
ideas of all ages will surprise you.
• If possible, give all participants recogni-

tion. In one community, everyone was
given a “young visionary” button; in
another, we gave out frisbees. It is far bet-
ter to have something for everyone than to
have a contest where there are winners
and losers.

• Display the results prominently where
people congregate in the community. The
local library, city hall, shopping mall ...
each community has its own center of
activity. Newspapers and television sta-
tions love to promote these visual oppor-
tunities; and parents and grandparents will
go wherever their children’s artwork is
posted.

Most importantly, after the young
visionaries have had their say, make sure
their comments become part of the entire
community visioning process. Include the
results in your reports and incorporate the
best ideas into the final vision or plan.

Young people are not miniature adults.
But, given the opportunity to express
themselves in their own special ways, their
wisdom and insights can add to the quali-
ty and fabric of the community and its
future. �

Elaine Cogan, partner in the
Portland, Oregon, planning
and communications firm of
Cogan Owens Cogan, is a
consultant to many commu-
nities undertaking strategic
planning or visioning
processes. Her column ap-
pears in each issue of the
Planning Commissioners Journal. Elaine helped
develop Gresham, Oregon’s “Young Visionaries Pro-
ject” (part of the Envision Gresham project referenced
in Ramona Mullahey’s article on page 8 of this issue).
Elaine has also designed a “Kids Vision” process for
Metro, the Portland, Oregon, area regional govern-
ment (the rap song she refers to in her column was
created by a high school sophomore participating in
Kids Vision).

affairs as you are. Put the project in terms
of real situations they and their students
face and offer to be a guest speaker in their
classrooms. Inspire the teachers and you
will inspire the young people.
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Young Visionaries Make Good Planners 
By Elaine Cogan

What do kids know about
planning — and what can they
contribute to the planning process 
in your community? Plenty! But in their
own language and in their own way.

Never expect them to use the jargon
that is so familiar to professional and lay
planners.

Zoning ... setbacks ... conditional use
... words that we use every day are sure to
turn them off.

But talk about putting a large retail
store across from their favorite park, or
whether to build a bicycle path around the
high school or restrict parking downtown,
and you will get their attention and their
opinions.

Many communities are undertaking
“visioning,” a process that encourages citi-
zens to think about what they want their
communities to be like in the future and
decide what they need to do to reach their
goals. Planning departments are often the
catalysts for such visioning, and planning
commissioners the citizen leaders. Though
it is the buzzword for the nineties, vision-
ing is like any other planning process. It
can open up people’s eyes to creative and
innovative ways to deal with important
community issues — or become just
another report gathering dust. Success
often depends on the commitment of the
political leadership and the inclusiveness
of the process.

Some of the most successful visioning
processes reach out beyond adults to
involve the youth of the community. These
also require planning and follow-through.
To find the most rewarding way to involve
“young visionaries” in helping shape the
future, consider these factors:

• Involve the principals and the teachers
in all the schools ... public and private, as
well as those involved in home-schooling.
But remember that teachers have full
schedules of their own and may not be as
interested in planning or community

SOME OF THE MOST
SUCCESSFUL VISIONING
PROCESSES REACH OUT

BEYOND ADULTS TO
INVOLVE THE YOUTH OF

THE COMMUNITY. 

• Avoid overly cumbersome rules and reg-
ulations. A simple query, “what do you
want our community to be when you grow
up?” will elicit imaginative and creative
answers.

• Make it easy to participate. Write,
duplicate and supply enough simply
worded forms to all schools so that all they
have to do is distribute them.

• Offer limitless possibilities. Young peo-
ple should be encouraged to write poems,
essays, plays and stories; create models;
draw posters. Two young visionaries in a
project I managed recently wrote a rap
song and sang it on the local radio station.
Adults had a hard time understanding the
words, but their peers loved it.

• Give the schools enough lead time to
participate. A few months or a semester is
best. They will cooperate more fully if the
can fit the project into all their other
demands and schedules.

• Advertise widely. In addition to send-
ing applications to the schools, ask your
local newspaper to print the application
form and otherwise publicize the activity.

• Encourage all to participate. The
entries of grade schoolers will necessarily
be less sophisticated than those of middle
and high schoolers, but the depth of the




