BCAM Partner Teachers:

Elise Pelletier, 9th Grade Art and Media
Adam Mendola, 9th Grade English

Sayeeda Carter, 9th Grade English

Jessica Valoris, Curriculum Support Specialist

Where I’m From: Our Local History in Words and Picture
This interdisciplinary project, “Where I’m From: Our Local History in Words and Picture” will challenge students to unearth their roots of their identities.  They will gain access to different perspectives by identifying community members who represent meaningful facets of where they come from; geographically and culturally. 

This unit will take place in 9th grade English and Art classes, with students interviewing and recording an influential person in their community, which will be edited into an oral history podcast. Students will also create a realistic portrait of their chosen person during art class. 

The goal is to showcase the recorded oral histories, with the corresponding portraits in an exhibition space as well as online in a blog format. We hope to invite students and their families, as well as community members, and the chosen community members who inspired this project to an opening where students will be able to share their process and experiences with the project.
9th grade year at Brooklyn Community Arts & Media, focuses on the theme of Identity across all subjects. This project/unit is an extension of the exploration of identity by integrating literacy through visual arts as well as culture through language.  As a part of a journalism unit in English class, students will learn how to form inquiry questions, identify an interview subject, and draw out their stories in conversation. Using what they are learning about journalism and narrative elements, students will reflect on what they recorded and begin to edit their interview audio into a single, coherent narrative. 

 Simultaneously, in art class, they will be using the photos they take of their chosen subject, to create a portrait of that represents his or her impact or relevance to the community and/or that particular student.  Prior to students taking photographs of their subject, a study of portraiture in art history will reveal how facial expression and body language evoke mood to help enhance the visual connection to language.  The study of portraits and the drawing skills that will be taught (including realism, the drawing grid method and shading) will be the second unit of study that will focus on more advanced drawing beyond contour and gesture drawing.

The students’ final product will be a series of paired audio stories and portraits that each embodies a piece of where a student feels he or she is from.  The complementary audio and visual pieces will be published together in a class blog as well as exhibited in local gallery spaces.  As the unit wraps up around Thanksgiving time, students will share their work with family, friends, and neighbors at a culminating event.

This unit/project will be a partnership of four teachers at Brooklyn Community Arts and Media, including, Sayeeda Carter and Adam Mendola from the 9th grade English department, Elise Pelletier, 9th Art and Media, and Jessica Valoris, Curriculum Support Specialist.

An important mission of BCAM High School, is to address the academic challenges many of our students face through cultivating a close relationship between academic skills, the arts, and technology.  As educators who are trained to teach various specific subjects, this requires us to constantly look for opportunities to enhance our practice in unconventional ways.  One of the most important is maintaining close professional relationships with teachers of other disciplines. 

As individual teachers, we are excited at this possible new opportunity to collaborate on a large scale, across disciplines.  Although we have done journalism and portraiture units individually in the past, the augmented ability to use technology will allow us to create a collaborative experience for ourselves, and our students, which is greater than the sum of its parts.  We all agree that we have a lot to learn about technology and pedagogy from each other, and are eager to deepen a shared inquiry practice that will make us better equipped to serve our community of 9th grade students for years to come. 

In a broad sense, we hope to engage students to be more actively present in their community, and to appreciate it’s historical and cultural importance. We want them to be able to realize the benefit of stepping outside their comfort zone and interact with someone who may not be their peer, but instead an elder or individual that can be a role model. We want students to understand the value of multigenerational dialogue, and gain new perspective on events and places that have their surroundings and even themselves.

We also are targeting some important ELA skills. For example, students will build their ability to recognize and use the elements of a good narrative.  They will need to listen for the makings of exposition, conflict, climax and resolution in answers their interview subjects give them, and ask purposeful questions to draw out the material they will need to build a compelling story.  Then, they will need to listen carefully to the materials they have recorded, make a plan, and edit with a sense of selection, pacing, point of view and emphasis that shows their understanding of what makes a strong narrative. 

In addition, we expect this project to be a powerful tool for boosting literacy in a group of students with a wide range of skill levels.  In past projects involving the transcribing and revising of recorded material, we noticed that struggling students showed a higher endurance for the careful reading and writing needed to prepare for interviews and edit material than they had during more traditional ELA assignments.  Whereas other writing assignments may have been rushed through and never revised again, something about listening to what was being written affected the students commitment to getting it right.

This project is an opportunity to expose kids to a contemporary form of journalism that is common in today’s media.  In learning interview techniques, preparing questions for their subjects and creating a finished product, they will gain a valuable new perspective on a medium they would likely have otherwise experienced passively and uncritically. They will also learn to see and appreciate portraits differently, learning to appreciate how nuances can affect how a representation of a person is perceived.  Students will build upon previous drawing techniques, with the edition of the drawing grid method and proportion, shading, and observational drawing.

And lastly, we want to promote more media literacy with the 9th grade class beyond their upcoming experiences of learning Graphic design (w/Adobe Photoshop) and class blogging in art class. Students will gain audio recording and audio editing skills. We want students to see the value of recorded sound, which we are surrounded by for much of each day, as another form of communication and storytelling.

