Not Your Average Summer Vacation

On a sunny June morning, 11 rising junior and seniors gathered around a conference room table at Reid Campus Center.  They chatted amongst themselves while snacking on fruit and breakfast pastries as they waited for the next session of RADLab to begin.

What is RADLab?

Rural American Digital Lab (RADLab) is a month-long digital story telling initiative which strives to use its platform to highlight the untold stories of the rural communities in Washington State. 

For its inaugural year, RADLab partnered students from Whitman College with students from Heritage University, in Toppenish WA. 

Aurora Martin, founder of PopUpJustice, is the co-producer of RADLab. Last spring, PopUpJustice engaged in discussions with Whitman College and Heritage University to develop a digital lab between the two schools.  

 “When we began forming our work group between Whitman and Heritage, we were encouraged to pursue the project by Provost Alzada Tipton from the beginning,” Martin said. “I was able to meet with faculty, students, as well as with the diversity and inclusion task force to share about RADLab and obtain input about the concept.” 

Documenting Stories Matters

The topics the students chose to highlight were women’s health and access to healthcare in Walla Walla, incarceration and reentry to society, and mental illness, drug use, and homelessness in rural Washington. 
Under the watchful guidance of Noah Leavitt, Director of the Student Engagement Center, and Maggie Banderas, Assistant Director of the Intercultural Center, students gather resources, develop narratives and learn how to synthesize information into a visual and digital story that can be used as tool to bring about education and change.  
Students also received mentorship from outside subject matter experts who assisted in guiding their projects.  
“We’ve had three incredible experts teaching about filmmaking and podcasts, and we’ve had student teams taking all of this information to create stories that are compelling, maddening, worrisome, intriguing, and vital,” Leavitt said.
Exploring Passions Outside the Classroom

Nathan Kruger is a Psychology Major, Film and Media Studies Minor, and rising senior. Last year Kruger worked as a teacher’s assistant making videos. The experienced awakened a love for storytelling and video making. 
Nathan was eager to join RADLab because the initiative allowed him to continue to pursue his passion for storytelling and video making, but it also gave him the ability to learn more about a community he knew little about.  
“I have always been interested in many social issues being faced in America,” Kruger said. “However, I knew very little about rural America or the town where I go to school. I figure this could be a cool opportunity that encompassed all those things.”
Emma Gregorie’s journey with RADLab was equally personal.  A Religion Major and rising senior, Gregorie and her team chose to tackle the topic of access to healthcare for women.  

As a resident of Walla Walla, she has a deeper connection to this issue. “Personally, I have struggled to access women’s healthcare in Walla Walla at times,” Gregorie said. “I recognize that I am privileged in that I have good health insurance and a reliable primary care physician, but too many women in rural communities struggle to access and pay for potentially life-saving services.” 

Gregorie admitted her experience with RADLab had a great impact on her final year at Whitman and has solidified her path post graduation.

“After beginning this documentary, I know that in the future I want to get a master’s in nursing with a specialty in midwifery,” Gregorie said. “I believe expanding the role of the midwife in underserved communities can greatly improve a woman’s access to health services.” 

Pushing Boundaries 

Along with expanded rural storytelling, RADLab also forced students to conform to a schedule that might emulate a real-life scenario.  
“Students get to see how reporters and others in media have to do the best they can in the time they have,” Leavitt said.   
The four-week program challenged the students by imposing a strict deadline in which students must have the footage they collected and edited ready to present by June 28.  The first two weeks were daunting as students were researching for subjects and scheduling time to conduct interviews.  By the third week, the students began to hit their stride.  
“It feels chaotic,” Gregorie said.  
She and her team turned to social media to circumvent the time constraints of the deadline.  Kruger and his team used a conversational approach when interviewing subjects. As the middle of the third week began to fade, Nathan and his team had collected the stories they needed.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The student’s experience with RADLab culminated in a presentation at Kimball Theatre. In front of family, friends and staff from both institutions, the student groups showed five-minute trailers of their projects. After the presentation, a reception followed giving the students an opportunity to exhale and reflect.  
 “I’m glad with the way it turned out,” Gregorie said. “I’d like to maybe expand on this project and release the full-length interviews, maybe even gather some more by the fall and do a community release.” 
