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A high-achieving elementary school in Chicago’s fastest growing neighborhood is a lifeline
for Black children—until gentrification threatens its closure.
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Synopsis
When a thriving, top-ranked African American elementary school is threatened to be closed and
replaced by a new high school that favors the community’s wealthier residents, parents, students
and educators fight for the elementary school’s survival.


https://www.lightshinefilm.com/
https://vimeo.com/672573306
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1giPbnyEWTbyuETdfRJCfggQ8dNgXwIux?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/16NzsLXh-4enc9rDMtM8qgrYmwcz9JAJ-?usp=sharing

Directed and Produced by Kevin Shaw
Produced by Rachel Dickson
Executive Producers Steve James, Sally Jo Fifer, Erika Dilday, Chris White, Leslie Fields Cruz

More about the film
LET THE LITTLE LIGHT SHINE is about a high-performing, top-ranked African American
elementary school, The National Teachers Academy (NTA) which is threatened to be closed and
transformed into a high school favoring the needs of the community’s wealthier residents.
Parents, students, and educators mobilize to fight for the elementary school’s survival.

The story follows everyday parents-turned-organizers alongside NTA students and staff as
they advocate to keep their elementary school, which is a safe haven for children and a
community bedrock in Chicago’s fastest growing neighborhood - The South Loop.

The film also posits the point-of-view of residents in favor of changing NTA into a high school
that is sorely needed for its neighborhood. The theme of gentrification is rarely viewed through
this lens of education, where “well-intentions” are critically seen as privileged desires, creating a
disconnect dividing and reshaping communities across the country.

Under-resourced schools across the United States have been closed due to underperformance, but
LET THE LITTLE LIGHT SHINE tells a unique story of a high performing school with a
100% graduation rate potentially being shuttered for the benefit of a higher social strata.

Filmmaker Statements

I made this film to understand why there was a movement in a booming Chicago neighborhood
to close a high-performing, top-ranked elementary school that serviced a majority Black student
population and transform that institution into a high school, potentially causing more harm than
good to neighborhood families. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” the adage goes. Race, obviously
and unfortunately, figured into the equation, but there were other factors at play — class, which is
intertwined with race, gentrification, power, privilege, and politics all had a hand in creating
discord amongst a community that wanted the same thing -- the best possible education for
their children. The ways to achieve that goal was different for each set of residents, reminding
us of harsh inequities and bias existing in our country. This story is not unique to Chicago; it is



reflective of our American experience, one where Black and Brown communities still must fight
for not only a seat at the table, but in this instance, an equitable place to learn.
- Kevin Shaw (Director/Producer)

When | first stepped in the halls of NTA, | knew it was a special place. | found a tightknit,
cohesive community, students eager to learn, and supportive parents. As a Chicago Public
School graduate, | knew this school was unique. We followed the story over the course of two
years, and everyday in the school | felt extremely connected to the teachers and students and
worried that this place would disappear. Being able to share this story is an honor and | hope
people who see it are as impacted as | was when | met these incredible everyday heroes.

- Rachel Dickson (Producer)
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Filmmakers

KEVIN SHAW - Director/Producer, Cinematographer, Editor

As a director, producer cinematographer and editor, Kevin Shaw has created Emmy award-
winning content for national television networks. Shaw was a segment director and
cinematographer on America to Me, and cinematographer on City So Real, from Academy
Award-nominated filmmaker Steve James, where they both debuted at the Sundance Film
Festival and aired on Starz and Hulu respectively. Shaw’s debut documentary, The Street Stops
Here, premiered on PBS and ESPN to rave reviews. He won an Edward R. Murrow Award for
his short film about a quadriplegic trying to regain the ability to walk. Shaw is an alum of
Academy Award-nominated filmmaker Stanley Nelson’s Firelight Media Documentary Lab.

Twitter - @kevinshaw23
IG - @kevinshaw23
FB - https://www.facebook.com/kevin.shaw.165/

RACHEL DICKSON - Producer

Rachel Dickson is an independent filmmaker with a background in journalism and Spanish
translation. She produced ’63 Boycott with Kartemquin Films, which was named on the
Academy Awards shortlist for Best Documentary Short Subject. Dickson was a field producer
for Hard Earned, a Kartemquin Films production which won the Alfred 1. DuPont-Columbia
University Award. She was a 2021 Sundance Institute Creative Producing Fellow.

Twitter - @rachelsuzaa
IG - @rachelsuza
FB - https://www.facebook.com/rachel.dickson.39
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Steve James — Executive Producer

Steve James’ previous work includes Hoop Dreams; Sundance award winner, Stevie; The
Interrupters, which won an Emmy, Independent Spirit Award, and the DuPont Columbia
Journalism Award; Emmy winner Life Itself, named best documentary by The National Board of
Review, and The Producers Guild of America among many others; and Abacus: Small Enough
to Jail, which earned James a second Academy Award nomination. His Starz docuseries,
America to Me, premiered at Sundance and was one of the most acclaimed TV shows of 2018.
His most recent docuseries, City So Real premiered to rave reviews at Sundance in 2020.
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