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a brief history of the Youth Channel and Public Access TV

1. HISTORY OF THE YOUTH CHANNEL

Manhattan Neighborhood Network (MNN)ôs Youth Channel was established in 
March 2000 with the mission of providing disadvantaged, low-income and minority 
youth with access to a quality media forum through which to express creativity, foster 
dialogue, and to encourage social and political participation. 

The Youth Channel aims to provide a networking space for sharing and expressing the 
views of young people under 25 through independent media production, workshops, 
training and other activities. Directly working with over 300 youth a year from under-
served communities, the Youth Channel features an innovative structure that engages 
young people as decision-makers and participants in the daily operations of the channel 
- from governance to programming. 

All operations of the Youth Channel are directed by young people; youth staff conduct 
community outreach, train peers in technical and leadership skills, curate programs, 
make presentations at local and national conferences, facilitate free workshops, co-
organize media festivals, coordinate networking opportunities for youth producers, and 
produce independent media. 

The Youth Channel builds coný dence, establishes role models, informs, educates and 
empowers youth to believe they can create change within their communities and in the 
world. Our goals are to increase young peopleĨs participation in the creative process 
afforded by a variety of new media, to generate audiences for youth media, and to 
nurture the next generation of media producers through mastery of media literacy 
concepts, media production techniques and leadership skills. 

The Youth Channel operates under the umbrella-organization Manhattan Neighborhood 
Network (MNN) - an independent and not-for-proý t public access television center in 
New York City.

2. MISSION OF THE YOUTH CHANNEL

Manhattan Neighborhood Network (MNN)ôs Youth Channel was established in 
March 2000 with the mission of providing disadvantaged, low-income and minority 
youth with access to a quality media forum through which to express creativity, foster 
dialogue, and to encourage social and political participation. 

The Youth Channel aims to provide a networking space for sharing and expressing the 
views of young people under 25 through independent media production, workshops, 
training and other activities. Directly working with over 300 youth a year from under-

served communities, the Youth Channel features an innovative structure that 
engages young people as decision-makers and participants in the daily operations 
of the channel - from governance to programming.

All operations of the Youth Channel are directed by young people; youth staff 
conduct community outreach, train peers in technical and leadership skills, curate 
programs, make presentations at local and national conferences, facilitate free 
workshops, co-organize media festivals, coordinate networking opportunities for 
youth producers, and produce independent media. 

The Youth Channel builds coný dence, establishes role models, informs, educates 
and empowers youth to believe they can create change within their communities 
and in the world. Our goals are to increase young peopleĨs participation in the 
creative process afforded by a variety of new media, to generate audiences for 
youth media, and to nurture the next generation of media producers through 
mastery of media literacy concepts, media production techniques and leadership 
skills. 

The Youth Channel operates under the umbrella-organization Manhattan 
Neighborhood Network (MNN) - an independent and not-for-proý t public access 
television center in New York City.

3. THE WORK & ORGANIZATION OF THE YOUTH CHANNEL
The Youth Channel provides regular Peer-to-Peer Tours and Training:

Tours
Peer-to-Peer tour runs one to three hours.  It includes a tour of Public Access 
facilities, the history of Public Access and the Youth Channel as well as a short 
video screening and discussion.  The goals of tour are to promote MNN, provide 
knowledge about the presence and importance of community media/public 
access, and expose youth to media literacy discussion and trainings.

Training
The Youth Channelôs Peer-to-Peer Media Training Program, conducted both onsite 
at MNN and in the ý eld, stems from ongoing educational efforts to expose young 
people to the creative potential of making media as well as to developing critical 
media education skills. Youth are encouraged to take the next step and get involved 
in the larger MNN community, to learn the operations of the organization, and 
bring new skills and awareness to their communities. Through workshops and 
courses, YC strives to build coný dence in youth, to establish role models, educate 
and entertain.
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a brief history of the Youth Channel and Public Access TV
Audience and Outreach for the Peer-to-Peer Media Training Program
The program recruits youth who reþ ect the diversity of the city, speciý cally 
targeting traditionally underserved communities. Target audiences are: 1) 
community groups committed to broadening the opportunities of the youth they 
serve to creatively express themselves and to discover future areas of interest; 2) 
individual youth with few youth development opportunities for creating community 
media or to collaborative learning experiences; and 3) motivated youth interested 
in peer education. 

Identifying/Selecting Peer Trainers  
Once trained, young people are eligible to join YCôs on-going programming/
production committee meetings, and certiý ed groups may produce their own 
shows using MNNôs facilities. Among those YC has trained, a few young people 
are selected to prepare as peer trainers based on their commitment to the youth and 
community media, and leadership skills. Chosen youth trainers receive advanced 
instruction in lighting, fundraising, script writing, team-building, facilitation, media 
literacy, and outreach.

Program Assessment
YC has weekly meetings with youth staff including trainers to formally 
assess and evaluate what best suits project constituents and to identify 
progress and barriers. YC requires youth feedback, holds public screenings 
of youth produced media, and uses a feedback evaluation form for partnering 
organizations and individual participants. 

4. WHAT IS PUBLIC ACCESS TELEVISION:

Public Access TV is a non-commercial community alternative to the mainstream 
media. Nationwide there are over 1,200 Public Access television centers which 
provide ordinary people with the equipment and training needed to make their 
own television programs, and to have these programs shown on cable television. 
Public Access TV is based on the principle that everyone has a right to freedom 
of expression. In a world where the media plays such an important role, Public 
Access TV allows citizens to express this First Amendment right of free speech 
through the medium of television.

Freedom of Speech
The First Amendment of the US Constitution says that there shall be no law 
which prohibits ñthe freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people 
peaceably to assembleò. This amendment is cornerstone of democracy, ensuring 
that people will always have the right to speak their mind, and to shape their own 
future. Public Access TV is a place where this principle is put into operation, 

ensuring that everyone has the right to speak and be heard.

History of Public Access TV
In 1972, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) for the ý rst time described 
cable television as an ñelectronic soapboxò and guaranteed the right of communities 
to have access to media-making equipment and airtime. Under this FCC decision all 
cable television companies must put time aside for educational and Public Access TV. 
This decision was based on the recognition that cable television companies - or ñcable 
television providersò as they are called, use ñpublic-rights-of-wayò. This means that 
their cables run under public streets, on highways and on other city property. Therefore 
for using these public places, cable television companies must compensate the public 
by allowing the public to have television ñaccessò.

In 1979 the Supreme Court overruled this decision, saying that the FCC had no 
authority to mandate public access. However despite this loss of national recognition, 
many politicians, producers and communities have remained committed to Public 
Access TV. Today most ñfranchiseò agreements (these are the agreements between 
cable television providers and the communities in which they operate) insist that 
money and resources must be put aside for Public Access TV.

What is a Public Access Center?
The Public Access Center is the facility responsible for administering the Public 
Access TV services in an area. This center will usually offer the public training in 
making television programs. This may include the operation of television studios or 
cameras for ñon-locationò productions, as well as training in editing and other skills. 
The Public Access Center will probably also have a ñplaybackò facility where the 
programs are actually aired from, a tape-library where programs waiting to be aired 
are  kept, and the technicians and support staff necessary to keep things running 
smoothly. Public Access Centers are usually not-for-proý t organizations, and are 
independent of the cable television providers in the area. They usually do not assert 
editorial control over the programs which go on the air.

Funding for Public Access
Funding for Public Access comes from a variety of sources. The largest amount 
usually comes from the franchise-agreement between the cable television provider and 
the community in which it operates. This agreement basically says that if a company 
wants to operate in a particular community - and run its cables in public streets and 
buildings, it must give something back to the community. For example in Manhattan, 
Time Warner Cable and RCN Cable have franchise agreements with the City of New 
York which says that these two companies must give a certain percentage of their 
income generated in Manhattan to support Manhattan Neighborhood Network - which 
is Manhattanôs Public Access TV center. The other boroughs of New York have similar 
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    introduction

The media is everywhere. Every day we are bombarded by images, sounds, 
information and messages from the media:  advertisements, billboards, posters, 
newspapers, television, radio and ý lms. Each year it seems like there is new 
technology that quickly becomes part of our lives, like DVD players, I-PODs and 
fax machines.  However, with this increased presence of media and technology, 
most people are consumers rather than producers of media and information. At the 
Youth Channel it is our belief that young people urgently need to develop media 
literacy tools and video production skills so that they can tell stories from their own 
perspectives; stories that are often not heard or silenced in the media and in schools. 

Young people teaching other young people how to critically use the media and tell 
their own guides the work of the Youth Channel. We hope that this Peer-Trainers 
Curriculum Guide is helpful to both new and old Peer Trainers as they try to share 
their skills, knowledge and passions to other young people. This curriculum is not 
to be viewed as a rigid schedule, timeline or set of activities that must be followed 
exactly. Please use, adapt, modify, change, discard things as you see ý t.  As no two 
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arrangements, as do many towns and cities around the country.

What is the future of Public Access?
Over three decades Public Access TV has provided an important service to 
communities across the country. Today it involves tens of thousands of ordinary 
people, who make millions of hours of creative, thoughtful and challenging 
community television every year. It is an important part of our culture, and our 
democratic process. 

However it is under threat in a number of ways. Firstly, with the digital revolution 
people are getting their information in many more ways that in the past. People read 
newspapers on-line, and watch television on their computers. The companies and 
corporations offering these new ways of getting information are not mandated to set 
aside any time or space for the general public. Instead they argue that now there are 
so many channels of communication available that anyone can communicate - as 
long as people pay! Public Access TVôs commitment to free speech and democracy is 
deeper than that. The right to speak is everyoneôs right, not just those who can afford 
it. As these new ways of communicating become available the public has a right to be 
included and to be guaranteed access to the channels of communication

A second threat is linked to de-regulation. In the past government regulation opposed 
media monopolies and insisted that the common good was best served when no 
one company or small cadre of companies could dominate the whole media arena. 
Deregulation is allowing great monopolies to emerge, and this limits the range 
of information the public gets and who it gets it from. De-regulation means the 
government is doing less and less to make sure the media serves the public interest. 
Public Access TV is an important place where a diversity of voices is maintained, but 
in a climate of de-regulation the future of Public Access TV is uncertain. 

The challenge is to ensure the fundamental democratic principle of free speech is part 
of the media landscape in the twenty-ý rst century.



 a brief history of the Youth Channel and Public Access TV
kids are the same, no two groups of kids are the same, and so no one curriculum 
can ý t all of their needs and interests.  We have created this curriculum with 
beginners in mind but you will need to modify to ý t your students age and 
experience, class size, equipment accessibility, space and time constraints. We 
recommend a ratio of no more than 1 Peer Trainer to 8 students.

This 10-session sequence of lesson plans and curriculum, students plan, shoot 
and edit a 5-10 minute Documentary. Students will develop skills and habits for 
successful collaboration ((Communication, negotiation, listening, compromise), 
media literacy (media as a tool for inquiry & expression) and video production 
(Camera, Sound, Interviewing & Editing). 

There is no one way to make a documentary; there are many styles, methods and 
genres.  There are excellent documentaries made in a verite style, with nothing 
staged, no interviews, no narration, while there are excellent documentaries ý lled 
with dramatic re-enactments. In our curriculum we have emphasized interviewing 
and it might be considered to be in the ñtraditionalò style of documentary:  
students investigate a question or issue they would like answers to, ý nd people 
to interview. Many kids come to the Youth Channel with negative images of 
documentaries; theyôre boring, theyôre corny. The important thing to emphasize is 
that documentaries can be anything: autobiographical, historically, experimental, 
journalistic, political, funny, irreverent, dramatic. Make sure your students know 
from the beginning that they will choose the topics and the questions to explore, 
and they will decide how to tell this story.

We know that documentary making is much messier than it appears here on 
the page. You might want to pull out individual activities or skills, such as 
interviewing and not follow the entire sequence of lessons. Feel free. 

introduction: peer training
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Many new Peer Trainers have had experience making media but not in teaching. 
We have brieþ y outlined some of the lessons we have learned as Peer Trainers 
for those of you who are new to teaching. Many of us, like the young people we 
have worked with, have had negative and unsuccessful experiences in school; but 
we have a passion for sharing our experiences and expertise with our peers.  This 
guides our teaching and Peer Training philosophy. 

Of course, Peer Trainers should talk to, not at, their students. We donôt want these 
workshops to be like traditional classes. We believe that they should be as hands-
on as possible, so there shouldnôt be long periods of lecturing. Instead have your 
students try things out, experiment, have fun, make mistakes and try to learn from 
them. Itôs also important that Peer Trainers know the difference between helping 
a student and doing it for them. Thatôs sometimes hard for us when we are good 
at something. The saying goes, ñthe easiest way tot get things done is to do it 
yourself.ò That shouldnôt apply to Peer Trainers.  We should try to point students 
in the right direction and let them take over from there. Peer trainers should also 
need patience and be able to relate to their students and understand their styles of 
learning. Some students might need extra help. Remember, an upbeat, happy peer 
trainer is the best peer trainer! Of course there are no recipes to being a good Peer 
Trainer; there is no one way to learn and there is no one way to teach.  We have 
created this list of ñrulesò to guide your Peer Training work, but of course all rules 
can be broken. 
created this list of ñrulesò to guide your Peer Training work, but of course all rules 

Some qualities of a good peer trainer:

Å Encourage discussion.

Å Direct, donôt dominate discussions.

Å Ask open-ended questions.  

Å Show, donôt tell.  
Å Be respectful. 
Å Know your kids. Find ways to relate to all students.

Å Build on strengths of students. Find ways to teach to all kids strengths.

Å Find ways to make learning interactive and collaborative.

Å Keep track of time.
Å Find ways to build democracy not monarchy.

Å Have clear goals for each day but be þ exible.

Å Break any of these ñrulesò if they seem like they wonôt work for you.We believe that students learn best when:

Å Learning is based on student interests & questions.

Å Learning is relevant and connected to students lives.

Å Learning is fun, creative and challenging.

Å The classroom environment is safe and respectful.

Å The classroom balances teacher guidance and student 

initiative.Å The classroom balances teacher guidance and student 

initiative.Å The classroom balances teacher guidance and student 

Å Teachers are neither too laid back or too strict.

Å Students feel the honesty, commitment and passion of teachers

DOCUMENTARY PAGE 7

Å Have clear goals for each day but be þ exible.

Å Break any of these ñrulesò if they seem like they wonôt work for you.Some questions to guide your lesson plan design and development:
Å How can I show X rather than tell X?Å How can I get students to take ñownershipò of this activity? 
Å How can I break up the session so students stay engaged and interested?

Å Is this activity best done individually, in small groups or as a whole class?

Å How long will this activity take?Å What materials are needed?Å How do I keep all students interested and feel that they are equally part of the process?

Å What problems (technical or otherwise) might happen & whatôs my back-up plan in case?



 OVERVIEW OF DAY ONE
On the ý rst day of class, the students donôt 
know each other.  Most are new to video 
making and video equipment. And, of course, 
they are new to the Peer Trainer. Itôs very 
important then for the Peer Trainer to establish 
trust and respect. Let everyone know that 
video making can be fun and challenging, and 
that everyone can and will be successful.  It is 
important to make the kids feel comfortable 
with the peer trainer and their peers. We have 
presented 3 ñIce Breakerò or ñTeam Buildingò 
Activities. Some youth organizations like to 
begin and end all of their workshops with these 
types of activities (Such as the Global Action 
Project in NYC). It is very important that 
students get on the equipment right away, feel 
successful and see immediate results of their 
effort.  Many of our students have had negative 
experiences in school. Thus, it is important to 
set the tone early that this isnôt like traditional 
school; student voice and questions are heard 
here.  Students need to see that activities in the 
workshop are relevant and related to their lives 
and that their leadership and initiative will be 
taken seriously.

Day 1 focuses on getting kids to know and 
feel comfortable with each other and the 
video equipment. It begins developing group 
and cooperative learning skills. It also begins 
important media literacy tools like ñcamera 
shot compositionò, persuasive techniques and 
awareness of audience. We also try to balance 
analysis & hands-on production, small group 
and whole class activities. We have included 
variations & options for many of the activities 
so that Peer Trainers can adapt the daily lessons 
to ý t the conditions of their own workshops: 
size of class, age of students, length of class 
time, and amount of equipment.

1. INTRODUCTION: (5 Minutes)

Give an overview of the day and the 6 weeks. Discuss the basic 
steps involved in making a Documentary. Survey the group of 
students to see if they have ever used a camera or have any kinds 
of media and video experience. Tell students that it is ý ne if they are 
beginners. Brieþ y state that all work is collaborative and that trust 
and respect are essential for all video-making to be successful.

2. TEAM BUILDING ACTIVITY:  òTHE WIND BLOWS FORéó (10-20 Minutes)

SUMMARY: In a kind of musical chairs, students take turns getting to know each other, by ý nding out what 
they in common with each other..

INSTRUCTIONS:
Set up chairs in a circle in a similar fashion that you would if you were playing musical chairs but in a circle 
not a straight line. Meaning, have one less chair than the number of people; so if you have 9 people total: 
8 students and 1 adult, you would set up 8 chairs. Get it?Then, the peer trainer starts it off by standing in 
the middle of the circle and saying:òThe wind blows for... (for example) people with red sneakers.ò Then, 
everyone whoôs wearing red sneakers, including the Peer Trainer, will get up and change seats with the 
other people that have red sneakers. There will always be one person that doesnôt make it to a chair and 
that person will be the one to stand in the middle and announce the next ñwind that blowsò.The students 
cannot switch chairs with someone thatôs directly to their left or right, forcing them to move to the other side 
of the circle.You should start out with something that is simple, or obvious that you can actually see about 
other students, such as the example above, then as you continue, the ñwind that blowsò activity could get 
more complicated, for example: 

ñThe wind blows for... everyone with two younger sisters.ò                                  
                                   OR
ñThe wind blows for... everyone that was born in January or February.ò
        OR
ñThe wind blows foréeveryone who listens to Outkast.ò

You can also say ñALL INò meaning everyone gets up and switches seats instead of a select group of 
people. Students can say this if they canôt think of something, (or if they just have the urge to make 
everyone get up!)
PURPOSE: Students get to know things they have in common with their classmates in a fun, active and 
non-threatening way.

day one:  introductions, team-building 
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 day one:  introduction to the camera
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 3A. INTRODUCTION TO THE CAMERA (5-10 Minutes)

SUMMARY: The Peer Trainer goes over the basic features of a camera: battery, tape, zoom, record and 
pause.

STEP ONE: Start out by showing the camera and asking if anyone is familiar with the type of camera. Has 
anyone ever saw it or used it before?

STEP TWO: Go over safety and handling procedures:

Camera is very sensitive:
Å Put the strap around your neck before you pick it up
Å Donôt eat around the camera
Å Donôt touch the lens
Å Donôt bang it against anything
Å Donôt play around with your friends while you are handling the camera

I like to ask them if they can tell me the proper way to handle the camera and what they should and 
shouldnôt do around it. (Make references to other expensive electronics, what shouldnôt you do around 
a computer or cell phone for example) Then, if they leave anything out, Iôll add the extras in myself. This 
makes it less that you are telling them what to do and more that they are aware and want to handle it in the 
proper way. You also begin by encouraging participation. 

STEP THREE: Introduce the basic functions of the camera

Letôs formally introduce the BASIC functions. (I emphasized basic because we donôt want to go into to 
much detail because itôs their ý rst time using the camera and we want them to have fun with it and not 
worry about all the details and technicalities). 

Questions to ask:
Å Where does the battery go?
Å How do you put it in?
Å How do you turn the camera on?
Å What is a zoom used for?
Å Where is the zoom?

Everyone gets a chance to see (and do) all of this. Its better to have more cameras, or people can work in 
small groups together to ý gure this out. They should help and show each other. (Make sure that they have 
the strap around their neck, you donôt want the camera to accidentally slip out of anyoneôs hands)When all 
of this is done, clarify anything that they were confused about, or ask anyone else if they can clarify it.

 day one:  introduction to the camera
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3B. INTRODUCTION TO SHOT COMPOSITIONS, ANGLES & MOVEMENTS (45 Minutes)

SUMMARY: The camera is connected to the VCR. Students rotate using camera, and try out various 
shots from the Xeroxed-hand-out:  WS, MS, CU, pan and tilt, headroom. 

EXERCISE Students are called to the front of the class to use the camera.  They are asked to get Wide 
Shot.  Referring to the xeroxed-handout of shot compositions and angles the rest of the class can give 
suggestions. Switching camera people each time, the class repeats this process through MS, CU, PAN, 
TILT, LOW and HIGH ANGLE, and Headroom. Discuss when you might use these shots and when 
theyôve seen them used in movies (or pictures).

(5 MINUTE BREAK)

 4. VIDEO SCAVENGER HUNT (40 Minutes)

SUMMARY: In groups, students hunt for speciý c shots discussed in the previous activity (3B) allowing them 
to practice all the techniques they have learned such as shot composition, zooming in and out, camera 
angles, panning, tilting. etc

STEP ONE:  see task list in sidebar

STEP TWO: Looking at the footage and discussing the process

After your students ý nish shooting, gather all the tapes and look at the footage as a group.  During this part 
of the exercise your students will be able to speak about how they felt when they were doing the exercise, 
if they had any trouble ý nding subjects, or if any problems arose while working as a group.   They will also 
be able to speak about what they learned and if they were able to apply the skills they learned in class as 
well as any other skills they may have picked up or developed beforehand. It is important that everyone 
be respectful of each otherôs work and gives constructive criticism.  These are some of the questions you 
should consider asking:

Å What was it like using the camera?  How comfortable were you using the camera?
Å What did you like best about using the camera?  Was there something you videotaped that you 

especially liked?
Å What was the most difý cult shot to get?  Why?
Å What was the easiest shot to get?  Why?
Å What was it like working as a group?
Å What would you have done differently?
Å What did you learn? 
Å What aspect of camera work would you like to get better at?

VIDEO SCAVENGER HUNT
After introducing the students to the camera 
and types of shots, to get students hands-on 
practice, the video scavenger hunt would be 
a good exercise to do.  Depending on the size 
of your group, we recommend distributing the 
shots equally among your students so that each 
one gets an equal amount of time handling the 
camera. It is best if students rotate the job of 
camera person after each shot (but they donôt 
have to go in order of the shots on the list). 
Because this is a timed exercise, and since there 
are a lot of shots that need to be captured, it will 
also force them to work quickly and think on 
their feet. Students should be allowed to help 
one another in ý nding subjects to shoot.

Since this is an exercise that is done early in 
the training, you can choose to accompany your 
students if they are going out to shoot but allow 
them to choose their subjects on their own.  In 
this way they can learn how to think creatively 
as well as develop an artistic way of seeing 
things.  Also, this exercise can be conducted 
almost anywhere, whether you choose to shoot 
indoors or outdoors. 

THE TASK: Find the following visuals with 
the video camera.  Remember to use the 
techniques we discussed (zooming, panning, 
tilting etc) in order to create the desired effect.  

1. Shoot something to make it look more impressive than 
it is.
2. Shoot something moving across the frame of the camera.
3. Shoot something while walking.
4. Shoot something to emphasize its color.
5. Shoot something to emphasize its distance from you.
6. Shoot a panorama of everything you see around you.
7. Shoot an extreme close-up

8. Shoot something from a birdôs eye view
9. Shoot something from a catôs point of view.

10. Shoot two people having a conversation without sound.               

day one:  introduction to shooting, video scavenger hunt 
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