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About This Guide

This guide has been designed specifically for use with the Living Downstream Educational DVD. 
It provides lesson planning resources and instructional tools for deepening students’ educational 
experiences. The following provides an overview of the content, focus, and intent of the guide. It is 
intended to help educators navigate to the sections most suited to their subject areas, students’ needs, 
and teaching goals.

Core Contents

The main sections of this guide represent three distinct ways instructors may choose to engage students:

Exploring Living Downstream
For in-depth study of the discrete Living Downstream works: f ilm, book, and mini docs.1 Begins on page 15. 

Featuring detailed information and resources (including synopses, scene and chapter descriptions, 
discussion guides, assignment suggestions, and resource lists), this section supports an exploration of 
the content, construction, and comparison of these works. 

Examining the Issues
For using Living Downstream to enable more expansive topical learning. Begins on page 91. 

Organized into three expandable lessons, this section uses the film, book, and mini docs as springboards 
for deeper inquiry into the history and regulation of synthetic chemicals (lesson 1), cancer prevention as 
a human rights issue (lesson 2), and personal storytelling for public change (lesson 3). Each lesson plan 
includes one or more screenings from Living Downstream, discussion questions, and sample answers to 
selected questions. Optional lesson plan extensions include readings, post-reading discussion questions, 
assignment suggestions, and additional materials such as info sheets and resource lists. Three more 
lesson ideas (on proving a link between chemicals and cancer, the evolving understanding of cancer 
causation, and Living Downstream as feminist literature and cinema) are outlined in brief. For educators 
who wish to learn more about ways to teach about environmental issues, a list of resources can be found 
at the end of this section. 

1 The mini docs are short educational documentaries that provide additional information and perspectives on concepts from the film 
using new footage, interviews, and graphics. For full descriptions of the five mini docs, see page 79. 
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For engaging in school-wide solutions to environmental health problems. Begins on page 219.

Providing tools and ideas for various forms of action, this section encourages a response to the 
environmental health problems described in Living Downstream. Resources focus on making the 
school community a greener, healthier, and more sustainable place. Also included are suggestions for 
organizing a screening of Living Downstream as a way to bring the issues to the attention of the school 
community. 

A fourth section, Navigating the Living Downstream Resources, provides at-a-glance information 
about the various resources that have been created in conjunction with this publication: the Educational 
DVD, the interactive website, and the community guide. In addition, ordering information for the 
Educational DVD, the book, and the community guide are available on page 259.

Subject Index

Living Downstream, both the book and the film, are interdisciplinary works that draw on a broad range 
of knowledge. As such, they fit well into a wide range of educational subject areas. The sections of the 
guide most relevant to particular subject areas are listed below. 

EXPLORING 
LIVING 

DOWNSTREAM

EXAMINING THE ISSUES

EFFECTING 
CHANGE 

BEYOND THE 
CLASSROOM

Lesson Plan 1: 
The History 

and Regulation 
of Synthetic 

Chemicals

Lesson Plan 2:
Cancer 

Prevention 
as a Human 

Rights Issue

Lesson Plan 3:
Personal 

Storytelling 
for Public 

Change

Biology

Chemistry

Dramatic Arts

English

Ecology/
Environmental 
Science

Environmental 
Studies2

Ethics

Film/Media Studies

Geography 

Health

2 Environmental Studies is intended to include a range of disciplines, such as Environmental Health, Environmental Ethics, 
Environmental Law, and Ecosystem Health.
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Legend:      = highly relevant to subject area
                  = moderately relevant to subject area
                  = not relevant to subject area

Recommended Grade Levels

The film Living Downstream and this guide are appropriate for high school, college, and university 
students. Discussion questions, assignments, and materials have been designed to be scalable for grade 
10 to senior undergraduate studies.

Guide Design

This guide is designed to enable the following:

Customization

The contents are modular and easily customized. The tools and resources can be used to construct a 
single lesson or a full study unit, and can easily be adapted to different knowledge and skill levels.

Distribution

Any part of this guide may be reproduced by educators and distributed to their students. Most sections 
address both students and instructors as readers3 and have been formatted as ready-made handouts. 

3 Exceptions to this are as follows: instructors are addressed exclusively in the lesson plan overviews, lesson plans, and in the note 
about the second edition of the book, whereas students are addressed exclusively in the various assignment suggestions.
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The guide may be used for instruction in single-subject areas (see page 2 for a comprehensive subject 
index) or for interdisciplinary instruction within a single topic. “Exploring Living Downstream” and 
“Examining the Issues” feature a broad range of assignment suggestions in each of the following 
categories: expository writing, creative writing, multimedia projects, scientific analysis, lab/field 
research, oral presentations, and community engagement.

Critical Thinking

The contents aim to inspire critical thinking and spirited debate. While both the film and the book 
present strong points of view, the discussion questions, assignments, and resources in this publication 
have been designed to facilitate an examination of the issues from a range of perspectives.  

In-Depth Research and Study

The film is intended as a springboard for further in-depth research and study. Therefore, the guide 
contains a range of additional information (in the form of info sheets and readings) and resource lists 
covering a broad array of topics. The annotated resource lists appear throughout the guide and are 
arranged by subject matter.

Examination of Both Form and Content

In addition to a strong focus on the issues presented in Living Downstream, this guide also offers 
opportunities to explore the book and the film as creative works. It includes discussion questions about 
narrative, structural, and artistic techniques and features reflections on the creative process from author 
Sandra Steingraber and filmmaker Chanda Chevannes.

Living Downstream by Sandra Steingraber

The second edition of Living Downstream: An Ecologist’s Personal Investigation of Cancer and the 
Environment was published by Da Capo Press in 2010 to coincide with the release of the documentary 
film. This guide makes myriad references to that book, and readings from it feature prominently in 
the lessons and assignments. It is highly recommended that instructors use the book in tandem with 
the film and this guide. (In the event that this is not possible, the guide contains four excerpts from 
the book as alternative reading assignments, found in lessons 1 and 2.) For a detailed overview of the 
book, including synopsis, chapter descriptions, and discussion questions, see page 53. For ordering 
information, see page 271.

Tip  Living Downstream ~ In the Classroom and Living Downstream ~ In the Community (a 
guide for nonprofit organizations and community groups) are both available for download 
in PDF format. We welcome your feedback on the film and the guides. Please email us at 
dvd@livingdownstream.com.

mailto:dvd%40livingdownstream.com?subject=

