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THE THIRD MONDAY IN OCTOBER

Blending the passion and honesty of the kids in the documentary Spellbound with the real life situations behind the comedy Election and the political insight of The War Room comes the quirky, spirited and moving documentary, The Third Monday in October.  In the fall of 2004, amidst the heavily campaigned months of what was called the most important American election in modern times, Producer/Director, Vanessa Roth led a team of award winning filmmakers into the heart of the campaigns and elections on which millions of families across the country focused; Not the presidential race between President George W. Bush and Senator John Kerry, but the Presidential elections of their 12 year old sons and daughters vying for the promise of leading their middle school student councils.  Taking an intimate journey with 11 of these young candidates from 4 schools across the United States as they enter their races, through their campaigning, slogan writing, poster making, public speaking and debates - and up until the final emotional and dramatic day of school elections (often held on the third Monday in October) we see a true slice of American politics - raw and uncensored through the eyes and votes of 12 year olds.  

The Third Monday in October takes us from the affluent Marin County middle school where the incumbent 7th grade President is known as Student Action Man, to downtown San Francisco where candidates fight for their right to have textbooks, to a private school in Texas where candidates are just as interested in the national elections as in their own, and into the heart of Atlanta where three best friends, all cheerleaders fiercely compete in the race where the stakes have never been higher.
As the arc of the film unfolds the anticipation rises in both the public and private lives of these young candidates as Election Day draws near – it is no coincidence that the film was shot during the most heavily campaigned months of the National Presidential Elections.  As the film delves into the lives of this nation’s youngest political hopefuls as they risk their views and reputations in front of everyone they know, the national presidential race is everywhere.  And as these young candidates form their campaigns at school, they are also just beginning to form their beliefs and ideas about the world around them and just beginning to understand how these ideas become the basis for a political identity.  Taking advantage of this time in history in national politics, the film shows the often awkward, yet emphatic views of these young people and through them we get to know what the next generation of voters are thinking about, where their values and attitudes lie, and what they hope comes of the “national agenda” in the coming years.   

In the end, as we watch these young people; some uniquely confident, some painfully awkward, and each passionate navigate their way through understanding their own values, morals and beliefs, The Third Monday in October gives us the youngest of leaders with humor, compassion and honesty – each of whom is determined to win the approval and admiration of their families, teachers and friends. Which is not much different than the race for the Oval Office…

Director’s Statement

Looking at how kids see the world around them, what influences them and their sense of themselves as they grow has always been fascinating to me.  In much of my work I have delved into young people’s lives who have been faced with struggles above and beyond the normal challenges of growing up – foster care, child abuse, poverty, discrimination, illness…  But in making THE THIRD MONDAY IN OCTOBER, I wanted to look at a different kind of search in growing up – that for what shapes kids’ political identity, how they voice their views and how much the adult version of democracy impacts kids when they cast their first vote  - often in middle school student council elections. 

I love the young people in this film – they are perfectly 13 years old - candid, earnest, articulate, sometimes awkward, quirky, self effacing, but above all - brave and honest.  They take a chance to stand out among their peers at a time in life when most of us would rather muddle through without such attention to our growing pains.  And through the film we get to know what makes these kids tick - from Sam, in Austin, Texas who asserts that “Student council is just like the national presidency in that it takes two terms to really make a difference” to his opponent Dustin who, “just wants to be a guy everyone can relate to.”  To Kayla, Noelle and Teekia, three best friends in Atlanta, Georgia who are each incredibly strong candidates, and each, in their own way, determined to win.  To Jenny in San Francisco who is almost disqualified for her “negative” speech about having textbooks that are 20 years old, and her forever hopeful opponent, Mick, who just wants, “everyone to know the truth, and to help the school be better”.  And then to Marin County where William - a staunch republican, Katie - the pretty girl, and Sam – the marketing genius, all run against Beau – who just wants to miss 4th period – and has ribbon dancers in his speech…

Though it is the kids’ infectious personalities that drive the piece, there is an underlying theme that I saw unfold in making the film and that I hope comes through to the audience.  This is the troubling fact that things don’t change an awful lot between the politics of middle school elections and the road to becoming president of the United States.  In both we see how our votes are strongly influenced by popularity, image and a good marketing campaign – how substance and message is not enough, and how strongly special interest groups can sway results.  But what was also reconfirmed to me is that young people want to be involved  - they want to express themselves - they want to be heard – they want to make a difference in their world - and they want to believe in things.

In this spirit, I think that THE THIRD MONDAY IN OCTOBER has a unique opportunity at a special time in this country’s history to become a catalyst in a national movement to actively engage young people in democracy early on  - to inspire family and school discussions about issues, to promote civic involvement, and to debate the strengths and weaknesses of political systems on both the middle school level and in our national system in order to make improvements as these young people become the next generation of voters.

-- Vanessa Roth

About The Filmmakers

Vanessa Roth (Producer/Director)

Vanessa has been making social issue films for over a decade.  Her award winning and critically acclaimed documentaries have been broadcast internationally and have been the centerpieces of national outreach campaigns. Her first feature, the national PBS special, TAKEN IN: The Lives of America’s Foster Children was honored dozens of awards including the 1998 DuPont Columbia Award, and serves as a pivotal document for foster care and child welfare policymakers and practitioners.  In 2002, Vanessa Produced and Directed CLOSE TO HOME with Alexandra Dickson Gray with funding provided by the Mark McGwire Foundation for Children.  This award-winning feature premiered at the Sundance film festival in 2002, was the focus of an Oprah broadcast and made its broadcast premiere on the Discovery Health Channel.  In 2003 Vanessa Co-Produced and Co-Directed AGING OUT with two-time Oscar nominated Roger Weisberg.  AGING OUT has won many awards including a CINE Golden Eagle Award, a Silver medal from the Casey Center for Journalism as well as “Best Documentary” in film festivals across the country.  AGING OUT premiered on PBS in the spring of 2005.  In 2004 Vanessa was commissioned by Yale University and the Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation to Write, Produce and Direct the policy film, Schools of the 21st Century.  Currently Vanessa is Producing FREEHELD: The Legacy of Laurel Hester with Director Cynthia Wade.  FREEHELD showcased at New York’s IFP market in the fall of 2006 and will begin to show in festivals in 2007.  She holds a Masters Degree in Social Work and a minor in Family Law from Columbia University. Before making films, Vanessa worked as a child advocate in New York’s Family Court, the New York school system, and the Los Angeles Rape Treatment Center. 

Alexandra Dickson Gray (Producer/Co-Director)

After graduating with a B.A. in History from UCLA where she was also a Varsity Volleyball player, Ali worked as an assistant to film directors Brian Gibson (What’s Love Got to Do With It) and Tom DeCerchio (Celtic Pride) prior to branching off to form the Mark McGwire Foundation for Children with baseball player Mark McGwire.  Ali spent five years with the foundation, four as the Executive Director where she executively produced and co-wrote their acclaimed Public Service Announcements, "Think Again" and "Help."  Between 1998 and 2001 Ali directed and produced the Mark McGwire Foundation for Children’s CLOSE TO HOME with award winning documentarian Vanessa Roth. CLOSE TO HOME premiered at the 2002 Sundance Film Festival and later aired on Discovery Health Channel.  In 2002, CLOSE TO HOME was featured on the Oprah Winfrey Show. Ms. Winfrey called it "important for every parent to see" while the Los Angeles times called it "one of this year's most interesting docs, a wrenching film, as important as it is difficult to watch."  In 2002, Ali began serving on the National Board of Prevent Child Abuse America where she currently serves on the Public Education and Advancement Committees.  In 2004, Ali joined Respect In Sport, Inc. as Creative Advisor and Board Member.  Respect in Sport, Inc. is developing an internet based abuse and harassment prevention program to be implemented in every youth sports organization in North America.  Along with her philanthropy, Ali is a professional freelance photographer.  Her photographs have been published in Sports Illustrated, Time Magazine, People Magazine and Child Magazine.  Ali resides in Los Angeles with her husband James and son Henry.


Lindsay Crystal (Producer/Editor)
Lindsay graduated from the Tisch School of the Arts at New York University with a B.F.A in Film and Television.  While at NYU, Lindsay directed and edited the award winning short film SNOOZE for which she was a recipient of the Martin Scorsese Post Production Award. After working in post-production on commercials, documentaries, and features, Lindsay produced, directed and edited the feature documentary MY UNCLE BERNS. It was an official selection at the Tribeca Film Festival, Austin Film Festival, and the Portland Jewish Film Festival, as well as a selection of the IDA InFACT theatrical documentary showcase. The film won the Best Documentary Audience Award at the 2004 Sarasota Film Festival, and Best Director at the 2004 Phoenix Film Festival.  The critically acclaimed film premiered on HBO in August 2004 and in 2005, the Women’s Image Network honored her as Best Director. 
Emily Stevens (Co-Producer)

Emily is currently supervising producer on her fifth season of HGTV's hit design series FREESTYLE at Edelman Productions.  Her first documentary credit was production manager on the Oscar nominated HOOP DREAMS, from her tenure at Twin Cities Public Television where she also production managed the ALIVE-TV series and the Emmy-winning comedy HOW TO TALK MINNESOTAN.  She then joined the Independent Television Service (ITVS) staff and became director of production, supervising 150+ independent documentaries, dramas, and series for PBS from 1993-98.  Emily line-produced CLOSE TO HOME, the Big Year Productions film on child sexual abuse featured at Sundance and broadcast on Discovery.  She was a consulting producer on Judith Helfand & Dan Gold’s Sundance winner BLUE VINYL (HBO), Alan Berliner's THE SWEETEST SOUND (P.O.V./PBS), and Laura Gabbert’s SUNSET STORY (PBS).  In 2004, she line-produced Alan Berliner's film on insomnia, WIDE AWAKE, for HBO.  Emily co-founded Happy Dagger Pictures, and produced LIFE WITHOUT DICK, a comedy starring Sarah Jessica Parker & Harry Connick, Jr., for Sony Pictures in 2001.  She is in development on several feature films.
Tracy Seretean (Co-Producer/Atlanta Filed Director)

Tracy began her career in documentary filmmaking with BIG MAMA, a short film about an African American grandmother's struggle to raise her troubled young grandson under the watchful eye of the Los Angeles child welfare system.  The film won an Academy Award in 2001 and premiered on HBO/Cinemax later that year.  Prior to that, Tracy produced two influential shows for National Public Radio at NPR's southern California flagship affiliate, KCRW: 'The Treatment,' a film critique show hosted by New York Times film critic Elvis Mitchell, and 'Morning Becomes Eclectic,' the station's premiere music show hosted then by Music Supervisor Chris Douridas.

Joanna Friedman (Co-Producer/Austin Field Director) 
Joanna has produced, written and directed non-fiction programs that have aired on TBS, NBC, Fox, ABC Family Channel, PBS, VH1, and the award winning A&E Biography series.  She worked on the documentary film AGING OUT following teenagers emancipating from the foster care system, as well as THE FIRST YEAR, a Peabody Award winning documentary profiling the struggles of five first-time teachers over the course of a single school year. Joanna served as coordinating producer for THE CHILDREN ARE WATCHING, a verite documentary that aired nationally on PBS, and she was a staff producer for the live, two-hour talk show Home and Family on the Fox Family Channel. Following the Columbine shootings, Joanna covered issues of bullying and tolerance among high school students as an on-air reporter for KOBI, an NBC affiliate station in Medford, Oregon. 

www.thirdmondayinoctober.com

vanesssa@bigyearprods.com
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