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Abstract 

In this short paper we will present video of a film Changing the World, One Wall at a Time, 

which will be presented during the IRDO 17th International Conference in June 2022. The film 

is about Education Is Not A Crime project which was the birth of Paint the Change. You can 

see it here: https://vimeo.com/374709989 
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One wall at a time 

 

Saleem Vaillancourt 

Interviews by Maziar Bahari, Dominique de Villiers & the Paint the Change team 

 

 

"The murals will make the people around feel included and bigger than themselves," said 

Elizabeth Wangui, of the Gigil Community Library in Nakuru, Kenya, where Paint the Change 

has partnered with local activists to produce a series of murals fighting COVID-19 

disinformation, misunderstanding, and promoting vaccine awareness and public health. "The 

people who are undertaking the project are not aliens," Wangui added, summing up a key part 

of our approach at Paint the Change: to directly involve members of local communities in the 

development and creation of street art projects. It is this mix of educational workshops, local 

knowledge, and public art that is at the heart of the Paint the Change mission. 

 

Harriet Oakland, a teacher at the Boxing Academy, London, where Paint the Change recently 

hosted a workshop and produced a mural for students who struggle in conventional learning 

environments, said that our partnership with the Boxing Academy "engaged everyone in our 

school, from students to staff, it created a community feeling." Oakland added that her students 

often engaged reluctantly with the arts curriculum – asking "What's art going to give me?" – but 

that through discussion-led workshops and the experience of seeing ideas come alive in the 

public space the students "start to dig deep, get personal and more expressive". 

 

Street art is an evolution of one of humanity's most primal forms of creative expression. We see 

this from the Lascaux cave paintings in France, estimated to be around 17,000 years old, to the 

frescoes preserved on the walls of Pompeii in Italy, to the graffiti revolution that bloomed in 

the 1980s in the Bronx, New York, and around the world. People have always wished to be 

seen. Creating artwork in the public space is a unique way to achieve this goal – which is far 

more elusive than it should be, for many parts of our society – and our appreciation of this 

power is what led us to start Paint the Change. 

 

Our idea was simple: to bring street art together with social action. A brief tour through some 

of our projects demonstrates how street art and social action can together become a unique tool 

for positive change. 

 

Paint the Change began in 2015 with a campaign in Harlem, New York, called Education Is 

Not A Crime, for which we produced more than 25 murals to champion the right to education 

and to raise awareness of countries where this right is denied. The largest non-Muslim minority 

in Iran, the Baháʼís, promote education for women and equality between the sexes, yet are 

themselves denied by the government the right to higher education. The systematic persecution 

and human rights violations they face have intensified since the 1979 Islamic Revolution. We 

wanted to raise worldwide awareness of this injustice and advocate for the right to 

education, while increasing pressure on the Iranian government to change its policies. During 

the project a striking parallel emerged between the legacy of slavery and Jim Crow laws against 

Black people in the United States and the persecution of Baháʼís in Iran. Finding common 

causes across different communities of struggle reminds us that universal human rights are 

indeed universal. 
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Our campaign saw wide media coverage online and our documentary film on the project, 

Changing the World, One Wall at a Time, was screened around the world. In Iran, the film was 

shown via satellite broadcasters into the country and was seen by millions. Speaking in the 

documentary, George Faison, the first Black winner of the Tony Award, the leading US award 

for musical theatre, explains how using street art for social justice has a lasting power. "Any 

time that you can give inspiration, just subliminally, you'll see it, and it'll process, you'll forget 

about it, and then it will come back to you ... that's what art does."  

 

Inspired by our success in Harlem, back in London we launched Paint the Change which offers 

a unique model of workshops for young people. They are led by local educators, initiating 

discussions and generating ideas that shape the street art projects; and by artists, who help to 

facilitate the expression and visualisation of these ideas. The result is a giant work of art that 

becomes part of the fabric and history of the neighbourhoods where we work. Our dynamic 

team – the celebrated British-Nigerian youth mentor Efe Ezekiel, and French muralist Matt 

"Atma" Dufour – began by hosting these workshops in community centres around East London 

to facilitate searching and open discussions with young participants about issues that affect 

them and their neighbourhoods. Diversity and inclusion, bullying, mental health, sexual 

consent, the environment and many other topics are covered. For these workshops we use a 

flexible curriculum developed by educationalist Sara Clarke-Habibi who drew from her 

experience in developing learning materials for young people in post-conflict former 

Yugoslavia. 

 

The results are groups of young people who find their voices on these sensitive subjects. Artistic 

exercises during these workshop sessions, led by our artist-educator, encourage participants to 

express their thoughts on the topics through art. One of our most celebrated examples – the 200 

Nationalities, One NHS mural in Tower Hamlets, East London, produced in the first months of 

the COVID-19 pandemic in collaboration with the charity Rich Mix – saw more than 200 young 

people and other local community members draw a flower to express unity in diversity. Each 

of these flowers, evoking both uniqueness and unity, was composed by Matt Dufour into a final 

piece, featuring also a portrait of a young Black girl, a participant of our workshops. The mural 

was later installed as a massive print on the facade of Rich Mix’s cultural venue on Bethnal 

Green Road in Shoreditch. 

 

"Expressing those beliefs through art", said Ava, one of the youth participants in the 200 

Nationalities, One NHS workshops, "is something I've never done with other people before – 

because a lot of the time you do it when you're on your own, and when you're on your own, you 

don't really think about other people's beliefs – it gives you food for thought and you include 

that [in the artwork]”. 

 

The 200 Nationalities, One NHS mural came at a special moment. The UK was reeling from 

the effects of lockdown, thousands of lost lives, and widespread economic disruption. The NHS 

was under huge strain. British society was also still grappling with the implications of Brexit – 

felt in particular by people from hundreds of diverse backgrounds who call Britain home. 

 

Maryam Chowdhury, a 22-year-old Paint the Change volunteer, said the NHS was "an integral 

part of our society" and that the project gave "young people a platform to speak about issues 

that are important to them … to present their creativity on a grand level, and that's something 
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they probably wouldn't have access to, or be able to do by themselves, so I think it's a huge 

vehicle for change for young people." 

 

The magic of this mural, which emerged in stages as Paint the Change built a relationship with 

Rich Mix and held workshops online and, when lockdowns eased, in person, was to bring 

together these two currents in the national psyche. We knew that the NHS had staff members 

from more than 200 nationalities – and we knew that through Paint the Change we had a mission 

to celebrate diversity and to overcome exclusion. Pairing these themes captured public 

imagination while pushing away ideologies that exclude disadvantaged parts of society. A BBC 

News story on the project trended as a top item when the mural was unveiled. 

 

We have since worked across London and elsewhere in the country: with Body & Soul, a charity 

that aims to "transform trauma with love"; the London School of Economics; the Spotlight and 

Linc youth centres in Poplar, East London; and several schools across the city. Paint the Change 

has also produced murals on social themes in Australia, Brazil, Greece, India, Italy, Norway, 

Serbia and South Africa. 

 

Our most recent project with Rich Mix, Culture for a Changing City, saw us produce a new 

mural to replace 2020's 200 Nationalities, One NHS. The new project is a celebration of Tower 

Hamlets coming out of lockdown and its community coming back together, welcoming back 

local residents by reflecting the rich diversity of people and cultures that make up the borough. 

 

A call for submissions was shared with the community around Rich Mix – through cultural 

centres, schools, local businesses, and online – inviting residents to contribute. More than a 

hundred pieces of artwork created by East Londoners were combined into this latest mural. 

Those with a personal connection to Tower Hamlets shared their stories, each describing an 

object that was meaningful to them, reflecting their identity or cultural heritage. The objects 

chosen ranged from saris to music records and even tools. Prominent also were drawings of 

people who meant something to the residents – whether treasured relatives or local heroes such 

as the Tower Hamlets poet Mr Gee or photographer Mr Jones. Our Paint the Change team 

collected these either as digital submissions or through in-person workshops held at Rich Mix 

and during a street fair on neighbouring Redchurch Street. 

 

"This community mural is very much about our ambition for Rich Mix, and also our desire to 

welcome our audiences back to London [after lockdown]", said Judith Kilvington, CEO of Rich 

Mix. "I think it's been such a tough 18 months for everyone ... It was really important for people 

to have an idea that they could see themselves represented at Rich Mix and join us creatively 

[in the mural-making process]”. 

 

Paint the Change is now preparing to expand this unique combination of workshops and murals 

to more countries across Europe. Our projects, which are designed to build capacity for 

engagement through art, ensure that young people can better articulate their feelings on social 

issues, their experiences in life, and to empower them in resolving our shared challenges. 

Workshops and public art help all of us to discuss and resolve issues in peaceful, constructive, 

and innovative ways. A new educational toolkit that we have produced will soon be released to 

help our collaborators and teams structure activities to this end. 
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We called our project Paint the Change to evoke the famous Gandhi line: that we must be the 

change we wish to see in the world. Most amazing of all in our story – a story which belongs 

first to every young person, educator, and artist we have worked with on each continent of the 

planet – has been to witness how many people are being the change and creating the new world 

we all need to see. 

 

 

 

Saleem Vaillancourt is a journalist and a producer with Paint the Change. He coordinated the 

Education Is Not A Crime street art campaign and co-produced the documentary Changing the 

World, One Wall at a Time. 

 

 

Paint the Change is a non-profit organisation which brings social action and street art together 

with a unique mix of youth engagement, murals and public awareness campaigns. 

 

paintthechange.me  

Instagram @paintthechangeglobal 
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