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Communicating Mental Health 
Through Art in Malden: 
The Youth “Photovoice” Project 
 

In 2008, community and academic partners in 
Malden, Massachusetts completed a needs assessment 
to better understand the health and health needs of 
Asian immigrants in an urban community. Mental health 
arose as an area of concern among the city’s growing 
Chinese and Vietnamese populations. However, 
according to Institute for Community Health (ICH) 
researcher Shalini Tendulkar, ScM, ScD, mental health 
is a sensitive topic in immigrant communities in general 
and not well understood in Asian American communities. 
In response to this community needs assessment, Dr. 
Tendulkar and Dr. Jocelyn Chu, formerly of the Institute 
for Community Health and now a consultant at John 
Snow, Inc sought to deconstruct the concept of mental 
health, from the perspective of young people in Asian 
communities with a grant from the Saffron Circle Fund. 

“In Asian American communities – where there are 
few words to capture what mental health is – how can 
the idea of mental health be teased out? And how is it 
understood among Asian youth?” asked Chu.  

Building on ICH’s existing partnerships with the 
Malden Chinese Culture Connection (CCC) on both the 
2008 needs assessment and the East Meets West 
project to ease acculturation stress amongst immigrant 
families, ICH, Chu, CCC, and the Asian American Civic 
Association (AACA) – an ICH Boston community partner 
– embarked on a collaboration with Asian youth in 
Malden and Boston to carry out a mental health 
“photovoice” project. “Photovoice” is a participatory, 
action-oriented methodology that involves training 
community members to express their ideas and 
generate discussion through photographs, and will be 
used to mobilize Asian youth in Malden and Boston to 
communicate their perceptions of mental health.  

According to Chu, the project uses photography as a 
vehicle to “build the capacity of youth to talk about and 
ask questions about mental health” by having them 
venture out into their communities and take photos that 
represent mental health and wellness to them.  

The program begins with a six-session training 
course for the youth on research and photovoice 
methodology, and will build up to the field work of taking 
photos. Tendulkar and Chu are involved in the 
development and administration of these training 
sessions for the youth participants. 

The photo project is a creative one that Kim Nghiem, 
Psy.D., staff psychologist and Director of the Asian 
Mental Health Program at the Cambridge Health 
Alliance, is excited to serve on the advisory board for. 
“It’s a platform to share experiences, not only for the 
participants, but also to bring it to the community.”  

Though still in its early phases, the project has 
already recruited approximately eight students to 
participate. Initial brainstorming sessions with the youth 
are also off to a great start, with researchers starting to 
hear from youth that mental health extends to “mind, 
body, and spirit,” according to Tendulkar. “The sky’s the 
limit when you have people coming in and listening to 
you, but also empowering you to do something about 
your health and your community,” said Nghiem of the 
student enthusiasm.  

“I hope that the students who participate in this 
program, having gone through the process of this 
experience, will discover something new about their 
definition of mental health,” said CCC Director Mei Hung. 
“Hopefully, the students will not only develop a better 
strength within themselves, but also are able to carry 
over the skills and knowledge throughout their adult life, 
when they go to college, or even into a career.” 

At the completion of the photo project, the 
collaborating organizations would like the artwork 
featured in local venues where it can be shared with and 
generate discussion in the community around promoting 
wellness. 

 
Through the ICH Education Program, ICH intern Alice 
Chan (Tufts University class of 2015) has been able to 
take part in this photo project. Check out her recent blog 
post on the ICH website for how the youth training 
sessions are going so far! For more information on 
internship opportunities like this one at ICH, please click 
here, 
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