rized scripture), but ran a school for poor orphans in New
York City for 40 years; Elizabeth Thorn Scott, a widow with
three kids who moved West during the Gold Rush and started
a school in the basement of a church; and Prudence Crandall,
a Quaker who was officially named the “state heroine;” despite
being attacked (and even arrested) for trying to educate black
girls during the 1830s in Canterbury, Connecticut.

Schwager starts a list of common themes on the board:
married, she writes. Eventually, as the class continues, the list
grows: children and politics are added. She constantly asks stu-
dents to cite their sources. They range from primary sources —
personal letters and school documents — to secondary sources
like obits and encyclopedia references. Throughout the class,

15 Mothers, 15 Cameras sy jii anderson

Each woman’s story is different: Caroline didn’t want to tell
her husband she was HIV positive. Pumla has three children
who are HIV negative. Nolukholo hasn't disclosed her HIV
positive status to her family.

This winter, the HGSE community had the unique oppor-
tunity to experience the lives of these South African mothers
and mothers-to-be through a series of photos taken by the
women, all struggling with poverty and HIV. The photos were
part of a month-long exhibit at the Ed School called “The
House is Small but the Welcome is Big” Organized by Neal
Baer, Ed.M’79, and the Venice Arts Organization, the project
teaches underprivileged people how to document their lives
and struggles through the arts.

For Baer, an award-winning executive producer and writer
of television shows Law and Order: Special Victims Unit, ER,
and China Beach, his latest work on this project is particularly
rewarding, he says. He got the idea for the photo project while
traveling to India to speak about incorporating AIDS topics
into TV shows. He figured that using cameras to document
lives, particularly AIDS in Africa, would be a worthwhile proj-
ect. He contacted the Venice Arts Organization after seeing
the work of their creative director, Jim Hubbard, and together
they raised money to purchase the cameras and teach the
women, 15 in all, how to take photographs.

Baer views much of his work as a chance to educate. Al-
though he isn’t directly working in a classroom, he believes the
work he does educates in a different way.

“There are a lot of different ways of communicating and
that’s the basic level of educating,” he says. “Through photog-
raphy, you can use a medium to communicate that’s relatively
inexpensive”

Part of what makes this project interesting, Baer says,
is that the exhibit allows the audience to learn about these
women from their point of view.

the students take notes, mostly in old-fashioned notebooks
(one is using a Macintosh laptop), but they seem more in-
terested in having a conversation with each other and with
Schwager, who moves back and forth between the blackboard
and her seat next to them. (She never uses the podium.) Sur-
prisingly, despite being a three-hour class, none of the students
have coffee: They seem too interested in the topic to need it.

Toward the end of the class, Joncas says she’s amazed: De-
spite all of her years of education, before today, she had never
heard of any of the women.

“Aren’t they as important as, say, Thomas Jefferson?” she says.

Schwager smiles and nods her head. “We don’t learn about
teachers at all,” she says.
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“This isn’t from our perspective,” he says. “You get very
different pictures from people who are documenting their
own lives in ways that they couldn’t before because they didn’t
have access to cameras. What resulted are pictures and stories
about disclosing their HIV status and what that meant to
them”

The photography also gave the women a confidence about
their lives and their importance. Two of the women attended
photography school after the project wrapped. Copies of
some of the images were also sold, helping to raise money for
the budding photographers.

“One woman was able to buy a new roof and another could
pay for a new school for her children,” says Baer, who vis-
ited them this past August. “They had never seen that much
money ever, and we're talking about $100”

To see a slideshow of the photos, and for upcoming exhibition
dates, go to www.venice-arts.org.
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