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Academic scholars currently struggle with proposing effective teaching 

practices that can encourage students to partake in building sustainable societies. 
UNESCO (2012) envisions education for sustainable development (ESD) as a 
combination of skills, beliefs and knowledge that aim at worldwide social change for 
the prosperity of all human beings within environmental limits. However, there is still 
disagreement on what ESD really entails. The impacts of media literacy (ML) on 
students’ engagement for sustainable community development have been overlooked 
in the literature. The research project I conducted as part of my Master’s thesis 
searched for evidence that ML could contribute to ESD by fostering youth’s analytical 
thinking and social engagement while decreasing their risk exposure to crime and 
poverty-related factors in deprived urban neighborhoods. 

The project set itself one overarching goal, to explore the connection between 
ML skills and community building via youth empowerment amongst low-income 
youth in the mostly Latino neighborhood of Pacoima, Los Angeles. In what way can 
ML provide youth with the possibility to make real change in their local community? 
How can ML practices help youth build trust by cultivating local networks and nurture 
a participative sense of community - golden rules of a sustainable community? To 
address these questions, the research employed a “transdisciplinary” approach in that it 
tapped into various sources of knowledge and information. Through semi-structured 
interviews and desk-based review of video productions, it outlines the perceptions of 
staff and students involved in the media-based activities of the non-profit Youth 
Speak! Collective (YSC) based in Pacoima as well as the perspectives of some 
California-based media scholars. 

Some of the after-school programs offered by YSC engage Pacoima youth by 
teaching media production, digital photography, web design and other high-tech skills. 
Classes include both theory and practice, teaching students how to become effective 
media makers by using media tools to campaign for the things they believe in. YSC 
media programs offer youth the opportunity to express themselves and raise awareness 
on issues affecting them directly in Pacoima (e.g. immigration reform, lack of school 
facilities, high drop-out from school, gang violence, teen pregnancy).  

The study found that media-based activities could lead to change in multiple 
ways. For example, they could become a source of extra funding to support projects 
that aim at community building and learning, offsetting state budget cuts recently  



 
enacted on after-school programming in California. With the media skills gained 
through YSC training, youth can create media productions for other non-profits and 
small businesses in Pacoima. This way, they get paid and can provide further funding 
to the organization. The extra financial resources are used not only to buy brand-new 
media equipment for YSC but also to start projects that involve youth and their 
families, such as the construction of sports facilities and a community garden. These 
projects all aim at inspiring the entire community into sustainability learning and 
living.  

Furthermore, media activities were found to contribute to the growth of 
empathy-based relationships within YSC. The youth interviewed stressed that media 
skills changed their lives to the extent that they were able to look at things from 
multiple perspectives and open up their eyes to different situations - all key aspects of 
critical thinking and acknowledged ML benefits. Supported by understanding, caring 
mentors (the YSC staff), local youth can explore their environment with no fear of 
failure and cultivate social capital by networking and team working with peers from 
the same community or bordering neighborhoods. During the interviews, this was said 
to boost youth’s self-esteem and permeate of trust their interactions with peers and 
adults. Indeed, empathy-based relationships were indicated to help spread trust and 
social cohesion in Pacoima.  

The key rationale for conducting this study was to construct evidence on the 
beneficial opportunities that ML could create for youth empowerment and community 
development. Media literacy via youth empowerment is contributing to community 
regeneration in Pacoima. It appears that ML can contribute to empower youth with 
analytical and “citizenship skills” so as to grow as community leaders for more 
sustainable local societies. Exploring other opportunities generated by ML education 
for youth’s evolution as next leaders of local communities is a pressing concern to deal 
with in academic research for the eventual establishment of more cohesive, 
responsible, and thus sustainable neighborhoods in 21st-century metropolitan areas.   
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