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Our Mission

Who is this for?  Why should I use it?

How can I use this?

Our mission is to support early adolescent immigrants as they develop their racial and ethnic 
identities, and start critically thinking about the implications of being an immigrant in the U.S. Our 
goal is to encourage students to recognize and question oppressive systems, claim authority over 
their representation, and disrupt racism and xenophobia through the activist tools of media making. 

This toolkit will prepare you to lead your students through an eight-week curriculum on 
documentary filmmaking. The curriculum and resource library that make up this toolkit are tools for 
liberation. You and your students will not just make documentaries, but also will use them to 
investigate the past and prepare for the future. Throughout this curriculum, students will:

     - Critically analyze representations of immigrants and immigration
     - Reflect on their personal identity as it intersects with race, ethnicity, nationality, and migration
       experience
     - Learn to recognize and critique patterns of systematic oppression
     - Gain skills as researchers and media producers to more effectively claim ownership over their 
        representation and story
     - Explore documentary creation and dissemination as a lever for civic change 
 
Understanding our own history, and the history of others, is a powerful route to countering 
mainstream stories that misrepresent and oppress immigrant communities.

This toolkit is designed for middle school teachers who work with immigrant students. Early 
adolescence is a highly transitional development period, in which students explore their agency and 
identity by mining their lived experience. For immigrant students in the United States, the 
exploration of racial identity is especially important, particularly as it often contrasts with the 
identities that students may have formed in their home countries. Arriving in the U.S., students may 
encounter new forms of racism and prejudice which bring into stark relief the need for support in 
understanding, navigating, and eventually working to dismantle systems of racism. Unfortunately, 
many classroom tools lack the differentiation needed for EL (English Learner) students, as well as the 
critical foundation to build awareness around the ways that racism and xenophobia are structurally 
embedded in U.S. culture and society. Documentary presents students unique opportunities to 
explore multilingual and audio-visual expression, allowing them to more immediately delve into 
complex issues. Further, it offers students a chance to draw on their personal experience as a source 
for research while forging connections with broader patterns around immigration and immigrant 
experience in the US. Documentary asks students to develop valuable critical analysis and 
storytelling skills as they vest authority in their own knowledge and the knowledge of their 
communities.

This toolkit is designed to provide educators with the resources and lesson plan samples for a 
complete module on critical documentary filmmaking. It consists of two parts: a Resource Library, 
which prepares educators and lays the foundation for future work, and a Curriculum Sample, which 
consists of four units and eight detailed lesson plans. Of course, educators will adapt the curriculum 
to fit the needs and interests of their students. Educators may choose to sample single lesson plans, 
to complete the workshop in full, or to break out activities for extension over multiple classes. Do we 
ask, whether you use one lesson or eight, that you spend time reviewing the Resource Library before 
you start.  Beyond laying the foundations and shared assumptions needed to do this work, Getting 
Ready also includes a glossary of important concepts used throughout the curriculum, as well as 
important considerations around technology, equipment, and planning.
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Foundations 

I. Documentary is a Lie
What, after all, gets documented, and by whom? Dominant history places the “start” of documentary with 
Robert Flaherty’s 1922 Nanook of the North, which tells the story of an Inuk man and his family living in the 
Canadian Arctic. But Flaherty staged many sequences of the film, strategically over-dramatizing the family’s 
daily struggle. “Nanook” was in fact a fabricated name bestowed by Flaherty; the man depicted was really 
named Allakariallak1. So, whose story was really told? Who had the power to name? And why do we consider 
this film the beginning of “documentary storytelling”?

We start at the “beginning” only to recognize all other “beginnings” that get left out the story of documentary 
itself. After all, humans have found all sorts of strategies to document their experience before Flaherty picked 
up a camera. We might point to oral history, mapping, and dance as all powerful documents of history. In fact, 
the crazy story you hear around Sunday dinner about your cousin Diego may be more “true” than the very 
“first” documentary film. 

II. Documentary is a Story
The fiction of Nanook underscores the fact that any documentary is as much a story about the documentary 
creator as it is about what gets documented. It is telling that the first instance of “documentary” in pinned to a 
white American man, whose work was propelled by funding from railroad companies seeking to prospect land. 
It is telling at the lens was turned on a native community, and that we do not even know the real names of 
the women depicted. We reject this beginning, for all the ways that whiteness, maleness, and western capital 
are given license to initiate history. It is useful, however, as an illustration of the ways that to document is to 
re-envision reality. It is crucial, therefore, that our students have the tools to re-envision, to re-make, and to 
testify. 

III. Documentary is for Us
What would have happened if Allakariallak had taken the camera? What stories have we lost through the 
marginalization of so many storytellers? We begin with the premise that documentary is inherently tied to 
power: who has agency to record, to speak, and to be heard? Documentary can be a crucial tool to dismantle 
and disrupt the dominant stories that mediate our reality. We aim to equip young people with the skills to 
reimagine global systems of oppression. Those include:

- racism/White Supremacy
- western-centrism
- sexism/patriarchy
- heteronormativism
- cisgenderism
- ableism
- capitalism
- classism/privilege
- nativism/xenophobia
- colonialism

1Leacock, R. (1993). The Art of Home Movies or “To Hell With The Professionalism of Television and Cinema Producers”. Retrieved 
April 25, 2018, from http://www.afana.org/leacockessays.htm
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Foundations,  continued

These systems are deeply ingrained in our reality, and they influence every aspect of our experience, 
not least our media. In this toolkit, we center our attention on the relationship between race and 
xenophobia, while acknowledging the many points of intersection with other forms of oppression. 
Images of immigrants in popular media often portray lack of education, social awareness, and 
political power, not to mention criminalization. They fail to grapple with the ways colonialism and 
dominance, as well as the migration of people, are deeply embedded in our nation’s history and 
identity. 

This toolkit seeks to support young people in critically analyzing images of immigrants and 
immigration in the media so that they may more effectively create representations that honor and 
activate their own experience. It seeks to draw connections between the marginalization of 
immigrant people and global patterns of oppression, and lay bare the ways this oppression is 
structural, recurrent, and intentional. Further, it aims to highlight ways that media creation has been, 
and continues to be, a powerful tool in organizing for social change. From the Black Panther Party to 
the United Farm Workers of America, from Black Lives Matter to the Honk for Saudi Women 
movement, personal storytelling through media has made visible and urgent the need for radical 
transformation. 

As we witness the alarming consolidation of ownership of mainstream news outlets, we are 
simultaneously experiencing the splintering of a centralized perspective as new technology and 
distribution platforms facilitate more user-generated content production. In this environment, it is 
all the more crucial that young people are prepared to tell their stories. This toolkit will equip 
students and teachers to meaningfully reflect on and represent their experiences with migration. And 
in better understanding our histories, we arm ourselves to shape a more just future. In the words of 
James Baldwin (1963), every student must “know that just as American history is longer, larger, more 
various, more beautiful and more terrible than anything anyone has ever said about it, so is the world 
larger, more daring, more beautiful and more terrible, but principally larger – and that it belongs to 
him.”2

2Baldwin, J. (1963).  “A Talk to Teachers.” Delivered October 16, 1963.
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Shared Assumptions 

All knowledge has a point of view. There exists no history, story, data, or knowledge that is not located 
in a social and cultural perspective. Most of the knowledge taught in US schools and validated by academic 
institutions is dominated by oppressive traditions, among them Eurocentrism, whiteness, and colonialism. 
This does not, however, mean that “everything is subjective.” Instead, it means that we must interrogate where 
knowledge comes from and how we have come to hold it up as “true.”3

Documentary is power. The act of researching and documenting is an act of claiming control over one’s 
history and image. Further, to document is to hold the authority to produce knowledge. In this country, 
knowledge has traditionally flowed from institutions which exclude immigrants from the global south and 
people of color. We hold it as essential that young people, particularly those from traditionally marginalized 
backgrounds, claim the power to create and share their own knowledge4.

Question how we make it. It matters not just what knowledge we produce, but how we produce it. 
If we hope to question the sources from which knowledge has traditionally flowed, we must also question the 
methods used to produce that knowledge. In creating media we hope to activate the entire process of 
production as a tool for change. For more on this, see Critical Process in the Preparing to Work section.

Solidarity over empathy. We do not aspire to feel sorry for, or even simply to understand, the 
challenges faced by immigrant youth. Instead, we acknowledge that, though their experiences may resonate 
with us, we will never fully understand an individual’s journey. Instead, we aspire to build a capacity to listen 
so that we may better stand with them in a struggle for justice. In the words of bell hooks, solidarity is “rooted 
in the recognition that interdependency sustains the life of the planet.”5 

The racial meaning and context varies around the world. How students experience race in a US 
context may vary widely from their experience in their home countries. For example, they may in the US only 
to discover that they are now classified by peers as “Latinx” or “a person of color.” Importantly, these racial 
distinction are most frequently mediated from the lens of dominant white culture. In their media and culture, 
students will likely encounter negative stereotypes and expectations of non-white and immigrant identities. 
For this reason, it is even more urgent that young people acquire the tools to critically recognize and analyze 
these representations, and build a vocabulary to envision new ones. 

We all experience and participate in racism. Although presenting in different ways over time, 
racism never went away. There is still a system that creates advantage and disadvantage based on race. This 
system impacts everyone, but causes great harm to students of color. 

Schools can be sites to recognize and dismantle racism. Not only are schools the powerful places 
to prepare students of color to navigate a racist world, they can also prepare students to transform society. 
In fact, “schools can intercept patterns of inequity and empower students to be transformative resisters and 
agents of change.”6 This toolkit aims to do both navigation and transformation: raise awareness of the role 
race plays in the U.S., prepare immigrant students to reflect and feel positive about their on their racial identi-
ty, and empower students to disrupt racist structures.

3Sleeter, C. (2011). The Academic and Social Value of Ethnic Studies. A Research Review. National Education Association, Research 
Department.
4Cross, W & Smith, P. (2001). Patterns of African American identity development: A life span perspective. In C. L. Wijeyesinghe & B. W. 
Jackson III (Eds.), New perspectives on  racial Identity development: A theoretical and practical anthology. (pp. 243-268). New  York, 
New York University Press
5Hooks, C. Cited in Duncan-Andrade, J & Morell, E. (2008). The Art of Critical Pedagogy: Possibilities for Moving from Theory to Prac-
tice in Urban Schools. Peter Lang Publishers.
6A. El-Amin, personal communication, January 22, 2018

8



Glossary 

Racism: “a system of advantage based on race”7.  
Beyond overt prejudice and discrimination, racism, is a “system involving cultural messages and 
institutional policies and practices as well as the beliefs and actions of individuals.”8  The system in 
the United States “clearly operates to the advantage of Whites and to the disadvantage of people of 
color.”9 
 
Internalized Racism: “the acceptance, by marginalized racial populations, of the negative societal 
beliefs and stereotypes about themselves.”10

Racial and Ethnic Identity (REI): Racial and ethnic identity includes the values, beliefs, and 
behaviors that lead someone to identify as a member of a specific racial and/or ethnic group.11

  
A positive racial and ethnic identity has the ability to protect against the effects of discrimination.  
By fighting against internalized racism, stereotypes, and an “outgroup experience” building a 
positive REI is essential to preparing students to live in and dismantle a racist society12.

White Supremacy vs. White Privilege
White supremacy is “the systematic and systemic ways that the racial order benefits those deemed 
White and operates to oppress people of color.”13  White privilege, the benefits of having a white body, 
appears in many ways and is a part of white supremacy. Consider these examples of white privilege 
from Teaching Tolerance:
 
      [As a white person]... 
      When I cut my finger and go to my school or office’s first aid kit, the flesh-colored band-aid 
      generally matches my skin tone. 
      When I stay in a hotel, the complimentary shampoo generally works with the texture of my hair
      When I run to the store to buy pantyhose at the last minute, the ‘nude’ color generally appea
      nude on my legs.
      When I buy hair care products in a grocery store or drug store, my shampoos and conditioners are
      in the aisle and section labeled ‘hair care’ and not in a separate section for ‘ethnic products.’14

 

7Wellman, D. T. (1994). Portraits of White Racism. Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press.
8Tatum, B.D. (2017). Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? New York, NY: Basic Books, 87
9Wellman, D. T. (1994). Portraits of White Racism. Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press.
10Williams, David R., and Ruth Williams-Morris. “Racism and Mental Health: The African American Experience.” Ethnicity & Health, 
vol. 5, no. 3-4, 2000, pp. 255., doi:10.1080/713667453.
11Shin, S. J. (2013). Bilingualism and Identity. In Bilingualism in Schools and Society (chapter 5, pp. 97-118). NY, NY: Routledge.
12El-Amin, A. (2018) Educating to Transform Society
13Strmic-Pawl, H. V. (2015). More Than a Knapsack. Sociology of Race and Ethnicity,1(1), 192-197.
14On Racism and White Privilege. (2017, July 27). Retrieved from https://www.tolerance.org/professional-development/on-racism-and-
white-privilege
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Master Narrative: “overarching messages [in media]. . . that serve as the basis for, and aid in the 
maintenance of, a culture, institution, or syswtem’s claim to know what is (and what is not) truth and 
reality.”15

Counter Narrative: “Counter narratives challenge normative structures with the objective of ‘eman-
cipating’ individuals and communities “from what has been socially regulated and thus assumed 
‘natural’ or ‘normal’.”16

Critical Consciousness: Developed by Paulo Freire, and detailed in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Crit-
ical Consciousness “describes how oppressed or marginalized people learn to critically analyze their 
social conditions and act to change them.”17

Social Justice Education: “The core aim of social justice education is to transform the status quo—
the fractured landscape of institutional discrimination, systemic violence, paralyzing poverty, and 
silenced opposition—into a world where men and women are able to be fully human.”18 

    
Social Justice Art / Critical Arts: Artistic production with a “commitment to engage in creating art 
that draws attention to, mobilizes action toward, or attempts to intervene in systems of inequality or 
injustice.”19

       
Critical literacy: “language use that questions the social construction of the self. When we are criti-
cally literate, we examine our ongoing development to reveal the subjective positions from which we 
make sense of the world and act in it.”20

Glossary, continued

15Zamudio, M., C. Russell, F. Rios, and J. L. Bridgeman. 2010. Critical Race Theory Matters: Education and Ideology. London: Routledge.
16Martínez-Alemán, A. M., B. Pusser, and E. M. Bensimon. 2015. Critical Approaches to the Study of Higher Education: A Practical 
   Introduction. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 8.
17Watts, R. J., Diemer, M. A., & Voight, A. M. (2011). Critical consciousness: Current status and future directions. In C.A. Flanagan & B.
   D. Christens (Eds.), Youth Civic Development: Work at the cutting edge. New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, 134.
   44.
18Dewhurst, M. (2011). Where is the Action? Three lenses to Analyze Social Justice Art Education, Equity & Excellence in Education,
   44(3), 365
19Dewhurst, M. (2011). Where is the Action? Three lenses to Analyze Social Justice Art Education, Equity & Excellence in Education,
   44(3), 366
20Shor, I. (1999). What is Critical Literacy?
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Preparing to Work 

Here, we share a few concrete consideration that any educator should keep in mind as they prepare 
to work.

Building Space: Before students are able to engage in self-reflection, before they are able to 
critically analyze their experience, before they are able to share their stories, they need to feel safe. 
As an educator, the necessity of creating a space where students can build relationships and safely 
engage in taking some risks needs to come before everything else. From setting group norms, to team 
building activities, to connecting with outside resources (counselors or mentors), to actively reacting 
to the climate of your classroom, school, and broader community, there are many ways to build this 
space. Though the intentional building of space is outside the bounds of this toolkit, we have 
included some helpful resources in the Appendix of this document. Above all, seek to foster an 
environment where students can build authentic relationships with one another and with you.

Equipment and Software: This toolkit does not specify any particular technology or media with 
which educators should work. You may choose to create documentaries with video, photographs, 
animation, or sound (or dance or maps or…). You may choose to use DSLR cameras, markers and 
pens, or students’ phones (or all of the above). Whatever you choose, it is important that educators 
take full stock of the resources and technology available for their project, and plan accordingly. Make 
sure all technology is fully charged before each class. Check internet access, and preload videos if the 
internet is slow or unavailable. Though documentary workshops may be adapted to fit the technology 
resources available, educators should be mindful of the ways their media choices and limitations will 
shape the form of activities and workflows. Guidance on specific media instruction is unfortunately 
outside the scope of this toolkit. For further resources on technology and media, please see the 
Appendix.

Storing Media: Organizing and storing media is one of the most fundamental (and irritating!) parts 
of this process. Create a system for storing student work at the end of each session and stick with it. 
If possible, acquaint students with the correct way to upload, organize, and name their own media, 
and build time into every class for this process. If this feels too complicated or chaotic, make sure 
than an adult is responsible for storing student work at each step of the workflow. Some storage 
strategies include uploading to: USB drives, a cloud-based system (Google Drive or DropBox), an 
external hard drive, or a remote serve for file sharing. Lastly, whenever possible, back up your media! 
Choose two or three junctures throughout the process in which you will make a copy of all media in a 
different location to ensure student work is not lost in case of a technological (or human) error.  

Language Literacy: Our curriculum assumes a certain level of English proficiency. However, we are 
aware that, especially when working with immigrant youth, educators will have students with varied 
English language and literacy skills. The “accommodations” section of our lesson plans addresses 
some of the language and literacy adaptations educators might think about as they implement the 
lesson plans according to their students’ needs. Finally, as students are reflecting on their identities 
and creating documentaries that share their experiences, keep in mind that they might feel more 
comfortable using their heritage languages. Improving immigrant students’ English language and 
literacy skills is not the focus of our curriculum goals. Instead, our priority is to support student voice 
and agency; in your classroom, consider how you will make room for multilingual expression. As you 
celebrate and leverage students’ linguistic diversity, students will benefit from seeing their own 
languages as assets and resources. 
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Critical Process: We are seeking to not only create products that confront racism and 
supremacy, but to engage in a critical process that honors the humanity of our subjects. This 
starts with consent (making sure all subjects are aware of the conditions and outcomes of 
participation) but goes deeper into seeking opportunities to partner with those represented 
in our media. It requires an ongoing dialogue with students, teachers, school administrators, 
and community members about the best way to design research in a way that honors and 
gives back to those who participate. This conversations should not only be a part of the 
material gathering phase, but also in how you celebrate, share, credit, and make use of your 
work. In the Appendix section, you’ll find our Critical Process diagram, which outlines some 
questions you may consider as you proceed on your documentary journey.

Culminating Events: Sharing and celebrating student work is a crucial part of the process. 
Students will be more motivated to participate if they feel that their hard work has been 
recognized, and are able to understand the ways their work can have an impact. If possible, 
set a date for your culminating event early in the process. At the start of your project, let 
students know that they will be working toward a final show or a film festival. You may 
consider combining your culminating event with other community celebrations, such as an 
assembly, talent show, parents night, block party, or civic action. The culminating event is 
also an opportunity to honor those who have been involved in the process. Be sure to invite 
interviewees, parents, and administrators who helped support students. You may also 
consider the ways sharing student work opens opportunities to strengthen or forge new 
relationships. Who else could benefit from seeing the student work? How can you build 
capacity for future projects by sharing the work?  Of course, a culminating event is also an 
opportunity to celebrate as a community! Include younger and older students, members of 
outside organizations, elders, and mentors. Your documentaries may very well have a life 
outside of the class (as tools for advocacy and organizing), but even if they don’t, it is 
important that students see their work get seen.Lastly, this event is an opportunity for 
students to see their work through the lens of activism. Are there opportunities for the 
student work to influence decision making on the local, district, statewide or national level? 
Are there community leaders who might be invited to a screening or student panel 
discussion? Importantly, students must be involved in any decision making about how their 
work will be used. However, it is important to be aware of local issues affecting your 
community of students, and share with them in a reflection process about how their work 
might become a lever in decision making about the issues impacting immigrant students and 
their families.

Preparing to Work, continued
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Building Relationships: Practice building authentic relationships with students. Those 
relationships require trust, and trust takes time. If you have an identity that is different from 
those of your students, particularly if you are a white person, it may be harder to build trust 
in the classroom (See Whiteness below). Showing up, listening, being patient, being silly, 
and asking respectful questions are all ways of getting there. Including lots of team-building 
exercises and icebreakers (not just on the first day of class!) are also essential to getting to 
know students and letting them get to know you. See the Appendix for group activity 
resources.

External Support: It is important that students receive support outside of the classroom as 
they undertake a deeply personal, and often painful, storytelling process. Before starting, 
assess and make explicit to students what resources are available to them both inside and 
outside of the school. Those might include a counselor, social worker, other educators, or 
partner organizations. We also recommend that a trauma counselor be available to students 
should they need support throughout this process.

Undocumented Students: If you are working with immigrant youth, it is very likely that you 
are working with young people who have direct experience with being, or caring about 
someone who is, undocumented. In states with high immigrant populations, such as 
California, 1 in 8 students may have an undocumented parent. There are many ways we can 
be allies to these students, and you can find more resources in the Undocumented Students 
resources in the Appendix. Above all, it is important that you are vocal and explicit in 
creating a space that welcomes students independent of citizenship status. Make clear that 
you are a resource to students, and that anything they share with you will be confidential. Do 
not ask probing questions or try to “figure out” if a student is undocumented. Instead, work 
to build a space where students feel safe, and are aware of opportunities to seek support, 
council, and legal and financial assistance. 

Whiteness: White educators face a set of unique challenges, both in confronting their own 
relationship to supremacy and in supporting young people in the classroom to dismantle it. 
It’s not easy. But if you’re a white educator, it’s imperative, urgent, and rewarding. 
Committing to the ongoing examination of your own racial identity will not only make you a 
better teacher, but will better prepare you as a member of every single community you 
participate in to work toward a more just society. We recommend that you start with the 
Whiteness resources in the Appendix of this toolkit.

Facilitator Readiness, continued
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