


This final collage shows more pathways between community members 
and their urban landscape. The collage abstracts the pathway around 
Jerry’s pond, adding activity along this passage. The bus station could 
function as a community message board, advertising events, jobs, and 
other opportunities. Rindge Commons hosts a YouthBuild group2, which 
provides young people with general education and targeted career 
training in retail entrepreneurship or construction. Seeing this program 
as an opportunity for deeper connection, the garden beds are imagined 
to be built by YouthBuild construction students. Maintenance of the 
gardens will be a community effort, with local organizations providing 
volunteer bases. The students working on retail entrepreneurship could 
be tasked with working to develop business plans to address some other 
issues around the site, such as increasing possibility for playful activity, 
or addressing intergenerational gaps.
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Program integration

The garden beds here could be a project for the construction students 
of the YouthBuild program. The bus stop offers possibilities to advertise 
the efforts of the entrepreneurship students, as well as other community 
events. Play is also emphasised here with space for mobility and a 
variety of structures. 





Section four endnotes

1	 City of Cambridge, https://www.cambridgema.gov/iwantto/applyforablockpartypermit 
2	​ https://justastart.org/youth-programs/





Section Five, The role of the designer 





Throughout this process of working on this thesis, I have been asking 
a parallel question of what my role as a designer is in this project, in a 
community, in the world. In working on this project I have gained many 
lessons, the role I play – and the complexity of this role – being a big part 
of what I have learned. 
I have distilled the role of designers in community engagement projects 
in a few lines: 

The role of the designer



THE ROLE OF THE DESIGNER IS TO…

… advocate for change through creative solutions
… know what came before us so we can design for the future
… be humble
… act as a community resource – an asset, facilitator, translator, 
and accomplice so that the vision of the community can be realized.



The role I take in this project is to propose a possible world that can be 
created through cooperation and time, incrementally and with the intent 
and participation of those who will be using and benefiting from their own 
creations. 
Advocating for change through creative solutions is a critical way that 
designers act in the world. Large scale change is often shaped by the 
co-optation of more radical movements as trends by the mainstream 
audience, such as in the case of the concept of “sustainability” in recent 
years. What began as a more fringe movement is now a buzzword for 
massive corporations. It is important that placemaking is legitimized 
without being watered down. Returning to the ladder of participation, 
we can see that this is possible through more distributed power to the 
citizens, empowering them and giving them the opportunity to choose 
and fight for the change in their community that they want to lead, rather 
than just being relegated to a passive obstacle fielding developer’s 
obligatory surveys1. 





To conclude, this project asked the questions: what can placemaking do 
to benefit the community in an affordable housing context? Concurrently 
through this thesis I questioned what part the designer has in this 
process, and how, if so, does this role change if the process is a 
participatory one? I have found that placemaking can be an important 
and effective tool to empower communities. Literature on placemaking 
and participation offer answers to critiques of tokenism and top-down 
approaches, emphasising horizontality and community led processes 
which value the tools and lessons the community gains rather than just 
the end goal. The interventions I propose provide jumping-off points of 
inspiration for what can be done, but are necessarily speculative and 
vague, maintaining the possibility for the community to use this place in 
planned and unplanned ways. My task as a designer is to leave room for 
interpretation, designing for a future of peace and potential, serving the 
community with compassion. 

Conclusion



Importantly, community art advocate Arlene Goldbard and others 
working in these spaces emphasize that this work is never truly 
completed, yet this is part of the joyful process. Open ended projects 
are what promote the experimentation and fearlessness of the creative 
process. It is important to me then that while my thesis exists in the 
academic sphere the work that it advocates for it is a part of my genuine 
and long-lasting practice. I am submitting some of my designs to be in 
a seasonal zine run by local business Cambridge Naturals. If accepted, 
I hope these designs will find an audience open to and excited about 
working towards a more livable future in the affordable housing context. 



Section five endnotes

1	 The Ladder of Empowerment by Elizabeth Rocha in 1997 tracks empowerment from the individual to 
the community. Through the placemaking efforts I have proposed, I hope for individual empowerment to be 
strengthened for residents and other community members. Through increasing individual efficacy, recognizing 
that the world around us is not set in stone, community empowerment becomes more possible. The status quo 
is a changeable thing, no matter how much inertia there is. By working to establish interpersonal trust, individual 
understanding, and empowerment at different levels, design and placemaking influences opportunities for deeper 
community engagement. This is the long term work of this project, aiming to prioritize community through the 
process of creating place value. 
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