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In the fight against environmental racism and the movement toward social justice in low-income neighbor-
hoods, the South Bronx has emerged as fertile ground for progress thanks to activists like Majora Carter, 
a local resident and prominent advocate for environmental justice. Inspired by Carter’s work, Nate Wight 
(Honorary PCF 2003) and his Science Club students at the Alfred E. Smith Career and Technical Education 
High School are now at the forefront of urban “inner city greening.” Thanks to the Science Club, Carter is 
now a hero to many youths like Melany Javier, a 16 year-old student, who has become increasingly aware 
of and concerned with environmental damage and wants to become a “green” architect. Motivated by what 
she’s learned in her after-school science club, she feels an obligation to do her part to change the planet. 

“I want to get into a good college, become an architect, and design green buildings. I’ll find someone who 
wants a green building.”
 
Melany is one of 15 students who belong to Nate’s science club, recently renamed The Energy Environment 
Green Science Club by its members. In 2008-2009, Nate and his students brought to the club renewed 
direction and a strong relationship with Sustainable South Bronx (SSBx), the grassroots environmental jus-
tice organization founded by Majora Carter. With knowledge, work, environmental awareness and concern, 
and a strong vision for education as a means to empowerment, Nate is inspiring students to take personal 
responsibility for minimizing the impact of energy-use on the environment. The club has thus raised its 
profile both in the school and the community with a sharpened focus on energy and environmental issues.
 
At the start of the school year, science club members went on a field trip to SSBx so they could see an 
example of a local grassroots organization devoted to eliminating environmental injustice.  There they met 

By Barbara Sadick, PCFP Program Assistant

Honorary PCF Nate Wight (2003) Leads Students in 
Green-Roof Project in a South Bronx High School

Environmental Service-Learning 
in the South Bronx

Students interview environmental activist and community organizer, Majora Carter (Photo by Nate Wight)
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Majora Carter, who told Nate about a grant SSBx had secured 
from New York City Gardens to fund a school green-roof project 
in the South Bronx. As he explained to his students, a “green roof” 
is a rooftop which, by adding insulation and a reflective barrier 
made of plants and dirt, has environmental benefits.  A green 
roof’s dirt and plants absorb rainwater that greatly diminishes 
the building’s contribution to urban runoff, playing its small part 
in minimizing the ecological impacts of urban sprawl. A green 
roof also adds to the local ecosystem, providing a natural habitat 
for birds and animals. In addition, it acts as a reflective barrier 
to decrease solar radiation, so that in warmer weather the heat 
flow throughout a building is decreased and less energy is spent.  
While in New York City green roofs can save 25%-30% in energy 
costs during the summer, few buildings have shown interest. 
 
When Majora Carter learned of Nate and his students’ effort to 
take a proactive stand on urban greening and environmental 
conservation, she decided to collaborate with them to make a 
green roof possible at Alfred E. Smith. Since then, from iden-
tifying the roof site, to negotiating with school system officials 
for approval of construction, to surveying the area, science club 
students have been involved in all beginning steps of the Green 
Roof Project. Much of the effort has become school-wide since 
Alfred E. Smith is a technical education school, and thus pro-
vides easy access to many of the occupational disciplines that 
would normally be used for a green roof project.  “Engineering 
students helped to evaluate the roof, carpentry students worked 
on how to erect a garden perimeter, and drafting students digi-
tized measurements on a drafting program. We talked with the 
club members about the social, environmental, and economic 
benefits of a green roof, and the project is generally viewed as a 
community garden on the roof,” Wight proudly stated.
 
Although the project is in a holding pattern as it waits for the 
approval process to make its way through the Department of 
Education, Alfred E. Smith’s carpentry students are busy con-
structing crates for the planting of community and vegetable 
gardens. “We’re figuring out now what we want to plant.  There 
will definitely be tomatoes,” Hector Polanco, an 11th grader and 
a member of the club, excitedly explained.
 
In February, just before beginning to study electricity, the sci-
ence club made a trip to the Climate Change Exhibit at the Mu-
seum of Natural History. Students spent most of the day looking 
at exhibits, filling out worksheets, and thinking about ways in 
which they can personally contribute to saving energy.  Since 
that trip, the club has been exploring what electricity is, where 
it comes from, and how it is transformed from one state to an-
other.  Using the exhibit as a starting point, Nate has challenged 
the class to think about other, simpler ways in which they can 
personally decrease energy consumption.  “Putting on a green 
roof is a big deal, but it’s very easy to change a light bulb,” he 
prompted them.
 
How, he wanted to know, could each of the students make a con-
tribution to energy conservation?  What small ways would add 
up to a large impact if all were encouraged to act?  How can 
students participate in hands-on environmental training?  Out of 
this push to consider their options, students have come up with 

Continued on page 18

Top and Middle: Students prepare weather station 
to monitor climate conditions on the school roof; 
Bottom: Student interviews Adrian Benepe, Com-
missioner of NYC Dept. of Parks and Recreation 
(Photos by Nate Wight)
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the idea of performing energy audits. “We’ve mea-
sured kilowatt usage,” Melany announced.  “We’ve 
found out what appliances are used in a house and 
have measured the amount of energy being used by 
plugging the appliances into a watt meter.  Then we 
tested different kinds of bulbs – incandescent, fluo-
rescent, and energy saving light bulbs – and figured 
out how much energy is being used every month.  
We had to figure out how much energy we thought 
energy-saving bulbs would save, and then change 
the light bulbs and get the real figure.”
 
While this year’s two big projects have been the 
preparation for the green roof and energy audits, 
incorporating the concept of “greening” into their 
lives has become an ongoing process.  Every morn-
ing, Melany makes daily announcements in which 
she gives a tip on one way to save energy.  This week, 
she recommended that students use cloth handker-
chiefs when they have a cold instead of using paper, 
so as to lessen the impact on forests.  On Earth Day, 
all students were asked to wear green in solidar-
ity with environmental conservation.  In addition to 
wearing green, Hector handed out cards containing 
environmental tips. 
 

“We’re starting a petition to sign the pledge to only 
throw paper in the blue bins,” explained Hector.  “So 
far, I have 34 signatures from students and 13 from 
teachers.” He elaborated on other personal initia-
tives: “When I brush my teeth I don’t leave the water 
on, and I don’t keep my lights on as much.”
 
Nate was hired at Alfred E. Smith while finishing his 
Master’s degree in Speech and Language Pathol-
ogy at Teachers College. His involvement with the 
science club mirrors his Peace Corps service in a 
village of 250 people located five hours from San 
Jose de Ocoa, in the Dominican Republic. There he 
worked in organic agriculture, helping to build com-
munity gardens and working with village women to 
build small-scale organic plots. Upon completion 
of his Peace Corps service, Nate traveled for a year 
in Central America before returning to the United 
Sates to live and work in New York. A Peace Corps 
baby, Nate is a son of parents who married in 1979, 
joined the Peace Corps, and left together to serve as 
teachers for a year in Turkey and two years in Bar-
bados.  Twenty years later, Nate has brought his ex-
perience and commitment to one of New York City’s 
toughest neighborhoods, training youth to take on 
some of the most pressing social and environmental 
challenges.
 
If you would like to share your story with the Peace 
Corps Fellows Times, contact Nicolas at: 
stahelin@tc.edu.

Photo Project with Mike McGregor
The Peace Corps Fellows Program collaborated with pro-pho-
tographer Mike to create new photos of our Fellows and their 
students. Students were given a presentation on the art and 
profession of photography, followed by creative photo-shoots. 
Here are a few of the wonderful portraits that were taken.




