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My America 
 
To the world, the United States is a symbol of freedom, the great social 
experiment formed upon the principles of democracy, equality and the 
pursuit of happiness.  These same principles are carved into founding 
doctrines like the American Declaration of Independence and the U.S. 
Constitution. But does the American ideal of individual prosperity and 
freedom accurately reflect the lives of all of American citizens? 
 
MY AMERICA is a feature-length documentary directed by award-
winning documentarian Barbara Cupisti. The film examines four uniquely 
American social issues facing society, each threatening a different part of 
America’s governance. Filmed across the United States, the film explores 
the nation’s complex and varied ideological landscapes by following 
grassroots activists seeking to challenge and repair the country’s moral 
fiber and sustainability. 
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Does the "American dream" still exist?  
 
President Trump’s election in 2016 seems to have not only changed how the United States is 
perceived throughout the world, but also has stirred up deep social and political conflicts within 
the country. With his “America first” ideology, and his tendency to jettison the bipartisan 
policies of earlier administrations, Trump seems to have set a course for the country that is beset 
with great uncertainty and divisiveness. In the face of these changes, America has also been 
powerfully filled with a renewed sense of social activism coming from unlikely characters.  
 
MY AMERICA will show that, despite long standing problems that are growing increasingly 
radicalized by the political environment and seem to not to have a solution, the spirit of the 
founding fathers who believed that “the Government derives the right power from the agreement of those who 
are governed” is still very much alive in the people themselves.  
 
MY AMERICA aims to give a voice to the people who do not give up and who, through trying 
to find sustainable solutions to the country’s problems, truly embody the ideals of the American 
Dream.  
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The Project 

 
 
 

MY AMERICA describes today’s United States: one rampant with 
problems and new, heightened political tensions.  Combined, these have 
weakened the distinctive features of what was at one point the most 
powerful democracy in the world. 
 
America’s people are dying.  The youngest and most innocent fear for 
their lives walking home in cities like Chicago and Baltimore, or in schools 
in the wealthiest of suburbs in Florida.  A growing number of the Middle 
Class is suffering and neglected as doctors overprescribe and addicts are 
overdosing from opioids. Forty million people still live in poverty in one of 
the wealthiest countries in the world.  And migrants – those escaping 
political violence or poverty in their own countries – are dying as they 
cross the desert, trying to get the chance to live the American Dream. 
 
These tragic issues are not new, but they do seem more divisive today as 
they become the centerpieces of angry political rhetoric.  These issues are 
certainly at odds with the civil and social equality envisioned by the 
Founding Fathers in the Constitution, and with those around the world 
who value democracy and social equality.   
 
And yet, there is hope.  The spirit of America is still alive in the hearts and 
actions of its everyday citizens.  MY AMERICA narrates the story of the 
people who do not accept the status quo, who are fighting to change 
policy, extend humanitarian aid, or challenge the idea of what it means 
to be “American.” 
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NUMBERS WORTHY OF A WAR 
 
Gun violence  
 
Of the first ten amendments to the Constitution, the most heated debates are over the Second – 
the right to bear arms.  In America today, a nation of 327 million people, there are around 393 
million firearms – not including those held by police and the military.  This amounts to 120 
firearms for every 100 civilians.  More importantly, however, is the number of lives lost 
due to gun violence.  In 2018, 14,623 people died from guns.  665 of those killed or 
injured were children, and another 2,828 were teenagers.  Every day, 100 Americans are 
killed with guns.  Gun violence is the second leading cause of death in American 
children and teens.  For black children and teens, it’s the first. 
 
Government response to mass shootings has been minimal.  While shootings often receive 
media attention, little is done on the political front to change the way our country operates and 
prevent the next shooting.  In 1999, Columbine High School. In 2007, Virginia Tech. In 2012, 
Sandy Hook Elementary. In 2017, Majority Stoneman Douglas High School. And, every year 
on the streets of St. Louis, Baltimore, and Chicago, there are violent gun deaths that are met 
with grief, anger, and public outcry with no meaningful response or solution.  From those in 
government, we often hear “thoughts and prayers” should be sent and arming the right people 
with more guns is the solution. 
 
This documentary deals with the political and social mobilization of high school students in 
Parkland, Florida where students were victim to a school shooting in 2018, and the resulting 
actions taken by American youth around the country. 
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Immigration  
 
Despite strong opposition, President Trump’s administration is standing by its election promises 
of taking the hard line against the illegal immigration, including the project of extending the 
“Wall” between Mexico and United States.  
 
Though statistics show that the number of illegal immigrants crossing the border has decreased, 
the numbers of those dying on the border has actually increased. The International 
Organization of Migration reports that 412 people died last year on both sides of the border. 
The majority of the bodies are discovered in the desert, where they have died of thirst or 
exposure. The names of many of these victims of the wilderness will remain unknown, 
approximately 47% never being identified, as they died dreaming of America.  
 
All the while, the administration continues to enact more restrictive measures regarding 
immigration. Between March and April 2018, border patrols arrested more than 100,000 
people trying to enter the United States illegally. Prisons in dozens of cities are full of migrants, 
whose cases are backlogged in an overwhelmed court system.  The most extreme example of the 
administration’s policies is the controversial “zero tolerance” policy to discourage migrants, and 
forcibly separated children from their families. According to Amnesty International, during the 
first month of this new policy, 2000 children – most of whom were under 4-years-old – were 
separated from their families or guardians at the border.  Though this policy has since been 
stopped after intense opposition from the public and Congress, the administration has continued 
its goals of stemming the tide of migrants, including building the controversial wall between 
Mexico and the United States. These politics and their often-fatal consequences are told 
through the story of a group of volunteers helping hungry and thirsty migrants lost in the desert 
and bringing compassion to those who didn’t survive the journey.  
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Opium overdose 
 
Americans are dying at a faster rate from opioid overdoses than ever before.  Every day, a 1000 
people are treated in emergency rooms for misusing prescription opioids and on average 130 
Americans die every day from opioid overdose. 
 
For many of these people, their addictions started not on the streets, but with a visit to a medical 
professional.  In 2016, health care providers across the US wrote more than 214 million 
prescriptions for opioids—nearly 66 prescriptions for every 100 people.   
 
During the last century, medical research started producing analgesics and painkillers based on 
research that supported that opioids were not addictive.  They were wrong. Doctors 
overprescribed in efforts to treat chronic pain patients and pharmaceutical companies profited 
as pain went away, but the need for drugs grew stronger and stronger.  After becoming addicted 
and often unable to renew their prescriptions, users shift to harder drugs they can get on the 
street like heroin and fentanyl.  
 
This drug crisis first hit epidemic levels in the more rural areas of states such as West Virginia, 
Ohio, and Pennsylvania, but has recently been moving into cities.  In 2017, Dayton, Ohio was 
known as the “drug capital of the world” because of its role as a source city—drugs moved 
through the area because it’s within 600 miles of 70% of the US population.  Now, the issue has 
moved to inner-cities, particularly in communities of color. Now, cities like Philadelphia, 
Cincinnati, and Washington, D.C. are under attack. 
 
This documentary will focus on the stories of Dayton, Ohio and the efforts of grassroots 
organizations, police outreach programs and former addicts to bring awareness and recovery to 
the victims of this addiction crisis.    
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Homeless 
 
The United States is one of the wealthiest counties in the world, and yet millions still live in 
poverty – many of whom now facing a housing crisis of almost epidemic 
proportions.  According to a survey of the Department for Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD), there were about 553,000 people who experienced homelessness on given 
certain night.  Since 2007, 14 states have reported increases in homelessness. In Los 
Angeles, where this documentary will focus, there has been an increase in homelessness of 23% 
in the last five years.   
 
Stereotypically, homelessness is associated with addiction or mental illness, but there has also 
been a disturbing increase in cases of people who simply can’t keep up with the increasing costs 
in the United States – men and women who had stable careers, but were then laid off, or who 
had a medical crisis they could not financially recover from.  With an unsympathetic financial 
system and housing costs skyrocketing, these are people who just could not break out of the 
cycle of debt and found themselves on the streets.  
 
The crisis in homelessness will be examined through grassroots organizations in Los Angeles – 
and two people who have struggled through this issue – Alex and Jamie. Although they have 
been homeless for different reasons, they remained committed  to their determination to live a 
better life. 
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THE NARRATIVE IDEA 
 
 

MY AMERICA is a film in four 
episodes – each one tackling a 
uniquely American issue facing 
society and threatening a different 
part of America’s 
governance.  Each story will be 
introduced by politicians and 
topic experts, who will make the 
connection between the issue and 
the U.S. Constitution, as well as 
explain the increasing relevance to 
the political discourse today. 
 
The film will not feature 
traditional interviews, but will 
instead follow the subjects in their 
everyday life and work, allowing 
us to discover their world made 
up of simple yet extraordinary 
actions.  Each story will have a 
different visual palette and editing 
style and will be filmed in 
geographically diverse locations to 
show the expansiveness of the 
United States as well as its 
cultural, political and economic 
diversity. 
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THE STORIES 
 
Road to Change – Parkland and Chicago 
 
“I’ll catch an Uber in the afternoon, before 2.40. 
I’ll go to the school campus, go upstairs, drop my 
bags. I’ll take my AR and I’ll shoot to the people in 
the main yard, and people will die… I want to kill 
at least 20 people.”  
  
In three videos filmed with his smartphone, the 19-
years-old Nicolas Cruz says that that day, the 14th 
of February 2018, will be the day of “his own” 
school shooting.  Following the creation of those 
videos, he brings his legally purchased AR-15 to 
school and sets off the fire alarm.  He kills 17 people and injures more. 
  
Four days after the shooting, students plan to organize a demonstration.  Those plans turn into 
the March For Our Lives in Washington – the largest youth movement in recent history with 
over 200,000 people in Washington, D.C. and another 800,000 in other cities.  Now, what 
began with a group of Florida kids has expanded to include chapters in cities all over the 
country, including one in Washington, D.C. where students at George Washington University 
work tirelessly to advocate for policy change on Capitol Hill.  In DC, we follow Ethan Somers 
and Briana Spainhour – both students at GW, and leaders in the March for Our Lives 
movement. On the Hill, they work to make change for those who can’t – including residents of 
the District who don’t have a vote in congress and for communities that have been experiencing 
gun violence for decades - such as the South Side of Chicago.   
  
Carlil Pittman is a gun reform advocate.  His organization, Good Kids Mad City was formed in 
inspiration of March for Our Lives, with whom they collaborate regularly, but also speaks to a 
very different tragic reality - the fact that communities of color not only experience gun violence 
regularly, but that those same communities are often criminalized instead of protected.  While 
the activists in Washington work to train others to canvass and lobby, Carlil leads a training to 
students on how to treat a bullet wound. Carlil reminds us of the fact that while the March For 
Our Lives is and was so important in bringing this issue to the forefront of the political agenda, 
it’s also important to remember that kids—like former GKMC member Delmonte Johnson—
are still dying and in the south side of Chicago, gun violence is a daily occurrence. 
  
The documentary follows the organization and the development of Parkland student 
movement, though Ethan, Briana and Carlil’s personal stories, developing a choral story about 
the activities and dreams of the group. 
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Wednesday’s Samaritans – Nogales, Arizona 
 
In Nogales, a wall divides the city in two, separating Mexico and Arizona.  Trying to avoid this 
border security, migrants often try to cross the fiery desert, dying from thirst, heat or 
hypothermia.  When their bodies are found, they are often unidentifiable. But there are groups 
that are trying to help. Doctor Greg Hess from the Pima County Medical Examiner’s Office 
and the Colibri Center for Human Rights analyze DNA and examine clues from torn up clothes 
to try and identify the bodies, hoping to provide closure for families who don’t know what 
happened to their loved ones.  
 
There are those who hope to provide a different kind of closure. Alvaro, known as “the Man of 
Crosses,” brings compassion to the spirits of those who died in the desert.  An artist and an 
immigrant from Colombia, Alvaro makes wooden crosses and pitches them where the victims of 
the desert have been found. A group of retirees, known as “The Samaritans,” often go with him, 
venturing into the desert following a map made by a retired geologist using GPS to pinpoint the 
spots where bodies have been found.  These volunteers, who go out every Wednesday, travel on 
hard roads because these are the paths taken by migrants and leave water and other supplies at 
key points.  
 
The work of Dr. Hess, Alvaro and the Samaritans highlights an important point – migrants are 
not statistics, they are human beings and deserve to be treated with compassion and respect, 
regardless of one’s stance in the political debate over illegal immigration.  As he sees the political 
rhetoric over immigration grow ever more divisive, Alvaro chooses to act in a way inspired by 
the America he himself immigrated to decades ago – a country that welcomed others with open 
arms and treated them with humanity and dignity.  
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Dark Paradise – An American Epidemic – Dayton, Ohio  
 
Cassie, whose name has been changed to maintain anonymity, was an associate at a PR firm in 
the big city before she was seriously injured in a car accident.  After physical therapy, she was 
prescribed Oxycodone in efforts to alleviate pain, then later started taking it to prevent pain. 
After a few weeks—then months, she realized she had become addicted to it.  Cassie lived as a 
drug addict for years. She lost her job, family connections, and nearly her life having overdosed 
a handful of times, but never without scaring them. After one of her friends died from HIV, she 
decided to get tested.   
 
Cassie is now one of Montgomery County Police’s Peer Supporters working with addicts.  Her 
struggle to get clean is recounted in her day to day job, where outreach organizations and the 
local police are slowly making a successful dent in the epidemic by literally going door to door, 
knocking and asking if anyone in the house is looking for help.  It’s here in Dayton, Ohio, once 
known as the “drug capital of the USA,” where Cassie is one of many who work tirelessly to 
bring information to those who need it and above all, treat addicts like people.  The officers are 
accompanied by former addicts who now serve as peer-to-peer consultants are able to sit with 
addicts and share their stories, and also be a living example that there is hope of recovery and 
escape from the “dark paradise” of addiction.  This initiative is fronted by Sheriff Rob Streck, 
who has seen the county’s overdose numbers cut in half in just a few years—but for him, one 
overdose is still too many. 
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Skid Row – Los Angeles, California  
 
The film wraps in the streets of downtown Los Angeles, where Hollywood is looking less and less 
like the glitzy avenue of the stars and more like a sprawling refugee camp.  The infamous Skid 
Row is a city within the city – 50 blocks of poverty, desperation and broken dreams. 
 
Between 2000 and 5000 people struggling with homelessness live in the sprawling Skid Row, 
some sleeping on cardboard, other in tents along the sidewalks, others even in holes dug into the 
walls beneath overpasses.  Some of these victims are addicted to drugs or alcohol or suffer 
mental problems, but many others were formerly successful people who lost their jobs or had a 
medical emergency, spinning them into a cycle of debt they could not escape from.   
 
The reality of Skid Row is told through Jamie, a young mother who had a good job and stable 
life, but found herself forced to live on the streets after becoming a victim of domestic 
violence.  With the assistance of the Alexandria House, Jamie has been able to find housing, 
where she is rebuilding her life and sense of community with other people who also struggled 
with homelessness.  We also follow Alex, a young man who has struggled with homelessness 
since he was a child. Now, he is trying to give back to the community, providing an outlet for 
expression by participating in acting workshops every week at A Million Drops community 
center, a ‘safe place’ for the homeless to come to develop new skills and to regain their self-
confidence and sense of dignity.   
 

 


