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A Stand-Up Guy in the Classroom

W

Jason Strouse worked as a television writer and a stand-up
comedian before becoming a high school English teacher.

the film’s protagonist faces, whether or not to
take a better-paying job that he finds morally
repugnant, is a situation that constantly robs
school systems of talent.
“One of the things that I experienced
during my career,” he says, “is a number of
brilliant teachers who left the profession just
because they couldn’t afford to be teachers.”
Strouse believes that teachers earn a small
fraction of what they truly deserve to be paid,
based on their impact on society.
He saw evidence of that impact during the
summer film shoot, when kids from his classes
joined his crew. “They were just amazing.
The adults just couldn’t believe it. And I said,
‘look, these are not regular kids, you know,
the kid over there with the camera is going
to be an engineer someday, and the girl over
there wrangling extras is gonna be a surgeon.’
I knew they could do it. I knew they would
come through.”
And that is what makes a Teacher of the Year.
		
—Lara Klaber
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hat happens when a stand-up
comedian decides to retire from the
road and start a family? For “Teacher
of the Year” director Jason Strouse, that meant
it was time to take up teaching AP English.
“I got married, so stand-up comedy wasn’t
really as attractive anymore,” he says. “It’s a real
young man’s job, and I didn’t want to travel
anymore. And I knew that the writing would
come and go, but you gotta pay your bills
consistently.”
He wasn’t sure whether teaching was the
answer, but it turned out that he was a natural.
“I adapted to teaching so quickly because
of my stand-up comedy experience. It’s so
similar, except it’s easier because the audience
is sober and they can’t leave.”
Almost immediately, he found himself
playing problem-solver. “When I first
arrived, the kids had just lost their film club
. . . and then I was talking to the principal of
the school, and she was complaining about
the work-study program. She said, ‘I get these
kids these great placements in doctors’ offices
and working in law firms, but then they come
back and they tell me all they’re doing is
making copies and getting coffee.’”
Meanwhile Strouse had received financing
for a film but needed to keep costs down. “I
said, ‘well, you know, I want to make a movie,
and if you let me use the school, I’ll give them
some real jobs where they’ll get some real
experience.’ She said, ‘that sounds great to us.’”
Although he had originally been working
with a different script, “Teacher of the Year”
developed naturally as a result.
“When TV shows and movies are about
teaching,” he points out, “they’re usually
overly dramatic. I think that there’s an
inherent drama in just educating kids, but
there’s comedy there, and it doesn’t have to
be so big, because the small daily aspects of
the job are just so funny to me.”
At the same time, “Teacher of the Year” does
not pull any punches. The hard choice that

Meet the Filmmakers: Want to know more about the people
behind your favorite CIFF films? Check out the CIFF YouTube
channel for the “Meet the Filmmakers” series. New video
interviews are added every day of the festival!
https://www.youtube.com/user/ClevelandFilmFest
See these filmmaker interviews and more on the CIFF website
or YouTube channel today. TOP: “Dusk” Co-producer Ryan
Lewis (left) and Director Michael Maney. MIDDLE: “In the
Clouds” Director and Screenwriter Marcelo Mitnik. BOTTOM:
“Still” Co-producer Colette Delaney-Smith and Director
Simon Blake.
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TEACHER OF THE YEAR
is playing today at 8:30 p.m.
at the Hanna Theatre

Added Screenings:
Friday March 27th

To Ban or Not to Ban:
The Bottled Water Debate

C

oncord, Massachusetts, home of “the shot
heard round the world” that kicked off
the American Revolution, has had a long
history of patriots and statement makers.The
latest in the line of activists is 84-year-old Jean
Hill who has taken on the uphill battle against
plastic water bottles.
“When I first read of Jean’s 2010 attempt to
pass a bottle ban, the story was reminiscent of
Rocky, if Stallone were replaced with a fiery
grandmother,” says director Kris Kaczor.
“Worried that Jean’s efforts would be lost to
history, in 2011 we began to film her third
attempt battling the third largest corporation
in the world.”
Kaczor’s film, “Divide in Concord” takes a
look at a town divided over the issue of bottled
water bans. Similar debates are happening in
several other cities across the country, so the
topic is timely.
“We feel most nations today are living in a
way that Earth cannot sustain,” Kaczor says. “We
also feel communities have the right to maintain
the quality and control of their own public water
supply. Concord’s unique story was precisely
where these two notions intersect.”
The specific issue of banning the sale of
single-serve plastic bottles is a major point of
contention in Concord for residents on both
sides of the issue. However, the heated debates
are not arbitrary but rather come from very
practical reasoning to ban or not to ban.
“Most everyone easily agreed to on-camera
interviews to have their opinions documented,”
says Kaczor. “We were quickly taken aback at
how knowledgeable the citizens of Concord
were on the various positions they held. It
became clear that, although divided, they were
not misinformed.”

The Black Panthers: Vanguard of
the Revolution 4:05 pm
Comedy Shorts Program 8:50 pm

Saturday March 28th

Man from Reno 9:05 am
In Order of Disappearance 9:15 am
Labyrinthus 9:20 am
Hollywood Shorts Program 11:20 am

Sunday March 29th

Run Boy Run 9:00 am
Take Me to the River 9:00 am
All-Stars 6:50 pm
Audience Choice Shorts Program 7:20 pm

Late Additions:
Friday March 27th
Being Evel 9:50 pm

Sunday March 29th
Being Evel 11:50 am

Check for the latest festival updates
on Twitter or Facebook. Or visit
www.clevelandfilm.org/festival/updates

Challenge Match
The Challenge Match is the CIFF’s annual
fundraising campaign, and the only time of
the year that we ask for your support (we do
not send out solicitation letters at any time).
The challenge to you – our audience – is to
raise $125,000, which will be matched by
Cuyahoga Arts & Culture.

We are $63,389 closer to
reaching our goal of $125,000
A $10 DONATION QUALIFIES YOU FOR
ONE OF THESE FABULOUS PRIZES!!
NIGHT AT THE MUSEUM(S): Your family
can visit the area’s most popular
museums with family memberships for
the Botanical Garden and Zoo and tickets
for the Rock Hall and Aquarium.

THE HOME FOR INSPIRATION

Stop by the Challenge Match table in
the Tower City Cinemas lobby to donate.

Official Airline of the 39th CIFF
The Cleveland International Film Festival receives public
support with local tax dollars from Cuyahoga Arts &
Culture, to preserve and enrich our region’s artistic and
cultural heritage.

Kris Kaczor has worked as a composer, cinematographer, director,
and production assistant.

Even though locals were more than willing
to participate, other aspects of the filmmaking
process proved challenging in many ways.
“Besides creepy hauntings, vehicle break-ins,
self-funding the film, and random hotel fires, the
largest challenge in making this film was giving
equal respect to the opinions of a clearly divided
town,” Kaczor says. “We wanted the film to
be a mirror to reality, rather than a platform to
preach.”
Whether audiences agree or disagree with Jean
Hill and her firm stance for a bottle ban, she is a
reminder that one individual can, in fact, make
an impact in a big way.
“Instead of complaining about something, a
person should do their best to make it better,”
says Kaczor. “As Jean hopes, ‘This bottle ban has
to pass. People will say, if Concord can do it, so
can we.’ And it will spread like a stone in the
water and the circles going around it.’”
—Amy Brown
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A NIGHT AT THE RITZ: Enjoy a relaxing
Sunday with a night at The Ritz-Carlton,
Cleveland! Included in the package are
overnight accommodations, unlimited
in-room movies, a $50 in-room dining
credit, and more.
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 IVIDE IN CONCORD
is playing today at 8:30 p.m.

ONLINE

Visit The Daily online edition at
www.clevelandfilm.org/festival/the-daily.

TODAY’S ONLINE VERSION INCLUDES:
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT!
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Festival Updates

• Still Dreaming

(Playing today at 6:00 p.m. at the Hanna Theatre)

Jilann Spitzmiller shares the ups and downs of
making a film about Lilian Booth’s Actor’s Home,
a community for retired Broadway actors.
“Billy Mize and the Bakersfield Sound” director Joe Saunders,
CIFF Executive Director Marcie Goodman, and Cleveland Cinemas
President Jonathan Forman gather before introducing Saunders’
film to the audience at the Rick Whitbeck Evening at the Cedar Lee
Theatre. The evening was presented in memory of Rick Whitbeck,
who was one of the founders of the Film Festival.

• Mirage (Playing today at 7:00 p.m.)

Jim Stark, a frequent collaborator with Jim
Jarmusch, discusses how his Cleveland roots
connect to his filmmaking.

