A Documentary Film by David Collier & Suzanne LaFetra

“an uplifting colorful documentary”
~ San Francisco Chronicle
“F R E E particularly stands out”
~ San Jose Mercury News
David Collier’s beautifully photographed images of [Oakland] and an original soundtrack by Todd Boekelheide add to the film’s impact.”
~ Piedmont Post
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What is it like to grow up in one of the nation’s most violent cities? Capturing the
raw beauty and powerful grace of a dance company for at-risk youth, F R E E
journeys behind the curtain to spotlight the intimate stories of five teenagers in
Oakland, California. This uplifting documentary showcases art’s ability to transform violence, poverty and isolation.
Medium Synopsis
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F-R-E-E is a documentary that follows five teens through a year in a dance program in Oakland, California. In a city infamous for violence and high drop out
rates, Destiny Arts provides a safe place for teens to come and share their stories and move their bodies. Each year, 20 diverse students are accepted into
the Destiny Arts Youth Performance Company, where they spend months creating a performance based on their lives.
Jamany barely escapes juvenile hall. Tilly has little outlet for the pain of a broken relationship and resorts to cutting. Nee Nee's mother has breast cancer and
can't afford to pay the water bill. Alaysia is trying to cope with a childhood
rape. Omar's health causes him to redefine family.
But when they have a chance to move their bodies and share their stories,
things change for them. Their journey in the Destiny Arts Youth Performance
Company reveals how collaborative art can be a foundation for personal discovery.
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Long Synopsis

!
!

Behind a curtain, jittery teens hold hands in a circle. It’s opening night. For
months they’ve choreographed, scripted, and rehearsed. Who they are, where
they’ve come from, and what they want to become—their stories shape the
show.

!

What is it like to grow up in one of the nation’s most violent cities? Capturing the
raw beauty and powerful grace of a dance company for at-risk youth,
F R E E journeys behind the curtain to spotlight the intimate stories of five
teenagers in Oakland, California. This uplifting documentary showcases art’s ability to transform violence, poverty and isolation.

!

Nee Nee shares a bedroom (and a bed) with her mother in a small apartment,
along with her brother and his baby. When her mother struggles with breast
cancer, Nee Nee takes on more responsibilities than the average teen.

!

At twelve, Jamany thought guns, violence and drugs were the way to fit in.
“Without a father to show me how to live my life,” he says, “I turned to the
streets.”

!

Omar has lived in eleven foster homes. He recently was adopted and lives with
“two Caucasian females,” he giggles, describing his moms. “It just sounds funny
when I say it out loud.”

!

Alaysia is in the painful process of prosecuting a man who raped her. “You feel
gross sometimes. You just want it to all go away,” she says, her voice breaking.
Tilly struggles in a turbulent relationship, and the pain causes her to cut herself.
“Friends at school, you can’t really trust them,” Tilly cautions. “You can, at Destiny.”

!

The majority of students who come to Destiny Arts Center live in neighborhoods
filled with speeding cop cars, and makeshift memorials for murder victims. Navigating through adolescence is challenging enough, but in a city plagued by some
of the highest crime rates in the nation, growing up is even tougher.

!

Using guided meditations, dance and poetry, Sarah Crowell, the artistic director
at Destiny Arts Center, creates a safe space for students to digest the world
around them, “so that they can come through adolescence shiny, and not
broken,” Sarah says.

!

The newly formed company begins its first team building exercise: if you really
knew me…you would know that I have been homeless…that I was shot when I
was eight…that my dad verbally abused us...

!

!3

www.FREEthedocumentary.com

The process of building the show is intense. The youth are responsible for script
writing, costume design and choreography. The show matures through thoughtprovoking writing exercises. Tilly writes, “I am sitting on a sidewalk because my
people don’t want me in their house anymore. To them I am old and tattered…
there’s a sign taped to my forehead that reads F-R-E-E.” Eyes sparkle; so begins
the creation of the show, F-R-E-E: Voices Beyond the Curbside.

!

Behind the smiles, sweat, and excitement, the young people face issues at home.
Alaysia pushes herself to confront her perpetrator. Tilly struggles with loneliness,
but bonds with her teacher at Destiny. Jamany walks through streets of his
neighborhood. “Without dancing I would be scared of myself,” he says, the sun
flaring behind him as cars cruise by. Nee Nee, uncertain about what’s next, halfheartedly turns to an Air Force recruiter. Omar, who has taken a lead role, suddenly drops off the map. When he finally returns to Destiny, he reveals a devastating secret. Sarah holds his hand. “You have a community, and we aren’t going
to let you fall,” she affirms.

!

As opening night approaches, the tension builds. Kids trip over each other, fling
scripts to the ground in frustration and flub their entrances. Even Sarah worries:
will they be ready when the curtain goes up?

!

It’s show time. The show unfolds, and the beauty of their months of work is unveiled, with each teen sharing their story in dance and spoken word. Performing
doesn’t make their problems disappear, but shining a light on their experiences
helps them to find meaning in their struggles. As Sarah puts it, “Telling the truth
is better in the long run, even if it hurts coming out.”

!

As the curtain comes down, there are bows and broad smiles, but mostly there is
dancing. The kids move--unadulterated and free.

!
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The Teens

!

Nee Nee

!

“I like to push myself to do things that really girls shouldn’t do or
can’t do. I want to be the girl who does it.”

!
!
!
Jamany
!

“I don’t know where I would be without dancing. I wouldn’t know
myself, I wouldn’t know my breaking point. I wouldn’t know how to
calm down. Without dancing, I would be scared of myself.”

!

!

!
Omar
!

“…I was still hiding behind what people wanted me to be. I was
scared to show who I really was.”

!
!
!
!
Alaysia
!

“…It happened. It’s not just a nightmare or another page in my
diary. It happened. It happened to me.”

!
!
Tilly

!

“…I am sitting on a sidewalk because my people don’t want me in
their house anymore. To them, I am old and tattered. There’s a
sign tape to my forehead that reads F R E E.”

!
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About Destiny
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Destiny Arts Center is an afterschool program in Oakland, California, with a mission to end isolation, prejudice and violence in the lives of young people.
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Destiny Arts Youth Performance Company

The Destiny Arts Youth Performance Company (DAYPC) was created in 1993 by
Destiny’s current Artistic Director, Sarah Crowell with Destiny’s founder, Kate
Hobbs. The intention was to create a forum for youth to express a message of
peace and empowerment through dance, theater, martial arts, rap and song.
Every year, youth are chosen through a rigorous audition process that looks at
their current level of artistic skill, but also their ability to perform and their commitment to group process. Selected company members then engage in an intensive 9-month season of training, rehearsals, scriptwriting, fundraising, and performing. The rehearsals include highly interactive conversations to illuminate the
intention of each annual performance. Joined by the Destiny Junior Company
(DJC) in 2009, what has emerged are critically acclaimed pre-professional companies that are respected for both their technical prowess and their commitment
to the values embodied by all Destiny Arts Center programs: Love, Respect,
Care, Responsibility, Honor, and Peace. All youth company members engage in a
collaborative process with the company’s Artistic Directors and working professional artists to create original art that engages and re-constructs personal histories as vehicles for social change.

!
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About the Filmmakers

Director/Producer

!

Suzanne LaFetra is an award-winning writer and filmmaker. Her writing has
appeared in numerous publications, including the San Francisco Chronicle, the
Christian Science Monitor and on the San Francisco NPR affiliate KQED. She has
published work in fourteen anthologies and numerous literary journals, including
Brevity, Pearl and Rosebud, and wrote a weekly arts feature for Knight Ridder.
She is the Executive Producer of She Wants to be a Matador (2009). She has
long believed in the power of film as a medium for social change. Being the
mom/stepmom to four adolescents has made her particularly keen on the youth
development work portrayed in F R E E. This is her directorial debut.

!

Director/Producer/Director of Photography
David Collier has been a prominent figure in the film and video world since 1985.
David enjoys the scope of his job, which ranges from visual artist and story-teller
to business entrepreneur. He takes great pleasure in working with clients to get
at the heart of their message and weave it into a creative, visual treatment.

!

Straight out of college, David directed and produced For Better or For Worse, a
film that explores the lives and relationships of five feisty couples married for fifty
years or longer. It earned him several awards, including an Academy Award®
nomination and brought him a wonderful range of documentary jobs for PBS,
BBC, Discovery, MTV and Animal Planet. David sees his work as a license to be
curious. Over the years, he has been fortunate to work with a wide-spectrum of
clients including Adobe, Adidas, Gap, Clif Bar, Apple, The San Francisco Symphony and Microsoft. His projects have led him not only to amazing places, but also
into the lives of incredible people and organizations around the world.
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Editor
!

Jennifer Chinlund is an award-winning editor. She has edited dozens of documentary films including Children of the Amazon, The Self Made Man, Discovering
Dominga, Baby It’s You, and Complaints of a Dutiful Daughter, which won an
Emmy and was nominated for an Academy Award. Other broadcast credits include Secrets of Silicon Valley andBeyond the Call, both on Independent
Lens; Coming to Light, Edward S. Curtis and the North American Indian, on
American Masters; and Ishi, the Last Yahi, on PBS’s American Experience. Her
films have been shown at many international film festivals, including Sundance,
Berlin, San Francisco, Telluride Mountainfilm and Tribeca.

!
Composer
!

Todd Boekelheide started working in film in 1974 at American Zoetrope, Francis
Ford Coppola’s production company in San Francisco. He left Zoetrope in 1976
and over the next few years edited picture and sound, became interested in writing music for films, and began music studies at Mills College in Oakland. As he
developed his film scoring career, he also specialized as a rerecording mixer, winning an Oscar for mixing the music on Amadeus in 1984. He has scored several
feature films, including Dim Sum and Nina Takes a Lover and numerous documentaries, notably Hearts of Darkness: A Filmmaker’s Apocalypse and Ballets
Russes. In 1999 he won an Emmy for his score for the documentary Kids of
Survival: The Life and Art of Tim Rollins and the KOS. In 2007 he was nominated for an Emmy for his score for Boffo! Tinseltown's Bombs and Blockbusters,
and in 2010 he was nominated for another Emmy, this time for the score for
Blessed is the Match. Up-to-date credits information can be found at www.tobomusic.com.
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Credits
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Produced and Directed by
David Collier & Suzanne LaFetra
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Director of Photography
David Collier
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Edited by
Jennifer Chinlund
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Original Music by
Todd Boekelheide
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FEATURING
Alaysia Brooks
Omar Evans
Renysha “Nee Nee” Franklin
Natalie “Tilly” Reclosado
Jamany Sneed
Sarah Crowell
Rashidi Omari
THE DESTINY ARTS YOUTH
PERFORMANCE COMPANY
Chloe Alston
Dorianna Blitt
Kiana Brown
Richie Domingo
Amber Espinosa-Jones
Zoe Huey
Jasmine “Mikki” Johnson
Chyna Kane-Ross
Jalena Keane-Lee
Ellen Kobori
Ejahye Lyons-Clark
Julia Philips
Djanai Love
Sasha Peterson
Alan Purify-Wright
Yaneivi Quinn
Anisha Ragland
Dazia Robinson
Cleopatra Steven
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ALSO APPEARING
Jackie Bruckman
Brittany Davis
Tashanique Hankins
Matthew Melendez
Jacqueline Oriabure
Denice Simpson
Lauren Stevenson
Ronnie Osborne
Shar Rednour
Cathy Rivers Smith
Antanique Sneed
Sergeant K. Sutphen
Aaron Young
Additional Camera
Vincent Huergas
Alrik Bursell
Shaleece Haas
Carmen Osterley
Joe Wolohan
Miles Burke
Sound Recording
Greg Miller
Kevin Oliver
Jeremiah Moore
John Churchman
Darcel Walker
ADDITIONAL EDITING
Julie Caskey
Production Assistants
Lisa Harding
Ran Courtney
POST PRODUCTION
SUPERVISORS
Chelsea Walton
Kyung Lee
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Assistant Editing
Julien de Benedictis
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Data Management
Alrik Bursell
Dan Williams
Joseph Shafer

Legal
Justine Jacob, Lee, Lawless & Blythe
Maryam Soleiman, The Rights Workshop, Inc.
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Festival and Marketing Coordinator

Jessica Jones
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Archival Research
Patti Tauscher
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Still photographs courtesy of
Lauren Stevenson, Junction Box
Consulting
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Archival photograph courtesy of
Nic Bekaert
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Original Artwork by
Tilly Reclosado
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Sound design
John Nutt
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Rerecording Mixer
Mark Berger
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Colorist
Gary Coates
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TITLE DESIGN STUDIO B FILMS
"Save Me"
Words and music by Warren Felder,
Onika Tanya Maraj and Andrew
Wansel
(c) SONGS OF UNIVERSAL, INC. ON
BEHALF OF HARAJUKU BARBIE MUSIC, AND MONEY MACK MUSIC
(BMI)
Performed by Nicki Minaj
Courtesy of Cash Money Records,
Inc./Universal
Under license from Universal Music
Enterprises
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Laurie Coyle
Gemma Cubero
Abby Ginzberg
Rick Goldsmith
Athena Kalkopoulou
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Brian Lilla
Joe Morgan
Jane Selle Morgan
Greg O’Toole
Osnat Surer
Christina Tavera
Gina Truex
Kenji Yamamoto
Alameda Beauty College
Bandaloop
Laney College
Mario B Productions
Montalvo Arts Center
US Airforce
Special Thanks to
Sarah Crowell
Destiny Arts
The DAYPC of 2010-11 and their
families
The families of Destiny Arts
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Notable Press
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"37th Mill Valley Film Festival, Big Success". Talk 2SV. http://talk2sv.com/movies/
37th-mill-valley-film-fest-big-success/
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"David and Suzanne's Documentary F R E E Premieres at the Mill Valley Film Festival". Studio B Blog. http://www.studiobfilms.com/david-suzannes-documentaryfree-premiers-mill-valley-film-festival/
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“Destiny Dance Gives Hope to Oakland Youth”. San Francisco Gate. http://
www.sfgate.com/performance/article/Destiny-Dance-gives-hope-to-Oaklandyouth-5802960.php#page-2
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“Film Explores Oakland Teens’ Artistic Collaboration”. KALW Forum (radio
broadcast). http://kalw.org/post/interview-director-suzanne-lafetra
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“F R E E Documents Destiny Arts.” Oakland Magazine. http://www.oaklandmagazine.com/Oakland-Magazine/October-2014/FREE-Documents-Destiny-Arts/

!
“From Curbside to FREE”. Piedmont Post. (link currently unavailable)
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“Mill Valley Film Fest: 5 Things We’re Excited About”. Mercury News. http://
www.mercurynews.com/entertainment/ci_26630025/mill-valley-film-fest-5things-were-excited
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“Mill Valley Film Festival: ‘F R E E’”. San Francisco Chronicle. http://www.sfchronicle.com/movies/article/Mill-Valley-Film-Festival-F-R-E-E-5762665.php?
cmpid=twitter-premium&t=75619e2743331b8bde
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“Mill Valley Film Festival Ready to Roll”. San Francisco Gate. http://www.sfgate.com/movies/article/Mill-Valley-Film-Festival-ready-to-roll-5762639.php
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Film Stills
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1. In the clouds
Courtesy of F R E E
Design by Liz Feder
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2. I am F R E E
Courtesy of F R E E
Design by Liz Feder
3. Alaysia
Courtesy of F R E E
4. In the wings
Courtesy of F R E E
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5. Rashidi Jumping
Photographer: Lauren Stevenson
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6. Jamany and Alan Jumping
Photographer: Lauren Stevenson
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7. Studio Jump
Courtesy of F R E E

!16

www.FREEthedocumentary.com

