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Name of Investigator: Leonel Lima Ponce 

Project Title: Building The Just Classroom: A Collaborative Resource Bank for Community-
Based Environmental and Climate Justice Curricula 

Building upon the historic community-led, participatory action research work of the Graduate 
Center for Planning and the Environment, and faculty and initiatives within the School of 
Architecture and across Pratt Institute, this project will catalogue preferred practices for just 
relationship building and community engagement in Environmental and Climate Justice (EJ/CJ) 
courses and curricula, and propose a resource bank to share these academic and community 
practices. During the 2021 Fellowship year, the project work plan included the below activities. 
Due to time commitments to MS in Sustainable Environmental Systems administrative 
responsibilities throughout the semester, much of the work slated to happen during the Spring 
2021 semester has been delayed. Some refinement and scoping down of planned activities is 
necessary, to optimize research time and focus on outcomes that can support existing initiatives 
such as RAMP 2.0. 
  

1. Identification of previous and current Pratt community partnerships and climate 
change courses. 

a. Status: In progress. 
b. Activities completed and outcomes: Initial review and organization of post-

Superstorm Sandy RAMP (Recovery Adaptation Mitigation and Planning) in 
preparation of RAMP 2.0 knowledge bank.   

c. Activities in progress: Review of final reports and materials from these courses.  
d. Remaining activities and outlook: Collection and review of syllabi and other 

course planning documents as relevant and available. Work will likely focus on a 
few (6-8) different relationships between GCPE and a community partner, 
tracking how these engagements have developed over time. These organizations 
and faculty will be prioritized for interviews listed below.  
 

2. interviews and/or focus groups with faculty, students, and community partners to 
identify challenges and opportunities in this work. 

a. Status: Not started in earnest. 
b. Activities completed and outcomes: Informal conversations with four key GCPE 

faculty, dedicated to understanding critical considerations of appropriateness, 
feasibility, and challenges of the project. Specifically, faculty stressed that this 
research might not merely accept, but question the appropriateness of creating 
prescriptive guidelines or toolkits for engagement. Each community and 
relationship is different, with varying context, dynamics, resources, opportunities, 
and stakeholders; each relationship must be treated with an open mind and clear 
respect for partner organizations’ desired roles and priorities. This has led to the 
re-framing of the project as a set of resources (such as the qualitative just 
relationships matrix) and case studies that can facilitate critical assessment of 
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community engagement and environmental justice collaborations by Pratt faculty 
and academic departments.  

c. Activities in progress: Identification of first round of interviewees; preparation of 
interview questions. 

d. Remaining activities and outlook: Scheduling, interviews, and documentation. As 
this key portion of the work has not begun, and some preparatory steps are still 
necessary prior to the beginning of interviews, it will be critical to strategically 
narrow down number of interviewees to maximize researcher time availability 
during the Summer months. The availability and capacity of community 
organizers and leaders to participate in this study is uncertain, and a major 
variable in projected progress over the next 7 months. This is due to the historic 
burdens and responsibilities of these leaders and organizations, and the current 
expansion of their roles given (a) the disproportionate impact of COVID on 
frontline communities and (b) the expansion of current environmental justice and 
regenerative economy and policy advocacy happening at the local, state, and 
federal levels. If conducted, focus groups will be held during the Fall semester, 
and may include activities designed to vet and improve the alignment matrix.  
 

3. Research of additional existing pedagogical models centering community in 
processes and outcomes.  

a. Status: In progress.  
b. Activities completed and outcomes: Review of guiding principles from national 

and international environmental justice movements. Initial search for literature on 
academic approaches to just relationship building and community-led work.   

c. Activities in progress: Literature review of academic approaches (e.g. 
participatory action research, pedagogy of the oppressed, asset based planning, 
participatory design).  

d. Remaining activities and outlook: Integration of lessons and principles in the 
framing and preparation of assessment matrix, additional resources, and user 
guide.  
 

4. Assessment and alignment of examples and tools with the Jemez Principles of 
Democratic Organizing and other guiding documents in the EJ/CJ movements. 

a. Status: In progress. 
b. Activities completed and outcomes: N/A 
c. Activities in progress: Preparation of spreadsheet to facilitate alignment of case 

study academic course learning outcomes, methodologies, approaches, and 
experiences with EJ/CJ principles of participation, inclusion, and justice (attached 
spreadsheet). Initial review of GCPE community-based planning process, and its 
alignment with Climate Justice Alliance’s Regenerative Economies framework 
process (attached diagram). This work is intended to (a) maintain the focus of the 
work on process – from community and academic perspectives, and (b) 
consolidate and prioritize EJ/CJ principles that are relevant to GCPE, School of 
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Architecture, and Pratt faculty and student roles, responsibilities, and fields of 
study. 

d. Remaining activities and outlook: Vetting of matrix with key faculty and 
community partners; revision of matrix; population of matrix. A challenge in this 
portion of the work will be to ensure that the framing and development of the 
matrix center frontline community partners, their projects, programs, and needs, 
while also considering the limits of individual departments, courses, faculty and 
students. Proposed strategies would invariably include recommendations on 
institutional and interdisciplinary support for long-term community engagement, 
with the example of the Research Centers, and initiatives such as RAMP 2.0 as 
possible supporting partners and structures for future work.  
 

5. Sharing of the work and recommendations with key community partners, within 
and beyond Pratt’s gates.  

a. Status: Not started. 
b. Activities completed and outcomes: N/A 
c. Activities in progress: N/A 
d. Remaining activities and outlook: (1) Preparation of a Resource Bank – and user 

guide - of just relationship building strategies and lessons, for academic-
community partnerships in Environmental and Climate Justice. (2) Co-hosting of 
1-2 discussions/events in Fall 2021/Spring 2022 to discuss the work to date, and 
connect it to other participatory research and community engagement 
discussions across campus. (3) Co-hosting of 1-2 events in Fall 2021/Spring 
2022 with community partners to share the work, discuss how it could be 
continued, integrated, and improved moving forward.  

What have you accomplished to date? 
See breakdown per section of work, above.  
 
What did you learn, what are your important take-aways so far? 
See breakdown per section of work, above.  
 
Do you feel like you accomplished the goals you’ve set for yourself? Please explain. 
No. Due to severe time constraints and commitments as the Academic Coordinator for the MS 
in Sustainable Environmental Systems program, almost all activities originally scheduled for the 
Spring 2021 semester were postponed, including the beginning of formal interviews with GCPE 
faculty and community partners. While this has been disappointing, it has given me time and 
opportunity - through informal conversations, continued development of ongoing MS in SES and 
GCPE community-led projects and course work, and participation in various committees and 
events throughout Spring 2021 - to refine and re-frame the questions and proposed actions of 
the project (see bullet point 2.b. above). 
 
How will your project continue, evolve or change in the next semester? 
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I expect that changes in the organization and scope of the final resource bank and just 
relationship assessment matrix will happen as an outcome of ongoing interviews and research. 
This is part of the work at hand, particularly as the essential goal of the deliverables is to be 
centered in and responsive to community needs and priorities.  
 
While I don’t expect the Fall 2021 semester to be as time-consuming (from an administrative 
standpoint) as Spring 2021, a few factors – such as the ongoing transition back to in-person 
instruction, and need to secure additional student internships - could require more of my 
attention and cause additional delays in the work. To that end, I have minimized the number of 
case studies to be examined, to leverage my stronger personal connections within GCPE’s 
community client and partner network in this, initial, year of this work. The work can be then 
assessed and further developed in conjunction with other partners and faculty/students through 
additional research opportunities.  
 
The attached Gantt chart represents my current project plan for the remainder of 2021. This 
plan will be re-assessed prior to the end of the Summer, and a more concrete and detailed plan 
for completion of this year’s research will be prepared by the beginning of the Fall 2021 
semester. 
 
 
Attachments: 

• Gantt chart with revised work plan. 
• Draft general interview questions for faculty.  
• Draft Academy-Community Just Relationships Principles alignment spreadsheet. 
• Preliminary diagrams aligning GCPE approach and EJ principles and approaches.  
• Timelines of (a) original post-Sandy RAMP initiative, and (b) Pratt GCPE – UPROSE 

working relationship, to be replicated for other community partners involved in this 
research. 

 
 
 
  


