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Build It and They Will Come:
Public Platforms for New Speakers

In media arts centers, cable access centers, community

computing and technology centers, and media programs
associated with nonprofits, new speakers — young people,
members of ethnic minorities, the poor, disabled and emerging
community members — have been able to make their own
media. There are now thousands of local centers across the
nation, where community members are creating their own
video and digital media work, showing it to each other,
uploading and exchanging it with users worldwide. The
National Alliance for Media Arts and Culture has hundreds of
members nationwide, a mix of individuals and community
media centers whether stand-alone or based in other
organizations such as museums and service organizations.

While media arts centers grow out of film, cable access out of
cable TV, and community technology centers out of
computing, they increasingly overlap missions and even share
resources and strategies. They often work with social service
organizations, universities and colleges and religious
organizations. These community media spaces are marked by
their nonpartisan nature and their localism, welcoming and
recruiting a wide variety of nonprofessionals to participate in
their programs. Typically, community media stalwarts have a
deep commitment to social justice, and see themselves as
providing electronic commons or vehicles to expand diversity
of expression, or as a service that amplifies and enriches civil
society as a whole. Leaders commonly believe that the process

Media arts centers, cable

access and community

technology centers are all

sites where new speakers are

enabled to use film and video.

At regional media arts centers Appalshop, Mimi Pickering’s Hazel Dickens: It's Hard to Tell the Singer From

the Song both celebrates a regional musical artist and recalls working-class life and union struggles. At

Chicago’s cable-access CAN-TV, an African-American couple make a series of African-American history

programs. At a community computing center in Saint Julie Asian Center in Lowell, MA, Asian immigrants use

computing resources to assemble Powerpoint slide shows for overseas members of their family, and the

Center makes videos to add to English language classes.
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of making a film or video can be as important as any final
result. Media literacy, group interaction, public discussion, and
skills acquisition are often goals as important to those who
manage these production and distribution platforms as the
finished expression.

Helen De Michiel, an independent filmmaker and the executive
director of the National Alliance for Media Arts and Culture,
describes the work of these organizations as “public media,”
which she defines as pedagogical, “through which we can
consciously learn about how to participate in democracy and
civilization.” Public media culture, she writes,

lives close to the ground — in and around clusters,
networks, and alliances of individuals in communities
around the country….its art resides not only in the
creation of media products (film, video, audio, or new
digital hybrids) but in the design of organizational
structures that attract and grow a diversity of expression
not permitted elsewhere. It makes technological tools
accessible and transparent enough for anyone to explore
as it examines what those tools can accomplish and why
they are used. And it is figuring out new ways to
encourage citizens to become active participants in the
process of media expression and dialogue…as creators
of the very terms of that social and creative engagement
(De Michiel, 2002, 5–6).

Scribe Media Center
scribe.org

Philadelphia’s Scribe Media Center works

closely with community change

organizations.

Scribe was launched in 1982, by

African-American filmmaker and media

activist Louis Massiah. The word “scribe,” he

said, is “a metaphor for the use of video as a

modern medium to record significant

contemporary concerns and events.” His

goal was to involve community members in

group projects that would benefit social

justice movements. Dozens of local

organizations and hundreds of individuals

have by now used it to produce work that

they then use in training, promotion and

education.

Working with local funders of social

change organizations, including Bread and

Roses Community Fund, and with local

organizations, Massiah found potential

partners. Scribe demands that organizations

show their viability, that they involve their

membership, and that they demonstrate how

their video will strengthen the organization’s

purpose. Professional filmmakers act as

facilitators to nonprofit members, who must

take charge of both content and aesthetic

decisions. (Philips, 2002)

This process can be both time-

consuming and stressful—but it yields

powerful results. An early video made by

Women Against Abuse and Community

Legal Services was used to inform battered

women of their rights.  The Books Through

Bars program, which distributes free books

to prisoners, produced a video that

Scribe “seeks to explore,
develop and advance the
use of video as an artistic
medium and as a tool for

progressive social
change.”
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Background

These projects of community media all evolved from simply
providing technical resources to building relationships for
public media practices. They share a commitment to
community development, knowing well that cultural
enterprises feed community social and economic health
(Dwyer & Frankel, 2002; Stern & Seifert, 2001).   

Media arts centers, where community residents and
schoolchildren can learn mediamaking skills, exhibit their
work, and meet other mediamakers, were born in the Great
Society era with enthusiasm for more portable and easier-to-
use film and video technologies. Originally born in a joint
project between the then-new National Endowment for the Arts
and the American Film Institute, they were for years afterwards
supported by the National Endowment for the Arts and the
MacArthur Foundation, as well as local government and
private funders.

Cable access channels are another important community media
resource, which began with the twin goals of providing channel
access and equipment access. They can now be found on many
of the nation’s cable systems, especially in the larger cities,
although it sometimes has taken years of organizing to get
them. The Alliance for Community Media (alliancecm.org), the
cable access center membership group, estimates there are
1,500 public access operations in the U.S., with about a million
hours of programming produced annually. A generation of ‘60s
activists, empowered with a seemingly arcane law requiring
cable operators to obtain leases for using rights of way, won
clauses for such channels and money to support them in cable
company contracts, or franchises, made with localities. The
assumption that simply providing access would result in
production and exchange of ideas has evolved into realization
that relationships need to be cultivated, both with individuals
and institutions. Training and mentoring are critical. They have
by and large developed far past the initial mandate to provide
“first come first serve” access to individual citizens. Most
have a kind of program service, with entrenched incumbents,  

both contributed to strengthening the

organization itself and also became an

outreach tool, and has even been run

repeatedly on local public TV.

Scribe’s Documentary Youth History

Project, a year-long, after-school and

summer production program for middle-

and high-school students, produces work

that goes beyond the schools.

Experienced  filmmakers serve as

instructors, and a humanities content

advisor is assigned to the project. The

students get a small stipend, and do the

research, scripting, interviews, production

and editing. Documentary Youth History

Project works are shown in the schools

and at local community events, and also

broadcast in prime time on local public

television and on Drexel University’s

award-winning cable channel. A recent

production, ¡Todo el mundo, dance! retells

Philadelphia history with a perspective on

racism and its effect on music and dance.

Five former students are communications

majors in college, and two are studying

history.

Scribe, located in a Philadelphia

neighborhood populated by people of

color, has been extraordinarily successful

in reaching working-class, multi-ethnic

collaborators. It remains a struggle,

however, to reach white working-class

participants. u
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and even syndication — for instance the Youth Channel.
(Kucharski, 1999; ross, 1999; Manley, 2002)

Community technology centers began as places to overcome
the “digital divide,” and stressed skills acquisition in
computing, usually focusing on individuals. They developed
with the help of local, state and federal funds for skills
acquisition and economic development (Sullivan, 2003), and
have taken root as projects within many organizations, as well
as being standalone centers.

Managing public spaces

At media arts centers, often the first population of users was
often white, middle class professional aspirants and artists.
Media arts center directors reached past that core group by
forming partnerships with social service organizations,
organizing programs such as youth media and prison media,
and by providing links to entry-job related skills. Media arts
centers use a variety of models. The Scribe Media Center in
Philadelphia targets social change-oriented nonprofits and
provides mentoring (see p. 42). The results typically are used
by the organizations themselves, though they also can get some
local airtime. But not always. Appalshop (appalshop.org) in
Whitesburg, Kentucky, a legatee of the original National
Endowment for the Arts and American Film Institute project to
start media arts centers in 1969, produces broadcast- and
theatrical-quality video in conjunction with local Appalachian
residents. Appalshop provides technical, artistic and
professional expertise and controls the programming; the
results showcase regional culture to both regional and national
broad audiences. A third model is provided by the Media
Working Group, originating in Cincinnati, Ohio. It acts as a
loose collaborative of regional Appalachian artists, who use the
organization to lower administrative costs and as a platform to

New Voices via Access Cable
By Paula Manley

Underheard voices have been added not

only to television but to schools, using cable

access resources. Tecora Rogers and her

husband, Corneal Harper Jr., with training and

production equipment from Chicago Access

Network Television, developed new curriculum

materials to teach African-American history.

They traced the route of the Great Migration in

reverse, traveling from Chicago to New

Orleans and back, combing library archives

and interviewing historians along the way.

Since its initial cablecast on CAN-TV in 2000,

The African American History Millennium

Series has been made available to educators

for use in their classrooms. Songs of Sojourn:

Japanese Americans in Oregon is another oral

history series developed with public access

resources. Produced by a member of the

Oregon Japanese American Legacy Center,

who was trained at Portland Cable Access, the

series integrated photographs and

documentary film footage with moving

interviews of individuals who were interned

during World War II and veterans whose

families were in internment camps. u
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launch their own projects of social engagement. Results
include teaching programs, regional broadcast programming,
and a web-based training program in new media for grassroots
artists. Yet another model is Minneapolis’ IFP-North, a legatee
of the pioneering Film in the Cities program of the 1970s
(which was one of the most successful grassroots-oriented
skills programs in the country until its implosion in the early
1990s). It balances the missions of serving the profess-
sionalization needs of emerging filmmakers and encouraging
grassroots expression.

Cable access staffers are acutely aware of the need to reconcile
competing demands on the fixed capacities of their channels.
They have long struggled with how to facilitate free expression
without becoming a mouthpiece for one ideology. For instance
the Ku Klux Klan during the 1980s took advantage of cable
access to encourage local organizing via a nationally available
video to be presented by local groups. This strategy is         
still encouraged by national organizations of all kinds. For
instance the Christian religious video production house Eden
Communications offers its videos free to anyone who will
sponsor them on their local cable access channel, and Deep
Dish also seeks new cable access outlets via local activists.
Cable access has traditionally welcomed all new speakers, and
encouraged more speech to engage these speakers.

Cable access centers usually aspire both to train new
mediamakers and also to permit viewer access to new points of
view and information. Paula Manley identifies four kinds of
production that serve social action, produced at access centers:
the voices and views of marginalized populations; nonprofit
and grassroots groups; civic involvement productions; and
organizing (Manley, 2003). Barbara Popovic, head of the
extraordinarily successful Chicago public access CAN TV
(cantv.org), argues that access channel programming provides a
crucial information lifeline. “People do get excited about
getting jobs, legal advice, math education for their kids, and
health care assistance via television,” she noted. “Right now,
the AIDS Legal Council of Chicago is live on CAN TV21
answering questions about AIDS in the workplace. That was

Drawing on a record of

community engagement, cable

access depends on volunteer

enthusiasm.
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preceded by a program about medicare benefits, and will be
followed by a program with immigration experts answering
immigration questions. These lifeline services have a presence
on CAN TV every day.” The result, she noted, is passionate
citizen support. An access-hostile bill in the state legislature,
for instance, was defeated on the floor, because of citizen
testimony — including that of a uniformed policeman bringing
forward a petition.

The success of CAN TV reflects common wisdom in
community media — that community relationships depend on
institutional relationships, often with nonprofits that tap into
communities. CAN TV has connected, by its estimates, with
2,500 of the 8,000 area nonprofits. Mentoring and training
strategies that emphasize ongoing relationships are key. Palo
Alto, CA’s Mid Peninsula Community Media Center also
builds enduring relationships. The center has trained staffers or
volunteers from 45 community groups in storytelling. As
Manley notes, groups such as the Community Breast Health
Project, the Junior League and the Clara-Mateo Homeless
Alliance are paired with a videographer/editor to produce six
short segments over the course of a year. These segments air on
a regular program, Community Journal. Groups report both that
they get good publicity and that they are able to use the pieces
as stand-alones in advocacy and recruitment. And Denver
Community Television’s “Your Message Here...” campaign,
with the Colorado Association of Nonprofit Organizations,
trains members of groups such as A Su Salud (To Your
Health), United Way, and the MLK Day Celebration
Committee to prepare organizational videos and computer-
based media, as well as to do event coverage and studio
interviews for cablecast.

Digital media creation tools, added to the Internet, have turned
CTCs into nodes on communications networks that create new,
virtual communities and “public spaces” (Schuler, 1996).
Meanwhile, many institutions ranging from religious
organizations to housing projects to youth groups have built
digital media into their workshops and after-school programs.

Chicago Access Network
Television “provides a public

space where Chicagoans can
discuss issues of local concern,

promote health, educational and
economic resources in the

community, and celebrate local
talent and initiatives.”
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For instance, at Saint Julie Asian Center in Lowell, MA, Asian
immigrants use computing resources to assemble slide shows
for overseas members of their family, and the Center makes
videos to add to English language classes (Davies et al., 2003;
Sullivan, 2003). Unlike the mass media model that cable TV
uses, CTCs bring a conversational, interactive mode to media
making.

Resource challenges and new opportunities

Community media centers face common challenges, across
technical platforms and mission statements. A 2002 survey of
media arts organizations nationwide revealed general urgent
concern over resources and mission, at the same time that new
opportunities were identified. Participants in the survey noted
that their school-service programs were disappearing with
declining school budgets. New technologies were shaking up
basic missions. Ad hoc efforts, fueled by accessible
technologies, soaked up volunteer time and energy and often
could lead to burnout. And of course they all faced declining
taxpayer dollars or indirect benefits from them. (Manley, 2002)

Media arts centers have encountered hard times from the later
1990s, with economic downturn, decline of taxpayer funds
including from the National Endowment for the Arts, the
MacArthur Foundation’s decision to stop funding such centers,
and with the stresses of generational shift as baby boomer-era
leaders step down. Some have undergone financial crisis (New
Orleans’ NOVAC), others have disappeared, and some have
grown and taken on new tasks. For instance, the Bay Area
Video Coalition has become a source for preservation of video,
a paying business and one that benefits nonprofits with
affordable services and does workforce development.

Cable access centers are hampered by problems in the
structure, and by the political vagaries of franchising. The
centers are fueled by volunteer enthusiasm, fraught with
continuity problems because of scarce resources, and often are
the product of skills acquisition projects. There is often an
entrenched core of producers, on the other hand, who lay claim
to equipment, schedule slots, and staff time, and can discourage

Some use youth media for

the benefit of the makers

and others for the benefit of

the users.
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new participants. The “first come, first served,” “video
soapbox” model of access cable of the enacting legislation in
1984 has been stretched by many programmers to permit some
scheduling, but it is still hard to know what will be on when, on
many cable access channels. Access cable’s budgets are
imperiled, with a recent court ruling that that high-speed
Internet services did not need to be counted in cable franchise
revenues; this has vastly reduced income to some cable access
operations.

As computers have become cheaper and more common, as
software solutions have increasingly supplanted hardware
approaches, and as email has become more ubiquitous, federal
and state funding has shrunk for CTCs. Some have shifted
mandates, some have closed, and some have taken on new
challenges (Sullivan, 2003). Those challenges can be stressful.
Mediamaking was not part of the original mission of most
CTCs, so adding it changes jobs and even organizational
mission. The people who dedicated themselves to teaching
computing skills may not want to create streaming media;
different people may want to use the new services; and getting
the new equipment may strain scarce resources (Davies, et al,
2003). In Lowell, MA, the Lowell Telecommunications
Corporation, swamped by people wanting to “learn computers”
and with a staff eager to engage in activities with a social
output, began training others to run their own public computing
facilities — within the YMCA and youth organizations, for
instance. The LTC staff then became expert support staff for
content creation. Its Commonwealth Broadband Collaborative
lets many partners share information and participate in virtual
events, via broadband Internet.

Meanwhile, new possibilities for community media open up
with digitalization’s vast expansion of television stations’
channel capacity. The digital channel capacities of public
television are currently zones of experiment in meeting a
community’s media needs (Penn State Public Broadcasting,
n.d. [2002]). A Twin Cities Public Television in St. Paul, MN,
the station has sought out nonprofit partners to fill program
space on its Minnesota Channel (currently only six hours a
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week, but slated to expand to a round-the-clock channel).
Nonprofits bear production costs, while the station offers
production expertise, channel capacity and promotion.
Organizations concerned with public health, low-income
housing, refugee and immigrant services have produced
programming; the station hopes to raise funds to encourage
less-well-funded nonprofits to participate. At the PBS annual
meeting in June 2003, PBS president Pat Mitchell singled out
the Minnesota Channel as a model for developing public TV’s
digital channels nationally. If the current divide between public
TV and community media persists, though, public TV stations
could set themselves up as expensive but professionally-
equipped rivals to community media.

Youth media

Youth media has been an arena of growth for all three kinds of
community media, as a result of local government concern for
youth, easy-to-use equipment and foundation investment from
the mid-1990s (soros.org/youth). An early effort, Educational
Video Center (evc.org) in New York, which caters to troubled
high school students in New York, set forth a vision that has
infused much later work. EVC cofounder Steve Goodman
argued that, in the tradition of radical educator Paulo Freire,
“media education has a central role to play in the revitalization
of school in as intellectually rigorous and democratic
practice...Putting the power to create media in the hands of
youth shifts the relations further from consuming culture to
producing and reflecting on it.” He further argued that the
students’ productions provoked community involvement,
fostering “an authentic public dialogue that transcends the
moral and economic imperatives of the market culture”
(Goodman, 1993, 48–49).

Supporters of youth media have seen it as a way to increase
youth job skills, self-esteem, and socialization, and also     
to increase understanding about youth via youth perspec-        
tives (Casselle, 2002). As a recent study (Campbell et al., n.d.
[2000]) notes, several other goals infuse youth media efforts:
career development, academic improvement, self-esteem and
media literacy. Two general camps emerge: those projects








