the survival of
all life on earth”
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Sacred Keepers Sustainability Lab – Chicago
Goal: Develop Youth Leadership
Working in Chicago’s historic Bronzeville community, Sacred Keepers
Sustainability Lab trains African American youth to be community and
environmental leaders by linking indigenous cultural values to environmental
science. In their summer internship program, teens spend eight weeks studying
the northern migration routes of African Americans since the Great Migration in the
1920s and of Monarch butterflies, which migrate annually between Michoacán,
Mexico, and Canada, stopping over in Chicago. Habitat loss, agricultural
chemicals, and climate change all threaten the butterflies’ route. Exposed to
history, ecology, and migration from multiple perspectives—including from
community elders—the youths’ charge is to identify what makes Bronzeville
Bronzeville: why their families migrated there and how their family and community
stories relate to the Monarchs’ journey.
In summer 2014, the youth studied ecology basics and commercial corridors,
learned about community planning and design with architects from the
Bronzeville-based Illinois Institute of Technology, toured Bronzeville landmarks
with local historian Lorenzo Young, and interviewed residents. Art is also central to
the program. The youth worked with African and Native American storyteller Edith
Armstrong, who uses indigenous methods to tell stories of human and animal
migration and displacement, and with a local poet to write love letters to nature.
The culminating project brought together community members, teachers, and youth
to build public art totems showing the dual migration of Bronzeville families and
Monarchs.
The totems will be integrated into classroom learning during the academic year by
teachers practicing place-based education. Some of these teachers have received
training in Monarch ecology through Sacred Keepers’ partnerships with the U.S.
Forest Service International Programs and the University of Minnesota Monarch Lab
(see USFS story for more details).

Helpful Links
l

Sacred Keepers Sustainability Lab: http://www.sacredkeepers.org/

l

Bronzeville Historian Lorenzo Young:
http://www.bronzevillecac.com/UnderTheOakTree.pdf

l

Storyteller Edith Armstrong: http://storytelling.org/MamaEdie/

l

University of Minnesota Monarch Lab: http://Monarchlab.org/
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A public art totem depicts
Monarch and African American
migration.
Photo courtesy of Sacred Keepers
Sustainability Lab.

Climate Connections
Examining the parallels between
human and animal migrations
allows residents to make
connections between their personal
stories and the greater ecosystem.
Many non-human species are at
risk from climate change and
reliant upon public support, and
action, for their survival. By
strengthening community ties to
Monarchs, Bronzeville is poised to
implement local, sustainable
solutions to support wildlife under
a rapidly changing climate.
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University of Illinois at Chicago Latino Cultural Center
Goal: Develop Pride and Civic Engagement in Latino College Students
The UIC Latino Cultural Center (LCC) supports the
academic and personal growth of Latino students
attending the University of Illinois at Chicago. Their
Migration and Transformation program highlights how
people’s migration experiences influence their identities
and lives in the United States. The program hosts public
programs and storytelling circles on immigration during
which people tell their families’ stories about coming to the
Students work in the UIC Heritage Garden (left).
U.S., in response to the questions, “How does it feel when
Butterfly Postcard (right).
you’ve moved from the neighborhood that was familiar to
Photos courtesy of the UIC Heritage Garden.
you or the country where you grew up? What were some
of the challenges that you confronted in this new place? What or who helped you adapt to this new place?”
At the end of the events, participants are encouraged to write their story on a postcard (see image above for an
example) and mail it to someone who can help improve the lives of immigrants. The postcard series depicts
images of UIC immigrant students holding up handcrafted butterflies and include quotes describing themselves,
such as: “I am Latino, Mexican, an economist, mentor and”… all ending in,
“I support the immigrant community.” They were created as part of the
Climate Connections
Butterfly Postcard Campaign, a collaboration among the LCC and two
student groups, Fearless Undocumented Alliance and Heritage Garden
Many species (including humans)
Student Group. The campaign builds on the symbolism of Monarch
practice migrations as a normal part
butterflies, which migrate between Michoacán, Mexico, and Canada,
of their life history, while many more
stopping over in Chicago. They are a particularly powerful symbol in
are being forced to migrate in
Chicago, which has a large Michoacano population. The LCC’s campaign
response to a rapidly changing
builds on the Monarchs’ role as a powerful and positive symbol of the
national U.S. immigrant rights’ movement due to their ability to freely cross
climate. By tying together Latino
borders.
experiences with those of the

imperiled Monarch butterfly, the UIC

Monarchs, as well as birds, also play a key role in the Heritage Garden
community is calling attention to a
program, which is a collaboration among LCC and UIC’s five other Centers
critical climate issue in a way that
for Cultural Understanding and Social Change, which teaches
builds on community interests. The
environmental stewardship and social justice through culturally relevant
horticulture. In summer 2013, the garden collaborated with a local Chicago
Heritage Garden also acts as a
muralist to create a butterfly art installation in the garden. They used the
valuable green space, providing
installation as a springboard for garnering support among UIC students,
many ecological services, including
faculty, and staff for the release of the DREAM 9, a group of
undocumented activists, including a UIC student, who were being detained
in Arizona after crossing the Mexico-U.S. border as a demonstration against immigration policy.

Helpful Links
l
6

UIC Latino Cultural Center: https://latinocultural.uic.edu/
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l

¢

UIC Latino Cultural Center Migration and Transformation Program:
http://latinocultural.uic.edu/stories/migration-and-transformation/

¢

UIC Heritage Garden: http://www.uicheritagegarden.org/

Monarchs and Immigrant Rights:
¢
¢

Migration is Beautiful: http://migrationisbeautiful.com/
“Migration Is Beautiful” Documentary: Artist Favianna Rodriguez Talks Immigrant Rights And Art's Role
In Politics (VIDEO)” (Huffington Post, 2015): http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/01/26/migration-

is-beautiful-artist-favianna-rodriguez-documentary_n_2535690.html
¢

“Hopeful, ‘Unapologetic’ Art Rebrands the Immigration Movement” (ABC News, 2013):

http://abcnews.go.com/ABC_Univision/art-rebrands-immigration-reformmovement/story?id=18610975
l
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Research Action Projects: LCC’s programs are based in part on research and action projects co-led by LCC
Director Rosa Cabrera, Ph.D., and Connect Project Manager Jennifer Hirsch, Ph.D., when they were at the
Field Museum. These include
¢

“Engaging Chicago’s Diverse Communities in the Chicago Climate Action Plan: Community #4: Pilsen’s
Mexican Community”:
http://www.fieldmuseum.org/sites/default/files/DOE%20Pilsen%20Full%20Report_1.pdf and

¢

Chicago Community Climate Action Toolkit: Pilsen: http://climatechicago.fieldmuseum.org/pilsen
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U.S. Forest Service International Programs Monarch Training
Resource Highlight
Staff and partners from Sacred Keepers Sustainability Lab, Faith in Place, and many other community
organizations across the Midwest have been trained in Monarch ecology
Climate Connections
and place-based education through a special partnership between U.S.
Forest Service International Programs (USFS-IP) and the University of
Taking action to help Monarch butterflies
Minnesota Monarch Lab aimed at improving science education in minority
is also taking climate action. Many of the
communities and providing them with increased exposure to science and
practices that support the Monarchs,
environmental careers.

such as installing native plant gardens
and working to reduce pollution, also aid
communities in mitigating and adapting
to climate change. For example, freeing
creeks and wetlands of trash and
chemical pollutants allows them to better
perform their many natural services,
such as filtrating water, reducing
flooding, and providing vital wildlife
habitat.

The USFS-IP provides community partners with scholarships to participate
in three-day professional development training programs either in Chicago
or Minnesota. While the training focuses primarily on ecology and teaching,
it also touches on cultural Connections to the Monarch, including Monarch
symbolism that is rife not only in the immigration rights movement but also
in Mexican culture, particularly in the Mexican-American community. In
particular, the training touches on family members’ knowledge of
Monarchs that they have carried with them from Mexico—and sometimes
also of birds that migrate from there to the Midwest. Participants are able
to draw their own conclusion regarding the parallel migration routes of
Mexican immigrants and Monarchs. Workshop participants with sizeable immigrant communities have
expressed particular interest in the cultural connections, asking for more information as well as guidance for
incorporating it into their work.
The grant includes an implementation component, and participants spend
part of the last day of the training developing plans for action they will take
back home at their sites. In some cases, projects focus primarily on
science, classroom investigations, or schoolyard ecology; but in others,
projects combine the scientific and ecological aspects of Monarchs with the
cultural aspects—as in the case studies above. Additionally, particularly in
their work with Mexicans from Michoacán, USFS-IP emphasizes actions
that people can take in the Midwest to benefit the Monarch population back
in Michoacán, such as planting milkweed habitat and other plants to serve
as nectar sources. They also encourage immigrants to talk to their relatives
back home about simple practices that they can do to help the Monarchs,
such as properly disposing of trash so it doesn’t end up in the creek or
ravine, properly changing motor oil so it doesn’t drop into the soil, and so
on.

Father and son dress up as Monarchs for
a Dia del Nino parade sponsored by El
Valor in Chicago.
Photo courtesy of Michael Rizo.
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Helpful Links
l

U.S. Forest Service International Programs: http://www.fs.fed.us/global/index.html
¢

l

9

Wings Across the Americas (USFS Monarch Butterfly Program):
http://www.fs.fed.us/global/wings/butterflies/welcome.htm

University of Minnesota Monarch Lab: http://Monarchlab.org/
¢

Monarch Conservation: http://Monarchlab.org/Monarch-conservation

¢

Monarch Butterfly Conservation Talking Points:
http://Monarchlab.org/images/uploads/attachments/MonCons_talking_points.pdf
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Part 2: Do Your Own Migration Story Activities or Programs
In case you need a little help getting started developing your own migration stories activity or program, this final
section includes storytelling prompts, summaries of two workshop guides (provided in their entirety in the
Appendix), and some guidelines for moving from stories to action.

Storytelling Prompts
The key to collecting good migration stories is having good prompts. A prompt can be a spoken, visual, or
written “cue” that gets people talking about their experiences. To collect migration stories, you want to use
prompts that elicit stories about “there and here.” Here are some ideas for verbal, visual, and written prompts to
get people talking about their experiences and perspectives.

Verbal Prompts
Here are examples of prompts to ask a person when interviewing them for their migration story.
To help people share their relationships to/fond memories of/love for place:
l

What do you remember most about the place where you grew up?

l

What are your strongest memories of smell, taste, and sight?

l

How did people take care of themselves there? Of each other? Of the place around them?

l

What’s a fond memory you have from here?

l

How do people take care of themselves, each other, and this place, here?

To help people share their migration experiences:
l

l

10

From the UIC Latino Cultural Center:
¢

How does it feel when you’ve moved from the neighborhood that was familiar to you or the country
where you grew up?

¢

What were some of the challenges that you confronted in this new place?

¢

What or who helped you adapt to this new place?

From Faith in Place:
¢

Who were we before and after we migrated?

¢

How did we preserve our culture and values?
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Prompts can also focus on climate in general:

To help people share their perspectives on climate:
l

What was the climate like where you grew up?

l

Did you or others spend much time outside? What did you do outside?

l

What animals or plants do you remember? Which did you care about most and why?

l

How is the climate here different from or similar to the one where you grew up?

l

How have you and your family and friends adapted to this new climate?

Prompts also can focus on particular practices or activities that are connected to climate change. Greenhouse
gas emissions that cause climate change are the result of individual and aggregate activities, practices, and
habits. Because these practices vary from place to place, decade to decade, and person to person, we can learn
a lot—and get inspiration—from sharing stories of how people take care of and entertain themselves in different
ways. For example, some practices, like racing cars, release a lot of greenhouse gases; other practices, such as
paddling a canoe, don’t have greenhouse gas emissions.

To help people share perspectives on practices or activities directly connected to climate change:
l

How did you travel to school/work where you grew up? How do you travel now?

l

Did you have a garden? What did you grow? How about now?

l

Where did you get drinking water?

l

What was your favorite meal, and who made it?

l

How did you do laundry, there and here?

l

How did we use water and energy, there and here? (Faith in Place’s question)

l

What resources were you taught to conserve growing up? How do you conserve resources now?

Visual Prompts
Visual prompts can also be very helpful in prompting residents to relate to climate change, which is sometimes
an issue that feels distant and less than urgent. Visual prompts that depict familiar
people and communities often help people understand climate change as something
that has to do with their particular histories and lives. Visual prompts can help people
recognize the many ways they are already taking climate action, even if they do not
realize it. It can help them begin to envision themselves as a key part of climate action
solutions.
Visual collages are a type of visual prompt. They are photos of climate-friendly
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practices. They can be used to help people think about how they lived their own lives “there” in comparison to
how they live them “here.” The Connect toolkit has a tool for creating your own visual collages tailored to your
local community—to use as prompts— such as the one on food pictured here. The guiding questions on the
collages can easily be tweaked to become “there and here” questions.
Objects representing climate-friendly practices can also be great prompts. See the Reminiscences workshop
description for an example of an activity using objects to elicit stories.
Finally, having people write out their stories can also be powerful. This can be done as an exercise in itself or as
a precursor to sharing stories. In a workshop, it is a good method for giving everyone time to assemble their
stories, rather than privileging those who are comfortable sharing right away.

Story workshop leader
using objects to prompt
discussion.
Photo courtesy of The
Field Museum.

Writing Prompts
l

“Where I’m From,” a poem by George Ella Lyon, is a popular teaching tool that lends itself perfectly to
migration storytelling. See the Where I’m From workshop description below for guidelines.

Audubon Vermont also uses writing as a way to capture migration stories of refugees and birds, in a partnership
with Vermont Adult Learning, using the Young Writers Project Blog. Read about the Audubon Vermont Migration
Stories Conservation Education Program here.

A Few Final Tips
l

Start by telling a story or two of your own. This will get people comfortable and show them some examples
of what you mean by “stories.” Or, prepare one or two people ahead of time to start with sharing their
stories. Another option is to use a visual collage to start the conversation and then solicit the person’s story.
Make sure to choose someone you know is who is comfortable talking about their experiences. While some
people will be willing to speak to you without advance notice, it is usually better to ask the person you want
to interview ahead of time that you would like to get their thoughts.

l

Start general and then focus. It may be tempting to start the conversation on a particular climate-related
issue, especially if your organization has a particular focus or project that you want to engage people in,
such as removing invasive species, planting native gardens, or engaging residents in advocacy around water
issues. However, the point of collecting stories is to understand what people really care about and where
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they are at—so that they can meet them there rather than asking them to meet you where you are. See the
section Moving from Stories to Action to get a sense of how general stories can lead to new ideas for action.
l

Have participants interview family or community members. This is a great project for youth, modeled by the
Sacred Keepers Sustainability Lab program. It allows youth who may not have their own migration story—or
may not be very familiar with their family’s story—to learn more about their personal and cultural histories.

l

Ask permission to share participants’ stories with others—if you think you may want to do so in the future.

Workshop Guides
If you are interested in using a set workshop format in addition to (or in place of) developing your own activities,
see if the Reminiscences or Where I’m From workshops meet your needs. Here are brief descriptions of each;
full workshop guides can be found [here (link)] in the appendix.
The theme of migration makes these workshops appropriate for all groups of people, because everyone has
stories about where they’ve been and dreams about where they want to go. The workshops may resonate
particularly well with people and populations who have experienced a significant migration, such as immigrants
or refugees, or populations whose cultures include often-referenced migration stories, such as African
Americans and Native Americans. With any group, the goal is to help people think about what they have done,
are doing, or want to do that’s good for them, for others, and for the planet. The migration theme helps meet this
goal because it adds an element of comparison, demonstrating that people live differently in different places and
times. It helps to open people’s eyes to alternatives grounded in their own lives and cultures.

Where I’m From – Writing Migration Poems (1.5 hours)
This writing workshop has participants (middle school age and older) write their own migration poems, using the
poem “Where I’m From,” by George Ella Lyon, as a model. Materials were originally developed by motherdaughter team Jennifer Hirsch and Penny Hirsch as one exercise for a writing class that they taught at Grace
House, a transitional home for women released from prison. Similar to the UIC Latino Cultural Center’s program
on Migration and Transformation, the class used the theme of migration to help participants think about where
they came from, where they were at, and where they wanted to go.

Reminiscences (1 hour)
This workshop brings together elders, or elders and youth, and uses objects to
prompt story sharing about climate-friendly practices, values, and lifestyles and
how these are similar and different between the places people migrated from and
to. This Connect version has been adapted from The Field Museum’s
Reminiscences workshop to focus on the theme of migration.

Additional Storytelling Resources
Want to learn more about storytelling for social change? Check out these
Storytelling Resources from the Climate Access Network.

Participant in the Field
Museum Reminiscences
workshop in south
Chicago.
Photo courtesy of The Field
Museum.
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Moving from Stories to Action
Once you have collected a number of stories, you will want to review them to identify common themes related to
climate change and climate action. Look for particular stories, images, and symbols that demonstrate these
themes. This will allow you to tell some collective stories about your community as well as incorporate
community assets and concerns into your climate action work. Since the theme here is migration, you can
specifically look for themes that have a comparative element; that relate to butterfly, bird, or even plant
migration; and that include traditional practices that can be reinvented, expanded, and scaled up to take
community-based climate action grounded in local values, practices, and history.

Telling Collective Stories
Broadcasting stories, and collecting more, is a great way to spread awareness of climate change and climate
action as embedded in local culture. There are many ways to share stories. Examples from partners involved in
the Chicago Community Climate Action Toolkit include creating a mural and a community-wide exhibit (South
Chicago) and creating a graphic identity used on posters and in local ads (Forest Glen). You can read about the
South Chicago exhibit on the Toolkit website here and about the Forest Glen creative outreach strategy,
including the development of a graphic identity, here.
Another option is to host a public storytelling program, where participants
prepare to retell their stories more formally, to a larger audience. For example,
the Grace House writers performed migration stories from their writing class at
the Field Museum’s exhibition of Jacob Lawrence’s paintings depicting the Great
Migration. To focus on climate action, you could enlist some people to tell
stories about butterfly, bird, and plant migration as well, drawing out parallels
with people’s human migration stories, since you would now know those in
advance.

Using Stories to Shape Your Climate Action Work

A Grace House resident tells her
migration story at the Field Museum’s
exhibit of Jacob Lawrence’s Great
Migration paintings.
Photographer: Karen Bean.
Photo courtesy of The Field Museum.

You can also use the themes, stories, images, and symbols you identify to shape
your climate action work so that it both builds on and addresses things that people remember and care about.
At the least, they can help you shape your messaging in terms of familiar experiences. For example, stories
collected by Field Museum anthropologists in Pilsen and
South Chicago included one about the Mexican water
conservation campaign Cierrale (see image) and one about
a popular phrase, “Gota a gota se agota el agua” (“Drop by
drop the water runs out”). These types of ads and
phrases, including people’s stories about them, could be
used in campaigns or signage—for example, on rain
barrels or in gardens.
On a deeper level, the themes and stories can actually
shape your action plans to be more community-oriented.
An easy example is a heritage garden that grows people’s
comfort foods. Building on this idea, Chicago Community
Climate Action Toolkit partners in Bronzeville constructed a
14
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Story collected in the Pilsen neighborhood of
Chicago.
Image courtesy of The Field Museum.
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climate action program around vegan soul food, building on the community’s efforts to reclaim its heritage as the
Harlem of the Midwest by reclaiming soul food as healthy and reminding residents of African Americans’ proud
history as stewards of the land. If you are working with an immigrant community, you can also explore how to
connect with immigrants’ home country communities so that both communities are taking climate action
together. For example, in Chicago, the Council of Islamic Organizations’ Green Ramadan”campaign promotes
green living and climate action among Chicago-area Muslims as part of a long-term solution to social disasters
in Africa, including drought and famine in Somalia.
Stories might also reveal do-it-yourself practices that can be promoted as part of a broader program, such as
canning, collecting clothes and household goods to share with people who experience disasters such as fires,
and informal toy swaps. Stories will likely identify people with either informal or formal expertise in areas related
to what you are working on, such as gardening, who could be brought into your work as local experts and
leaders.
Bringing out your community’s migration stories should help you engage communities more holistically and
more deeply in your work, in ways that will create hospitable habitats for us all.

Helpful Links
l

Make Your Own Visual Collages:
http://www.chicagobotanic.org/sites/default/files/pdf/education/Connect/Make-your-own-VisualCollages.pptx

l

South Chicago exhibition:
http://climatechicago.fieldmuseum.org/sites/default/files/South%20Chicago%20Exhibit%20Map.pdf

l

Forest Glen creative outreach strategy: http://climatechicago.fieldmuseum.org/photo-gallery/developingcreative-outreach-strategy

l

Storytelling resources: http://www.climateaccess.org/storytelling-resources

l

Young Writers Project Blog: http://www.youngwritersproject.org/blog

l

Audubon Vermont Migration Stories Conservation Education Program: http://vt.audubon.org/migrationstories
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Part 3: Appendix: Two Workshop Guides
Guide 1: “Where I’m From” and “Ancestors” – Writing Migration Poems
Overview
This writing workshop has participants write their own migration poems, using the poem “Where I’m From,” by
George Ella Lyon, or “Ancestors,” by Moises Villavicencio Barras, as a model.

History
Workshop materials were originally developed by mother-daughter team Jennifer Hirsch and Penny Hirsch as
one exercise for a writing class that they taught at Grace House, a transitional home for women released from
prison. Similar to the UIC Latino Cultural Center’s program on Migration and Transformation, the class used the
theme of migration to help participants think about where they come from, where they’re at, and where they
want to go. It used a visual prompt—paintings from renowned painter Jacob Lawrence’s book, The Great
Migration: An American Story—to help the group relate to the theme of migration. However, many of the
participants had never lived outside Illinois so their stories focused on migrations between neighborhoods,
between neighborhoods and prisons, and even, in one case, from one side of the street to the other. A number
of women also focused on “thought” migrations: evolving from one way of thinking to another. This workshop
used the poem “Where I’m From.”
During the Connect project, University of Wisconsin–Madison Arboretum’s Latino Earth Partnership for Schools
Program used this activity but substituted the “Ancestors” poem, which was a good cultural fit for their focus on
the Latino community. Both poems use the past to think about the present and the future, and either one can be
used to help workshop participants explore and write about their own lives.

Needs
Group Age, Size, and Time
5-20 participants, about 2 hours. This workshop will likely work best with participants middle school age and
above

Space
A room with desks for writing. A circular or rectangular table is best since people will share their stories with
each other.

Materials
l

One copy per person of the poem you are going to use, the worksheet, and the “Where I’m From” or
“Ancestors” poem template (below)

l

Pencils for everyone

l

Table-tents for names

16
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l

Big post-it pad and markers

Facilitation
The facilitator should have experience encouraging groups of people to express their ideas. Expertise in writing
or writing pedagogy is not required, nor is it in climate change or the migration of people or animals. However,
the facilitator should become familiar with the poem used. If that is “Where I’m From,” she or he can also visit
Lyon’s website (George Ella Lyon – Writer & Teacher) to see other examples of how the poem has been used as
a writing tool. The facilitator may also wish to write her or his own poem to share with the group as an example.
If the group is big, or if you think people will need lots of individual attention, it’s best to have another person to
help with the writing parts of the workshop.

Instructions
Welcome and Introductions (+/– 10 min.)
As participants arrive, give them the handouts (above) and a pencil. Have them write their names on a table tent
with the marker. Then ask them to have a seat. When everyone is seated, welcome them, explain the purpose of
the activity, and ask them to introduce themselves, sharing their name, where they grew up, and where they live
now. If you are not going to focus solely or specifically on geographic migration, revise what you ask them to
share accordingly.

Read the Poem Together (+/– 10 min.)
Lead the group together in reading the poem you’ve chosen to read. Ask for a volunteer to read the first few
stanzas and then go around the room until the poem is finished. If anyone struggles with a word, gently help
them out. At the end of the poem, facilitate a short discussion. Ask people: What stood out to you from this
poem? What confused you? And finally: What memories from your life does this poem make you think of? This
will get people thinking about the types of details they might want to include in their own poem.

Complete Worksheet and Poem (+/– 30-40 min.)
Now ask everyone to complete their worksheet (below). This is where they will write notes to use for writing their
poem. Review the worksheet as a group to see if there are any questions or concerns. If you have written a
poem to share as an example, this is a good place to read it to the group and share a bit about your experience
writing it. If you haven’t written your own poem, or if you want another example, you can also share the sample
poems below written by Connect partners. Once you have shared a poem or two, have people start working on
their worksheets.
After a few minutes, go around the room and help people who look like they are confused or not sure what to
write. When people are done with their worksheet, ask them to use ideas from the worksheet to complete their
poem, using the templates below. Continue walking around the room to offer help.

Share Poems Out Loud (+/– 30 min.)
Ask for volunteers to stand up and read their poems to the group. After each one, ask the group: What did you
like most about that poem and why? What parts did you relate to most? What would you like to know more
17
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about (and allow the reader to respond, encouraging her/him to add a detail or two to the poem)? Continue
asking people to share until everyone who wants to share has done so. Encourage people who are reluctant to
share for the benefit of the group.
In between poems:
l

Highlight themes that are emerging, such as common memories, values, and practices. Write these themes
down on the big post-it papers.

l

Also listen for issues or practices directly related to climate change, such as gardening, conserving water or
energy, etc. (see list above on climate change-related prompts for more examples).

Facilitate a “Now and Then” or “Here and There” Discussion (+/– 15-20 min.)
Encourage participants to compare their memories with their experiences today. Here are some questions you
might ask:
l

What is similar and what has changed?

l

Who were we before and after we migrated? (Faith in Place’s question)

l

What values and meaningful practices have we retained? What values and meaningful practices have we let
go that we’d like to bring back?

l

What are some of the images, smells, tastes, or experiences that relate to the seasons (temperature, rain,
snow), water, wildlife, plants, and other elements of nature? Have any of these changed over time because
of climate change?

l

Are any climate-friendly practices or technologies described in these poems? How have they changed?

Finally, ask people to think about what they have learned from sharing their own migration stories and hearing
others’. Push them to think about the big “so what’s,” such as Faith in Place’s message: that communities of
color have been resilient and can draw on their deep knowledge and extend their hospitality to help the natural
world, and themselves, survive.

Conclude
Thank people for writing and sharing and tell them about next steps, if there are any. If people will let you, collect
their poems so you can review them to think about how to build on key themes and stories in your climate action
work moving forward. Ideally, you should make copies of the poems and return the originals since at least some
people will likely want to keep them.
If you think you might use participants’ poems in the future, let them know how you might do so—and confirm
again that you have everyone’s permission. (Moving forward, also make sure you honor your description of how
they might be used; and contact people if you want to use the poems differently from how you originally
planned.)

18
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Moving from Stories to Action
For some ideas about how you can use stories as a springboard for action, see Moving from Stories to Action in
Part 2.

Helpful Links
l

Jacob Lawrence, The Great Migration: An American Story:
http://www.phillipscollection.org/migration_series/flash/experience.html

l

George Ella Lyon’s website: http://www.georgeellalyon.com
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h

“Where I’m From”
by George Ella Lyon
I am from clothespins,
from Clorox and carbon-tetrachloride.
I am from the dirt under the black porch.
(Black, glistening
it tasted like beets.)
I am from the forsythia bush,
the Dutch elm
whose long gone limbs I remember
as if they were my own.

I'm from fudge and eyeglasses,
from Imogene and Alafair.
I'm from the know-it-alls
and the pass-it-ons,
from perk up and pipe down.
I'm from He restoreth my soul
with a cottonball lamb
and ten verses I can say myself.

I'm from Artemus and Billie's Branch,
fried corn and strong coffee.
From the finger my grandfather lost
to the auger
the eye my father shut to keep his sight.

Under my bed was a dress box
spilling old pictures,
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a sift of lost faces
to drift beneath my dreams.
I am from those momentssnapped before I buddedleaf-fall from the family tree.

"Where I'm From" appears in George Ella Lyon’s Where I'm From, Where Poems Come From, a poetry workshop-book for
teachers and students, illustrated with photographs by Robert Hoskins (Absey & Co: Spring, TX, 1999). It can be found on
Lyon’s website, George Ella Lyon—Writer & Teacher, along with examples of how people around the world have used it as a
writing exercise to prompt thinking about roots and traditions.
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“Ancestors”/“Ancestros”
by Moises Villavicencio Barras
In Luz de Todos las Tiempos (Light of All Times) (Cowfeather Press: Middleton, WI, 2013)
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In my childhood the streams brought
En mi infancia los arroyos trajeron
sacred beads
cuentas sagradas
that I hung on my chest
que colgaba en mi pecho,
like those calendars on the walls
como esos calendarios
of my grandmother,
en las paredes de mi abuela,
a solitary midwife.
partera solitaria.
My ancestors sang
Mis ancestros cantaron
in the prairies where infinity lives.
en las praderas donde el infinito.
In my childhood my brothers died
En mi infancia mis hermanos murieron
in the swollen belly of the night.
en el vientre hinchado de la noche.
In a mud bed
En un yacimiento de barro encontre
I found the thread of all answers.
el hilo de todas las respuestas.
Under my hands grew
the glasses and plates

Bajo mis manos crecieron los vasos y los
platos

of the constellations.

de las constelaciones.

My ancestors ran

Mis ancestros tambien corrieron

from one city to another

de una ciudad a otra

,vith seeds and fish

con las semillas y los peces de dioses

of terrestrial and natural Gods.

terrestres y naturales.

They did not have the hours

No tuvieron las horas

that the sun spends in the wings of cormorants.

que el sol pasa en las alas de los
cormoranes.

They did not have gold on their side.
The wind planted their bones and flesh
in hillsides of acahual and silence.

No tuvieron el oro de su lado.
El viento sembró sus huesos y carne
en barrancas de acahual y silencio.

My ancestors walked from one side
Mis ancestros anduvieron de un lado
to the other side of the earth quietly
a otro de la tierra sin ruido,
with their mouths in the ruinous waters
y con la boca en las aguas ruinosas
that rain leaves
after dying in leaves and stones.
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I am the one who did not know the threat
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of the wheel and the metallic thirst of the spirit.

que la lluvia deja
despues de morir en las hojas y las
piedras.
connectcca.org
Soy el que no conocio la amenaza
de la rueda y la sed metálica del espíritu.

Sample Poem

“Where I’m From”
by Velma L. Pate
Covenant United Church of Christ (Faith in Place and Connect partner)

I'm from the dirt road of Lexington, Mississippi.
Water rushing down the pond, birds singing in the window
Shotgun house with no phone to ring
Seating on the porch rocking in the chair.
I'm from the cotton fields, sweat running down my face
to a kitchen of greens, cornbread and peach cobbler.
Garden of flower freshly blooming for the summer,
Smells of hogs, chicken, dogs, horses, cows
waiting to be milked, fed each morning.

I'm from "see you tomorrow if the Lord say the same"
"don't count all your chicken before they hatch"
"Fairly-Miley" If you know what I mean.
Hanging clothes on the line, fishing pole hooking the worms.

I'm from going to town on Saturday and church on Sunday
reading the Bible and memorizing poems for Easter and Children Day's
I'm from a grandmamma who was a tough no-nonsense woman
bring you in this world and will take you out.

Waiting for the Commodity Truck at the end on the road
Candy, cheese, cookies and bologna.
Lamps become my light for night
Chop wood to keep me warm for winter.

I'm from the rib, living a thousand years is like yesterday.
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A fragrance from flowers, trees that buds in the spring,
The hills of Mt. Olive, Randall Town Road.
I'm a breath of life, Heaven is my home.

Like George Ella Lyon,
“I am from those momentssnapped before I buddedleaf-fall from the family tree.”
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Sample Poem

“Antepasados”
Escrito por Maribel Gonzalez
Written in Radames Galarza’s 5th Grade class, ALBA School, Milwaukee, WI, 2015
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*Note: “Antepasados” is another word for “ancestors.”
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Migration Poem Worksheet (Notes)
Think back to your home or neighborhood and make lists:
What did you see? (What did people/rooms/your street/backyard/neighborhood parks look like?)
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
What did you smell?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
What did you/others eat/drink?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
What did people say/talk about? (think: common phrases)
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
What did people do?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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Historias de Migracion: Hoja de Trabajo
Acurdate de tu hogar o vecindario y haz listas:
¿Qué veías? (¿Cómo se veía la gente, los cuartos, las calles, el jardín, o el parque de tu hogar o vecindario?)
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
¿Qué olías?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
¿Qué comías o bebías?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
¿Qué te decía la gente o de qué hablaban? (piensa en frases comunes u otras expresiones)
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
¿Qué hacía la gente?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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“Where I’m From”
By _______________________ {Your Full Name}

I’m from _________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________

I’m from _________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________

I’m from _________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________

Like George Ella Lyon,
“I am from those momentssnapped before I buddedleaf-fall from the family tree.”
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“Ancestors”/“Ancestros”
By _______________________ (Your Full Name/Su nombre completo)
In my childhood / En mi niñez ________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________

My ancestors / Mis ancestros _________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________

My ancestors / Mis ancestros _________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
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Guide 2: Reminiscences – A Migration Stories Workshop
Overview
This 90-minute workshop brings together elders, or elders and youth, to share stories about climate-friendly
practices, values, and lifestyles and discuss how these are similar and different between the places people
migrated from and to. Beyond story collecting, it can be used to identify practices that can be reinvented,
expanded, and scaled up as community-based climate action grounded in local values, traditions, and history.
This Connect version has been adapted from the Field Museum’s Reminiscences workshop to focus on the
theme of migration.

Purpose
Long before disposable toothbrushes or plastic shopping bags, people had a very different relationship to nature
and its resources. From canning vegetables, to camping, to building wells, our ancestors have a long history of
living in harmony with the environment. Much of this vital knowledge is still alive in our elders, among our
parents, grandparents, and great grandparents. This workshop tries to capture some of this wisdom to put it to
use for community and climate action today.
The workshop brings together elders to share stories from their past, to tell tales about their communities and
practices and the historical ways that they have cooperated with nature. It uses a variety of household or other
daily life objects to spur discussion. The goal of the activity is to encourage innovative thinking about how to
learn from the past to create climate-friendly lifestyles and communities today. It is a powerful way to reclaim
traditional climate-friendly practices that comprise a critical component of our communities’ diverse heritages.

Needed
Group Size and Time
15-20 participants, about 90 minutes

Space
A room that is large enough to seat all participants in one circle, with a table to display objects in the middle of
the circle.

Materials
l

32

Facilitators provide all the objects used in this activity. Bring 6-10 objects used in daily life from past
decades that represent climate-friendly practices, such as but not limited to: wooden clothes pin, bird
house, washboard, iron that heats up by stove, books, wooden spoon, chicken/hambone for soup, fabric
scrap (used to patch clothing), quilt, rag rug, old toys, umbrellas/rain gear, laundry basket, knitting needles.
Include other objects that reflect the community’s particular history, such as a hard hat or safety goggles in
an industrial or post-industrial area. Consider bringing in photos or items that will generate discussion about
key plant or animal species that are important to the community’s culture, such as medicinal or edible
plants. Also consider bringing in a few items directly related to Monarch or bird migration, such as cultural
items with Monarchs on them or maps with round-trip migratory routes of Monarchs or of bird species that
migrate along the flyway that immigrants will remember from their home countries. Maps are particularly
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effective in generating stories, and immigrants from Mexico are often pleasantly surprised, or even at times
reminded, that Monarchs follow the same routes back-and-forth as they do.
l

Table tents for people to write their names on.

l

Big post-it pad and markers.

l

Microphone and digital recorder if you want to record the stories. It is especially important to capture stories
from senior citizens about older life ways, and you may want to archive them in your local library or use them
on a website or in presentations or exhibits.

Facilitation
The facilitator should have experience working with elders (and youth if you do an intergenerational activity that
includes them—see this option below) and be comfortable encouraging participation from all members of the
group, while graciously managing the sharing of the more vocal participants. S/he does not have to have
particular expertise in climate change or migration, of people or animals.

Note Taker and Photographer
l

Someone who can take good notes throughout the activity. This will be important for later on when you are
ready to identify common themes or issues that came out of the stories that you heard.

l

If you plan to do any kind of demonstration or exhibit of your work, whether online or in your local library, it is
a good idea to arrange for a photographer to document this event. S/he should take photos of participants
posing with the objects that they refer to in their stories.

Instructions
As participants arrive, have them write their names on a table tent. Then ask them to visit the objects on display
and identify a few that prompt memories. Have the object viewing carry over into the first 5-10 minutes of the
start of the activity. When everyone is seated, welcome them, explain the purpose of the activity, and ask them
to introduce themselves, sharing their name, where they grew up, and where they live now. If you are not going
to focus solely or specifically on geographic migration, revise what you ask them to share accordingly.
Review the objects again and ask them to close their eyes and think of a story or memory, about themselves or
others, directly or indirectly related to one of the objects. Prompt them to think back to a particular time—when
they were younger or when they had young families or were just starting out on their own or when they were
children. Then instruct them to open their eyes and ask for a volunteer to share her/his story. Continue asking
people to share their stories until everyone has had a turn or time is up.
In between stories:
l
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Keep up the momentum by turning the group’s attention to some of the lesser discussed objects and asking
who has stories related to those objects.
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l

Highlight themes that are emerging, such as repairing items that were damaged (e.g., darning socks),
playing with neighbors in the streets, a strong sense of community, etc., and ask if anyone else has
additional stories related to those themes. Write these themes down on the big post-it papers.

l

Also listen for issues or practices directly related to climate change, such as gardening, conserving water or
energy, etc. (see list above on climate change-related prompts for a more examples).

l

Encourage participants to compare their past memories with their experiences today. What is similar and
what has changed?

Conclude
Thank everyone for writing and sharing and tell them about next steps, if there are any. If you think you might
use participants’ stories in the future, let them know how you might do so—and confirm again that you have
everyone’s permission. (Moving forward, also make sure you honor your description of how they might be used,
and contact people if you want to use the stories differently from how you originally planned.)
To conclude, facilitate a short reflection (five minutes). Ask people to think about what they have learned from
sharing their own migration stories and hearing others’. Push them to think about the big “so whats,” such as
Faith in Place’s message that communities of color have been resilient and can draw on their deep knowledge
and extend their hospitality to help the natural world, and themselves, survive.
One way to close an event is to gather the group into a “talking circle” and ask each person to individually share
their thoughts and/or feelings about what they experienced. Thank each person in turn for sharing.

Moving from Stories to Action
For some ideas about how you can use stories as a springboard for action, see Moving from Stories to Action in
Part 2.

Make It Intergenerational
“My grandma used it, my mom gave it away, and then I bought it.”
This activity would also lend itself nicely to an intergenerational group of participants, especially because so
many past practices are now coming back in vogue (such as knitting). The activity can be facilitated as
described above. The only changes you have to make are to
l

bring objects that juxtapose each other to facilitate comparing between generations, such as a record and
an iPod; glass jars and Ziploc bags; a clothesline, dryer sheets, and a dryer ball; vinegar, baking soda, and
modern cleaning supplies; a mop and a Swiffer; and

l

ask participants to think of stories or memories from their past, instead of specifying a particular age or time.
Leave the last 10 to15 minutes to sum up some of the key themes you recognized and ask what
recommendations the participants have for taking better care of the environment and their communities
today by reinventing some of their generation’s past practices.
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Helpful Link
l
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Reminiscences workshop: http://climatechicago.fieldmuseum.org/sites/deault/files/Reminiscences.pdf
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