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Children are born citizens 
And they are involved in citizenship from birth

How does Mimosa see CHILDREN AS URBAN CITIZENS ?

For us, a citizen is something that you simply are and that is your right, because you 
belong in a place and are a member of the community of people who live there with 
you. So children are born citizens. Its not something they will become… 

2



Children are intensely interested in understanding 
their world. 

Through play and making they investigate their ideas.

In practice this means that children can and should exercise their citizenship from a 
young age. Children are fascinated by what they see and hear as they navigate their 
worlds. We all know how they are always asking questions. Why must we stop at 
robots? Why are most petrol attendants black? Who plants the flowers on the 
pavements? Why do some people sleep on the street? They want to know, and they 
want to understand. This concern for society is at the core of citizenship
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A practice of 
daily 
democracy.

When we say children are citizens, it doesn’t mean that they simply know what it 
means to be a citizen. What their rights and responsibilities as citizens are and how 
they can engage as agents in shaping where they live and learn and play. At Mimosa 
we believe that children learn to be good citizens through the daily practice of 
negotiation and compromise, discussion and debate, problem-solving and decision 
making. We seek to create opportunities for the children to practice these skills.
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Shaping children's 
experience as 
citizens. 

What are some of the ways you do this? 

In the morning meeting with our group, children share their plans for the day. 
Perhaps they need to finish building a house for the fairies. Maybe a small group is 
still busy painting the jungle gym with Uncle George. Children take responsibility for 
their own projects on an ongoing basis. They also in this meeting have an opportunity 
to express their needs and to justify their choices. Maybe Finn really doesn’t want to 
paint outside in the sun today, but he says he’ll ask Uncle George if he can finish up 
the next day and proposes a different plan for his day. 

When problems arise, we discuss them collectively as a group, such as what to do 
when things are not looked after, or there is too much noise, or the plants are being 
trampled on. Whatever the group decides, we implement, even if it seems unlikely to 
us adults to work. Last year my group made chore chart. They decided that each 
group should clean for a whole week. Well that soon grew very tiresome for the very 
first group who understandably staged a protest… New negotiations led to a daily 
chart being drawn up!
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Another thing that is very important is to give children time and space to work 
together and negotiate and fight and compromise without interfering as an adult. 
How else are they going to learn to be a team, to take perspective, to deal with 
disappointment? This is democracy in action amongst the children . 

Here the children are building a castle for the princess. It has ramps and moats with 
crocodiles to keep out intruders. There are knights and dragons. Well of course there 
are as many different ways to construct the set as there are children in the game. And 
lots of jockeying for favoured characters. But they can't all be the princess and the 
knight some children are going to be disappointed, and how do they learn to cope 
with this? (Fortunately Sam makes being a crocodile a very inviting proposition –
what a great mediation skill)

These are issues we adults grapple with every day...working in a team, managing our 
disappointments when our idea is not favoured. The children are learning the 
attitudes and values and skills that are important for being an effective citizen. 
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The Lorax is a cautionary tale with 
a powerful message that the 

environment must be protected 
against those who would profit 

from it…

In the story all the trees are cut 
down to make space for 

factories. 

How do you understand children’s agency?

So to begin with, we have to believe in children’s agency. That they are competent 
and able to engage with complex ideas.  
I'm going to tell you a story now about a group of children and their response to a 
complex question. 

I was reading the story of The Lorax with my group of 4-year olds and one of the 
children began weeping, struck by the enormity of the problem. He echoed the words 
of the Lorax – “Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to 
get better, it’s not.”
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“The whole earth needs a tree, but a 
tree is not helping. Maybe it needs a 
better tree like this.” – Manu (4)

The children were sooooo concerned that there were no trees in In the walled city 
of Thneed-Ville,. Where would the oxygen come from? And what about homes 
for animals and birds and insects. There would be no shade and no beauty. They 
agreed that trees are very important and THAT THE WHOLE EARTH NEEDS TREES. 
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We must believe in 
children’s ideas.

Children map the trees and plants we  
have in the garden. 

The children began discussing what THEY would do about the problem facing the 
Lorax and his community. Plant more trees! But what to plant? And where to plant 
and how to plant? Do we have space  in our garden?  We decided that a first step 
would be to map out what grows in our very own garden.
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• “I made them to be so beautiful! If 
we did all of them to be the same
they would look so funny!” – Livy

“Pick a book of flowers…”

Through careful observation, drawing, searching, making notes and creating 
hypotheses around their explorations, the children got to know the different plants 
and trees, their smells, their properties and how we might interact with them in 
order to broaden our understanding of the world around us. They also began to think 
of ways that the plants might help us better to understand ourselves, and how our 
relationships with the plants and trees could help us to understand our relationships 
with each other. 
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Questions for the 
tree… 

• How old are you? 
• Tree, can I climb up on you?
• Can I see the sun and the sky from 

your branches?
• Do you get tired of the noise, tree? 
• Do your leaves protect you from the 

sun?
• Tree, do you respond back? Or are 

you sleeping right now? 

It was clear though that we STILL needed to find out more about trees. How should 
we do this ? The children came up with a very, in adults' eyes, unusual idea…
They suggested that we ask the trees for some answers. We can see how the children 
are beginning to do research by interviewing the tree. 

Following the children's lead we brainstormed what they would like to know from the 
tree. The children grapple with taking the perspective of another. Trying to imagine 
what life is like from the point of view of a tree growing on the pavement. They are 
showing empathy – another critical citizenship value. 
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If you want to know 
someone If you want  

to know someone  you 
have to spend time 

with them.

We spoke to the trees , but wondered how the trees would hear us. And how the tree 
could answer. 
Luka said maybe we need to get to know the tree better and how can we do that?
If you want to know someone, the children agreed, you have to spend time with 
them. You have to sit with them, look at them and listen to them. 

12



We must 
plant more 
plants.

And on and on the research project went, with so many questions to answer, as the 
children think about how to solve the Lorax’s problem, that by now they have realised 
is OUR PROBLEM, TOO.  What they came up with was an understanding that trees are 
not alone in providing food and shelter and oxygen. All plants are important. And all 
the life that sustains plants and that is sustained by plants. 
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So we planted seeds and grew new 
plants from vegetable cuttings. 

Children quickly decided that they should do some planting. Because the earth needs 
more plants and because then we can watch to see how plants grow. Ideas of waste 
and recycling and climate change are coming up for discussion.

And children are beginning to see a relationship between their actions and 
behaviours and the impact this has on their world. They are also becoming aware 
that they have agency in this situation. .

We saw how we as teachers and adults could facilitate the expression of children’s 
agency. How we could make possible opportunities and platforms where they can 
explore, discuss and shape their experiences as citizens. 
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"But that means it's a HERO plant! We should plant it all over South 
Africa! We should launch it, so everyone will know!“- Cole (5)

In what ways does the work you do make visible the 
citizenship of children? 

In this same project… 
Children are now busy experimenting with planting and growing and one of the 
parents, a biologist, introduces us to the marvellous SPEKBOOM.
We begin to do a short version of its properties of carbon sequestration. Mid-
way through the explanation, Cole (5) practically explodes with excitement: 
"But that means it's a HERO plant! We should plant it all over South Africa! We 
should launch it, so everyone will know!“

This launching, for him, looked like putting seeds and cuttings inside a rocket, 
with many messages, and exploding it above us in the atmosphere. He went 
on to say, "You see, its branches are like swords! It will guard the front door, so 
global warming doesn't get into Mimosa."
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Cole’s words were the seed that inspired teachers and children at Mimosa. 
Children decided that we needed to share the power of spekboom with EVERYONE 
and launch the message. They planted cuttings in tins and then wrote messages to let 
people know about the HERO plant. First these tins went home so their parents 
would know, but this wasn’t enough. The children wanted to spread the message 
more widely. Because the whole world needed more plants. We discussed how we 
could do this and agreed that we would give cuttings to the people who passed by 
our school so they could also plant spekboom.  
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By now the whole school was involved – children and teachers and even 
parents. Everyone was busy composting, marking the movement of the sun, 
planting seeds, exploring our streets and seeking to understand how the 
worlds around us interact and intersect.

We were starting to see in our day-to-day experiences how interwoven the world 
is, and how much we depend on those around us – human, non-human and 
more-than-human – to thrive, not just survive.

From all these connections, we collectively decided to have a joyful plant 
protest, timed to coincide with the Global Climate Strike in September 2019. 
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On the last day of school, Mimosa children, teachers and parents marched 
with succulents in our hands. We headed for Henley, in front of the SABC, 
where we handed out cuttings of spekboom, while singing a song for the 
climate. The children handed out their tins, explaining to passers-by why it was 
important to plant the spekboom in the garden or on their balconies .
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As well as prompting the protest, the children's concern for trees and the planet has 
launched a new era at Mimosa. We are all thinking about how to live better and how 
to ‘do school’ more sustainably. What can we use less of? Where can we recycle? 
What food we can grow?
Our school project for this year, 2020, has been to research and understand 

ecosystems and ecological diversity better. And of course exploring diversity in 
ecosystems is just the beginning of understanding the power of diversity in all 
systems.  
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What lessons could another organisation draw from 
your experience of working with children on urban 
projects?

To go back to what I said earlier…
Children are able to think deeply and they have amazing theories about how their 
cities work and creative ideas about how the city could work BETTER. We need to 
listen to them. 

This project (among others) showed us at school that if we work together with 
children and provide them with research tools that make sense to them, they will 
always come up with ideas to solve problems, local and global.

I'm thinking of the interview with THE TRINITY SESSION and seeing how much overlap 
there is in the WAY we work with children – using participatory methodologies, using 
different tools like photography and mapping and design for exploration and 
research, and making children's thinking visible to others… Wouldn't it be wonderful 
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if more people worked in these ways with children.  

I’d conclude by saying: believe in children and in the power of their voices and their 
capacity to lead us (adults) to new knowledge and new ways of knowing, and not the 
other way around. 
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The Trinity Session production and operations base at The Orchards Project / Spark Gallery, Orchards, Johannesburg 2017 – pres.

Commissioned by The Orchards Project / Spark Gallery NPC

April – June 2019

Funded by LOTTO.



RE-CREATION SPACES – multi-disciplinary team and facilitators





















Louis Botha Avenue - Transit Oriented Development Corridor

Points of reflection:

Testing scalability: collaboration, audiences, users
Relevance: partnerships and participatory logics
Creative activation: imagining / making new urban form
Future funding: case study for upcycling
Expansive linear transit corridor: multiple histories, cultural politics and 
identities, future densities and economic growth
Events of the every day: potential for an urban festival.



[[ ]] t h e t r i n i t y s e s s i o n
www.thetrinitysession.com

Stephen Hobbs
sh@onair.co.za

THANK YOU 


