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  A New Public Housing Narrative: Project Lives 

For a generation, the national and local media's myopic focus on crime and disrepair 
undermined city and state support of the beleaguered communities inhabiting the NYC housing 
projects. But in 2010, things began to change. 

Over the next three years, hundreds of residents enrolled in a college-level course in the art of 
visual storytelling, took up disposable Kodak cameras, and set about creating a new visual 
narrative by documenting their lives photographically. 

Result: The most revealing imagery, as seen in gallery exhibits and a globally acclaimed, award-
winning book (powerHouse, 2015), created a new public narrative—one that helped return the 
city and state to the funding table.   

In a measure of the effort’s continuing impact, the photography is included in a gallery exhibit 
about NYC public housing in 2025. 
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  A New Criminal Justice Narrative: In a Whole New Way 

A generation-long treatment of probation by the media as a slap on the wrist, if not a joke—
kicked off, ironically enough, just as the practice turned punitive in response to the 1972-92 
crime wave—had undermined efforts by individuals in the city and across the nation to return 
to a lawful life.  

This portrayal also discouraged jurisdictions from walking the sanction back to its original 
rehabilitative purpose—and so helped feed mass incarceration. 

During 2018-2021, in an effort partially funded by the National Endowment for the Arts, 
hundreds of New Yorkers on probation along with their neighbors enrolled in a college-level 
course in the art of visual storytelling, took up high-end digital cameras or their own 
smartphones, and set about creating a new visual narrative by documenting their lives 
photographically. Meanwhile, NYC paid participants stipends in the interest of job readiness—
which, along with paid photo shoots and photograph sales, charted a path out of justice 
involvement going forward.  

Result: The most revealing imagery, as viewed in gallery exhibits and both a globally acclaimed 
film and a widely praised companion book (Prospecta Press, 2023), created a new public 
narrative—one that has stimulated reform of this dominant criminal justice intervention across 
the US. Even Britain has taken notice. 
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  A New Climate Change Narrative: Picturing My Climate Future 

Young people have been marginalized in the national conversation about climate change. Yet 
they have the most skin in the game—even as they did not create the problem in the first place. 

During 2023, a quartet of students attending Cape Elizabeth High School in Maine underwent a 
brief orientation in the art of visual storytelling, took up their smartphones, and set about 
creating a new visual narrative by documenting their concerns photographically. 
 
The result: The photos were exhibited at the local public library, with the show held over 
from one month to three in connection with the town’s effort to develop a Climate Action 
Plan. A virtual meeting held by the library brought together students and townspeople to 
discuss the project in detail. The stage was set for a wider program during the 2024-25 
school year. 
 
In 2024, the project won funding from the prestigious Zain Jaffer Foundation while a 
partnership was formed with Everyday Climate Champions, both Bay Area organizations. 
The teaser for the upcoming film was itself named Best Short Documentary by the 
Florence Film Awards in August 2024 and the Paris Film Awards in January 2025.  By 
January 2025, another partnership was in the works with the Chicago organization It’s 
Our Future. Meanwhile, students at South Portland High School and Deering High School 
in Portland in Maine may join Cape Elizabeth High School in participating in 2025, along 
with the Boys and Girls Club of Shinnecock Nation in New York. 
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  Programming Photos 
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  The Nonprofit Behind the Programming 
 
 
Seeing for Ourselves was founded in 2010 by George Carrano, a retired executive of New York’s 
Metropolitan Transportation Authority. He had stumbled upon an exhibit of participatory photography 
in the basement of a London church eight years earlier and found himself entranced.  After staging an 
exhibition of such photography in New York City in 2004, he was encouraged by the world-famous war 
photographer Philip Jones Griffiths to launch a nonprofit dedicated to participatory photography.  
George took on Chelsea Davis as an instructor and Jonathan Fisher as a storyteller. In 2015, Holly Gordon 
signed on as the master printer. 
 
Chelsea left in 2021 for a more permanent career path. George departed due to ill health in 2023. A year 
later, Nuzat Choudhury volunteered to handle social media.  And so there are three of us now. 

The nonprofit’s first initiative served residents of the New York City housing projects during 2010-2013. 
The effort catapulted Seeing for Ourselves to the front ranks of participatory photography practitioners 
worldwide. 

Based on the efficacy of this first initiative, NYC asked the nonprofit to then serve its residents currently 
on probation, which became another huge success.  

In 2023, Seeing for Ourselves launched its third initiative, aiming to amplify the views of youth 
confronting a future of climate change. 

 

                                                       

                    

 

       

             Acting Executive Director   Social Media Volunteer        Master Printer 
                     Jonathan Fisher       Nuzat Choudhury                               Holly Gordon 
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Gallery Exhibits 

 
 
     
 
                   
 

 
 
 
 

 
            Project Lives Exhibit at Patchogue Arts Gallery, May 30, 2015 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
            In a Whole New Way Exhibit at Hunter East Harlem Gallery, March 8, 2019 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
            My Climate Future Exhibit at Thomas Memorial Library, November 30, 2023 
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Book Reviews 
 

“Wonderful!” 
—NY1-TV 

 
“Remarkable!” 

—Annabelle (Switzerland) 
 

“Stunning!” 
CUNY-TV 

 
"Stunning photographs....A fascinating book!" 

—National Public Radio 
 

"Beautiful." 
—BuzzFeed 

 
"An incredibly moving book." 

—Refinery29 
 

"Most New Yorkers know what public housing looks like from the outside, but a bracingly compilation of 
pictures takes you into the interiors of the buildings and thus into the residents' startlingly ordinary lives." 

—The New York Times 
 
“[The] program started by George Carrano, Chelsea Davis and Jonathan Fisher gave photography 
training and equipment to NYCHA residents and encouraged them to take photos of their homes—their 
families and neighbors, their decorations and furnishings, and the social events at the core of the 
community.…Whether or not NYCHA can make a comeback will have a crucial bearing on what the 
future of America's safety net looks like.” 

—Politico 
 

"A startlingly simple and optimistic portrait of family, friends, and neighbors. Photos show a couple 
cooking dinner, a beloved cat, a first date, the junk that's accumulated in an apartment over years. 
There's nothing really specific about the projects in Project Lives. It’s just life.” 

—New York Magazine 
 

“A change in perceptions is needed to enable those residing in the projects to reclaim pride and to 
motivate the involvement of policy makers. And ‘Project Lives’ can be considered the first contribution.” 

—Vogue Italy 
 

“By presenting this look at life in the projects, people in New York and beyond will see why they are 
worth funding and call for action.” 

—Slate Magazine 
 

“See NYC public housing life as residents turn cameras on themselves….Unique.” 
—am New York 

 
Project Lives 
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"As I observed almost four years ago about Project Lives—the book of photographic self-portrayals by 
New York public housing residents, with imagery intertwining revelatory text—it is always inspiring to 
see the scorned and disenfranchised take control of their lives.  
 
"Now comes the book and documentary about cameras turned over to the city's probationers, the latest 
effort by the non-profit Seeing for Ourselves. Once again, we recognize how connected we all remain. 
Once again, the photographs open our eyes and warm our hearts. Once again, our concerns for social 
justice broaden and deepen."    

—Noam Chomsky 
 
"A wonderful contribution to our field. In a Whole New Way contains so much – it’s an engaging history 
of community corrections and a glimpse of how probation is practiced in New York City. It’s a series of 
memorable and moving vignettes about people whose lives have been touched by crime and the justice 
system. But what will stick with me is the pictures. Throughout the book, we see the faces of those who 
are participating in this unique and special program. They are smiling and engaged, clearly relishing the 
opportunity to see and be seen as so much more than the criminal convictions that brought them to 
probation in the first place. The light in their eyes – their positivity and evident optimism about their 
futures – is an overwhelming argument for the importance of meaningful second chances as a core 
component of our justice system." 

—Megan Quattlebaum, Director, The Council of State Governments Justice Center 
 
“Institutional reforms often start from the outside and work inward, which is one reason why so many 
overpromise and underdeliver. In a Whole New Way shows us what it could look like when reform begins 
with the perspective of those on the inside of a system—in this case, individuals on probation in New 
York City. Using participatory photography as a means of visual storytelling, the participants in this 
transformative project narrate their view of the world through the lens of a camera. In so doing, they 
remind us that it’s often not people who need changing but the systems that envelope their lives and so 
frequently constrain their futures.” 

—Steve Woolworth, President, International Community Justice Association 
 

“Sometimes solutions are in front of us, but we do not see and do not ask. Turning New Yorkers on 
probation into photographers documenting their own stories has led to an amazing cultural change. 
Seeing for Ourselves documents it beautifully in their film and book In a Whole New Way." 

—Linda Connelly, President/CEO, Successful Reentry 
 
“Some books are here and then are gone. This one will still be around two hundred years from now.” 

―In Conversation with Frank Schaeffer podcast 

"I'm a huge fan of your work!" 
—Montel Williams 

"A fascinating collection of photographs and personal testimonies that offer 
groundbreaking insight into both the probation system and the people immersed in it." 

—The Reporters Inc 
 

"Otherness in criminal justice has to be addressed—and photography is a great way to get at that. In a 
Whole New Way leverages the visual arts to break down barriers and truly utilize the power of 
perspective-taking." 
 

—Joe Arvidson 
The Criminologist 

 
In a Whole New Way 
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Industry Exhibition 
 

 
 

“Living in the Shade: NYCHA Open Space Past, Present, and Future” 
FXCollaborative Gallery 

Brooklyn, NY 
January 2025 

 
 

Project Lives 
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Industry Coverage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In a Whole New Way 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

  

Probation Quarterly 
 
 

Journal of Britain’s Probation Institute 
 

December 2024 

Perspectives 
 

Journal of the 
 American Probation and Parole Association 

 
January 2025 
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Film Reviews 

 
 
“Despite the undeniably important reality behind the action taken by the subjects of this 
documentary, In a Whole New Way feels uplifting and hopeful for a better future. Eloquently 
narrated and thoughtfully put together, this documentary proves people can affect change. 
That if communities come together we make the world a better place.” 

—Infinity Film Festival (London) 
 

“The 24-member Jury committee reviewed almost 600 submissions for our 60-hour festival 
program. They found your film to be extremely pertinent and well suited for this year’s festival 
theme, MOVING FORWARD, and we feel strongly that the audience will be captivated by your 
work.” 

—United Nations Association Film Festival (San Francisco) 
 
“Your Documentary ‘In a Whole New Way’ is remarkably well done with one of the most 
necessary and vital issues dealt with. Your film deserves credit for script, directing and overall 
filming. I trust your documentary is appreciated profoundly by everyone. Keep up the good  
work and looking forward to see more of your films.”  

 
—International Moving Film Festival (Khuzestan, Iran) 

 
“Moving, important, inspirational and eye-opening, you won’t want to miss the exclusive 
screening of this short film about one of the most pressing issues of our time.” 
 

—Thomas Memorial Library (Cape Elizabeth, Maine) 
 

“A beautiful project!” 
—Vegas Movie Awards 

 
“A pioneering approach to criminal justice reform.” 

—Palo Alto Weekly 
 
“A film about the camera's power and the injustice of the American justice system. 
Brilliantly shot and with great force, the filmmaker makes us aware of one of the biggest 
problems facing American society today." 

—Magma Film Awards 
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Links 
 
Seeing for Ourselves website 
 
Project Lives website 
 
In a Whole New Way website 
 
Picturing My Climate Future website 
 
In a Whole New Way film trailer (0:52) 
 
In a Whole New Way film (31:06) 
 
Can People on Probation Change the Practice Along with Their Own Lives? (01:19) 
 
My Climate Future teaser (04:15) 
 
Looking at American Probation In a Whole New Way 
 
Looking at Probation in a Whole New Way 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
    
 

 
 

             
 

 

https://www.seeingforourselves.org/
https://www.projectlivesbook.com/
https://www.inawholenewway.com/
https://www.picturingmyclimatefuture.com/
https://vimeo.com/903809215?share=copy
https://vimeo.com/822142905/9b24497f22
https://vimeo.com/926264232
https://vimeo.com/974403605/4a49842c6b
https://www.probation-institute.org/news/a-whole-new-way-to-look-at-american-probation
https://www.appa-net.org/eweb/docs/APPA/pubs/Perspectives/Perspectives_V48_N3/#page=16



