
 
 

 

COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION METHOD & EVALUATION: 
 

PROJECT SYNOPSIS: 

 
Hollow is an interactive documentary and community participatory project that examines the 
future of rural America through the eyes and voices of those living in McDowell County, West 
Virginia. Hollow is presented on an HTML5 website and combines video portraits, data 
visualizations, photography, soundscapes and community generated content to bring these stories 
to life in an interactive form. 

 

Evaluation written by Elaine McMillion 

 
From May to September 2012, I lived and filmed in McDowell County, West Virginia. Before 
production, I had developed a community advisory board made up of five residents living in 
McDowell County. With the advisory board's help we collected the names and contact 
information for over 25 residents in McDowell County before ever stepping foot on the ground. 
These 25 residents would be the first people I would talk to and the community advisory board 
secured a level of trust among residents.  
 
The first two weeks was all about increasing that trust and getting know individuals in the 
county and what role they play in the larger community. Taking time to gain trust and truly 
getting to know residents before ever pulling out the camera was important to me. Parachute 
journalists and documentary crews have unfairly represented McDowell and I wanted to make 
sure the residents understood our goals, motives and were on-board with the project. More 
importantly I wanted the residents to take ownership of the project through their involvement 
with community storytelling workshops and video production. As I got to know individuals my 
contact list grew to over 200 residents. By the end of the summer I interviewed over 75 people 
of all ages. These interviews took place in the comfort of people's homes, businesses and 
workplaces. I met many interesting people and the project took me to some interesting places, 
including six miles deep into the Earth in a coalmine. 
 
In addition to interviewing residents, a small production team and myself held three community 
storytelling workshops in June, July and August. The workshop team was made up of myself, 



Michelle Miller, a community organizer for SEIU and West Virginia native now living in 
Washington, D.C.; Tricia Fulks, a freelance journalist and West Virginia native now living in 
Washington, D.C.; Eric Lovell, a digital cartographer and West Virginia native now living in 
Boulder, Colorado; Jeff Soyk, the designer and architect for Hollow and a native of New York; 
Megan Bowers, a freelance videographer and West Virginia native now living in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania; Rheanna Bellomo, a recent Emerson journalism graduate and a native of New 
Hampshire. It was very important to me that the on-the-ground production team understood and 
was sensitive to the challenges and stereotypes already associated with the area. When I was 
first assembling the team I was pleased to have so many West Virginia ex-patriots reach out to 
me to volunteer. Having West Virginia natives at the workshop working with the residents of 
McDowell established a level of trust almost immediately. Jokes were made about the two non-
West Virginians as residents lovingly called Soyk and Bellomo "outsiders" and "Yankees." 
 
We held the workshops at Mount View High School and promoted the two-hour long sessions in 
the local newspaper and with flyers around town. Each workshop, we had around 15 to 20 
participants; a number we were pleased with. The first workshop provided a chance to discuss 
the various roles community members could take in the project and provide feedback to the 
team on what has been shot so far. At the first workshop, residents talked about the ways 
McDowell County has been portrayed by other filmmakers and journalists, listing the negative or 
frustrating words we've all heard. Those words included: the last place, drug addicts, hopeless, 
ignorant, lazy, mean, stand offish, dark hollows, dumb hillbilly, void/emptiness, uneducated and 
poor/poverty. They then share the hopeful and prideful words that come to mind when they 
think of their community. Those words included: hardworking, resourceful, energetic, home, 
diverse, rich culture, resilient, straight-forward, warmth, help, pride, faith, ingenuity and talented. 
With those concepts in mind, we reviewed the first clips of footage I had shot and talked about 
what to shoot next. They were happy to see a visual montage of themselves that they claimed 
no one from the outside had ever shown before; images of everyday life in restaurants, kids 
catching the bus, fishing holes, church on Sunday and community festivals.  
 
While these may seem like mundane moments to many, to me they represent precious moment 
and a normalcy that hasn't been seen from the county. Images that dominate the web about 
McDowell include trailer parks, mug shots, dirty children on front stoops and an overall lack of 
normalcy. It's as if McDowell is always suffering; as if there is no life, no potential, no love and no 
hope. I wanted to shoot these moments to make the people of McDowell relatable to those inside 
and outside of West Virginia. The remaining two workshops involved residents writing and 
sharing stories, learning how to shoot video content, as well as reviewing content and planning 



together to achieve common goals after the project ended production. At the end of the 
workshop, we created and established an online community calendar for the residents and a 
Facebook group to track initiatives and share updates until we launch. 
 
In early July, after our second community storytelling workshop, I started the push to get more 
community-generated content. As a one-woman band in McDowell County, it was difficult to 
both interview and train residents at the same time. So once I gathered nearly 20 interviews and 
accompanying broil for the documentary portraits I decided it was time for me to put down the 
camera and start targeting youth groups and individuals and encourage them to shoot content.  
 
By this time, I had made many great contacts in the area and was able to tap into existing youth 
programs, including the 4H campers, and hold three-hour training and shooting sessions with the 
residents. With the money from Kickstarter, I purchased five Canon Vixia video cameras, tripods, 
headphones, and camera bags. In addition to the group training, I did one-on-one training with 
many individuals who reached out to me. Over the course of the summer, I distributed the five 
video cameras and trained nearly 30 individuals on the basics of video production. Nearly 15 of 
those individual's stories will be featured in Hollow along with the content we produced.  
 
Each person or group chose a topic or two and was challenged to answer one of the following 
questions by shooting images in their community: 
 
1.  What is the meaning of home? 
2.  What do you want for the future of your community? 
3.  What challenges do you or your community face? 
4.  What do you love most about McDowell County? What would you change? 
5.   How does the outside world see you/your community? How do you see yourself? 
6.  Who is a person in your community that you feel makes a difference? 
7.  What is something interesting happening in your community that many people don't know 
about? 
 
Each resident shot their own unique perspective of their community. It was great to follow their 
progress and meet back up with them when they were finished to talk about their experience. At 
first, I was very frustrated that residents didn't seem to listen to my instructions and lesson plans. 
They were not taking my advice about using the tripod and holding their shots for 10 seconds 
seriously or retaining the information. But after a while, I grew to love the raw aesthetic and 
view the community was capturing. I also had to tell myself that the residents were not trained 



filmmakers and that like myself, they would have to learn from their mistakes. In the end, I am 
happy the residents didn't listen to all of my advice because the most important aspect, "the 
story," still comes through no matter how shaky the shot. I do think that one big downfall is that I 
did not have the resources or time to teach them how to edit their stories. I also think this is the 
reason why they kept making the same mistakes (recording without audio for example) because 
they never had to take the raw footage and make something out of it. They shot their footage, 
we sat down and talked about it and what else they needed to shoot and then they handed it to 
me. This is a big shortcoming to this process and in the future I would like to approach this 
differently. Nevertheless, I know that being a part of the project was meaningful and a great 
experience for many of kids involved. I have kept in close contact with three kids who now are 
interested in pursuing photography and filmmaking. While the video clips that a community 
member shot are very important, I found it so amazing to witness the camera's effect on people. 
The camera has the ability to help individuals see their world in a new way. The mediated image 
they create allows them to take a step back and reflect on how-they see themselves and how 
others might see them. I saw this transformation happen a couple times. 
 
The first time was when I was working with Fred Rice, a 14-year-old from Elkhorn. He took the 
video camera out for a walk through downtown Keystone with a small group of teens. Their 
goal was to talk about the current state of the buildings and business and project what they 
thought the future of the town could be. On his walk down the main street he was very 
conscious of the camera and was looking his peers and I for direction. He wasn't really focused on 
what he was shooting and I had to keep reminding him that the camera was running and that 
his memory and battery were being used. When we reached the end of Main Street his two 
peers lost interest in the exercise. They wandered off to a nearby house and Fred and I started to 
retrace our steps back toward downtown. Without the distraction of his peers and with some 
experience using the camera, it was as if Fred was able to finally embrace the camera. For the 
entire walk back, Fred was in his own mind; it was as if I was not present and he was not 
looking at me for direction. He was talking to the camera as if he would talk to his friends. He 
addressed the abandoned buildings, the crumbling sidewalks and gave us his opinion on why 
nothing happens in the community. It was a powerful moment for my to witness and we 
continued to work with Fred to encourage him to shoot more stories. One thing that still sticks 
with me today was what Fred said while he was shooting a closed-down diner, "Long story 
short, it used to have meaning but now it's just wrecked up." 
 
The second example of this transformation is with Shawn Penwarden, a newcomer to McDowell.  
Shawn, 43, is originally from Pennsylvania but moved to McDowell from North Carolina a 



couple years ago. This past summer, he started an ATV repair business and restaurant in 
Northfork, a town that is home to less than 500 people, a funeral home and a Dollar General. 
When he borrowed the camera he told me he wanted to shoot the trash dumps back in the 
mountains and sewage going into the creek. I was a little taken back with his negative shot list 
but I let him proceed and figured I would check in with him in a few days. I worked with him 
over the course of a couple weeks to help him shoot more footage and when I received the 
memory card and camera back I found a clip that still brings tears to my eyes. After 10 to 15 
shots of abandoned houses, trash, dirty creek beds and failing infrastructure, Shawn took his 
camera home with him. He was sitting at the dinner table getting ready to eat when he turned 
the camera on and pointed it at his 9-month-old  baby, Jessica. Baby Jessica is sitting in her high 
chair making funny faces and trying to talk. She is anxiously awaiting her dinner and smiling as 
her dad talks to behind the camera, "This is the real reason I want to get involved and help 
improve the communities; it's for this little girl and the other kids. They need a future growing up 
around here." 
 
What Shawn's camera log revealed was that his desire to shoot all the negative allowed him to 
reflect and realize that maybe that wasn't the best footage to shoot. He thought more about why 
he was shooting it and why it bothered him; the reason was his child, he wants a better life for 
her. Without seeing that mediated image and having a chance to think about how the images 
would be seen by a larger audience, Shawn may have never came to this realization. Just as 
with Fred, this was a moment that demonstrates the power of community participatory 
storytelling. 
 
Working with residents of McDowell turned out to be an experience I may not have been 
prepared for. Before leaving to spend the summer in Southern West Virginia, I prepared myself 
for the worst. I prepared myself to be shunned and seen as an outsider and to be mentally and 
emotionally affected by the immense poverty in the region. I had prepared myself for the 
possibility of theft and the idea of my camera gear making me a target to the drug addicts and 
dealers. I had also prepared myself to be ready to minimize my original plans of 50 portraits. All 
of these preparations proved to be mostly useless. What I didn't realize is that I would have so 
much in common with the people of McDowell County and that through my experiences 
growing up in a coal town, they would be able to trust me so quickly and get behind Hollow.  
 
I was disappointed in the lack of representation from local government officials at our three 
storytelling workshops. All mayors, commissioners and those in the county government were 
invited to the workshops and it was advertised through posters and the local newspaper. 



However, only Peni Adams, the executive director the Economic Development Authority, came to 
one meeting. The rest of the crowd was made up of devoted small business owners, artists and 
non-profit leaders who questioned why their representatives in local government would not show 
up at the Saturday meetings. I learned very quickly how corrupt the local politicians were and 
that this was an ongoing struggle. 
 
For the second workshop I went to each mayor’s office to personally invite him or her. While at 
the City Hall in War, I ran into Tom Hatcher, the mayor of War, a leader I respected and who 
had done a lot for his community. I interviewed Tom Hatcher back in December 2011 during an 
early "research" shoot. He promised to come to the meeting that following Saturday. Sadly and 
shockingly Tom was murdered the night that I saw him. They found his body the next day and 
his daughter-in-law is now on trial for his murder. Tom had been an outspoken voice about the 
effect prescription pills were having on his town. The sad turning point is that police believe he 
was murdered for $1,500 that was used to buy drugs. A turn of events that still haunts the 
community. It is times like this when you realized this project is more than a documentary, it's 
about real life and real life cannot be tamed and edited into nice portraits. I have had many 
experiences like this since leaving McDowell. Businesses I featured have closed, people I know 
have been arrested for selling drugs and one character I spent an entire day filming was arrested 
for abusing his wife. All of these events make me question why I want to try and help this 
community. A community that seems it is its own worst enemy. But I quickly remember all those 
stories of resilience and know that this is worth it. My biggest fear is that this project will not 
actually be able to generate positive change but will serve as a warning sign to the rest of the 
country of what small towns across the country are becoming. 
 
I don't think I realized how much of an impact I could have on this community and the residents. 
I quickly discovered that they were looking for a way to tell their stories and struggles and once 
we said "Hollow" is that resource, they were on board. I am often concerned the project is 
growing too quickly. How do we balance the content I shot with the content the community 
shot? How do we bring these stories to life online in a balanced way? How do we sustain the 
momentum a year after launch? I feel like I became part of their community but at the end of 
the day, I am a filmmaker with my own biases, views and ideas. The first day I was in 
McDowell County, I was on the side of the road taking a picture of the train and a pickup truck 
pulled over. Two young men emerged out of the truck. They were very nice and curious about 
what I was doing, where I was from etc. One of them told me he had recently moved back from 
California where he lived for a couple years. I asked him what he wanted to come to this town 
and to McDowell for the future. His response: "A Taco Bell would be nice." I didn't even know 



how to respond; I was dumfounded. We were standing in a town that doesn't even have a 
grocery store, clean drinking water, street lights, or a gas station and a county that doesn't have 
a proper sewage disposal, a recreational center or any meeting place for community members.  
At this point I had to take a step back, put aside my ideas of what could change this place and 
realize that changing a mindset and complacency is extremely difficult. He then explained his 
perspective a bit more, "I am happy here without all the things the rest of the world has. I lived 
in California and hated it because I saw the future and didn't like what I saw." 
 
While shooting flood "remakes" with Renee Bolden she said to me, "I think you are the first 
person to come in here and ask us what we want for our future. I feel like we have just been 
existing." That to me was startling and sad. Why am I the first? When things began going south 
in the 1940s-1980s plenty of people came in with formulas and plans that they believed would 
transform McDowell. Most of those plans involved changing the people, their culture and way of 
life or boosting access to technology believe that would solve poverty, lack of education and social 
issues. But all these people learned that stuffing the people of Appalachia into a grand plan 
developed by outsiders is destined to fail. They did not consider what the people actually wanted.  
 
However, this is not as easy as it sounds because as Renee stated many people who still live in 
McDowell haven't put a lot of thought into what they want. I do not believe that we should 
attempt to push places like McDowell "in the future" or force new technologies in areas that don't 
even have clean drinking water and proper sewage systems. What McDowell County needs is 
for its youth to return; for young people that grew up in Southern West Virginia to come back 
and help their fellow men and women. This is asking a lot of them, but I don’t feel confident (due 
to the historical record) that grassroots programs can be successfully carried out by VISTA works 
from other areas. It needs to be people rooted in the area. Unfortunately, many of those young 
people leave these areas with a bad taste in their mouth and a negative outlook on the future of 
their hometown. They, after all, have never seen it any better like their parents and grandparents 
have. Additionally, there are no jobs for young talent and no reason to return beyond a love for 
"home." 
 
Overall, I feel I made a positive impact on the community but I hope it was enough to last. The 
momentum was so great this summer; people were inspired, encouraged and were enthusiastic 
about documenting their towns, balloon mapping or coming to workshop. Hollow gave the 
people of McDowell something to be a part of that isn't political or religious affiliated. Their 
praises of appreciation mean a lot to the team and I and my hope is that we can sustain this 
pride and excitement through the Holler Home tool once we launch.



DOCUMENTS TO DOWNLOAD: 
 
Storytelling 101 by McMillion 
http://wp.me/aLWKx-cs 
 
 
Quick Guide (tips for in the field) by McMillion 
http://wp.me/aLWKx-ct 
 
 
McFarland Guide (not written by McMillion) 
http://wp.me/aLWKx-cu 
 


