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CEC Program Overview

The Community Environmental College (CEC) is an 8 week summer program  that develops 
critical environmental thinking skills with teenagers (age 13-19) in Rhode Island.  In an 
interactive and transformative summer learning environment, students learn about environmental 
issues that impact them directly including toxicants, air pollution, waste, food systems, climate 
change, and more.  Students also learn about social inequalities (based on race, class, gender, etc) 
that are connected to environmental injustice and explore ways to take leadership and address 
these problems.
 CEC students are predominately youth of color from low-income families that live in the 
core urban areas of Rhode Island.  The program is free to all participants, who also receive a 
small stipend along with their diploma upon graduation.  Students are provided with healthy 
home-cooked lunch during each day of the program, which is prepared by the teachers and TAs 
(teaching assistants).  The 2012 CEC had a teaching staff of 9 teachers, 6 TAs, and 28 students.  
All 6 TAs were students in last year's CEC and 3 of the 9 teachers were teenagers who were 
students and TAs in previous summers.
 The CEC is a collaboration of the Environmental Justice League of Rhode Island (EJLRI) 
and the Brown University Superfund Research Program Community Engagement Core.  The 
program is held at the Urban Environmental Lab at Brown University.
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Program Goal

By providing teenagers from a range of urban schools in RI with a high quality educational 
summer program about a range of environmental justice issues, the CEC will help create a new 
generation of environmental leaders with the potential to take action to improve their 
environment and transform their communities in a sustainable and long-term way.  The CEC 
integrates youth leadership in the structure and fabric of the program:  All graduating students 
present their action projects at graduation; former CEC graduates are hired as teaching assistants 
(TAs); former TAs applied to be teachers and co-taught classes with adult mentors. 
 The CEC is an integral part of training a generation of youth environmental justice leaders. 
CEC graduates are recruited to join ECO Youth, a year-round after school program which gives 
students the opportunity to apply the knowledge gained in the CEC and be trained as educators 
and community organizers.  

History of the CEC

The CEC launched in 2009 and has run successfully for 4 full summers, evolving and changing 
each year.  The 2009 pilot program had 7 students for 6 weeks learning about a range local EJ 
issues, creating the EJ 101 curriculum which has been modified and used in each following year.  
In 2010 the CEC expanded to 8 weeks and a second class on Food Justice was added.  Program 
days were on Tuesdays and Thursdays with EJ 101 in the morning and Food Justice in the 
afternoon.  There were a total of 28 students in the program, some enrolled in just one class or 
other  other while some students participated in both classes.  Students from the 2009 pilot 
program helped as TAs (teaching assistants).  In 2011 a third class called "Leadership, Media and 
the Arts" was added as a full day class on Wednesdays and the total students increased to 47 
graduates.  Because of the higher number of students in 2011, students had to pick one of the 
three classes offered and attended a total of 6 hours of class time per week.  Four TAs were hired 
to help on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and participated in the new Wednesday class as students. 
 Following the 2010 CEC, some graduating students wanted to continue doing projects and 
activities during the school year.  Julian Rodríguez-Drix, Programs Coordinator for the CEC, was 
hired by the EJ League in December 2010 and helped these CEC graduates found ECO Youth.  
ECO Youth is now a successfully established and EPA Environmental Education funded after-
school program which gets teenagers involved in the local and global environmental justice 
movement as educators and community organizers.  ECO Youth helps CEC graduates transform 
their knowledge into action while also helping recruit and train teenagers with the leadership 
skills necessary to be future TAs and teachers in the CEC.  

Changes Implemented in 2012 CEC

Although 2011 was an amazing success with 3 total classes and a much higher number of 
students participating, we received feedback that the different classes felt separated from each 
other and didn't get to build bonds as a whole program.  Each class had a different meeting time, 
a different teaching team, and a different group of students, with almost no overlap between 
these 3 separate groups. The 2012 program schedule was changed dramatically:
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* Tuesday/Thursday mornings: Environmental Justice and Food Justice classes were 
held simultaneously in different classrooms.  Students chose which class to register for 
during the application process

* Tuesday/Thursday afternoons: Open Space time for field trips, outdoor time, group 
bonding, guest speakers, etc.  Although it was optional, most students chose to stay on 
most days.

* Wednesday full day: All students were together for Revolution 101
* All students ate lunch together on all 3 program days

 In order to have the capacity to have all the students together at one time and eat lunch 
together each day, the total number of students was reduced but each students’ total class time 
increased by 200%-300%.  Instead of participating in 6 hours of class time a week, all the 
students participated in 12-18 hours of class time per week, depending on if they stayed for the 
optional "open space times" on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons (most students did).
 The Revolution 101 class on Wednesdays covered issues of social inequalities based on 
race, class, gender, etc as well as leadership skills and learning about social movements and how 
people can take action to address injustice.  While these issues were touched on as part of the 
classes in previous years, having a class dedicated to these foundational issues with all students 
together at the same time created a much stronger set of shared knowledge and understanding of 
the related issues covered in the food and environmental justice classes.
 The Open Space time on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons created a comfortable and fun 
learning environment that gave students the opportunity to participate in additional activities 
while also building stronger friendships and group cohesion.  These changes received very 
positive feedback from students and teachers alike.

CEC Teachers

The teachers were divided into three teaching teams based on the three different classes.  Youth 
teachers (former TAs and program participants for multiple years) were paired with adults:
     • Environmental Justice (Tuesdays and Thursdays, 10am - 1pm)

* Karissa Arias: former CEC student and TA, college freshmen)
* Sundeep Sood: Brown Masters in Teaching alumni, advisor at MET high school, EJ 

League board member
    • Food Justice (Tuesdays and Thursday, 10am - 1pm)

* Jess Daniels: Brown University environmental studies student
* Jummy Olagundoye: former CEC student and TA, college freshmen
* Amelia Rose: EJ League director, provided curriculum support and occasional 

classroom assistance
    • Revolution 101 (Wednesays, 10am - 5pm)

* Gina Rodríguez-Drix: Brown alumni, former after school program director
* Jesus Holguin: former CEC student and TA, college freshmen
* Julian Rodríguez-Drix: Brown alumni, EJ League's Program Coordinator
* Misty Wilson: Brown alumni, Youth Program coordinator at a community 

organization, EJ League board member
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Teachers from the 2011 CEC who were able to return were given positions.  The remaining 
positions were selected by a hiring committee which included former CEC teachers and 
teenagers from the ECO Youth program.  Based on availability, teachers participated at different 
levels ranging from once a week to every day.  Because the Wednesday class was a full day with 
all the students, it had 4 teachers dedicated to it while the other two classes (two half days with 
half the students) had 2 teachers each.  

CEC Teaching Assistants (TAs)

The 6 TAs were all CEC students in 2011.  They applied to be TAs by writing an essay about 
what they learned from the CEC, what their leadership skills were, and why they thought they 
would be a good teacher.  The essays were reviewed by a committee of teachers to select the 
TAs.  The TAs rotated tasks during the summer.  Their tasks included facilitating group 
discussions in each of the 3 classes, preparing and serving lunch, being a liaison between 
students and teachers.  The TAs also participated in a training retreat with the teachers as well as 
the weekly evaluation and planning meetings.  The 6 TAs were:

* Armando Monge: sophomore at Classical High School, 2010 and 2011 CEC student, 
member of ECO Youth

* Chantel Doiron: junior at the MET high school, 2011 CEC student
* Daniela Monge: senior at Moses Brown high school, 2011 CEC student
* Kristine Paulus: junior at Central High School, 2011 CEC student, ECO Youth 

member
* Nicole Monge: junior at Bishop Keough high school, 2011 CEC student
* Precious Valentin: junior at the MET high school, 2011 CEC student

 
Field Trips

Field trips were made possible by the Green D(RI)VE bus, a former airport shuttle bus operated 
by the Environmental Justice League of RI which ECO Youth students are working on 
converting to run on recycled used vegetable cooking oil.  ECO Youth students use the bus as a 
mobile learning lab and have developed a workshop to educate people about diesel air pollution, 
asthma, climate change, and alternative energy.  The Green D(RI)VE bus was integral to the 
2012 CEC in providing large group transportation on numerous occasions:

* Farm trips including: Rosasharn Farm (Rosasharn MA), New Urban Farmers 
(Pawtucket RI) and City Farm (Providence RI)

* Environmental Justice toxic tour of Providence including stops at the Gorham 
Manufacturing Site and polluted Mashapaug Pond,  Merino Park along the polluted and 
reclaimed Woonasquatucket River, the Port of Providence on Allens Ave, and several 
other locations.  The tour of the Mashapaug Pond site coincided with a large press 
conference attended by the Governor, Congressman, Mayor, EPA officials, and other 
dignitaries.  At the press conference the EJ League and other organizations were 
presented with large checks for government funds for the clean up of the site.   Not only 
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did CEC students get to directly interact with one of the biggest EJ sites in the state, 
they also witnessed the process of community organizing to work on the clean-up. 

* Farmacy Herbs Community Health and Education Center
* Nature and Park trips: India Point Park (RI), Purgatory Chasm (MA), Horseneck Beach 

(MA), RISD’s Tillinghast Estate (RI), and Lincoln Woods (RI)
* Balloon Mapping with Public Laboratory at Save the Bay Center
* Confluence Retreat at Kanatsiohareke Mohawk Community (near Albany, NY). The 

Confluence is an annual regional gathering of participants across New England and the 
Northeast, which is focused on climate justice and sustainability for communities of 
color.  For many CEC students, this four-day trip was the first time they had been 
camping outdoors.

Partnership with Public Lab

For the first time, the 2012 CEC hosted a collaboration with the Public Laboratory for Open 
Technology and Science (PLOTS), which “develops and applies open-source tools to 
environmental exploration and investigation.”   Sarah Wylie from Public Lab facilitated 4 Open 
Space sessions and lead CEC students through creating and using two of their technologies: 
Balloon Mapping and Thermal Flashlights.
 Balloon Mapping are a tool for creating high-resolution aerial maps of EJ sites or other 
points of community interest.  “Grassroots mapping” puts the power of mapping tools into the 
hands of the impacted community and gives people control over the production and use of these 
maps.  Balloon Mapping was used in the BP Gulf oil spill and by other EJ communities across 
the country.  CEC students had the opportunity to build and use 2 sets of balloon mapping 
equipment and apply it to topics they were learning about in class.
 Thermal Flashlights are a home-made LED thermal sensor that can be built and 
programmed by the user to respond to different temperature ranges and produce a corresponding 
color via a LED light.  This technology can be used to create low-cost thermal images of a room 
and detect heat leaks and cold spots, which can be applied to home weatherization and energy 
efficiency work.  CEC students created 4 different thermal flashlights and experimented with 
them to create dozens of images.  One group of 4 students chose thermal flashlights as their final 
project and created a short movie about their use of the technology.

Guest Speakers

In addition to the series of workshops from Public Lab, the 2012 CEC hosted a number of other 
guest speakers and organizations for workshops and talks:

* Aftershock Alliance (2 speakers from New York City).  Aftershock gave a presentation 
to CEC students on climate change and disaster preparedness, followed by a choice of 
two hands-on workshops about creating “go bags” for family preparedness and how to 
build your own water filter in emergency situations. 

* Ashanti Alston (Providence RI).  Ashanti Alston is a former Black Panther and is a 
well-known public speaker who has toured internationally.  He gave a presentation 
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about social movements of the 60s and 70s, using his personal story to teach students 
about the social movements he has participated in.

* Southside Community Land Trust (SCLT, Providence RI).  Leo Pollock, Director of 
Programs at SCLT led a hands-on workshop on food preservation and canning.

* University of Rhode Island (URI) Nutrition Program:  A guest speaker from URI’s 
Nutrition Program spoke to the Food Justice class about the importance of good 
nutrition and how to read labels.

* Toxic Soil Busters (TSB), a youth group from the Worcester Roots Project in 
Worcester, MA.  TSB is a youth-run worker co-op that does lead remediation work as 
well as creating documentary media.  In a youth-led workshop at the CEC, TSB 
showed a video they created about their lead remediation work and talked with CEC 
students about how to plan for and implement environmental justice projects.

* Youth Pride Inc (Providence, RI).  YPI is an organization that supports LGBTQQ youth 
in a multitude of ways.  Elana Rosenberg from YPI gave a presentation as part of the 
Revolution 101 class to talk with CEC students about oppression based on gender and 
sexuality, and to clarify the difference between biological sex, gender identity, 
sexuality, and gender expression.

Graduation and Final Action Projects

All graduating students were required to create an “action project” based on what they learned 
over the summer and how they took action to address that issue.  Over the last two weeks of the 
program students worked on their projects as individuals or groups.  The students workshopped 
their initial ideas and presented to the whole group of students to receive feedback and 
evaluation.  The final projects were put on display and were presented at graduation in front of 
an audience of approximately 200 people in Sayles Hall at Brown University.  Following the 
project presentations each student received their diploma and stipend.  The 11 projects for the 
2012 CEC were: 

* Speech inspired by MLK Jr’s “I have a dream speech”, based around modern day 
economic inequality and food justice issues

* Powerpoint presentation on the pros and cons of Biodiesel, co-presented by 5 students
* Short video about Thermal Flashlights (Public Lab), co-created by 4 students
* Poster board on sexism and advertising
* Powerpoint on stereotypes, co-presented by 4 students
* Poster board and presentation about the Swagg Snacks healthy food campaign, co-

created by 3 students
* Powerpoint on Balloon Mapping (Public Lab)
* Prezi presentation on police brutality, co-presented by 2 students
* Short video and Prezi presentation on the impact of racism and discrimination, co-

created by 2 students
* Prezi presentation on Classism, Oppression and the Keystone XL pipeline 
* Prezi presentation on Fair Trade Food, co-presented by 3 students
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Data and Evaluation

Evaluation was integrated throughout the CEC as part of a Performance Management system for 
the program.  There were regular group “plus/delta” evaluations to gather student input and 
feedback throughout the program, which teachers and TAs used to adjust their planning and 
activities.  Changes in the 2012 CEC schedule were based on feedback and evaluation from 
previous years.   Weekly teacher and TA meetings were used to reflect on the progress of both the 
students and the program as a whole and make necessary adjustments.
 Detailed surveys were distributed to students at three points throughout the program.  
Matching pre- and post- surveys were distributed the first and final week of the program for each 
of the 3 classes, which was used to measure the impact of each class on student learning.  In 
addition, a mid-session evaluation survey allowed students to rate and provide comments about 
the classes they were in, their teachers, their TAs, and the overall quality of the program.  Each of 
those areas on the students’ mid-session evaluation of the program were very positive with 
responses averaging over 4 on a scale of 1 to 5.
 The sets of pre- and post- surveys asked students to rate their knowledge on a series of 
topics for each of the 3 classes.  On a scale of 1-5, the numbers corresponded to: “1 - I’ve never 
heard of that”, “2 - I think I heard about that before”, “3 - I know something about that”, “4 - I 
know a lot about that”, and “5 - I could teach someone about that.”  In analyzing the data, the 
responses for each class were averaged based on both the individual topic as well as the 
individual student.  See attached spreadsheets for full survey data and comments, with summary 
of major points included below.  Overall, the results were very impressive.  The averages of 
pre- and post- survey responses showed an increase for each student, on each topic, for 
each of the 3 classes.

Environmental Justice class:
* Pre-survey average topic response was 2.25 and post-survey average was 3.79 for a 

change of 1.54 (a 75% increase in knowledge on the topics)
* The lowest change for a topic was 0.96 (32% increase in knowledge) on the topic of 

waste and recycling, which was rated highest on the pre-survey of any other topic (3.04, 
increased to 4.0 on the post survey)

* The highest change for a topic was on the topic of “environmental justice” itself, with 
an average change of 2.48 (139% increase in knowledge on the topic).  The topic of 
environmental justice, alongside that of RI’s environmental history were among the 
lowest scores on the pre-survey but increased more than any other topics.

* On an individual student level, the average change was 1.48 (74% increase in 
knowledge) with the lowest change being 0.2 (9% increase) and the highest change 
being 2.26 (169% increase in student knowledge)

Food Justice class:
* Pre-survey average topic response was 2.61 and post-survey average was 4.23, for a 

change of 1.61 (a 69% increase in knowledge on the topics)
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* The lowest average change for a topic was 0.97 (26% increase in knowledge) on the 
topic of “healthy food”, which was also rated highest on the pre-survey of any other 
topic (3.7, increased to 4.67)

* The highest change for a topic was on the concept of a “food desert” which changed by 
2.17 points from 2.0 to 4.17 (a 109% increase in knowledge on the topic)

* On an individual student level, the average change was 1.65 points higher (a 73% 
increase in student knowledge) with the lowest change being 0.15 (4% increase) and 
the highest change being 2.43 (107% increase in student knowledge)

* Revolution 101 class:
* The pre-survey average topic response 2.69 and post-survey average was 3.76, for a 

change of 1.07 (a 44% increase in knowledge on the topics)
* The lowest change for a topic was 0.5 (15% increase in knowledge) for the topics of 

“what it means to be a leader” and “how to debate”, both of which were the highest 
rated on the pre-survey at 3.5 and 3.3 respectively.

* The highest changes was for the concept of Environmental Racism (increased from 2.1 
to 4.2, a 100% increase in knowledge)

Proposed Changes to Implement in 2013 program:

The CEC program has grown and evolved dramatically over the past four years.  Through 
integrating evaluation and feedback by students, TAs, and teachers into the planning process, the 
CEC is constantly improving and developing new models.  The following recommendations 
have emerged from post-CEC evaluation meetings and a thorough review of the 
accomplishments and areas for improvement from the previous years of the program. 

* Start the planning process earlier: The 2012 planning process started earlier than it 
had in previous years, but was still hectic and overwhelming in the weeks leading up to 
the start of classes.  The 2013 timeline starts in January 2013 instead of April, with the 
first task being to start the hiring process and select teachers early on in order to have 
time to implement the following changes:

* More extensive training of teachers and TAs: Before the launch of the 2012 CEC 
there was a teacher and TA retreat, which had not happened in previous years.  This full 
day retreat was an excellent opportunity to build a strong teaching team and do 
trainings on facilitation and classroom management skills.  However, it was clear that 
this was nowhere near enough time to truly learn these skills, and it did not address a 
gap in knowledge between youth teachers (former TAs) and their adult co-teachers.  
The 2013 CEC will include much more extensive trainings for teachers and TAs to 
develop skills in curriculum development, classroom management, co-facilitating group  
learning environments, and more.  This also represents a key component to integrating 
youth leadership development into the program’s teaching goals through investing the 
time and resources in professional development.  Pre-program training will take place 
as either a series of training sessions and/or an extended teacher/TA retreat.
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* Deeper integration between classes:  In general, the 2012 CEC classes were more 
integrated than they previously had been, given the changes made to the schedule and 
class structure.  However, the reality of having 3 different classes with different sets of 
teaching teams creates obstacles and communication gaps.  Teachers have proposed 
having a series of joint curriculum planning meetings (rather than just planning for their 
specific class) and taking time to re-align the curricula for each of the three classes to 
better match up and overlap, creating a better and more cohesive learning experience 
for the students.  Starting the planning process much earlier and including joint 
curriculum planning meetings will make this possible.

* Adjusting the weekly schedule: Both students and teachers gave very positive 
feedback to the 2012 change of having all students together one day a week for 
Revolution 101 to be in one large group and learn about the foundational issues.  
However, teachers for the Tuesday/Thursday classes (EJ and FJ) reported the topic 
discussed on Wednesday with the large group framed and highly impacted the students’ 
discussion the following day, and that created a disconnect between their Tuesday and 
Thursday class discussions.  The proposed change is to move the joint Revolution 101 
class to Tuesday and start the week with the group discussion of a foundational issue.  
Then the two issue-based classes (EJ and FJ) could build on this topic over the next two 
days and better frame their class curriculum around that issue.

* Integrate hands-on food activities into Food Justice curriculum: Evaluations and 
student feedback showed that most students signed up to the Food Justice class thinking 
it would be more about making and preparing food, rather than learning about political 
and environmental issues relating to food.  While students did learn about a number of 
topics they didn’t know about before, the CEC teaching team decided to make dramatic 
changes to the food justice curriculum in following years to balance “book knowledge” 
with hands-on food skills.  Cooking and Gardening will become central components to 
the class next year, which will be made possible through the UEL garden and the fact 
that teachers and TAs are already working to cook and prepare lunch for the students 
each day.  The Food Justice students will be much more involved in lunch preparations 
and the curriculum will connect learning objectives around nutrition, food miles, and 
other topics to the work of preparing and cooking food.

* Creating an “Advanced” class for returning students: The CEC has been amazingly 
successful in retaining students over multiple years and having students return to the 
program each summer.  Some of those students have taken a class they didn’t take in 
previous years, other students have applied to become TAs and then teachers, but there 
are not enough “leadership” teaching/TA roles to provide new opportunities for all the 
students who plan on coming back next summer.  The “Advanced” class for returning 
students will create the opportunity to build on the students’ existing knowledge levels 
and get more in depth with both the issues as well as theories and methods of 
addressing those issues.  The Advanced class will will also be able to train these 
students with more hands-on leadership skills by getting the students directly involved 
in local projects and campaigns where they can gain real-world knowledge and skills.
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