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THE LONG HAUL

Three Decades of Teaching Student
Documentary Action Research for
Environmental and Climate Justice

Steve Goodman

Studenss cften view rising oceans, meking polar ice caps, and other disastrous
effects of glabal climate change as disconnected from their lives, distant theeats
oecurning in remote parts of the world, Some may feel thas the problems are
toa overwhelming and that nething can be dene. Educators, parsicularly those
teaching i diverse urban school distncts, can play a critical role 1n helping
ctudents connect climate change to their daily lives by using media production
ta explore urgent questions of environmental science, public healsh, and racial
justice. For example, students can investigate how climate change's catastrophic
effects, such as massive heat waves, floods, and hurricanes. amphfy pre-exisiing
social. economic, and racial inequitics for Black, brown, Indigencus, and poor
white communities, They can then research problems, render stories, and pro-
pose possible actions at the :ntersection of envitenmental and chimate justice.

This chapter discusses the collaberative action rescarch and storytelling
ertbodied in four student documentary projects about environmental justice
problems faced by New York City communities spanning the lase 19205 into
the 20105, and how these critical practices can inform scudent environmental
media projects today, The youth co-created their documentaries in intensive,
credit-bearing, after-schoel workshops at the nesprofic Educasional ¥ ideo
Center (EVC) awvorz. of which the author was the founding Executive Direc-
tor. They were drawn from New York City high schocls for recent immigrants
and snall schools serving overage and under-credited students struggling te
graduate.

The analvsis of these four cases includes descriptions and dialogue from the
footage and links o two short clips from one of the documentaries, In additon,
the voloes of two former EVC Documentary Workshop Program Directors,
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a former EVC student and her mother, are woven throughout the discussion.
rterviewed while warching back the documentaries they facilizated and par-
ticspaced in years before, their reflections {ligh:ly edited for clarisy} provide
unigue msiders’ perspectives on the teaching, learning, and production of these
prozects.

The first of these projeczs was produced when the clintate erisis had vet to
become fully parc of the natonal conversation and before cell phones and social
mediz had been invented. Now that students are all caseving a camers in cheir
pocket and can upload their media messages te the world, the povential for
stident environmental media prejeces is nearly limitless, However, the focus
is not on the preduction and dissenination techznologies bue on the teaching,
learning, community partsesships, and actions that chese seudent productions
ke possbie

Across their four projeces, the students focused the viewers' attention on en-
vironmental and public health problems that were ofien invisible to the general
public, Advocating for more sustamnable and just exvironzensal change, the youth
producens documenced che deadly chemicals dumped iznto our rivers and ccean
by corporate polluters, New York Ciry and the Hudson River: Downstream and Up the
Creek eve.ongdprodict-page e york-city-the-adzon-river (Educztional Videe Center,
1989); the rons of garbage carted away each day by trucks and barges, Trash Thy
Neightor vimeo comi175876642 (Educational Video Center, 1990}, Youth produc-
ers aka created videos about the diesel fumes of garbage trucks choking poor
neighborhoods, Shame on Yea! Tiat Can Be Revsed! ex.ongdpraduct-page/shame-on-
yeatethat-can-be-sensed (Educational Video Center, 20073 and the Jead dust and
soxie mold growing behind the walls of public housing, Breathing Fasy: Envisn-
micrtad Flaziands i Pubiic Heasing vineo.com /661925597 (Educational Video Centes,
2013} ffor video clip transenipts of these two videos, see i/ i,

Considering all four films vogether, 2 larger picture emerges from the cu-
mulative products of capitalism’s toxic and unsustaimable growch, unbridied
consumer excess. and the systemsc racism that causes historically marginalized
communities of color to sutfer the worst consequences. Yet, with a sense of
urgency and also humor, these students, family, and community voices remind
us tiat these conditions of environmental injustice are not unaleerable facts of
life but are arcificial problens thas can be resisced and changed,

Student-Centered and Inquiry-Based Teaching within a
YPAR Framework

Core to EVC's documentary pedagegy was its scudent-centered, inquiry - based
approach and Youth Parucipatory Action Research (YPAI) Gamework, This
meant grounding projects in students’ questions, (nserests, shd experiences.
Their home, school, and neighborhood were often shies S lvestigation, media

o Lestay
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making, and action. As students tapped cheir own family and Community’s
“funds of knowledge” {Moll et al., 1992), the traditional teacher’s position as
the sole source of xnowledge was de-centered.

Their student-centered approach strengthened students” accountabilicy and
ownership of their learning. For example, before they began their projects, stu-
dexts collaboratively created group agreements to establish norms and ground
sules for safe and inclusive conversasions and work together, They also drew
stoductior: calendars and planned backward from the final screemng, mark-
;ng deadlines for the research, shooting, and editing phases that led up o e
The teachers integrated social-emetional Jearning :nto the projects by starting
werkshops with regular cam-building rituals such as “highs and lows" ko
xnown as “roses and thorns™}. They provided everyone a dedicated time to
shate personal successes and problems they may have experienced in or out of
school. They also fostered students’ self-reflection through daily journaling
cime by asking students to consider what they've learned throngh their day’s
wortk and what creative ideas they may have for vpcoming work, such as shot
11573, intersiews, or edit plans,

While the instructer’s facilitative role remaned crucial, the routine vse
of peer teaching strategses reinforced and distributed knowledge as seudents
coached their peers on skills they had just learned to perform, such as operat-
ing the camera, the boom nuc, or ediung software. These authentie learming
expenences allowed students to practice new identities as critical researchers,
cantera operators, storytellers. and environmental educators and acavists when
they used their videos to inspire viewers to guestion, debate, and take action
1N respose,

Driven by students’ questions, each video production was like peeling an
ortion; each question and laver of research revealed ancther beneathst. As for-
mer EVC Documentary Workshop Progran: Director Dave Murdock (April
18, 2022) described the investigative process with the Trasl decumentary:

If you can start small with like a paper bag blowing down the street and

chen vou ask, what happens to this thing?, ., you're incorperating daly life.

Keeping it small as the beginning. And Jetting it build up. Once you're on

that detective story of, “What happens ta this stull?" ics really interesting,

You start seeing it sverywhere. You stars seeing the garbage man. and the

garbage trucks, You wonder, where do these trucks go?

Wies her scudents had questions about the impact of truck pollution in the
community, former EVC Documentary Workshop Program Director Chris-
tine Mendoza prompted her students to take the next step in their Shame on
You! progect and incerview people on the South Bronx streets about the high

asthima rates there
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Students developed a sense of agency to question pc.oplc o the serect and
the city's water and garbage sanitation officials. Dc'.'clc:pn:-g therr 'qx:csnons and
conducting imzerviews sharpened students’ vesearch skills and &url;l-cn?ouo
Jearning as they kad o leave their comfort zone and work col!abo.‘atwdy.m
overcome obstacles and solve real-world problems that arose in the media-
making process. ey

Not only did the EVC instructors weave student-centered and inquiry-
based (cacl:;xxg serategries chreughout the production process, bus they chal-
lenged cheir studests o apply cheir findings to :llc environmental pr.oblcms
that they were investigating, This approach was informed by tllc.Par‘nnpqtt?:y
Action Research pedagogical framewerk that has leng been practiced in :\l'r.lc’
and Latin Anterica, This framework is based on the notion that problems of in-
wstice can 2est be solved by those most divectly impacced by ‘tlwm 1 collabora-
vion with ocutside researchers. [vengages young people as active rcscarchcrs and
draws upon their experiences and insider perspectives Lo m.ma'.,e_'mn.;l change
and solve the problems that are obstacles 1o cheir well-being {Cammarota &
Fine, 2008; Good:man, 2018; Perrone et al., 2022). A .

In these intergenerational “contact zones” (Fine & Torre, 2019) ?f dalogue,
analysis, and refleceion, the students drew upon a diverse range of collabor:!-
tors for cheir documentary rescarch, including peers, fmily mc:‘nbcrs. envis
ronmental and public health advecates, dectors, scientists, and residents in the
community. As co-ereators of media arc and new knowledge, the studcmf u'scd
interviews, verite footage, visual documentation, art, music, puppets, dxanfs.
surveys, games, humor, dramatic re-enactmenss, and more to Te-present thc,r
environmental indings and narvatives for vouth, school, ami_ community audi-

ences, In chis way, students” parzicipacory research can redefine wha:\counts as
knowledge in a schoel's curriculum and inscruction {Caraballe, 2022,

Student Engagement: Meeting Students Where They Are

Some EVC students imitiallv struggled to connect to the cnvirolrmcmal subject
of their documentaries. They were alse concerned about ho\\: their decumen-
tary would engage their urban peers in an environmental subject,

Crowing up 1 New York Cuty in the 1980;.. EVC m_xdcms encountered
multiple epidemics in their communicies, incuding A1DS, c.m'k. homeless-
ness, youth cnre, and police violence. They said they hadn't really chought
the cx;vimnmem was an imporoan: soczal preblem, at least not ene that urban
students of color nzeded to be concerned about. v

However, the environmental justice movement kad begun to mk.c oot In
the carly 19805 durning protests in North Carolina aguin’sl th.c state's <.iump-
g of the deadly poly chlorinated biphenyl (PCB) chemical in a landtill in J
poor Black farming community [e was sparked by the caivil rights leader Rev.
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Dr. Benjamis Chavis when ke declared, “This is environmental racisn.” He
defined it as, “racial discrimination in the deliberated targeang of comuni-
ties of color for toxic wasce disposal and the siting of pollutng industries™
(Chavis, 1993, p, 31 and "the systematic exclusion of minorities from envi-
renmencal policy making, enforcement. and remediation” {Almassi, 2021
P. 22}, Chavis coined the term and helped Sring a racial and social Justice
frame ro chis grow ing movement that was 3o protesting petrochemical and
lead poisening in peor and segregaced communities across the country and
the world (Fears & Dennis, 2021; Worid Economic Forum, 2020;,

But environmental racism and environmenzal justice had not yet become
popularized among the youth 2t EVC. Even though they didu? necessanly
perceive the relevance of Hvestigating environmental pollution in their urban
communities, as Mendoza (March 10, 26221 puc i, “The key was meeting
the students where they are. If they're not interested in it, figuring oue why
they're not interested in jc. Finding out what a potential entry peint could be
with chem.” Murdock aiso looked for possible connect:ons and entry points
and found one in his students’ love of horror movies, Seeking to connece witl,
their urban peers who would be watching their film, Tiash T ¥ Neighbor eov opg/
Product-page forach-thep-eighbor, they used creativity, humos, and their knowledge
of horror movies,

The students cpened their video with 4 low tracking shor, following be-
hind a student's boots walking through garbage-strewn sereets of Manhattan,
forcing the viewer to take a clesewp look at the garbage we throw out, bat it
never really disappears, An organ cminously plays classic horror movie chords
as the unkeown walking student narrator in Jiash (1990 warns us, “There's a
danger out chere, lurking, waiting, building every single day.... Seon, IT may
take over the whole planet..., No one can escape IT, whecher vou're Black,
White, Hispanic, Asiarn, voung, or old. Especially you!” The camers tlts up
te 2 medium shot, so we finally see who is speaking, “IT i ~" and in a nod to
then-President George W. H, Bush, the studen: narrator savs, jabbing his fin-
ger at the camera with sach letter, “Read My Lips! G-A-R-B-A-G-E!" Ac this
reveal, a student then gives a piercing horror movie scream off camets as the
narrator walks of-screen, leaving a bag of garbage behind in the background.

Neatly 20 years later when Mendoza's videa workshop began working on
anocher environmental documentary about the problem of garbage, Skame on
You! That Can Be Reused, her students simularly dida't initsally understand how
this problem connected to their lives as urban youth of color, Seecing the:r re-
sistance 1o the topie, she recalled trinking, it would be great for my stedencs
to meer other young people “who look like them, whe ace like them and who
might influence them to show them that this is an issue that is important for
them to explore. So that peer-to-peer interaction and connection were critical
n getting them on board 1o be excited about this project.”
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Fhey visited and Glmed a discussion wich an after-scheol environmental
Justice vouth grevp in the Hunts Point neighborheod of the South Bronx. The
youth were onganizang against the truck tratfic and the woxic diesel fumes they
spread in their nesghborhood, One of the yoush participants explaizs, “We do \
social justice and eovironmenal justice,.. It's noc fair. Everybody should try
and take care of therr environment equally instead of alwavs dumping every-
thing on the South Bronx,” )

The environmental justice veucth group was a big insprration for the
EVC crew. They helped shape the direction the video crew would then
explore, and environmental racism became a central focus of their Glm. In
thetr opemng narration, the EVC students stite. “Environmental racism afs
tects a large number of people who hive in lew-income communities. While
making this documentary, we wens to the South Bronx to tnvestigate the
tnjuscices in the area.”

Even as the EVC students came ta learn about how important the concept
of environmental racism was, they knew they needed o find an engaging way
to teach their peer audiences about it. Mendoza (March 10, 2022} explained
that “the students said, ‘If we're going to make this film, it has o be fun and ot
has to be exciting. And we have to have fun making it Like the Trash crew,
these students goe creative, They acted out playful scenes about recycling in
the school lunchroom, staged a student recycling game. and made two puppets
(whom they named Billy and Beoty) out of paper bags to move the narrative of
their documentary forward, :

Mendoza (March 10, 2022) felt that it was important 1o suppore her students’
puppet meking and other creative ideas for cheir project and said, “*How can
we make this work?" was always the question.” While designing, scripting,
voice acting, handling, and shooting the puppet scenes, they stare with puppet
Billy coughing and breathing 1 an inhaler. Betey asks, "What's wrong?™ Billy
says, “All the garbage transter cruck fumes are making my asthuna act up,” Add-
ing statistics to the scene Betty says, “One in four people in the South Bronx
has asthma. Can thas be the reason?” A ditle card then appears: "¢ s essimated
that around 3,000 srucks dove through Hunts Peint every day.”

The duspropertionately high rate of asthma @0 low-income commumities of
color was alse a focus of the 2013 EVC documentary, Breatling Eary: Pwviron
memal Hazards in Pathe Hoasiong, In chis case, the stadents investigated the lead
poisening and toxic mold epidemic in New York Cicy's 400,000 resident pub
lic heusing syseem, Although they knew that reperting on these hazards would
be of genesal interest, to engage student audiences effectively, they wanted 1o
personalize the problem and document how'it affected another studenc.

One crew member, Raclene. had described 1o the class her famuly's une
healehy DLiving condiions and her struggles wich asthma, However, she was
initially poc comtortable bemng tilmed for their project. She tinally agreed after
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her peers convinced her that her partcipation could help others who may not
be aware that they are living with lead, mold, or other similar hazardous con-
ditions in their homes, So she took a video camera home and recorded her

theughes 1n a videe diary.

Starting the Inquiry: Defamiliarizing the Familiar

A strategy that the EVC anstructors used to help their students connect with
the subject of their films was to teach them to take notice of that subject in
their dazly life. Ta do so, studencs observe the ordinary things they may have
passed by or stepped over before with the naked eye and then use thetr camera
to portray these things, In other wonds, they were learning o defamilianze
the familiar evervday experiences. As a resuly, across each project, the students
became more aware of what they muight wke for granted and began to ask
questions.

In the scudents’ cpening narration for New Yok Cirg aud tiie Hudson River,
they call upon their viewers to take notice of the familiar, “You know when
yeu cross the George Washingten Bridge on the way to New Jersey? Ever ne-
tice that body of water tha: you pass over?” A wide shot captures the George
Washingron Bridge, spanmng the river beneath ic. Murdock {April 18, 2022

says:

You have this huge river in your city. Did you ever think about it when
vou're driving over? It's getting them engaged 1 a personal way on the
thing .. questioning about how clean it 15, Or why wn’tanybedy swimming
in it, or can people fish in is. It's kind of opening your eyes to what's night
in front of you,

The students working en the Skame o You! documentary also learned w
nrake visible che seemingly invisible problem of the deadly polluted air that was
all around then, In this case, st was the diesel exbaust Gimes and fine parcicu-
laze matter from sanitation rucks and the nearby highway waffic. Even though
it was causing many residents in the South Bronx to suffer high rates of asthma,
the heavy traffic was often seen as juss an smmutable face of life.

As with che Teash and Hadson projects, Mendoza also helped her students wo
make pessonal connections with their documentary, Skame on You! (2007). She
helped them te document and make the problem viuble by surveying residents
on the streets of Hunts Point about whether they kaew anvone wath asthma.

Mendoza helped her ssudents prepare for their first “sheot™ 1 the Bronx
neighborhood by role-playing mock interviews in the classsoom and debrief-
ing what they learned trom the expenience. While some students played the
interviewes, others pracuced how to imtroduce themselves and their project e
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VIDEO CLIP 100 Clip from Shame on You, Oaline available at: hesps/fvintec.comys
IHVURRAN

a stranger, hold the macrophene, actively Listen and ask follow-up questions,
properly frame the camera shot, mentor andio levels, and communicate with
cach other as a team,

When they arnived i the Bronx, one of the first people chey interviewed
said, “Yes, my davghter has asthma.” Another man said, "Yes, my mother, my
sen” A woman answered, “Including myself, | have my granddangbter. And
[ chink the majority of the people who hive here,” Her estimate was likely not
too far off since according to the students' research, che South Broznx aschma
rate was three times the national average (see Video Clhip 1001},

Mendozz (March 10, 2022} described her students’ reactions after they gath-
cred ches suyvey data:

“Man® All of these people in she Seuth Bronx have asthma. .. T dudn't ever
think it was connected to the environnient that [ was raised in, OK, maybe
this is a bigger problem chan we had cnginally theught, . We found this!
Now we have to find someone who's geing to tell us about this!” So, it was
like following the students’ curiosity,

When they started to defamiliarize the familizr evervday sight of crucks
passing chrough the neighborhood, they could begin to analvze the connecs
tions berween che traffic and che rise in respivarory illness. In fact, they found
reports chat documented twoe to chree cruck trips per minute hauling garbage
in and out of the residential streers and data that showed the South Bronx has
the highest zpe-adiusted zschma death rates by far among all counties in the
state o

I Breativing Easp, the flmmakers alse called actention to and made visible
nidden environmental hazards of lead dust and mald net only for their viewers
but akso for EVC student Raelene and her mother, Michele Holmes, Michele
(March 25, 2022) explained the lndden nature of the mold after the New York
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Ciry Housing Authority (INYCHA) moved her fanuly inta what they clazmed
was 2 mold-free aparement 1 the building:

[ didn't know what to lock for. .. [ didn't know st was already there and they
just punted over it. And atter being there one month, it was my first EIU visic
in many years, 1 dide't know it was because of the mold, 1 didn’t know whac
those spots were, And they were appearing all over the bathroom, which
was connected to my bedroom.... By then | already had Raelene, she Lad
her Erst asthima attack a couple of days after she turned five, Later on one of
my grandsens, he developed it. A couple of days afier he turned four. And
the common denominater was we all sleptin my bedrcom The three of us.
And to shis day we sill have at.

Fallowing the Inquiry: Environmental Racism
and Public Science

As Murdock {April 15, 2022) had observed. ence his Tiash documentary
students started noticing the garbage crucks all around the city, they asked,
“Where do these tracks go?” Following the uncks, they ended up atop the
Fresh Kills landfill 11 the borough of Staten Liland. The sanitation worker chey
intersiewed for Trah (1990 explained, “This is the biggest landfill in the world
and the only operation where the garbage comes in by barges.” Their camera
pars actoss cranes and bulldozers, dwarfed by mouncains of garbage as faras the
eve can see, as swarms of seagulls circle and dive around them.

At the time, durip trucks and barges were bringing in abour 29,000 tons
of garbage daily. Before it closed, 130 million tons of waste had been dumped
there (New York City Deparement of Parks and Recreation, n.d). This waste
is the byproduct of our tirowaway society, where we recycle just 5% of our
plastic waste and threw out 15-25% of the food we buy, releasing methane into
e armesphere (Gamanon, 2022; Lippard, 2016].

Wken the Fresh K:lls landfill was finally clesed a decade after the crew
Elmed there, the citv's solution to disposing of the unsustainable dood of resi-
dential garbage was to ship most of it invo low-income communities of color
for processing by multiple privately operated transfer statiens. So, in 2013,
when the Stame on You! documentary crew also follewed a trail of trucks and
garbage. they breadened their inquiry to make visible the hidden forces of
environztental racism and the social inequisies that impaceed Black and brown
residents in one of the peorest communities in the Bronx.

To understand the concept of environmental racism, students not only
peeded to learn about pollution and public health but also about the social,
political, andd econonue dimensions of how power works in their caty. When-
ever possible, the EVC instructors connected these issues to students’ lived
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f‘f‘}:‘-"’f*‘ nees and wo more cemplex political and seientific cenceprs explained by
:::;::';::5 \?'J.Ct!}ﬂ. cconomists, and pablic healch advocates. [n their video, lh;.

5 Made these more abstract concepss easier for their viewing avdiences
by editing i mope plasnspoken comments frem community members and con-
crete mages Chat illustrated their meaning, .

EVC instruciers facilitased other stidents’ entiques and used professionally
)f'lxll'f od documentaries to teach these advanced edinng technigues. Some-
s by 53"?"Wing chips with the audic off, they analyzed how editors used
ff"“R"*- Erapiics, narration, and sound btes to tell stories and explain complex
n?ea;. S}ud:-nls also sharpened their ediing skills when they presented their
l‘:}‘;‘i":';;o?:;:l‘;:'m(il:.r<.>ugl: cus screemngs th.at the Inseructor fa'ql:latcd -with
Wi k. _-..-n.g and receiving lmlluplz: perspectives of critical feed-
; peers, teackers, and project partners helped students improve cheir
:;1:‘:! and deepen their understanding of how audiences make serse of their

[z bn‘mrf:r o You! (2013], a commumty development leader expliined the
conceps el environmental racism as follows:

-‘”“’ communtes with very little economic power, almost always low-in-
rome. get stuck with polluting facslities, whether it is a bus cerminal, a sew-
Age treatment plane, or a garbage incinerator, and things like chis, They are
put there because the communities are poor, they have very litdle political
cleat, and ling 1 cheaper there char i any other 'pa:'l of the citv.

im::‘:";x::fss the pol:n'c# an(.i sconomic concept in everydav language, che
. ted a sound bite of 3 Bronx resident who put it plainly, “Manhat-
(‘l“"" I" ".“0"'_")'- They don't have to deal wish the circumstances that we have to
l]::t :L::::::::e \\.-;-d (!?n:( have th.u n:ar.ly'high-tl.ass 1np}\i5}'. uppity people like
il w<>rkerou 3 (,ommum:.y activists fjurm:r fcmwu'cd this tdea from
AR cooperative and from : public housing associatien whe told
"‘ ".“ SR, Y They dump on people of color. We've all been dumped on for
s'l::lz-:?la:\ vears, !t's an ir.j'.fm'cc. [t's envirenmental racism.” And finally, the
; arned tolustrate important sdeas frem these interviews with b-roll
:':"::l::::::;l;::s driving thtough neighborhood streets and of a cement mixer
Hang, As Mendoza {March 10, 20220 explained:

:i‘:::;"t's‘:’:;l?thing w.:r}' powerful and .au;l)cmic about hearing 2 profes-
gt ‘hﬁ' y something, and rh.cn ha\jj‘ng the students go out and see it

mselves | And every single time we did a street interview, we
made sure that the b-roll shots and background were reflecting what we

were talki é : . 2 f
; king sbour. ... visual storytelling was imporant in those street
INErvIcws,
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In Hadson River (1989, the students began their inguiry by talking with the
pen who wers fishing on the nver banks in Harlem, many to bring food home
for their families, When asked whether the fish they caught were safe to cas,
one of the men assured them, “You could tell that the fish are clean by looking
at the gills.... When you catch a sk fish, it's very obwious”

[mterviews with envitonmental scientists and advocates helped deepen the
seudents scientific knowledge base and develop their curiosity and scientific
inguiry habics, For example, when they interviewed the Hudsen Riverkeeper.
they Jearned that :a fact, you can't cell whether 1 fish is contaminated with
PCBs sust by lookingat it and the chemical is dangerous in very small amounts.

1% another detective investigation.” chserves Murdock (April 18, 2022},
“You have to check out if veu can really tell if the fish are sick. No, you
can't. PCBs, vou can't taste them, vou can't s el them, Well, whats a PCB?
And then vou're onte this next guestion to find answers e

The Hudion video crew mzerviewed an environmental scientist at Columbia
University to learn about PCBs, They learned that PC s were an industzial chem-
ical used to manufacture wansformers, capaciters, and other elecencal equipment,
Moreover, one of the major electrical manufacturizg plants in the country was
General Electric, located on the Hudson River 130 miles norsh of New York
City. Between 1942 and 1977, General Elecenic poisoned the nver, dumping an
estimated 1.3 million pounds of voxic PCBs into the water (Riverkeeper, 2009),
Erom their research, the students included this warning in their film's {198%) open-
ing narration: the Hudson River was "so wolluted that New York State warns that
if you eat more than one Gish per menth, you could get cancer.”

Although their cameras and the documentary they were producing gave
EVC sudents access te people, locations, and institutions other teenagers
would not normally have had, they sill felt intimidated gomg mto an clice
university te interview a scientist, Recalling the mterview, Murdock (Apnl 15,
2022) advised. “They might think, *1 dor't want to talk 1o him, | don'c know
anything about the Hudson River,! Well, that's why we're going to talk te him,
You don's have ta know everything about the river when you talk te them—
you have to do a littde bit of research to ask the questions. Bt generally, you're
there to find cut from the interview, and then you take that interview and go
somewhere else witht™

Their inguiry led then to research whatis being done to prevent these toxic
chemicals from polluting che viver, They visited the North River Wastewarer
Resource Recovery Faciliy in Harlem, which treass the wastewater before it
flows inta the Hudson. They were angey te learn that when storms flooded
the oty's sewers and drain pipes, the Faciliy relessed untreated household and
industrial sewage and toxac waste into the river,
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Students in the Breatfong Lasy project alse had o learn about, snd then ex-
plain to their audsences the kidden dangers of chemical hazards for vulnerable
populacions. While it was important to learn the science, Raclene (March 25,
20220 recalled how challergimg it was to understand che medical language 2
doctor wsed to deseribe the negative effects of lead in the blood, “The doctor.
st every word that he spits out, 1 was like, "What? Are these clinical terms?
Fike, dumb it down a hetle bie!” Se his seccion was 2 lictle hard to edic.” Buc the
students made the potentially Jethal impact of lead poisoning—especially for
ing

children—easier to understand with title cards of facts from: the CDC, M:
trom research o action, they next edited a scene of an envirenmental health
advecate showing Raclene’s mother how ta tese for lead dust in her apartment.

Taking Action: YPAR and Community Partnerships

Communty parcnerships with environmental activises and funders were es-
sential for all four student documentary projects. Following a Y PAR approach,
EVC instrocters increduced the youth to che rich and diverse assets within
sheir community, :aeluding environmensal justice educators and advocates,
reszarchers, and public health experts, o teach them about the problems they
were exploring,

However, Breathing Easy was cthe only project where a2 community-based
environmental juscice orgamzation also advecated for one of the students and
her family. whe were direcely experiencing the environmental racism chat the
students were reseasching. This was only possible because Raclene and her
mother Michele decided te allow the EVC scudents to document their stery.
Although it was net an easy decision to make, Michele (March 25, 2022) re-
Aected on the conditions that prompred her to open her home to her daughter's

class video project:

Well at that point, [ was at my wit's end.... | was angry, but | was tired. 1
dida’t know what te do. So, at this poing, it was like, mavbe this will help.
Ar that point, 1 blamed myself for the mold. [ blamed myvself for my daugh-
ter and one of my grandsons developing asthma because of the conditions
we were living under. The asthma attacks would eccur every month after |
cleaned the meld in the bathroom and spraved down she entire kitchen for
the reaches. And I was just at my wit's end.

What made this collaboration with WEACT for Environmental Justice
a transformative experience for the vouth production team, and particularly
for Raclene and M:chele was the close reladonship they developed with the
aronmeneal justice seaff, parocolardy wich the community

organization’s ens
health advocate Ana Parks. Ssgmificantly, thas was an intergenerational family
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partnership where both Raclene and Michele fele heand and supporeed, giving
them social capital for what grew to become a long-term relationship with
WEACT, As Raelene (March 25, 2022) reflects:

1 will never forges that walk with Ana Parks that we have at the end of the
[film's] intro. Because 1 had never really talked to anyone Lke Ana before.
[ never really found mysell peuring my sory out to anvoene.... 1 conznected
with her moere because she stuck with us, She foughs with us. ... So there was
i real relanionship chere, So the fight continued with ker,

The class collaberation witk Anz Parks and WEACT also deepened Raclene’s
conscicusness of how these environmenzal hazards impacted her healeh, which
later Jed to action. Ske recorded her refections on che “silent killers” of maold
in ker home in her video diary. Watching her video diary back ten years later,

Raelene refleceed on Ler process:

I had ne sense of direction for this diary, 1 just figured, you know what?

'l teear ic hike an actual diary and talk freely and see where that takes me.

I thought... they're lutking in your house and the next thing you know,

vou're very sick. And you don’t know why (March 25, 2022),

Rzelene's conversation with Patks and a section of her video diary was ed-
ited inte the documentary’s opening sequence, "My Ceiling Looks Ridicu-
lews,” and can be accessed here in Video Clip 10,2,

When Parks inspected their apartment, she was shocked by the extent of the
mold infestation covering the bathroom ceiling. She noted her findings, ok
samples tor Jead dust sesting, and explained the nexe steps she would take in

VIDEO CLIP10.2  Clip from Breathing Easy documentary: "My Ceiling Looks
Rodiculows” Onhine available at: hugs://fwww.tcpress,com/

goodman-chapter-one
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VIDEO CUP 10.3  Clip from Breaching Easy documentary: "I Den't Krow Where te
Fura” Online available st Qupsawwwiepress.comdgoodrans
chapter-one

response, Parks” home inspecuion and dialogue with Michele modeled for the
student producers and sheir viewers ow they o could use therr cameras to
document che problent, partier with community environmental activists, and
advecate for thesr fannhes if chey found lead, mold. and other environmental
health hazards in therr homes fsee Video Clip 10.3).

Of course, Raelene and Michele were not alone in their scruggles with the
ciey government for safe and healthy living conditions in public housing In
fact. health hazands were rampant and syscemic i the aging buildings run by
NYCHA, putting thousands of low-income residents at greac risk, NYCHA
violated the Americans with Disabilities Act for its failure to remedy the mold
for residents with asthma, and other federal and local laws when it fasled for
years o inspect for Jead-based paintin its apartments. As of 2022, forty billion
dollars iz repairs are still needed in NYCHA, the biggest lazdlerd in New York
o North Amenca, [n addition,

City, and the largest public housing authoriny
Hispanie and Black female-headed families made up 932 of all families
NYCHA public housing, Given the scope and racial inequity of the problem,
the EVC students understood this as a case of systemic environmental racism
{Goodman, 2013, p. 21}

Moving from research and documentatuen o action took a range of forms
and necessanly looked differens for each prorect. Student action can differ in
YPAR projects depending on their goals and reasons for conducting their re-
searchuin the first place, Some resultin a conference presentation, a co-authored
pelicy paper, or even marches and sic-ins {Pecrone ecal., 2022}

Each EVC youth producer presented cheir envitenmiental documentanies at
premiere sereenings with school, family, and communiy andiences tor public
dizlogue and action, They also won muldple awards and were featured ac na
tonal and international vouth media festivals and, by the carly aughts, were

SIS axnen.._‘.q

?
|
f
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also disseminated online. In addition, students were invited to present them at
various libraries, colleges, nonprolic organszatiens, and funders, More specili-
cally, Hodsor Ruver was broadcast as part of environmental programming on
WNET public television. Trash was sereened by envirenmental pariner Chris-
todora, Stanie on Yau was used m scheols and commumtics for envirenmental
education by the partner Counail on the Envivonment of NYC (CENYC).
EVC students and the Holmes family presented Brearbing Easy at WEACTs
national housing conference, and the Glm was exhibited at the David |, Sencer
CIC Musewm in Atlanta in association with che Smithsonian Insiitution,

Students alio medeled and docurented actiens within the production of
their documentaries. For example, the Trash student producers not only made
us aware of communizy buy-back recycling centers but also used the final seg-
ment to shew hew they can recyele and rewse tastead of throwing more garbage
in the landfll. A scudent spills a drnk on a table and vses a sponge instead of 2
paper tewel to clean it up. Anosher student, with his face completely lathered
in shaving cream, leans right into the camera to el us to use razors where just
the head comes off instead of using 3 fully disposable razor. He then flips the
head off and says, “"Capisce?” After wasching these scenes, Murdock (Apnl 1%,
2022 said, " The thing that’s really important, on both the Hidson River and the
Trash videos, 3s the humor [t allewed them to be funny and to find sometinng
that's funny e

Teaching young people how to recycle was a goal promoted by CENYC,
one of the partners for che Shawe on You! documentary. The crew interviewed
a reen whoe was actively improving recvehng effers o his public housing com-
plex. In adéition. the EVC students staged and recorded a recycling game in the
middle of their high scheol hallway to teach their peers how to recyele bottles,

cans, and plastic containets properiy. Mendeza (Mazch 10, 2022) rememberesd:

Students thought that ne one would want to play the recycling game, So
they thought—"What can we do to entice peeple to play the recychng
game? Let's give them food! Teenagers always waznt food!” They baked cheir
cwn cookies and brought them in the nexs ¢ay. But they were so engaged,

rone of the people who played the game even took 2 cookie!

In the Hudson River (1989 project, the students’ main goal was to develop
their viewers' civic engagement and environmental awareness of corporate and
government malfeasance and accountability in the face of massive degradation
of our rivers and oceans. They learned that New York City dumped almost five
million tons of untreated industrial wxac shudge 1 the ocean each vear, The
students end thesr filan wath a closeup of the Raverkeeper standing o2 the banks

of the Mudson, strongly urging citizens not to allow or make an exception for

those who break environmental laws and degrade the natural resources that
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belong to all of us. “The fish belongs 1o the people of New York, The water
belongs to the people of New York, .. I we can send that message o these
people, that those are our standards, iCs going to have an effect on the rest of
our lives and e resc of the changs that we live wich™ The frame freczes apd

fades o black.
The message here s as Murdock (Apnl 18, 2022) puts ic

[Cs not a natural force. It's all human decisions. We've made the decision
somehow not o put a fot of money 1nto recycling, We've made the decision
not Lo foree companies te cean up therr own pollution. And so once people
understand that it's not just a given, bue s been moade o seem like a given,
Buc o you reaily look mnto i ic's net,

The Brearhing Easy crew took 2 few different actions w address the problems
they were researching. Firse, they shotand edited a short instroctional video for
WEACT o show Harlem residents how to test for lead dusc in cheir aparements.
As noted above, they screened their documentary 1 vanous venues city-wide to
promote community dialogue againse NYCHA'S coveronmental vacisn: in pub-
lic Bousing. And o a more pessonal level, they soughit o use their decumentary
to pressure NYCHA o eradicate the meld from Waclene’s fmily's home fully,
These experiences not only motivazed the stadents to become active but had a
profound mpact on Raelene and her mother. Michele (March 23, 2022) ex-
platns bow she becare an environmental justace activist:

The video made me change ... [nitally, we were one fanuly, in one apart-
mens that was overrun with tndoor environmental issues. After che video,
we were a fumily seeing that now others were coming to us saving, “Oh,
we have the same problem.” That re-opened the activise past of 1me ... not
only dad 1T learn mere, buc 1 advorated. We spoke ac sevenal conferences.
[in turn went te City Hall and spoke on news conferences ... and
Washingron DC ..., So, now [ walk into a legisiator’s effice. is no longera
fear. And most people don’t krow that they have these privileges,

Refiecting back on what taking act:on meant for her, Raelene (March 25,
222 aid:
20220 sandk:

1 fele like chas fight was for my mother to take off with. 'Cause ©like to fight
a different way. She Lkes to go to these town hall meetings and send these
cmails... . And 1 would make a video and show you the fact. 1T would go on
and tell ssortes visually. And have thas contidence to tell my story. Regard-
less of how hard i 15 to watch or how cringev e is tor ceraain people. The

story has to be 1old

S

{
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The collaborative process of documentary inquiry, research, and action was
life-changang for many EVC students mmvolved. Michele (March 25, 2022) ex-
panded on how transformative (e experience was for ker davghter.

Speaking from a parent’s perspective, just watching the opening and video
diary brings me to tears every time | see it EVC made a huge impace and
change on Raclene, It made a change in her education, her outlook. and her
fature. And even though the issue regarding Breathng Fary still is not over, it
pulled che fighter out of her. And it gave her oppertunisies. She went back to
school, She thought she was just going to get a Graduace Equivalency Diploma
(GED]. [nstead, she went on to gee an Associates and Bachelors degrees,

Climate and Environmental Justice over the Long Haul:
Carrying the Work Forward

The nexe generation of students is now carrving che work forwand, Environ-
mental youth movements are calling for urgent action in responise to the RTOW-
ing global climate catastzophes, Yet, the overwhelming scale of these problems,
as wellas the normalization of them, has also caused many to slip into passivity,
cynicism, and hopelessness. The challenge then for educators is to meet stu-
dents where they are and teach them to use media eo investigate how it npaces
cheir lives in their cities, tewns, and neighborkoods and make tieir voices
heard with a sense ef hope for climate and environmental justice,

This carlier generation of EVC students created media exemplars for learn-
g, researching, and chronicling environmental citizen activism in urban
communities. Animated by students’ questions and community voices, their
projects connecied systemic envirenmental degradation o scudents’ lived ex-
periences, They started small, questioned the famibiar and che given, forged
mtergenerational comumunizy partnerships, and used participatory research,
humeor, and creativity e eall vouth and adult audiences to action. For example,
they created video stories about the carly recycling cenzers and Hudson Rivet-
keeper’s legal action in the late 19805 to youth and adult activists’ calls for envi-
ronmental justice and kealthy communities in che Souch Brenx and Harlem in
the 20105, Dong so opened their eyes to the decades of hazardous housing and
unchecked disposal ef waste and texic chemicals in our land, water, and air that
cansed the poorest communities to disproportionately suffer from government
and corporate abuse and neglect,

These documentaries and lessons learned while creating them still speak
to teachers and students today who are engaging in YPAR work at che intet-
section of the climate enisis and envitonmental justice. Teachers can leverage
community assets and seudents” considerable creative skills in media production
and social media necworking for research, documentation, storytelling, and
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organizing to create smstreetional public health videes, action research projects
with environmental Justice orgamizations, or other media prejects,

Koy to the student-centered YPAR appreach ts engaging studenss in cheir
community outade school as a vibrane space for critical research, problem-
solving. and filmmaking. Alcheugh administrative and parental permissions are
wally regquired, and transperszton is often needed. the rich oppertunities fer
suthente stadent learming and media creation make it well worch the trouble,

Climate projects wall vary depending on students” grade level, class and
progect group see, technology access. frequency and duration of classes or af-
torachool clubs, admimistrative support, teacher expericnce, and ocher factors,
Whether the YPATC media proseces ave introductory er in-deptk, teachers will
need o scattold skall-buiding support for students <o they can most eecuvely
use media to convey therr messages and make their voices heard.

By facihicating a wide range of possitle activities embedded in che production
process, students can learn o wdenaty a key climare justice problem that they
want to rnvestgate and change; mterview peers and community members about
their experiences wich the chimate problem and possible sclutions: map their
knowledge, new questions, and who best can answer then: partner with comi-
sunity environmental advocates, arnsts, or public scienusts for further video
documentation, research, and action; create nusic, animation, spoken word, or
other elemenss of creative expression; review video footage and create an edit
plan; create an action plan using their videe o educate audiences and inspire
change; edit and present therr video to spark remote and in-person dialegue and

climate activisn in schoel, community and beyond (Geodmar, 2008, p 1395,

The fellowing are some possible lines of inquiry and sources chat may serve
as launchang pads te prosupt student discussion and investigation. Students can

then create videos on hew extreme fheat waves, hurricanes, fioods, and voxic air
pollutien disproporticnately impact the healch and well-being of underserved
communizies of color—and whar can be done to improve chese conditions:

¢ Aging ocies ke New York are hit wich che scorching hear thar impacts
all restdenss, bus Black New Yorkers are twice as likely e die from heat
as white ressdents are (Barnand et al., 2022} Students might document the
urban tree planting and green space inttiatives to supper: heat-vulnerable
low=Income communmues,

* Intolerably het clisstoom temperatures disproportionately tnhibic learming
for Black and Latinx students whao are less likely 1o have air condivioning
in their homes or schools, By 2025, an estimated one in four public schools
natiomwide will need to install or upgrade air conditioning systems, Stu-
dents mighs research this problem and what can be done as urban schools
are increasingly sending students home carly for “heat davs™ (Meckler &

Phillips, 2022),
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. Sm‘ol:e exposure from forest fires and hoteer, longer warm sezsons lead to
an mcrease i air pollutanes, pollen, and other allergens that are especially
harmful 1o people sutfering from asthma and other respiratory illneu:‘s
(?enrcrs for Disease Control and Prevention:, ndl Students migl;c rcscarf:h
air quality and disparities in respiratory illness in cheir comiunity,

¢ Meld outbreaks in low-income housing followed Hurricane lt;.axrim mn
New Oueans and Hurricane Sandy i New York (Pike, 2020), Stodencs
might research how the respiratory health of low-income housing residents
cazt be safeguarded as risks grow of hurricanes and floods, and crumbling
infrastructure,

¢ Poor residents who live in basement apartmentss are vulperable 1o fash
flonds, as was the case when 11 New Yorkers died when stormwater £iled
their basement aparaments after Hurricane Ida (Barnand et al, 2022, S.m-
dents might investigate housing codes and environmental safety nu:asun-s
proposed to prevent more deaths.

* An 33-mile strecch between Baton Rouge to New Otleans, Louisiana
idubbed “Cancer Alley") has the densest concentration ol petrochemics]
Flants in the country, located near mostly Black and poer towns, with a
cancer risk rate 50 times the national average, Students might research com-

munity efforts wo document and change similar woxic housing pacterss for
communities of color {Cho, 2020; Laughland, 2022;.

. These are just a few possible climate and envirenmental justice problems
for which scudents can use media 1o mvestigate and propose solutions. For
.:xamplc, atthe time of this writing, extreme foods and disinvestment in bro-
xen watclr svstems have left more than 150,000 predominantly Jew-income
Dack rc.ﬂdcnls of Jacksan, Mississippi wichout drinking water. In our climate-
changed world, student vorces advocating for su stainable and just environmen-
al acdion are nezded now more than ever,

Acknowledgment

The author thanks Raclene Holmes-Andrews, Michele Holmes, Christine
Mendoza, and David Murdock for cheir generous time and assistance.

References

A.l!ll.:(:t:'_,l:;di'lll;- Repurative enviroamental pustice i i workd of wournds, Rowman and

Barnard, A, Kilgaanon, C., Hughes, I, Goidberg, F, & Mei-Ling, S. 12022, Mav
28). It's going 16 be 2 hat summer. It will be hotter if yvou're not n;-l; -'!ln'- ’\’n;-
York Times bps //www nytimes.com /2022708 ~‘2x,"nyrq;mn:‘l'xahw.nv.‘-n liml t
changeinequality bt o

TR




232 S, Coodman

Cammarota, ., & Fine, M. (Eds). (2008] Rewdarionizing aducation, Yourh pavicipatery
acticn researsh w menan, Roucledge.

Caraballo, L. {2022). YPAR s figured world: Co-authoring identities, lieracies, and
sctivissn i Beach, R CED.), Drawngg on andenss’ warlds in ke ELA dazsroom: Towand
colvical ergagement aud deep Yeaoning (pp. 119-141) Roudedge,

Centers for Disease Control and Preventon, n.d ), Climate change decreases the qual-
ity of the air we breathe, breps:Awww.ede goveelimateandnealthspuks Gae-qualkiny-
final 508 pdr

Chavis, B (1993), Forewordinconfrontingenvirenmental vacism: Voicesfrom: Cie grass-
roots, South End Press 3. hups: 2Swwwawashingtorpost.cont/climase-environment?
nterac tive/ 202 1 environental qustice-race/

Cho, R, (2020, September 22 Why climate change is an envizonmensal justice issue.
State of the Planet, Columbia Climate School, Columaia University. huips Zoews.
chimate columbia edu 20205052 2 climace-chaege-envitonmental-juszic

Educational Video Center {Praducer, {198%, New Yerk Cry and the Hudson
River: Downstream and up che creck. [Video file] EVC. hups:iwwweve.org!
produci-page/newvork-city-the-kudson-river

Educational Video Center (Producers, (19905, Trash thy neighbor [Video file]. EVC

sips Arwwweve ong/produc-page/trash-thy-neighber

Ecucational Videe Center (Producers. (20075, Shame on vou! Thazcan be reused! [Video
file] EVC. hups: Awww.eve.org/product-page/shame-cn-you-that-can-be-reused

Edeertional Video Center (Producers, (20130, Breathing easy: Environmental hazards
in public housing [Vadeo file), EVC, https:fivimes com/€a192997

Fears, I, & Dennis, B. (2021, Aprsl 63, This is environmental racism: How & protest
in 2 Nozth Careling firming town sparked a navonzl movement. The Waskwggton
Post hteps: Swwwawashingronpost com/elimate-environment/antetactive /20217
environmental-justice-race

Fine. M., & Torre, M. E (2019}, Critical parcicipatory action research: A feminist pro-
jeet far validity and solidanty. Prycholagy of Wowmen Quarterdy, 43(3), 433-444.

Gammon, K. 12022, May 8 US is recycling just 52 of is wiste, studies show. Tie
G, hirpsi/fwwwithegrardian.comus-news: 2022 may 04/ vs-reeyling-plastic-
wiaste

Geadman. S, (2018, Jrs wot abow! grits Toama, ineaioty. and e posver of iasgomaive
teaching. Teaclers College Press,

Laughland, O, (2022, April 14). EPA opens civil righss investigations over poilution in
Canzer Alley. The Guandiag. hutps Zowww theguirdian.com/us-news/ 2022 fape/ 147
cancer-alley-louistana-covil-n ghis-investigations- epa-pallution

Lippard. L. . {2016, October 28;. New York comes clean The cortroversial story of
the Fresh Kills durpsize. The Guanilan, Ettps:www.theguardian com fizies 2016/
oct/ 28 mew-vork-comas-clean-fresh-k:lls-staten-island-notorious-dumpsite

Meekler, L., & Phillips, A, 12022, June 4;. Climate change 3 forcing schools ta close
ecadly for "heat days” The Washingon Post hups:wwwwashinglonpost com/
education s2022/06404 school-heat-days-zlimate-change/

Moll, L. C.. Amanti, C., Neft, D.. & Gonzal's, N. (1992]. Funds of knowledge for
teaching: Using a qualitative approach o connect to homes and clasrooms. Theory
e Peactice, 32(2), 132141,

The Long Haul - 233

New York City Deparcment of Parks and Recreation, (nd ). Freshkills Park hups://
www.nycgovparks orgpark-teatures/freshxills-park /abous-the-site

Petrene, R, Mirra, N.. Goodman, S, & Garcia, A. (2022, Youth civic parsicipation
and actvist {youth parcicipatory acton research) In J. Z. Pandya, LA Mora, )
Alford. N. A, Gelden, & R, 5. deRoock (Eds.), The asidbook of cuitical lireraores
P2 50-£0), Routledge.

Piks, L. {2020, April 1), Rising sea levels leave public housing residents strug-
gling with mold. Pepilar Sdence. bups “wwiw.popsci comSory/envirenmens
public-kousing-mold-climate-change/

Riverkeeper 2009 Hudson River pebs. https:fwww.riverkeeper org/campaignss
stop-polluters/pobss

World Economic Forum. (20270, What is eavirormental racism and how can we
Aght it? hups:arwww wefarum orgagenda 202007 what-is-environmental-racism-
polletion-covid-sysiemic




