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By Steve Goodman, Rebecca Renard, and Christine Mendoza

Pearl looks directly into the camera, squinting slightly in the bright sun. She is standing on the grounds of the 
Hector Pieterson Memorial & Museum. Behind her is the stone monument commemorating 12-year-old Hector 
Pieterson and all those who died in the Soweto uprising of 1976. Pearl speaks with the clear and measured voice 
of a seasoned reporter. “Welcome to the cradle and birthplace of student and youth activism that lighted the spark of 
the youth contribution and liberation of South Africa during apartheid with its dark, murky period.” The camera 
pans to another young member of her documentary crew who continues the narration: “Today we dig deeper into 
the minds of our youth, finding out how the torch of our heritage has been preserved for future generations.” 

For three days in March 2007, the Educational Video Center (EVC) taught a documentary workshop for 
30 teenagers and unemployed young adults from the Soweto township in South Africa. We (three New 
York City–based media educators from EVC) had been invited by the fifth World Summit on Media 
for Children to present hands-on workshops for youth delegates at the conference in Johannesburg. The 
United States Consulate General sponsored us to come to Johannesburg a few days early and lead a 
documentary workshop at the Hector Pieterson Museum before the conference began.

The workshop was an overwhelming success. The youth participants learned to create social issue 
documentaries that moved the intergenerational community audiences who viewed them to engage 
in thoughtful and spirited dialogue. Our museum partners and the youth producers eagerly sought to 
build on this success and requested further support to establish an ongoing youth video program for the 
Soweto community. They convinced us that community-based youth video production can have a deep 
and lasting impact as a tool for building democracy in underdeveloped countries and in countries with 
unequal development, such as South Africa, where the poorest communities live with limited or no access 
to the Internet, telephone landlines, or even electric power lines. Within this context, non-networked and 
often battery-operated modes of communication, such as community radio and public screenings of youth 
videos, have great importance and resonance. 

The growing popularity of community radio programming in post-apartheid South Africa points to the 
potential impact of youth video. There already exists a rich array of youth organizations for collaboration. 
With a more widespread investment of training and resources, one can envision brigades of young 
videographers staging mobile video screenings for school and community gatherings across South Africa. 
These community screenings will give local residents a voice and access to a direct in-person dialogue 
that would otherwise not be possible. Such a youth media generated popular education campaign waged 
through grassroots dialogue is urgently needed given the HIV/AIDS crisis, high crime and unemployment, 
and other critical social and public health problems. Youth video is a vital tool to help build democracy in 
South Africa, and now is an opportune time to promote increased youth engagement in media. 

This can be an especially powerful education and development strategy given the historic, social, economic, 
and cultural context of South Africa today with its inherited problems of high adult non-literacy and 
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inequitable distributions of telecommunications and electric power. This paper will briefly discuss this 
context and the impact of EVC’s youth documentary workshop in Soweto, and propose strategies for using 
youth video to meaningfully engage black youth and other marginalized voices in the building of a more 
participatory democracy in South Africa. Indeed, these strategies bring great promise for youth-led civic 
engagement and social change on a global scale. 

EVC’s Workshop in Soweto
We designed the workshop to be an intensive and hands-on experience for the participants to collaboratively 
plan, shoot, and edit their own short documentaries. Through consensus decision making, the participants 
chose the three issues they agreed were of critical importance to black South African youth and to the 
broader project of overcoming the legacy of apartheid and building a free and democratic South Africa: 

the public’s understanding of human rights as protected by the new South African constitution; 
the low rate of youth learning about their history and culture through visiting post-apartheid 
museums and other heritage sites; and
the high rate of teen pregnancy and unprotected sex.

The participants then divided into three groups corresponding with these issues. Each team crafted a 
documentary that spoke to public audiences with creativity, power, passion, and a sense of urgency by 
combining street interviews, poetry, photography, and video imagery, as well as popular commercial 
music. 

After the workshop concluded, the Hector Pieterson Museum organized screenings for youth producers 
to present their work in schools, churches, youth organizations, and clubs. The documentaries were also 
screened at the museum for 15 schools that participated in International Museum Day. The museum 
education officer reported, “The responses were awesome and all inspiring as the documentaries became a 
vehicle and catalyst for youth empowerment…. They raised awareness of community and societal problems 
and how they can become community activists and ultimately part of the solution.”1

Taking the means of public communication and cultural expression into their hands for the first time, youth 
producers skillfully blended the genres of community affairs documentary, public service announcement, 
and video artwork. Empowered as civic journalists, popular educators, and video activist pamphleteers, 
the youth producers presented rich examples for how EVC’s model of community-based youth media 
production can be particularly effective in giving a voice to youth while fostering informed dialogue and 
problem solving among communities in the marginalized townships and remote rural areas. 

Student Media Production Under Apartheid 
It is no surprise that EVC’s community-based, social justice approach to youth documentary making fit so 
well in the context of South Africa. In fact, South Africa has a rich history of youth-produced media that is 
rooted in youth organizations formed in the pre-1994 struggle against apartheid. Particularly in the 1970s 
and ’80s, there were scores of youth and student organizations with regional and national membership.2 
Many organizations had their own publications, such as the South African Students’ Organisation’s 
SASO Newsletter, The South African Students Press Union’s SASPU National and the SASPU Focus, 

1  Chetty, K. (personal communication, September 5, 2007)
2  See http://www.sahistory.org.za/pages/governence-projects/june16/organisation-list.htm for listing.
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and Grassroots, which reported on news from over 60 democratic organizations, including Cape Youth 
Congress (CYCO).3

The alternative and underground student press (there is little evidence of South African student video at 
that time) was an especially important tool in the hands of university anti-apartheid activists despite the 
fact it operated under the Nationalist party’s harsh climate of repression and censorship with the constant 
possibility of fines, closure, banning, and imprisonment. This was particularly the case in the 1970s with 
the rise of the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM) and the uprising in Soweto, and into the 1980s 
as international boycotts and the movement to free Mandela grew. Students depended on underground 
newsletters to stay informed and connected to others in the freedom movement, and they often burned 
the newsletters as soon as they finished reading them. 

In addition to curbing the flow of information through censorship and banning, the racist government 
waged a campaign of disinformation. School curricula taught history that was rewritten from the white 
government’s perspective. The Nationalist party outlawed television for fear that, according to Dr. Albert 
Hertzog, minister for posts and telegraphs at the time, “South Africa would have to import films showing 
race mixing; and advertising would make [non-white] Africans dissatisfied with their lot.”4 When the 
apartheid regime finally allowed television into the country in 1976, only one station was established: the 
South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), often used by the government for propaganda and 
disinformation. This made it all the more important that the student activist, and often underground, press 
gave its readers access to alternative sources of news, information, and opinion. 

The legacy of these youth organizations lives on in contemporary South Africa. Today, many of the more 
than 300 youth-based organizations in Johannesburg trace their origins to the anti-apartheid struggles for 
democracy. Now, many of these organizations that have taken up the challenges of public health education 
in the face of the devastating HIV/AIDS crisis still largely rely on community newspapers to disseminate 
information. Some use community radio to advance their work. 

While the legal system that restricted freedom of the press has been abolished and youth enjoy the 
freedom to speak, write, report, photograph, and film without fear of censorship or imprisonment, the 
free exchange of information and ideas today still remains largely out of reach for the poorest sectors 
of the population. The history and ideology of apartheid has stunted the development of media and 
communication as a means for the free dissemination of ideas and information. Apartheid era government 
planning and investment still leave the majority of township and rural area residents impoverished with 
little or no access to the Internet; telephone landlines are rare, and even electricity is unavailable to those 
living in makeshift shanties. A woefully inadequate education system has left up to 30 percent of adults 
functionally non-literate, particularly in the poorest rural areas of South Africa. Many students find no 
point in continuing in school, and over 50% drop out.5

While these are formidable challenges, we believe that they need not prevent the most underserved 

3  These anti-apartheid periodicals from 1950 through 1994 can be accessed in the online scholarly library of 
resources from and about Africa at www.aluka.org.

4  Hertzog, 1967, p. 4. 
5  Yeh, 2004.
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populations from gaining access to information and having their voices heard as part of a national dialogue. 
In the absence of Internet connections and television, community-based youth video and radio production 
can in fact be used to overcome these obstacles and to promote a more informed and participatory 
democracy. 

EVC’s Pedagogy 
For EVC’s workshop in Soweto, we brought the tools of community-based youth video—a suitcase crammed 
with video cameras, microphones, headphones, and laptops for editing—to amplify the voices of 30 young 
participants. We also brought an educational philosophy of practice that had been developed and refined at 
EVC over the past 23 years. Since 1984, EVC has evolved from a single video class into an internationally 
acclaimed nonprofit organization with four main programs: a semester-long High School Documentary 
Workshop; a pre-professional paid internship program called YO-TV (Youth Organizers Television); a 
Community Engagement program that screens EVC documentaries in local neighborhoods to organize 
for social change; and an External Education Program that provides training institutes, coaching, and 
curricula for K–12 educators as they learn to integrate media analysis and production into their classes. 6

Our approach in South Africa was based on the model of EVC’s 15-week-long Documentary Workshop 
but in a very condensed and intensive form. On its most basic level, the mission was to place cameras 
into the hands of young people and to have them explore the surrounding community to ask questions 
about urgent issues in their lives. In fact, the deeper philosophy of practice that grounds this methodology 
providing a theory and structure can be described as critical literacy. Drawing upon the works of educators 
Paulo Freire, Myles Horton, and John Dewey,7 among others, this approach “provides students not merely 
with functional skills, but with conceptual tools necessary to critique and engage society along with its 
inequalities and injustices.”8 Learning about the world is directly linked to the possibility of changing it.9 
Developing critical literacy skills enables students to investigate power relations within the social and 
historical context of their lived experience and within the broader frame of their mediated culture. In this 
way, students build their capacity to understand how media is made to convey particular messages as well 
as how to use electronic and print technologies to creatively express themselves and how to document and 
publicly voice their ideas and concerns regarding the most important issues in their lives. 

EVC embeds the teaching of critical literacy throughout the process of video documentary production: 
research, camerawork, interviewing, editing, and public screening. EVC’s critical literacy pedagogy is 
composed of three key practices and principles: 

1) Teaching multiple literacies: Students learn to analyze, evaluate, and produce texts through 
speaking and listening, visualizing and observing, and reading and writing. Media production 
(writing) and analysis (reading) are linked. Students learn to use multiple literacies to tell their 
own stories and, through their video production, produce themselves as new storytellers.

2) Teaching continuous inquiry: The students’ learning is driven by their own questions about their 
lived experiences; the social, cultural, and historical conditions that shape those experiences; 
and the media’s representations of those conditions and experiences. The learner-centeredness 

6  For more information on EVC programs see www.evc.org.
7  Dewey, 1997; Freire, 1970; Horton, 1997. 
8  Goodman, 2006, p. 208.
9  Goodman, 2003, p. 3. 
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of this approach develops the students’ agency as social, political, and cultural actors in their 
community. 

3) Teaching reflection: Students are given multiple opportunities to reflect on their learning and 
development over time throughout the production process in journals, regular critique sessions, 
and in end-of-semester portfolio roundtables where they present drafts of their video and 
written work as evidence of their intellectual and artistic development. There is a creative 
tension between action and reflection to ensure that the students experience a rich and sustained 
learning process while they also produce a high-quality media product. 10

These practices and principles were infused throughout the three-day Soweto workshop. Participants in 
each of the three groups were conscious that as they picked up the video camera, they were doing so within 
a specific social and historical context. They were consciously crafting their message—whether with prose, 
poetry, or images—to critique and engage society, and to carry on the legacy of the South African freedom 
struggle post-apartheid. 

Indigenous Language and the Spoken Word
While youth documentary teams initially conducted their interviews in English, this quickly changed. For 
example, in the heritage sites group, the second person chosen had problems understanding the questions. 
His responses were stilted, and his answers didn’t exactly speak to the question. Without skipping a beat, 
Thando, the interviewer, began again. This time in isiZulu (also called Zulu)—the most common African 
language in Johannesburg—and the interview flowed effortlessly from there. The other groups shared 
similar experiences. Clearly, the interviewees and often the interviewers were more comfortable and better 
able to express themselves in their own languages. After that, the group made an unannounced decision 
to conduct all remaining interviews in their own languages, whether they be isiZulu, Xhosa, Tswana, or in 
their own urban blend of English, Afrikaans, and indigenous African languages. 

This switch in language use was an extremely important act for youth producers to take. Thinking, 
learning, asking questions, and telling stories in their own language validated the richness, knowledge, and 
power of their own culture, community, and family history. It also led to a more generative and creative 
documentary process. Denying and attempting to erase their language and heritage was historically used 
by the apartheid government as a tool of oppression and subjugation. After all, the Soweto uprising began 
as a protest against the imposition of the Afrikaans Medium Decree, which forced all schools for blacks 
to use the Afrikaans language as the medium for instruction in the core curriculum. The youth movement 
of the time virtually brought formal education in schools to a complete standstill in protest over the issue 
of language usage. In place of government-sponsored schools, youth organizations operated informally 
in communities to provide young people with outlets for continued education and also to mobilize them 
around youth issues. 

Not only did the process of documentary production give young people the opportunity to record and 
report information and opinions in their own indigenous language, but it also opened up possibilities for 
them to use spoken poetry as a form of expression. In fact, two of the three production teams created, 
performed, and recorded their own poems. It is interesting to note that the performance of poetry played 
a historic role in the underground meetings for students involved in the BCM, where the cryptic language 

10  Goodman, 2006, pp. 208–209. 
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of poetry had a better chance of bypassing government censors. As Nadine Gordimer wrote “a poem can 
be both hiding-place and megaphone.”11

The following illustrates how the Soweto youth carried on the oral tradition of performing political spoken 
word poetry as part of their documentary on human rights: 

Grabbing hold of the microphone, Mbuso (he goes by the nickname Ice) performs a poem he wrote. It is the third 
take: 

“In the streets, dead bodies bleeding, 
A sister and a brother carrying a corpse of a dead friend, crying,
Fumes and bullets all over the road.
The road to freedom is over. I thought
1994, the dream that was long awaited before.”

His voice is urgent. The rhythm builds. His head moves back and forth in the low angle close-up frame. 

“Let us share our human rights.
Obundu pambi.”

Then he pauses and, almost with a loving caress, he says:
“My Africa.”

Knowing Ice got it right that time, his fellow youth video crew member shooting the camera says, “Yeah,” forgetting 
that the camera is still recording. Ice bows his head slightly and smiles.

A public screening of the three documentaries was held at the museum two days later. Team by team 
the youth producers introduced their tapes, screened them, and answered questions from the audience 
concerning both the creative process and the subject matter. The energy in the room was palpable. The 
young people made grand statements that they were going to take their work to churches, schools, and 
community centers. People needed to see their videos, they said. They had an undeniable sense of urgency 
to share their work. 

This urgency spoke to their pride, sense of empowerment, and frustration at not knowing quite how to 
continue to get their work to the public and when a similar opportunity would present itself. When would 
they be able to make more videos and develop their skills as journalists, storytellers, camera operators, and 
computer editors, when even the state-funded museum lacked technical equipment comparable to what 
we had packed in our carry-on luggage? 

Moving Forward: Youth Video Teams Building Democracy
In the end, the youth from Soweto taught us, their teachers, as much as we taught them. We were moved 
by their overwhelming passion to preserve and honor their heritage, to put into practice the ideals and 
human rights laws of their new constitution, to make a difference and a lasting contribution to the building 

11  Ede, 2002. 
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of a new nation. They used video to report on public opinion, to show diverse—and sometimes opposing—
perspectives, and to promote discussion. Young people used video to critique their peers’ behavior, whether 
in their sexual relationships, or as consumers of museum culture. And they used video as a teaching tool 
to raise consciousness, moving them to action. They integrated poetry, music, and imagery to create an 
art form that informed, engaged, and inspired their audiences to see and reflect on the world from a new 
vantage point. 

Observing how quickly the Soweto youth teams learned to operate video equipment and create their 
documentaries, it is easy to imagine an entire network of trained community youth reporting teams who 
can shoot and screen short videos documenting the conditions, events, ideas, and opinions from and for 
the community. Mobile video screenings followed by discussions in school and community gatherings 
that are in turn videotaped, offer a voice to those voiceless residents, promoting a direct people-to-people 
dialogue that would otherwise not be possible. As community journalists and activist educators, youth 
media producers can play a dynamic and vital role in this democracy-building project. 

Youth produced video can have a successful impact because: 
· video is a primarily visual and spoken form of communication that can be understood by non-

literate members of the community when newspapers cannot; 
· South Africa has a rich history of youth activism and a broad array of youth organizations currently 

engaged in community education and development that can produce and serve as sources of 
information and audiences for youth media;

· South Africa has 11 official languages, and many people speak several of them, but to ensure that 
a language barrier doesn’t prevent the flow of information, dialogue in the videos can be translated 
and dubbed over to reach language-specific audiences; 

· such face-to-face neighborhood and school screenings and conversations run on social networks. 
While they would require a video camera, television, electric generator, and a van to drive to 
different communities, they don’t require a vast infrastructure of telecommunications and electric 
wiring. 

Massive infrastructure investments are certainly needed and should move forward when the capital to 
do so is available. But the democratic inclusion of breaking the silence of young and marginalized voices 
should not have to wait until then. 

Today’s generation of young South Africans stand on the shoulders of the generation that preceded them. 
They are now free to share their perspectives, bear witness to the conditions of life, history, and society, to 
create solutions to the problems they encounter. Inspired by the legendary struggles and accomplishments 
of their historic counterparts, access to video technology will enable South African youth producers 
today to build on that legacy and to promote active dialogue with young and non-literate, non-university 
audiences in ways that the anti-apartheid era student press never could. We are convinced that, in their 
hands, youth video will make a critical contribution to building participatory democracy in South Africa. 
The spirited and determined voices of the youth from our Soweto workshop continue to resonate with 
us, challenging and inspiring us to use youth media as a powerful tool to renew and revitalize democratic 
engagement on a global scale, as well as back home here in the United States.
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      * * *

Steven Goodman is the founder and executive director of the Educational Video Center (www.evc.org) 
in New York City. He has written on youth media and education reform for numerous books and journals 
and is author of Teaching Youth Media: A Critical Guide to Literacy, Video Production and Social Change 
(Teachers College Press). A graduate of EVC programs, Christine Mendoza has joined the staff teaching 
the Documentary Workshop; former EVC instructor Rebecca Renard now teaches video to youth in 
Washington, D.C.
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