
Mapping Identity

History teacher Gavin 
Barry joined the project 
and designed the Self-
Portrait photo-essay 
project component from 
part of his International 
Baccalaureate program 
to explore and express a 
personal identity.

Art teacher Margo Wixsom
designed this media arts 
project to create an 
academic dialogue with 
schools in other parts of the 
world. The goal was to 
share a sense of identity of 
place in collaborative 
projects linked to current 
curriculum. The major 
Photography project was 
Landscape Photography.

Fun fact: Margo is Gavin’s mom!



Sharing Educational Resources

The Palo Alto class packaged a laptop, books, and art supplies with an invitation to share 
curriculum with Wilson Commencement Academy students. As part of an affluent 
community, their intention was to share technology and academic resources with a partner 
school in need of resources and to learn from them about their classroom and community 
experience. 

The academic standards focus of the project was to integrate visual and written literacy 
components to enhance student learning about geographical, cultural, and personal identity. 
Technology standards focused on the creation, maintenance and use of a collaborative blog
for students to post visual albums to share a sense of place paired with short essays to 
describe and express their experience, identities, and lifestyles.

Dell Laptop        
Power Cable 

“What Matters” texts

National Geographic 
magazines for      
ZIP-USA articles

USB sticks              
Art supplies



Class Blogs

Students in the Advanced Photography class 
designed and maintained a blog - inviting the 
Wilson TOK (Theory of Knowledge) class to join.

You can follow the thread of their exchange at: 
http://mappingidentity.tumblr.com/

Follow the Wilson TOK 
(Theory of Knowledge) 
class at their blog @
http://wilsontok.tumblr.com/



A Tale of Two Schools

Palo Alto High School is located in 
Palo Alto, CA - the Bay Area of 
Northern California in the heart of 
Silicon Valley. 

Wilson Commencement Academy 
is located in Rochester NY, a 
major city in the Northeast in the 
heart of the Great Lakes.

Blogging inspired students to share daily 
about their school and neighborhoods.

Students shared 
images of their 
campus spaces 
and wrote short 
descriptions in 
regular blog
postings.



ZIP Research

As a professional model for photographing 
and writing about place, students at both 
schools researched National Geographic 
feature articles: ZIP USA which are short 
photo essays about places in America.

collaborative classrooms

National 
Geographic’s 
ZIP USA 
articles are 
also online.

Palo Alto Advanced Photography students

Wilson Commencement Academy students



Sharing Identity of Place
After researching the ZIP USA 
articles students explored their cities 
and surrounding neighborhoods to 
capture a sense of place to share 
with their partner school.



Placing Wilson TOK

Students capture the atmosphere of the Wilson 
cafeteria and lunch hour on campus.

The sign in front of the school building 
announces your arrival at the collection of 
Wilson Magnet Schools. Wilson Magnet 
placed #24 in Newsweek’s 2006 “100 Best 
Schools in America“ (Palo Alto High School 
ranked #79)

Diagram of 
the Theory of 
Knowledge



Around the Wilson Campus

Ericka tours the viewer around the 
Wilson Library and explains why it is a 

great place to hang out.

Barra regales about the joys of a 
step class and spending time with 

fellow students.



Rochester and 
the IB Program

Wilson Commencement Academy 
International Baccalaureate class and 
a view of nearby Genesee Park. The 
Genesee River flows into Lake Ontario 
as well as connects to the Erie Canal.



Placing Paly

Palo Alto High School refers to itself and its 
community as “Paly.” Across the street from 
Stanford University, Paly is surrounded by a rich 
academic environment of art galleries, museums, 
science labs, and historical sites. The CalTrain has 
3 stops in Palo Alto and connects the city with San 
Francisco to the north and south to Gilroy, the 
Garlic Capitol of the world, in Monterey County.



Finding Their Place

For their landscape Photography unit 
students made a list of all the interesting 

places in the Bay Area. They signed up for 
one place to explore and capture in 

photographs to submit as a photo-essay 
on the Mapping Identity blog.

The class went outside to explore 
ways to frame people in the 

environment. They chose to have a 
class portrait as a reflection in a large 

puddle that forms in front of our 
building on rainy days - a favorite 

photo staging area..

Mapping Identity: Portraits of Place



Palo Alto - Around Town
As part of the Landscape 

Photography unit, Play students 
selected a place in the 

community to photograph and 
share on the blog. They framed 

a sense of place using 
Landscape Photography 

techniques to capture the big 
picture along with the smaller 
details of the places around 

Palo Alto.

The character of crowded streets along University and California Avenues include shops 
and local murals juxtaposed with the smaller details of Deer Hollow educational farm and 

the docks along Shoreline Park at the bottom of the San Francisco Bay..



California - The Bay Area

Palo Alto enjoys access to both the 
California Coast and the San 
Francisco Bay. The geography of 
place is captured in its landscapes 
and wildlife. Baylands Park is part 
of the Don Edwards national 
Wildlife refuge and is minutes from 
the Palo Alto campus.

Students in the Photography class selected local 
places for their landscape photography project 
which doubled as their blog postings.



Portrait of a Class

As a transition between portraits of place and self-portraits Art teacher Margo Wixsom
modeled using photo strategies and perspectives to frame a sense of place and people.



Framing Personal Identity
History teacher Gavin Barry proposed a literacy 
project to photograph and write about self-
identity from a unit in his IB curriculum. 

Art teacher Margo Wixsom posted a series of 
self-portrait techniques and strategies with 
examples and explanations for students to 
review and apply to their visual compositions.

Self-portrait strategies illustrated and explained



Portraits of Wilson IB Students

Students applied a wide variety of visual strategies to frame unique self-portraits. They 
used props like musical instruments, flags, pencils, and sports to create compositions 

that framed their personalities and preferences.



Portraits of Paly Students

Students applied a wide variety of visual strategies to frame unique self-portraits. Many 
composed “detail portraits” which do not include the face. Others sued props and 
interesting backgrounds to place themselves in a context that framed their personalities.



Art 
Trading 
Cards

For the culminating project in Mapping Identity students in both classes created sets 
of Art Trading Cards to send to their partner school. One card was a collage of identity of 

place - and the matching card was a collage of self-identity.



Making Art Trading Cards: ATC

Students selected photographs, text and images from magazines to design and create 
Art Trading Cards that conveyed a sense of self and place. They shared their ideas in 

class before they sent the sets of cards off to Wilson Commencement Academy.



Student ATC Gallery

Students made cards sets of Art Trading Cards. One represented their geographical and 
cultural identity and the other framed their personal identity.
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