See and Hear The Story  (maybe too corny, all I’ve got right now)

Kasia Mychajlowycz
Thanks to Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth and the work of Michael Moore, the idea that a good film doesn’t have to be fiction and can have a message is becoming mainstream. But you don’t have to be the should-be President of the United States or a Hollywood filmmaker to create a documentary film that opens up people’s eyes, hearts and minds.

 A perfect example: Cara Eastcott, documentary filmmaker, who got her start by answering an email looking for participants in a municipal youth project, and in two years, went from learning the basics of shooting a documentary to working full-time for a documentary film production company. Her next project, which is in its earlier stages, will be her directorial debut. 

 In the summer of 2005, Cara and 9 other young people from priority neighbourhoods across Toronto participated in a City of Toronto initiative called the Youth Documentary Training Project, which aimed to produce a documentary exploring youth violence.

“The concept of the whole program was that we were going to learn all aspects of documentary filmmaking,” Cara explains to me during our interview at Tim Horton’s. She listed developing a story, camera work, lighting and sound, and interviewing as some of the skills she and the other participants learned from workshops headed by Project Director Alison Duke and Editor Aleesa Cohene, which took up half the program. “The other half was spent making Hear the Story, putting all those skills into practice.”
The result of the ten youth collaborating with their newly learned documentary film knowledge is Hear the Story, a fresh perspective on the root causes of gun violence among Toronto’s youth.

 “We wanted to show people the reasons behind the violence. These youth don’t just wake up and there’s a gun under their pillow, what’s going on before? The [reasons are] deep-rooted, and then we thought the way to do that was to just look at ourselves, because we’re all considered at-risk youth- we didn’t agree with that terminology in the first place… so we know best.”

And Hear the Story proves it. The documentary follows three of the participants, showing their challenges- like finding a job when you have an accent and workplace discrimination runs rampant, as in the case of Ingrid Rincon-Sanchez- and triumphs, like Stephen Clarke’s journey to define himself through martial arts and Buddhism, not his abusive past and an adolescence in foster homes. 

The segment about Stephen, shot and directed by Cara, includes part of an interview with his mother speaking frankly about abusing Stephen as a child, it would seem without any remorse. It is a startling moment, a stark contrast to the compassion and intelligence in Stephen’s dialogue.

 I asked Cara how she managed to get that kind of footage, and what was the process she had when getting the material for her segment. “I just had the camera on,” she said. “ I followed him the whole day, starting at 6 in the morning, the camera was just on the whole time. I don’t think the mom knew the camera was on, that’s why she was opening up so much. That was the one thing that we learned, you get as much as you can get, and the story will out of that… it wasn’t structured.” 

That kind of organic and real honest emotion, without judgment and preaching, is what reaches out and affects this documentary audience. Hear The Story had a screening at City Hall, introduced by Mayor David Miller. Attending that screening was Tonya Lee Williams, founder of Reelworld Film Festival, who offered the group a screening at the film festival, which for the last seven years has focused on films about and by diverse people and given a platform for emerging talent of colour. 

The group has also toured the documentary around to schools and community centres across the Greater Toronto Area, and two editions of five hundred copies each of the documentary have been made and sent out by the City of Toronto. The film is now used as a tool for training youth workers.

“Whenever we show this film, it sparks discussion,” Cara says of the positive impact she has seen on audiences. In one workshop to grade 8 students in the Malvern area, she asked how they would try and market the documentary to prospective audience. One boy replied, “Hear the Story is good cause it can change your life”. What Cara sees behind that statement is an achievement of one of the goals in documentary: to represent youth of colour in a positive way. “He was watching his people back to him, and he’d never seen that before,” touching on false or overwhelmingly negative media representation, one of the many issues surrounding why violence can happen that is brought up in her film.

However, it is not only youth of colour living in priority neighbourhoods that benefit from watching this video. At another screening, Cara told me of a mother from the Beaches, a predominantly white, upper-class neighbourhood, “who was crying after she saw it, totally oblivious and touched because she’d never experienced that before {the experiences of those in the documentary}.”

Taking this perspective from her community, where tension between youth and police officers runs high and gun violence is not just a story on the news, to communities in a different tax bracket, is one of Cara’s goals. “It’s something that I really, really want to do, I want to take it to private schools… I think that Hear the Story can have anybody watch it, it has such a wide range of audiences.”

Getting across socio-economic boundaries and reaching a wide audience was one of the challenges facing the creators of Hear the Story. Getting ten articulate and motivated people from diverse backgrounds and opinions was another “almost an unheard of task” Cara told me about. One example of it was the simple terminology of being ‘at risk’, which was supposedly the common thread between all participants.

“We fought so much trying to get this documentary done, we all come from different backgrounds, we didn’t agree on things, we had different opinions… like some people didn’t mind being called ‘at risk’, they were like ‘I am at risk, I feel at risk’, and I’m like there is no way anyone is calling me at risk, I have way more potential than that.”

The compromise was using three mini-stories, allowing three people’s lives to be looked at through three others’ perspective, which gave a scope and depth to the film that would have been lacking had there not been this sometimes challenging diversity of thought. 

Despite their differences though, Cara noticed that the ten participants picked from eighty applicants were outspoken and articulate, perhaps because those who are naturally shyer or have a hard time expressing themselves are not attracted to a medium where you have to speak on camera like a documentary film. 

The Youth Documentary Training Project, despite the success of its resulting documentary, the numerous applications to participate showing young people’s interest in it, and Cara using it to start her own career as a documentary filmmaker as well as other participants continued involvement in documentary film production, was not run a second time by the City of Toronto, and as of now there exists no similar initiative from the City. This is a disappointing end to a program that works- it creates publicity for issues facing youth in Toronto, provides youth with skills that can help them obtain careers, and allows youth to express themselves in a creative, positive way. “You have this sense of power,” says Cara, empowerment being vital to youth immersed in what she calls “desperate, desperate times”. 

Luckily, there are many other roads to take if you are interested in becoming involved in any aspect of documentary filmmaking. Here are some options:

Charles Street Video is a non-profit organization that rents equipment and editing space for filmmakers, and co-hosts a variety of youth workshops focusing on a variety of topics, all listed on their website at charlesstreetvideo.com.

Youth Camera Action is a two-week summer program offered by the Planet In Focus Environmental Film Festival that helps youth create their own short documentary themed around the environment. The pieces are then showcased during the Film Festival, held at Innis Town Hall. It costs $100, with financial help available. www.planetinfocus.org/YouthCameraAction2007
Queer Youth Video Project is run by the Inside Out Festival, and teaches queer youth “no-budget videomaking” and mentors them through the process of creating video art, a medium traditionally less centred around a continuing plot, and can also include animation, actions and dramatizations, if you’re interested in a form with lots of freedom. For more info and how to apply: http://www.insideout.on.ca/17Annual/youth.htm
For information about youth and the justice systems, organizations in Toronto and around Canada addressing the issue of safety, violence and youth in your community, visit www.toronto.ca/community_safety/links.htm
See Hear the Story online at http://www.toronto.ca/community_safety/hearthestory.htm (click the link at the bottom of the page; requires Windows Media Player, which can be downloaded for free through the link on the page)
