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Course Details

COURSE INFORMATION
Course Topic
Environmental racism—history, manifestations, and union action
Tone
educational, empowering, direct, supportive
Audience
Public school union members and organizers involved in public school unions, many of whom may not have prior training on environmental racism or environmental justice but are interested in understanding systemic inequities and advocating for their communities and students.
Goals
Learners will be able to define environmental racism, understand its historical and contemporary manifestations—including key case studies—recognize its impact on marginalized communities, and identify actionable steps unions and educators can take to combat environmental injustice.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
1. Define environmental racism and explain its origins.
1. Describe major historical and present-day case studies (e.g., Warren County, Flint, Data Centers) illustrating environmental racism.
1. Identify how systemic policies and practices perpetuate environmental racism in the U.S.
1. Recognize the links between environmental racism and public health, education, and community well-being.
1. Analyze current political challenges to environmental justice efforts.
1. Propose practical, union-driven actions to address and counteract environmental racism at the school, community, or policy level.
Course Outline

OVERVIEW
Environmental Racism: History, Impact, and Union Action for Justice
Description
Have you ever wondered why some communities bear the brunt of pollution, toxic waste, or unsafe water—while others remain untouched? This course will guide you through the history and ongoing realities of environmental racism, revealing how systemic inequities shape the health and well-being of marginalized communities. Through powerful case studies, in-depth analysis of policies, and real-world examples, you’ll learn how environmental racism impacts public health, education, and opportunity—and why union action is essential for change. By the end, you’ll be equipped with the knowledge and tools to advocate for justice in your school, union, and community.
Lessons
1. Defining Environmental Racism: Origins and Core Concepts
1. Historical and Contemporary Case Studies of Environmental Racism
1. Systems, Policy, and the Perpetuation of Environmental Racism
1. Health, Education, and Community Impacts of Environmental Racism
1. Union Action: Strategies for Combating Environmental Racism

LESSON #1
Defining Environmental Racism: Origins and Core Concepts
Description
This lesson introduces the concept of environmental racism, tracing its origins, definitions, and how it manifests as a form of systemic racism. Learners will explore key terminology, the historical context of environmental racism, and the foundational principles of the environmental justice movement.
Key Topics
Definition of Environmental Racism, Origins and Historical Context, Systemic Racism and Policy Mechanisms, Environmental Justice Movement, Key Figures and Milestones

LESSON #2
Historical and Contemporary Case Studies of Environmental Racism
Description
This lesson explores major case studies that illustrate environmental racism in action, including Warren County, Flint, Cancer Alley, Lowndes County, Native American lands, and the rise of data centers. Learners will analyze the social, political, and health impacts of these cases and the community responses that shaped the environmental justice movement.
Key Topics
Warren County PCB Landfill Protests, Flint Water Crisis, Cancer Alley, Louisiana, Lowndes County and Black Belt Wastewater, Native American Lands and Resource Extraction, Data Centers and Digital Redlining, Community Organizing and Resistance

LESSON #3
Systems, Policy, and the Perpetuation of Environmental Racism
Description
This lesson examines the systemic policies and practices that perpetuate environmental racism in the United States, including redlining, zoning, permitting, and regulatory failures. Learners will analyze how these systems intersect with race, class, and power, and how they shape community vulnerability and resistance. The lesson also addresses current political challenges to environmental justice efforts, including attacks on civil rights protections, regulatory rollbacks, and the challenges of enforcing environmental laws.
Key Topics
Redlining and Historical Segregation, Zoning and Land Use Decisions, Permitting and Regulatory Failures, Intersectionality: Race, Class, and Power, Political and Legal Challenges to Environmental Justice

LESSON #4
Health, Education, and Community Impacts of Environmental Racism
Description
This lesson explores the direct and indirect impacts of environmental racism on public health, educational outcomes, and community well-being. Learners will examine how exposure to toxins, lack of clean water, and environmental hazards disproportionately affect marginalized communities, with a focus on children and schools.
Key Topics
Health Effects of Pollution and Toxins, Lead Exposure and Water Contamination, Impacts on Children and Schools, Community Well-being and Economic Consequences, Intersection with Education and Opportunity

LESSON #5
Union Action: Strategies for Combating Environmental Racism
Description
This lesson empowers learners to identify and propose practical, union-driven actions to address environmental racism. It covers collective bargaining, coalition-building, policy advocacy, and education, with examples of successful union campaigns and strategies for integrating environmental justice into union work.
Key Topics
Role of Unions in Environmental Justice, Collective Bargaining and Policy Advocacy, Coalition-Building with Community Groups, Education and Member Empowerment, Developing Action Plans for Schools and Communities
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