
WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN”
Synopsis

When disaster strikes in America, heroes rush in. We’ve seen it time and again: when all seems lost, real-life supermen (and women) step up to save the day.  But what if, right now, there is a hidden catastrophe spreading quietly, insidiously through our nation’s cities, towns and communities – and yet we have the power to stop it?  What if our children and their futures – were in peril? Who will become a hero now? 
From Davis Guggenheim, the Academy Award®-winning director of AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH, comes another stirring, must-see clarion call of our times: WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN”, a deeply personal exploration of the current state of public education in the U.S. and how it is affecting our children. Fueled by his conscience and electrified by the possibilities for change, Guggenheim sets off on a probing journey into the lives of five unforgettable kids whose dreams, hopes and untapped potential reveal all that it is at stake at this critical moment.  

They include Daisy, an L.A. fifth-grader who, no matter what, never gives up on big plans for her future; Francisco, a Bronx first-grader whose mom will do anything to give him a shot at a better life; Anthony, a Washington D.C. fifth-grader in search of a different life from that of the dad he lost to drug addiction; Emily, an eighth-grader in Silicon Valley who fears being permanently stamped as unfit for college; and Bianca, a Harlem kindergartner already aiming, with her single mother’s valiant help, to make it against the odds.  

In spite of their rousing determination and grit, the shocking reality is that most of film’s touching and funny cast of kids will be barred from a chance at what was once taken for granted:  a great American education. 


In addressing these questions through dynamic storytelling, Guggenheim sparks a vital national conversation and introduces us to a group of education reformers currently defying the odds.  But when the credits to WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN” roll, the story hasn’t ended.  It has only just begun -- because what Guggenheim reveals is that the superheroes we’ve been waiting for to save our schools are all around us.  In fact, they might just be me and you.

Paramount Vantage and Participant Media present in association with Walden Media an Electric Kinney Films production of a film by Davis Guggenheim, WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN”.  The film is written by Davis Guggenheim & Billy Kimball.  The producer is Lesley Chilcott and the executive producers are Jeff Skoll and Diane Weyermann.  

WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN”
About the Production

“No matter who we are or what neighborhood we live in,

each morning, wanting to believe in our schools, we take a leap of faith . . .”

-- Davis Guggenheim, WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN”

It was a morning like any other -- as Academy Award® winning filmmaker Davis Guggenheim was taking his young children to school – that he was moved to act.  Like many parents in America who are lucky enough to have the means, Guggenheim’s children were headed that morning to an expensive private school, where he was assured they would find themselves in an invigorating environment with talented teachers devoted to bringing out the best in them.

But as he drove past the teeming, troubled, poorly performing public schools his family was able to bypass, Guggenheim was struck with questions he could not shake:  What about the kids who had no other choice?  What kind of education were they getting?  Where were the assurances that they would have the chance to live out their dreams, to fulfill their vast potential?  How heartsick and worried did their parents feel as they dropped their kids off this morning? And how could this be right in 21st Century America?
In that moment of emotional questioning began the intensive process of making WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN”, a film that starts with a deeply human and engaging story of families waiting in suspense for a lottery, but whose impact Guggenheim hopes will echo his widely acclaimed AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH -- sparking conversation, debate and, ultimately, personal action on perhaps the most essential issue of our times.  
The contrasting power and tragedy of American schools has long been a focus for Guggenheim.  His debut documentary, 1999’s THE FIRST YEAR, chronicled the tales of five first year teachers in some of America’s toughest schools and went on to garner international accolades and a Peabody Award.   Now, a decade later, with his own kids in private schools, Guggenheim was spurred to see what had changed in the battered public system.  What he found both shocked and exhilarated him – as he discovered both outrageous, unconscionable behavior and real signs of hope, signs for which American families are hungry.  
“When people ask me what inspired WAITING FOR ‘SUPERMAN’,” says Guggenheim, “it was really that feeling I had every morning driving past my public school – the feeling that I’m so lucky to have found another way for my kids, and the feeling that this is not enough, it’s not enough that I take care of my kids and move on.  Unless each one of us fights for change, our schools won’t get any better.” 

Guggenheim continues:  “My father made documentaries and he taught me that films should always be stories about people and if you’re going to make movies they’ve got to say something.  I think that every kid, no matter where they are born or what they have been given in life, deserves a great education and a piece of the American dream.  That’s what drove me to tell this story and to make this movie.”  
What also drove the film was the discovery that, fueled by passionate teachers and courageous visionaries, our education system is on the cusp of remarkable new approaches that might finally shake things up.  “In 1999, when I made THE FIRST YEAR, the problems in our public schools felt hopeless.  But now there are reformers out there who are defying the odds and proving it’s entirely possible to create outstanding schools even in the most troubled neighborhoods,” Guggenheim notes.  

To tell that story, Guggenheim knew he would need to strip away the distracting partisan politics and divisive power struggles that, too often, have made American schools seem beyond all likelihood of repair. He wanted to bust completely out of that despairing mold, and instead take an invigorating, entertaining approach to telling the thrilling story of how a few fiery reformers are finding creative ways to save a failing system, and the kids trapped inside it, right in front of our eyes.  

Most of all, Guggenheim wanted to get across on the screen these reformers’ relentless belief not in bureaucracies or theories but in people, in the idea that caring, imaginative teachers are out there and that, through these teachers, all kids, whether rich or poor, rural or urban, troubled or advantaged, can realize their innate ability to learn, succeed and contribute to the world.  Because, in the end, it is not going to come down to the relative pros and cons of charter schools or standardized tests or tenure rules but about good people doing one of the most noble things humans have always done:  teaching one another the things that count.  

Guggenheim himself knows first-hand how the power of a single teacher can turn a kid’s life around. The director recalls:  “In the 10th grade. I had a teacher who changed my life – he was hilarious and fun and, even though I was a C-Minus student at the time, he saw great things in me.  If I didn’t have a teacher like that, I wouldn’t be a filmmaker now, I wouldn’t be a storyteller, I wouldn’t be invested in the world or care so much about our public schools.”  

Still, for Guggenheim, there was only one way into the emotional core of his film – and it wasn’t through anyone over the age of 14.  It had to be through the children whose entire, unwritten adult lives are at stake, whose fates teeter on the brink as schools continue to break down and others operate by the random chance of lotteries.  In Guggenheim’s eyes, the only way to tell this story would be through a group of resilient, funny, honest kids who are in the position of waiting for “Superman” – or anyone -- to save them.  

 “We wanted to show the human face of the system,” explains Guggenheim. “By getting to know these children -- and the mothers and fathers who are fighting for them – then maybe people will be outraged enough to demand real change in their own neighborhoods.  The idea of education reform becomes a lot less abstract and a lot more compelling when you see these beautiful kids and realize all their potential.”  
Guggenheim filled his film not only with surprises and suspense but with facts and figures that build a compelling case for why reform must and can happen.  After collecting and synthesizing reams of research, the filmmakers vetted every statistic through a group of educators and experts to assure accuracy.  Then, they approached the Brooklyn-based animation house Awesome + Modest to illustrate the data in engaging and entertaining ways. Using a high-energy blend of ink drawings, stop motion and 3D animation, the result was a series of sequences that bring style and whimsy to a tough reality that needs exposure.

For all of its ambition, once it was in motion, WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN” came together relatively quickly. Guggenheim and Participant Media had previously forged a strong partnership on AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH, and now it seemed natural to re-team on another project about which they were equally passionate. The filmmakers wrote a treatment in early 2008, began shooting later that year, and by January of 2010 were winning the Sundance Film Festival’s Audience Award after rousing screenings.  

FINDING THE FAMILIES
“I want to go to college and get an education. Because if I have kids, I don’t want kids to be in this environment.  Like around here. Like, I mean I want my kids to have better than I had.”

-- Anthony, 5th grader, Washington, D.C.

To find the five unforgettable kids who form the emotional heart of WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN”, Davis Guggenheim and producer Lesley Chilcott, who collaborated with Guggenheim on AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH and his recent IT MIGHT GET LOUD, set out to talk those families currently embroiled in one of the most surreal aspects of our present public education system:  the school lotteries that leave the fulfillment of a child’s hopes and dreams to nothing more than a series of random numbers.  

“We were looking for a way to communicate the gravity of our education problems when we learned about the lotteries,” explains Chilcott.  “They just seemed so wrong – the very opposite of what America stands for.  You go to the store and there are seven different kinds of peanut butter to choose from, but you don’t get to choose your school?  And when there is a good school, the way you get to attend it is determined by a bouncing ball in a cage?  It was a powerful theme around which to tell these stories.”  

The filmmakers initially met with about 20 children and their families, each from different economic and geographic backgrounds, and each with their own stirring stories of yearning and determination to win the lottery.  They ultimately narrowed those 20 down to the five in the film, who include:

· Anthony, a Washington D.C. fifth grader who lost his father to drugs and hopes to take another path

· Bianca, a Harlem kindergartner whose single mom can no longer afford Catholic school tuition

· Daisy, an L.A. fifth grader who dreams of college, even though her parents didn’t finish high school

· Emily, a Silicon Valley eighth grader who has unwillingly been put on a non-collegiate “track”

· Francisco, a Bronx first-grader whose school just cannot provide him with the reading help he needs
Over the course of a year, Guggenheim and his team crisscrossed the country, spending considerable time with each of the five families, getting to know them and their unique struggles and situations, as well as getting a glimpse into their individual schools and quests for better opportunities. A series of intimate, on-camera interviews with the kids produced some of the film’s most starkly moving footage as their expressions and words revealed the undying spirit of their optimism that, in spite of the odds, they might be the ones to make it in a system that seems to put obstacles to success at every turn.  

“We ended up with a diverse mix of families, each from very different cities, and with very different concerns,” says Chilcott.  “But they all have one important thing in common:  which is working for the sake of their kids to make sure they have a better life.”  
FOLLOWING THE LEADERS

“Well now we know what works. We know that it’s just a lie that that disadvantaged kids can’t learn. We know that if you apply the right accountability standards you can get fabulous results. So why would we do something else?”

-- Jonathan Alter, Senior Editor, Newsweek  

The future of kids such as Anthony, Bianca, Daisy, Emily and Francisco lies not only in the luck of the draw but in the hands of adults – the parents, teachers, administrators, union leaders and policy makers who oversee the nation’s public school systems.  There is no hope without these people.  But Davis Guggenheim was well aware that after decades of big talk – on the part of everyone from U.S. Presidents to PTA leaders – and seemingly next to zero results, audiences would be skeptical that anyone might be able to heroically put things back on track.  

Guggenheim knew that many people have already given up on the idea of fixing our schools, thinking reform is just too complicated, too political, and, most of all, too against the odds to succeed.  

After all, aren’t some neighborhoods just too troubled by crime and poverty to ever produce high school graduates, let alone doctors and scientists and computer programmers?  

It was vital to Guggenheim to share that the answer to the question above turns out to be a now proven and resounding NO.  In WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN”, Guggenheim introduces a new generation of dynamic, pragmatic, reformers who have stopped talking about what’s wrong with the old system and started showing the world what can happen when you create new schools the right way.  With an emphasis on high-performing teachers, close-knit community relationships and an unwavering belief that every kid has the potential to learn and excel, schools in Harlem and East Los Angeles have recently blown away the prevailing myth that poor neighborhoods can never produce great schools. 

WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN” follows a handful of outspoken, charismatic leaders who are changing the game, including:

· GEOFFREY CANADA, the captivating former teacher who became a national educational hero when he created the Harlem Children’s Zone, an area of 97 square blocks where high school and college graduation rates have dramatically skyrocketed, revealing that schools can make a major impact even in the most disadvantaged neighborhoods

· MICHELLE RHEE, the feisty outsider who became Chancellor of Washington D.C.’s embattled public school system in 1997 and set out to radically change the system with a host of headline-making reforms -- including firing bad teachers and compensating good ones with much higher salaries

· RANDI WEINGARTEN, the formidable labor leader who headed the United Federation of Teachers through 2009, and currently heads the American Federation of Teachers – who has both been an advocate of education reform and protector of teachers’ benefits and interests at every turn

· DAVID LEVIN and MIKE FEINBERG, two frustrated teachers who broke away from the public school system to forge a nationwide group of 82 free, open-enrollment, independent schools known as KIPP (Knowledge is Power), where all students, no matter their backgrounds, are prepared for college

· ERIC HANUSHEK, a Senior Fellow at Stanford University whose vital research has revealed a profound relationship between teacher quality and class size on children’s achievement, regardless of background

Guggenheim sums up his reasons for following these particular reformers in this way:  “The big idea of what America is about – that every person can have a chance -- is at stake.  And right now, at this very moment, these are the same people who are proving that it’s possible and even practical to fix it.  It comes down to something that we say in the film:  you can’t have great schools without great teachers.  When you get past all the noise and all of the debate, that is what it is all about.”  

No one questions that the issues involved in education are complex – far more complex than any 2-hour feature film could fully elucidate.  But as Guggenheim and Chilcott met with this group of indefatigable innovators at the leading edge of education, they became more and more convinced that authentic change is possible – and if it’s possible, they reasoned, then it’s absolutely essential to spur more action.  

“After talking with people like Geoffrey and Michelle, you realize there are people who not only really understand what the problems are but who also have ideas about how to fix them right now,” says Chilcott. “That changes your perspective.”  
WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN” ends quite literally on an inspirational note with “Shine,” a song written especially for the film by six-time Grammy Award-winning recording artist, concert performer and philanthropist John Legend. 

Legend and Guggenheim were brought together by serendipity.  The singer-songwriter, who has long been committed to making a difference in the lives of others and whose Show Me Campaign uses education to break the cycle of poverty, was himself considering producing a documentary about public education – and Legend’s manager just happened to approach Guggenheim about directing it. Guggenheim stopped him and said, “I’m actually halfway through making that movie.” 

The lucky meeting resulted in Legend penning a heart-stirring anthem that seems to sum up the film’s emotional impact and leave audiences moved to act. “‘Shine’ manages to say musically everything that we wanted to say in this film,” Guggenheim says. “The first time I heard it, I cried.”

THE BIG QUESTION:  WHO WILL BE “SUPERMAN”?

 “There’s this unbelievable willingness to turn a blind eye to the injustices that are happening to kids every single day in our schools in the name of harmony amongst adults.”

-- Michelle Rhee, Washington D.C. School Chancellor

Some American schools are now producing world-class college students ready to take on anything; but many – too many -- American public schools are still under-performing.  So who will save those schools?  In WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN”, Davis Guggenheim suggests that the answer lies not out there in some superhero swooping in at the last possible minute but right here, with all of us:  ordinary tax-paying citizens and good neighbors who can demand better not just for our own kids but for all the nations’ kids.  

“It’s not just a story about ‘those other kids,’” says producer Chilcott.  “We’ve got a crisis going on at every income level and in every type of school.  One of the things we point out in the film is that our continuing acceptance of the present system means we’re not producing scientists and engineers fast enough to keep pace with the rest of the world.  We have to realize that all of our futures are at stake here.”  

By putting the focus on action, Guggenheim nixes ideological debates in WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN” but he doesn’t shy away from controversy.  The film shines a light on entrenched school practices long kept secret from the public – including an animated exposé of the “The Dance of the Lemons,” the outrageous process in which school principals pass their most poorly performing (but tenured) teachers onto other schools because they can’t fire them; and an inside look at the absurdities of the “Rubber Rooms,” where teachers under investigation are sometimes paid for years to sit and do absolutely nothing.  Since the film’s premiere at the Sundance Film Festival, these “Rubber Rooms” have been closed, but that only addresses one example of the various problems associated with handling chronically ineffective teachers.

“As much as politicians, reformers and the press know what some of these real problems are, they don’t talk enough about them,” Guggenheim says, “because they’re politically deadly. But the only way we’re going to address this crisis is if these uncomfortable truths are spoken out loud. And the only person who can do that right now is someone independent of the system, like maybe a documentary filmmaker.”

WHERE “SUPERMAN” ISN’T:

FACTS ABOUT EDUCATION IN AMERICA
“One of the saddest days of my life was when my mother told me ‘Superman’ did not exist. Cause even in the depths of the ghetto you just thought he was coming… She thought I was crying because it’s like Santa Claus is not real. I was crying because no one was coming with enough power to save us.”

-- Geoffrey Canada, Waiting for “Superman”
· Since 1971, educational spending in the U.S. has more than doubled from $4,300 per student to more than $9000 per student, adjusted for inflation. In that same time period, reading and math scores have remained flat in the U.S., and risen in virtually every other country.

· Each year, about 1.2 million students in the U.S. fail to graduate from high school.  High-school dropouts are more likely to earn low wages, go to jail and even live shorter lives. 

· For each year’s dropouts, America loses about $192 billion in lost income and taxes 

· Among 30 developed countries, the U.S. is ranked 25th in math and 21st in science. 
· Eight years into No Child Left Behind, the U.S. has four years left to reach the landmark education act’s goal of 100% proficiency in math and reading. Most states currently hover around 20 or 30% proficiency.  70% of 8th graders in the U.S. cannot read at grade level.  

· By the year 2020, 123 million American jobs will be high skill/high pay, but only 50 million Americans will be qualified to fill them. 

· For every year of schooling, the odds that a student will someday commit a serious felony such as murder or assault are reduced by almost a third. Americans currently spend on each individual prisoner more than twice what we spend on individual students.  

· In Illinois, one in 57 doctors lose their medical licenses; one in 97 attorneys lose their law licenses; but for teachers, only one in 2,500 have ever lost their credentials.

BECOMING “SUPERMAN”:

WHAT EVERYONE CAN DO TO HELP  

“We have often been called a special interest and I will never apologize for that because our special interests are the students we teach, 
they’re worth fighting for with every weapon in our arsenal.”

-- Randi Weingarten, President of the American Federation of Teachers

“Our system is broken, and it feels impossible to fix, but it can’t wait,” read the inspiring words that Davis Guggenheim includes at the end of WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN”.  Fortunately, there are steps all of us can take, right now, to help create better schools in any city, town or community.  There is a consensus on what works, including:

· Celebrate Great Teachers – Effective teachers are at the heart and soul of our students’ success—they are our super-heroes.  

· Ensure World-Class Standards – We need to ensure our students can compete in the global economy—setting common, high standards is a critical step.  

· Ensure Great Schools – We know we need to invest in innovative educational models with proven track records.  

· Raise Literacy Rates – In order to succeed, every child must be able to read.  
So what can ordinary people do?  A few simple things to remember:
· The power to change our schools lies within our own communities –there’s no time to wait for educational leaders and government programs to save the schools
· All kids can learn, no matter what their background, especially if they start in infancy and get community support until they graduate from high school
· Just as in technology and science, if you reward creative innovation in teaching, there will be more and more of it

· The most successful schools in America today are built on positive models of success and hope, rather than despair and low expectations. 

· Changing the educational system will take hard work, monetary investment and community-driven action – but now that we know it is possible to create a better future, what could possibly stop us?  
For more information about the movie go to http://www.waitingforsuperman.com/
ABOUT THE CHILDREN

“I won’t give up on my kids. There’s just so many different parents out there that want so much for their children.”




-- Maria, mother of Francisco, first grade, The Bronx    

Anthony is a fifth grader in Washington, D.C.  He attends one of  the worst performing school districts in the country, but he’s a good student and he studies hard.  He didn’t always enjoy school.  Anthony never knew his mother and after losing his father to drugs in 2004, he acted out in class, didn’t care about grades and had to repeat second grade.  He moved in with his grandparents who provided more discipline and with a good teacher, Anthony began to study, pay attention in class and has turned his grades around.  But next year he will move up to a struggling middle school where students fall two to three grade levels behind.  Anthony’s grandmother knows how difficult it will be for him to succeed at the school and worries about his safety. Anthony’s neighborhood is plagued by crime, drugs and violence.  Anthony needs a way out.  One school can offer him that opportunity.  SEED Charter School is one of the only public boarding schools in the country and it produces remarkable results.  At SEED Anthony would move out of his troubled neighborhood and into a challenging academic environment where nine out of 10 students go on to college.  But with 61 applicants for 24 spots, Anthony has less than a 50% chance of getting into SEED. 

Francisco is a first grader in the Bronx, New York.  He goes to a public school where it’s easy to slip through the cracks.  Maria, Francisco’s mother, knows the challenges Francisco faces because she graduated from a Bronx public school herself.  Maria is the first in her family to go to college.  She has a graduate degree and is a social worker.  As a parent she’s done everything she can to give her son opportunities that the local schools can’t provide.  She has enrolled him in two after-school reading programs at a local city college, she studies with him every night, and she’s reaching out to his teacher for more help.  But Francisco’s teacher is overworked and Maria keeps running into “the system.”  She’s running out of options.  She has applied Francisco to seven charter schools that all offer excellent academic programs, but he’s been denied admission every time.  Maria is now forced to look for schools outside of the Bronx.  She has applied Francisco to the Harlem Success Academy, a rigorous charter school that offers the individualized help Francisco needs as an English second language student.  Harlem Success Academy is a 45 minute commute from their apartment and it’s Francisco’s last chance to get into a good school.  If Francisco doesn’t get in, he will have to stay at his school and risk falling behind.  Francisco is one of 792 applicants applying for 40 spots.  He has a 5% chance of getting in. 

Daisy lives in East Los Angeles and is in the 5th grade.  She works hard and is determined to go to college. She already knows where she wants to go and has written to the college, asking that she be accepted.  Her dream is to be a doctor, but Daisy is about to enter one of the worst performing schools in Los Angeles.  In her neighborhood, 6 out of 10 students don’t graduate high school.  No one in Daisy’s family has completed high school either.  Her mother and father both dropped out to support their parents.  Daisy’s parents do everything they can to support their daughter because they want her to defy the odds and graduate, but private school isn’t an option.  Daisy’s father was recently laid off and her mother is a janitor at a nearby hospital.  They have limited options, but right down the street from their home is one of the best charter schools in Los Angeles: KIPP LA PREP.  Daisy has applied there with the hope that if she gets in she will graduate high school and fulfill her dream of becoming a doctor.  KIPP’s students rank among the best in Los Angeles and its demanding program will prepare Daisy for college in ways that her neighborhood public school cannot.  But  with 135 applicants for 10 spots, Daisy has a 14% chance of getting in. 

Bianca is a kindergartener in Harlem, New York.  She goes to a Catholic school because her mother, Nakia, worries about sending her daughter to the nearby public school.  Nakia is a single mother and pays $500 a month for Bianca’s tuition.  She is a receptionist, but is having trouble finding steady work.  Recently her hours have been cut back, so she can no longer afford Bianca’s tuition.  Nakia didn’t go to college and says she won’t let her daughter make that mistake.  She wants Bianca to get an education so she can have a career instead of a job, an opportunity Nakia missed.  Even though Bianca must change schools, Nakia made her a promise:  Bianca won’t get everything she wants, but she will get everything she needs.  That’s why Nakia has submitted Bianca’s application for a spot at Harlem Success Academy, a free charter school with remarkable teachers and excellent test results.  Bianca is one of 767 children vying for 35 spots.  She has a 5% chance of getting in.   

Emily is an 8th grader in Silicon Valley.  She lives in an affluent neighborhood with schools that boast high graduation rates.  The local high school has golf and water polo teams, a state-of-the-art drama theatre and amazing test scores.  She doesn’t have to worry about her safety or a lack of resources, but she does have to worry about her academic future.  She doesn’t want to go to her neighborhood school because the school tracks their students.  So if Emily isn’t considered to be as smart as another student, she will be placed on a  lower academic track with fewer learning opportunities.  Emily has trouble with math, so instead of working hard in her regular math class, she would be placed into a remedial course with worse teachers and lower expectations.  She wants to go to Summit Preparatory Charter High School where there is no student tracking.  Every student is held to the same set of high expectations, so Emily will learn more and improve her chances of getting into the college of her choice.  Emily is one of 455 applicants applying for 110 places.  She has a 24% chance of being accepted. 

ABOUT THE EDUCATORS

Geoffrey Canada is president and CEO of the Harlem Children’s Zone in Central Harlem, New York. Canada grew up poor in the South Bronx in a neighborhood not unlike Harlem.  He was surrounded by violence and drugs but used education as his ticket out of the Bronx.  Canada earned his bachelor’s degree at Bowdoin College and went on to receive his Masters degree from the Harvard School of Education.  He began his education career as an English and social studies teacher at a public school in Boston, Massachusetts in 1975.  He said he planned to “straighten out education in the nation” within a year or two,  only to find out that he was a terrible teacher for his first three years.  As he grew more competent as a teacher, he also grew more frustrated by the bureaucracy of the system and his inability to effect change.  Canada quit teaching and became an education consultant, which brought him back to New York City.  As a consultant, Canada studied the pitfalls of public schools and sought to strengthen the system through his own method of reforms that had never been done before.  His model was controversial and radical yet simple.  Since 1997, Canada has provided a pipeline for his students to follow from birth to college, giving them a safety net so they would never fall off track.  Harlem Children’s Zone has been described as a miracle and President Obama plans to replicate its success in cities across the country.

Michelle Rhee has been chancellor of the Washington, D.C. public school system since 2007.  She’s no stranger to controversy.  She says she isn’t concerned about shaking up the system because this is her first and only superintendency.  Rhee joined DC Public Schools as the seventh superintendent in just 10 years.   DC schools rank among the worst performing districts in the country, but in just two years, Rhee has been able to close 23 ineffective schools, reduce bureaucratic control and raise test scores across the city.  As superintendent she’s taken on unions, teachers and bureaucratic employees.   Rhee earned her undergraduate degree from Cornell University and her master’s degree in public policy from Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government.  Rhee joined Teach For America in Baltimore where she began her education career as second and third-grade teacher.  She taught for three years before she founded The New Teacher Project in 1997, a non-profit organization that trains and hires high-quality teachers.  The organization reformed teacher hiring procedures and helped place 23,000 teachers at schools around the country.  

Bill Strickland is an education entrepreneur in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania who has worked decades to form partnerships that provide education services in some of the city’s poorest neighborhoods.   As president and CEO of Manchester Bidwell Corporation, Strickland provides dozens of free after-school programs and services to children who attend low-performing public schools, the same schools he attended in the sixties.  The center has become an anchor for the community, a place where children can learn and gain inspiration to pursue their creative interests.   Today his after-school center offers classes in music, photography, ceramics and design to 3,900 children every year.  

David Levin and Mike Feinberg are both Teach For America teachers who began the Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP) in 1994.  After graduating from Ivy League colleges, Levin and Feinberg both began their teaching careers in Houston, Texas.  Neither was happy with the progress their students were making, so they began practicing unconventional teaching techniques, like making home visits to meet with students’ parents.  They employed teaching techniques that entertained students, like turning lesson plans into songs, and managed to raise students test scores.  Their progress allowed them to open a school that was independent from the rest of the Houston district.  It was a major success, so Levin replicated the school in New York City with the same results.   KIPP, which has now opened 82 schools across the country, is nationally recognized for its high-performance and has served as a model for other successful school programs like Geoffrey Canada’s Harlem Children’s Zone.  

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS

Davis Guggenheim (Director/Co-Writer) is a critically acclaimed, Academy Award®-winning director and producer, whose work includes IT MIGHT GET LOUD, the 2009 documentary featuring Jimmy Page, The Edge and Jack White, and AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH featuring former Vice President Al Gore which won the Oscar® for Best Documentary in 2007. More recently, Guggenheim directed Barack Obama's biographical film for the 2008 Democratic National Convention, as well as Obama's 30-minute primetime infomercial.
Guggenheim has also directed many television series including Deadwood, NYPD Blue and 24.

Lesley Chilcott (Producer) has collaborated with director Davis Guggenheim on the 2006 Academy Award® winning documentary AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH, the documentary feature IT MIGHT GET LOUD (2009), the Barack Obama biographic film for the Democratic National Convention A MOTHER’S PROMISE (2008), and WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN” (2010) on which she also served as the 2nd unit director. Other credits include a feature documentary about cartoonist GAHAN WILSON: BORN DEAD, STILL WEIRD (2007) and the animated short IT WAS A DARK AND SILLY NIGHT (2007).  

Lesley began her career at MTV Networks, working on large multi-camera shows including the creation of the first MTV Movie Awards. After MTV Lesley helped launch Tenth Planet Productions, producing music specials and multi-camera event shows.  Lesley moved on as an independent commercial producer, working with numerous distinguished directors and advertising agencies, producing hundreds of commercials and PSA’s over the last 15 years.

In addition to her work as documentary and commercial producer, in 2008 Lesley co-founded the non-profit Unscrew America, which continues her dedication to sustainability and environmental issues.  She is also a green correspondent and writes for several magazines. 
Billy Kimball (Co-Writer) has written for The Simpsons, Seinfeld, and Saturday Night Live and produced The Late Late Show and The Al Franken Show. He has received a Writers Guild Award for the 2009 Independent Spirit Awards, which he is writing again this year.
Jeff Skoll (Executive Producer) founded Participant Media (formerly Participant Productions) and serves as Chairman.  Jeff’s vision for Participant is to produce and finance entertainment that inspires a sustainable world of peace and prosperity.  

Skoll recently served as executive producer on Participant's films GOOD NIGHT, AND GOOD LUCK., NORTH COUNTRY, SYRIANA, AMERICAN GUN, AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH, THE WORLD ACCORDING TO SESAME STREET, FAST FOOD NATION, ANGELS IN THE DUST, JIMMY CARTER MAN FROM PLAINS, DARFUR NOW, THE KITE RUNNER, CHARLIE WILSON'S WAR, CHICAGO 10, THE VISITOR, STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURE, THE SOLOIST, PRESSURE COOKER, FOOD, INC., THE INFORMANT!, THE CRAZIES, FURRY VENGEANCE, CASINO JACK AND THE UNITED STATES OF MONEY, COUNTDOWN TO ZERO, WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN,” FAIR GAME and CANE TOADS: THE CONQUEST.

Diane Weyermann (Executive Producer) is Participant Media's Executive Vice President of Documentary Films and responsible for the company's documentary slate. Following WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN”, Participant’s upcoming documentaries include Mark Lewis’ CANE TOADS: THE CONQUEST along with films focusing on water scarcity and hunger.  Recent projects include Lucy Walker’s COUNTDOWN TO ZERO, Alex Gibney’s CASINO JACK AND THE UNITED STATES OF MONEY, Brian Hill’s CLIMATE OF CHANGE, Robert Kenner's Oscar®-nominated FOOD, INC. and Jennifer Grausman and Mark Becker's PRESSURE COOKER, as well as ANGELS IN THE DUST, JIMMY CARTER MAN FROM PLAINS, DARFUR NOW, CHICAGO 10, STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURE and the Oscar®-winning AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH.

Prior to joining Participant in October 2005, Weyermann enjoyed a long tenure as Director of the Sundance Institute's Documentary Film Program.

Erich Roland (Cinematographer) Roland served as the director of photography on Davis Guggenheim’s IT MIGHT GET LOUD and the Oscar®-winning documentary short JOHNSTOWN FLOOD. He also worked on the Emmy Award-winning projects The Forgetting (PBS) and The Secret Life of Cats (National Geographic). Roland began his career as a camera operator on such feature films as DRIVING MISS DAISY and Richard Linklater’s THE NEWTON BOYS . 
Bob Richman (Cinematographer) won the 2009 Sundance Film Festival’s Excellence in Cinematography Award for THE SEPTEMBER ISSUE. Richmond shot the Academy Award® winning AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH and Academy Award® nominated MY ARCHITECT. His other credits include METALLICA: SOME KIND OF MONSTER; PARADISE LOST: THE ROBIN HOOD HILLS CHILD MURDERS, for which he was nominated for a prime time Emmy; THE PRODUCERS: A MUSICAL ROMP WITH MEL BROOKS; and multiple episodes of the Sundance Channel series Iconoclast. Richman’s first film as a director, AHEAD OF TIME, an intimate portrait of the 97-year-old journalist Ruth Gruber, screened at the 2009 Toronto International Film Festival.

Greg Finton (Editor) has worked for over twenty years in documentaries, television and film, including projects with directors Davis Guggenheim, RJ Cutler, Penelope Spheeris, and Morgan Spurlock. WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN” continues his association with director Davis Guggenheim. His credits include TEACH, A MOTHERS PROMISE (the Barack Obama bio film for the Democratic National Convention), IT MIGHT GET LOUD, 30 Days and American High.

Jay Cassidy A.C.E. (Editor)’s most recent credits are BROTHERS, directed by Jim Sheridan and CONVICTION, with Hilary Swank, Sam Rockwell and Minnie Driver (slated for release in Fall ’10). Cassidy has a long association with Davis Guggenheim, having first worked for his father, Charles Guggenheim, in the 1970s in Washington, D.C.  For Davis, Cassidy edited AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH, which won the 2007 Academy Award® for Best Documentary and the ACE “Eddie" award for Best Documentary. He also edited Guggenheim’s Peabody-award winning PBS documentary THE FIRST YEAR.  In 2008, Cassidy received the 2008 Academy Award® nomination for editing and an ACE "Eddie" nomination for best edited feature film (dramatic) for  INTO THE WILD, directed by Sean Penn. His long editorial association with Penn began with Penn's first film, THE INDIAN RUNNER and continued with THE CROSSING GUARD, THE PLEDGE, and 11.09.01.  Cassidy also had the opportunity edit Penn’s performance in THE ASSASSINATION OF RICHARD NIXON.  

Born in Chicago and raised in Highland Park, Illinois, Cassidy earned a degree in American Culture from the University of Michigan.  His early background was editing documentaries and political advertisements for Davis's father, Charles Guggenheim. In 1976, he moved to Los Angeles to attend the American Film Institute’s Center for Advanced Film Studies.

Kim Roberts (Editor) is an Emmy-winning editor of feature documentaries. Her recent work includes FOOD, INC. and AUTISM: THE MUSICAL, winner of two Emmys.  Roberts’ other films include Oscar® nominees and Sundance Grand Jury Prize Winners DAUGHTER FROM DANANG and LONG NIGHT’S JOURNEY INTO DAY; Peabody and Emmy Award winner TWO DAYS IN OCTOBER; Emmy winner MADE IN L.A.; THE FALL OF FUJIMORI; Independent Spirit Award Winner LOST BOYS OF SUDAN; SXSW Grand Prize winner A HARD STRAIGHT and DADDY AND PAPA.  Roberts won an Emmy for AUTISM: THE MUSICAL, her third nomination. She’s the recipient of a Student Academy Award® and is a WGA Award nominee. Roberts also works with her husband to write/direct narrative films, including the feature WILDERNESS SURVIVAL FOR GIRLS, which is distributed by ContentFilms/Image Entertainment. Roberts received her Masters Degree in Documentary Film Production from Stanford University. 

Sean Donnelly (Animator) is one of the founding artists at Awesome + Modest, an animation boutique in Brooklyn specializing in hand-made techniques for documentary films. Awesome + Modest created the animation for RESOLVED, a documentary by Greg Whitely about high school debate, which won the jury prize at the LA Film Festival, got picked up by HBO and went on to be nominated for 2 Emmys.  Donnelly and his team animated fabric and personal objects for the PBS documentary BRONX PRINCESS, put colored pencil drawings in 3D landscapes for an upcoming documentary about Billy Joel and they did hand drawn pen and ink animations for the upcoming James Houston film LET’S TALK ABOUT SEX.  Donnelly’s work in WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN” combined hand drawn animation, stop motion, 3D and motion graphics to create a unique look that worked for the film. He has also created music videos and commercials for AOL, Scion, MSN, The Sundance Channel, The Spinto Band, Tally Hall and many more.  

John Legend (Original Song: “Shine”), a recording artist, concert performer and philanthropist, has won six Grammy awards and was named one of Time magazine’s 100 most influential people. John launched his career as a session player and vocalist, contributing to best-selling recordings by Lauryn Hill, Alicia Keys, Jay-Z and Kanye West before recording his own unbroken chain of Top 10 albums -- Get Lifted (2004), Once Again (2006), and Evolver (2008) --each of them reaching #1 on the Billboard R&B/Hip Hop charts.
Throughout his career, John has worked to make a difference in the lives of others. In 2007, John Legend launched the Show Me Campaign (ShowMeCampaign.org), an initiative that uses education to break the cycle of poverty. John was awarded the CARE Humanitarian Award for Global Change in June 2009 and received the 2009 Bishop John T. Walker Distinguished Humanitarian Service Award by Africare. John stars in THE PEOPLE SPEAK, a film about social change in the U.S., and is a frequent guest on political talk shows including Real Time with Bill Maher and Anderson Cooper 360º. He supported President Barack Obama’s campaign, including appearances at benefit rallies and concerts; the premiere of a new song, "If You're Out There," at the 2008 Democratic National Convention; and a live Inauguration Day performance. 
In his Time 100 tribute to John, Quincy Jones explained "He is a genius…and we've seen only the tip of the iceberg. For all that he has already achieved in his career, it is going to be fun watching where he goes from here."
ABOUT PARTICIPANT MEDIA

Participant Media is a Los Angeles-based entertainment company that focuses on socially relevant, commercially viable feature films, documentaries and television, as well as publishing and digital media.  Participant Media is headed by CEO Jim Berk and was founded in 2004 by philanthropist Jeff Skoll, who serves as Chairman. Ricky Strauss is President.

Participant exists to tell compelling, entertaining stories that bring to the forefront real issues that shape our lives.  For each of its projects, Participant creates extensive social action and advocacy programs which provide ideas and tools to transform the impact of the media experience into individual and community action.  Participant films include THE KITE RUNNER, CHARLIE WILSON’S WAR, DARFUR NOW, AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH, GOOD NIGHT, AND GOOD LUCK, SYRIANA, STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURE, THE VISITOR, THE SOLOIST, FOOD, INC., THE COVE, THE INFORMANT!, THE CRAZIES, OCEANS, FURRY VENGEANCE, CASINO JACK AND THE UNITED STATES OF MONEY, COUNTDOWN TO ZERO, WAITING FOR “SUPERMAN,” and the upcoming releases FAIR GAME and CANE TOADS: THE CONQUEST.

ABOUT WALDEN MEDIA

Walden Media specializes in entertainment for the whole family. Past award-winning films include: THE CHRONICLES OF NARNIA series, “JOURNEY TO THE CENTER OF THE EARTH, NIM’S ISLAND and CHARLOTTE’S WEB. Upcoming films include RAMONA & BEEZUS starring Selena Gomez and the third installment in the Narnia series THE CHRONICLES OF NARNIA: THE VOYAGE OF THE DAWN TREADER.

