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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.

“Stunning photographs...
A fascinating book!”

-- NATIONAL PUBLIC RADIO
“Beautiful.” i
- BUZZFEED
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PROJECT LIVES

EDITED BY GEORGE CARRANO, CHELSEA DAVIS, AND JONATHAN FISHER




A New Criminal Justice Narrative: /n 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.

Now a globally acclaimed documentary airing on public television in 2023

. “Alandmark in participatory photography!™
—Denise Bibro Fine Art, NYC
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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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7" MY CLIMATE FUTURE:
<lZ A CONVERSATION

Thursday, December 28
6:30 - 8:00 pm
via Zoom

s “My Climate Future,” the photography exhibit currently on
display in the library's Stier Family Gallery, aims to amplify
the views of those not often included in the national
conversation around climate change. For this exhibit, four
Cape Elizabeth High School students photographed our ‘\m

‘ town, imaging what the future holds in store. "q
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Join these students, and an officer from Seeing Ourselves, 0

the local nonprofit that spearheaded the project, for: R, ‘%‘

MY CLIMATE FUTURE « A discussion about the global models inspiring the Tﬁi:’?

current initiative ]

« A vision of where the program goes from here
« A screening of a work-in-progress clip from the :

m documentary film that will accompany the full-scale 1

e program in the 2024-25 school year V

« A discussion about what young people in Cape think of

",r.,;", our changing world and what we need to do about it
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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

Founder George Carrano Former Photography Instructor Chelsea Davis




Gallery Exhibits

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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The Changed Media Narratives

Ehe New ork Times

“All the News That's Fit to Print”

SUNDAY, APRIL 26, 2015

Metro

By ALAN FEUER

first picture Zaya Mourning took was of her
dining room table at the Bailey Mouses in the

disposable camera she had 1\ Develop-
ing Lives, a participatory photographic project run in
consaltation with the New York City Housing Author-

ity the
serving bowl. She was 0.

Zays (peonounced suh-NAL-uh) is now 13, and some
'llhmuwhnuﬂurdmwibemhmbml

ing looks Mke fram the outside, but this braciegly simple
compilation takes us into the interiors of the buikdings
and thus into residents” startlingly ordinary lives.

ng Lives began fo 3610 wheu ( George Car-
ranoy & frmee Metropalitan Transportation Authority
official. found himself working at a bus degot across the
street from the Manhattanville Houses in Harlem, The
contrast between what he experienced of the peojects on
his daily walk to work and the way they are postrayed in
tabloids and Hollywood films insgired hem to get start-
od Offerieg residents a 12-woek photo-taking seminge,

Nm-mhwkm\ddlnmh‘d
comasunity conter

mmamm m...nmma.y et pow |
do. ll«"kﬂﬂmﬂmluﬂl&p’mlwul
can really feed it

Crese THROUGN THEM EVES
For more photographs taken by wiung reskdests of New York

ity Monaeing Authoriy pregects

e o s

They the Camera

Photographs from ‘Project Lives’

Wolls; Aalyah Colory
and Jared Wellizgton

CopyTight © 2045 by The New York Tiraes Company.

Public Housing
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@he Philadelphia Tnquirver Signin/ Sign Up [
Crime <
What if the probation office was a place of joy
instead of fear? New York City shows how.

“We're trying to dispel some of the historical trauma that has been in place between probation, law enforcement, and
the community,” one probation official said.

1. COUNTY JAIL INMATES >

2. LIST OF JOB POSITIONS >

3. ABANDONED HOMES FOR SALE >

4. FREE GOVERNMENT GRANTS >
5 VITAMINS TO IMPROVE >
° MEMORY

6. BANK OWNED CARS FOR SALE >

Andre Whitehead, shown here near the South Bronx NeON, took advantage of photography classes
offered at the probation office and discovered a new career path.

JESSICA GRIFFIN / Staff Photographer 7. TRENDY CLOTHES FOR OLDER >
WOMEN
by Samantha Melamed
Updated Jan 10, 2020 8. WOMEN LOOKING FOR MEN >

Criminal Justice
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July 28 2023

By Drew Johnson

A Cape Elizabeth documentarian is
giving local high schoolers the oppor-
tunity to amplify their voices on climate
change through photography.

Jonathan Fisher is leading a student
photography project, “My Climate Fu-
ture,” at Cape Elizabeth High School,
and he will write and direct a documen-
tary based on the project.

In New York City, Fisher and fellow
filmmaker George Carrano produced
“Project Lives” in 2015 and most re-
cently “In A Whole New Way,” featur-
ing photography from public housing
residents and people on probation,
respectively. The goal was to elevate

Youth lenses, Page 8

Cape Elizabeth High School student Trevor Oakley snaps a picture of a vernal pool for a photography and documentary project on climate change.

Climate change as seen through youth lenses

WEATHER:
Lots of sun,
high humidity
High near 88
Details, B6

CONTRIBUTED / JONATHAN FISHER

CONTRIBUTED / PHOTO BY TREVOR
One of Trevor Oakley’s photos for the project is of a vernal pool close to his home in Cape Elizabeth.

Climate Change

Local council,
school board
seats up for

grabs this fall

By Drew Johnson

South Portland District 4 City Coun-
cilor Linda Cohen is stepping down a
year before her term ends because she is
moving out of the district, according to
the City Clerk’s Office.

Cohen’s council seat and three others
will be on the ballot this fall, along with
positions on the South Portland Board of
Education.

Cape Elizabeth and Scarborough also
will elect council and school board mem-
bers this fall.

Nomination papers for all candidates
will be available next week for the Nov.
7 election.

South Portland

In addition to the one-year remainder
of Cohen’s term, the City Council Dis-
trict 1 seat now held by Jocelyn Leighton,
District 2 seat now held by Mayor Kath-
erine Lewis and District 5 seat now Dega
Dhalac will be on the ballot. Those seats
carry three-year terms.

The school board has three available
seats, two at-large, three-year seats held
by Claire Holman and Jennifer Ryan, and
a one-year District 3 seat, currently held
by Rosemarie De Angelis.

Nomination papers, available Monday,
July 31, at the City Clerk’s Office, must
returned by 4:30 p.m. Sept. 8.

For more information, go to southport-
land.org or call 767-3201.
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Book Reviews

“Wonderful!”
—NY1-TV

“Remarkable!”
—Annabelle (Switzerland)

“Stunning!”
CUNY-TV

”Stunning photographs....A fascinating book!”
—Natfonal Public Radio

”Beautiful.”
—BuzzFeed

”An incredibly moving book.”
—Refineryz9

"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 | 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. Ina 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 /n 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

”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
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Many NYCHA resideats stll gather and play outdoors, and thelr
famiiles benefit from shade and lower temperatures, but the
superblocks are not as well utlfized as they were decades ago. This
decline (n activity undermines the tower-in-the-park concept that
evoted 5o much valuable urban land to open space.

Rising crime, alr conditioning, electronlc eatertainmest, and the
doclining conditions st many NYCHA playgrounds have diminished
liveliness. Landscape maintenance has taken a back seat because
blillons In urgent buillding repairs are required to maintals
apartment habitabillty,

These photographs, selected from among those taken by NYCHA
residents aspartof Project Livesbetween2010and 2013, capture
the complex experience. Children may stifl find brightaess and
Joy In a fountain or ballcourt, but NYCHA landscapes deliver less
beauty, warmth, and security to residents and the community than
Inltially hoped.

Over the past two decades, NYCHA leaders and designers have
workad with residents, community activists, and elected officials
to reimagine and enhance open space. Today, the eaphasis Is on
resident engagement, the arts, resifiency, and programming for
renawed outdoor activity. With sufficient fanding, NYCHA opes
spaces can again become community assets

Exhibition Curators:
Prof. Matthias Altwicker, AIA LEED AP, NYIT and
Prof. Nicholas Dagen Bloom, Ph.D., Hunter College
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REDESIGN FOR COMMUNITY

“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

ht1gslidol org/10.54006/KQDF7200 © The Authol

4 omom |
Ep

/ e

Probation Quarterly

Journal of Britain’s Probation Institute

December 2024

LOOKING AT PROBATION IN A

“Taping dog’s mouth shut gets him
probation in Topeka™
(The Associated Press, 2020)
“East Boston woman on community
supervision makes off with her probation
officer’s wallet™
(VASN, 2015)

“Cold-cocking chiropractor earns Florida
man probation”
(Cocper, 2015)

the above news headines have been somewhat

disguised, the imagery that accompanied the
criginal stories can easdy be imagined. We have, after
8l become accustomed 1o the photos of scowling
Americans clad in crange jumpsuits Bustrating stories
about probation. it would aiso be no great stretch 1o
consider that such imagery may kneecap one's atiempt to
retum 1o & law-abiding ie. And #t can follow 0ne around
oniine forever (Lageson, 2016). Whoaver has said there’s
70 such thing as bad publicly may not have been on
fprobation at the time.

The meda scom of probation as a sanction, slong with its
mockery of those serving o term, is exactly what certain
New Yorkers o0 probasion and their neighbors have been
try\ng 10 undo since January 2018, It was then that a
movel “paricipatory photography” program was brought
1o the cRy's prodation agency by a nongeofit organization,
Seeing for Ourseives.

Sewing for Qursedves equips and ¥ains margnatzed
indivicuals to take control of their own public narmative by
documenting their lives photographically. it delivers a 12-
week colege-evel program in the art of visual storyleling
The nonprofit then promotes the new imagery in galery
exhibits, publications, fim, and social media. Shifting

e discourse about peOpie 0n probation. and probation

WHOLE NEW WAY

by Jonathon Fisher

itselt, can have lasting impact on the nearly 3.1 millica
Americans sentenced 10 a term of probation in 2022—
more than those in jall of prison oe out on parole combined
(Carrano & Fisher, 2023). This article documents how the
peogram and the practice of paricipatory photography &5
helping to change the publc image of prodation.

PROBATION AND THE MEDIA

It seerms no accident that the “second chance” known
a8 probation was begun in 1841 by Boston bootmaker
John Augustus (New York City Department of Probation
[NYCDOP], n.d.) here in America, the country that Rself
was 8 second chance fof 30 many. The peacice entals
supecvision in the communiy, gonerally as an alemative
o Incarceration. For a century after its instéutionakzation
in the Bay State In 1878, the practice was portrayed

by the media s a legitimate criminal jussice sanction
(Carrano & Fisher, 2023). However, e 1972 %o 1062
crime wave (Lancaster, 2017) led the media 1o begin
characterizing probation as @ slap on the wrist, if not a
joke (Carrano & Fisher, 2023)—an ironic development,
a8 in ancther apparent reacton 1 the crime wave this
originally rehabiitative pracice now tumed punitive.

After the shift toward increasingly puntive policies took
hold, untold numbers of Americans wound up pinbaliing
Between probation and prson. continualy tripped up

by arducus stipulations or mandatory comdbions of
probation (Pew Charitable Trusts, 2019). Over the ensuing
Gecaces. many arisdctons began 1o walk back the harsh
transformation of peobation, and New York Ciy led the
way. Its many innovations have tuned it into an indusiry
leader and helped make it cne of the safest large cties in
the country (Carrano & Fisher, 2023; Gordon, 2024). Yet
beyond the news headines. probation remains largely
wrknown 10 the public.

Both the NYCDOP (Bermudez, 2015) and Seeing for
Ourseives (Carrano & Fisher, 2023) bolieve that the

AMERCAN PROBATION AND PAROLE ASSOCATION 1 7

Perspectives

Journal of the
American Probation and Parole Association

January 2025

In a Whole New Way
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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 60o-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. | 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
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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



