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This presentation is based on the Buffalo residents’ experiences of

a climate disaster that killed 41 people in Buffalo and Cheektowaga, NY. 

We will not use disturbing images or vivid accounts of the disaster, 

but some of you may find this difficult, especially if you have had a similar experience.



The official account
(That is, how the blizzard will likely be remembered and taught)
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The untold story
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The blizzard was not a “natural” disaster

Risk is ultimately the result of decisions that we make. We make decisions about 
the hazards to which we are willing to expose ourselves, we make decisions about 
where to build schools, factories, dams and dykes and how much to invest in 
disease surveillance and we make decisions about how our societies organize and 
care for vulnerable people and assets. (UNDRR, n.d.)



How can we disrupt the “natural disaster” framing of the blizzard

through justice-oriented science education?

How can people’s lived experiences of the blizzard inform climate justice education 

for young people in Buffalo?



Justice-oriented STEM education

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering & Medicine (2022)



Study design
Social design-based experiment

SDBE was developed to systematically address “urgent problems of practice relevant to redressing 
educational inequities for vulnerable student populations and communities” (Gutiérrez et al., p. 332). 
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Education for disaster justice
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Study participants

Interviews Coalition meeting 1 Coalition meeting 1

Families 9 5 5

Community Leaders 11 4 4

Science Teachers 7 4 4

Total 26 13 13
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Community coalition meetings



Community narratives of injustice

Communities that are predominantly black and brown like my parents, they talk about it all the time. 
My stepdad in particular, he talks about how he doesn't see a snow plow ever. And that's what every 
older person on the east side of Buffalo says. So I don't know if it's true or not but that's what they all 
say and they hold true to that. (Family Interview)

“

”
“

”

And especially as they get more digital … If you don't have a cell phone, that poses a problem. So for 
people that are economically disadvantaged, poor, low income, no income, that presents a huge 
barrier. The more our city grows and becomes more disconnected from it really bothers me. (Family 
Interview)

“

”

But I think the big idea that I'm looking at from all around here is the inequities and this need and this 
preparedness issue. And then I have so many students who don't speak English as their first language 
so their parents are not even understanding what’s going on … We sent kids home with solar eclipse 
glasses so they could look at an eclipse and we couldn’t prepare for a blizzard? Are you kidding me? 
(Science teacher, 1st Coalition Meeting)



Need for educational response

“

”

And I remember when we came back to 
school, they were all talking about the 
blizzard and about how they did or how they 
experienced it or about their street not being 
ploughed or things like that. But I know that I 
specifically did not have a deep discussion 
about it in my biology class. We talked about 
it just briefly about like climate change. 
(Science Teacher Interview)



Thank you!
Contact

w.park@soton.ac.uk

nwaight@buffalo.edu
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