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Letter from the Filmmaker

NEW YORK, SEPTEMBER 2008

Dear Viewer,

Critical Condition takes you inside the lives of a diverse group
of uninsured Americans as they battle critical illness over a
two-year period. | chose a cinéma vérité style because |
wanted viewers to vicariously experience the medical, financial
and emotional impact of being unable to obtain necessary
health care. Instead of interviewing experts or policy makers
who would tell you what to think, | wanted these disturbing
stories to unfold through the experiences and words of our
primary subjects. | believe that these narratives of uninsured
patients in the midst of their own medical crises will engage
viewers far more effectively than yet another recitation of grim
facts and statistics.

No matter how staggering it is to learn that 22,000 Americans
die every year simply because they lack health insurance, that
number is still only an abstract statistic. However, a single
uninsured individual who dies prematurely is a tragedy.
Viewers cannot help feeling a sense of outrage while watching
a loving husband and father lose his life because he cannot
afford the medication or doctor visits he needs to manage his
chronic disease.

There are three ways | hope to get ordinary Americans, even
those who are satisfied with their own medical coverage, to
care about this issue. First, by bringing the stories of extremely
sympathetic individuals to the screen, viewers will be forced to
empathize with our subjects and realize that an illness or loss
of job could land them in a similar predicament. Second, by
presenting access to health care as a moral issue, we can
bridge the conventional partisan political divide, making
viewers feel a collective sense of responsibility for their fellow
Americans. Lastly, for viewers who need a hard-nosed cost-
benefit rationale for universal health insurance, our stories
vividly illustrate the enormous cost in dollars and human
suffering that we pay when the public ultimately foots the bill for
catastrophic illnesses that could be inexpensively prevented
with access to routine primary care.

Many of my previous documentaries have taken viewers inside
the health care system, including Sound and Fury, What's Ailing
Medicine, Our Children at Risk, Borderline Medicine, Who Lives—
Who Dies, Can't Afford to Grow Old and Health Care on the Critical
List. In making Critical Condition, my principal goal was to build
on my previous body of work in order to contribute to this histor-
ically significant moment when the nation will consider how to
extend health insurance coverage to all Americans.

© American Documentary, Inc.

'aed =

CRITIEAL

i

Filmmaker Roger Weisberg

Photo courtesy of Joseph Sinnott

During just the 82-minute running time of Critical Condition, an
additional 377 Americans will lose health coverage. As ever-
increasing numbers of Americans become uninsured, this crisis
will undoubtedly become the most hotly debated domestic policy
issue in the 2008 presidential election, and that's precisely when
this film will be released. We've seen how films—for example,
the recent An Inconvenient Truth—can become an effective call to
action. | hope Critical Condition can play a similar role as the
health care reform debate heats up in 2008.

Roger Weisberg

Director, Critical Condition
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Introduction

Dale Stornaiuolo’s husband, Joe, is repeatedly hospitalized
in Bethlehem, PA because he can't afford the medication
he needs to control his progressing liver disease.
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Potential Partners

Critical Condition is well suited for use in a variety of
settings and is especially recommended for use with:

Your local PBS station

Groups that have discussed previous PBS and P.0.V.
films relating to health care, social justice and/or
issues facing U.S. workers, including Waging a Living
(also a Roger Weisberg film) and Unnatural Causes

Groups focused on any of the issues listed under
“Key Issues,” including community organizations
with a mission to promote access to health care

High school students
Faith-based organizations and institutions

Academic departments and student groups at colleges,
universities, community colleges and high schools

Cultural institutions, for example, historical
societies, museums, arts centers and so on

Civic, fraternal and business groups or clubs

Community organizations with a mission to promote
education and learning, such as your local library

Critical Condition, a feature-length (82-minute] documentary,
chronicles the harrowing struggles of a diverse group of
uninsured Americans as they battle critical illnesses over a two-
year period. The four people profiled in this film live in places as
diverse as Austin, TX, Bethlehem, PA and Los Angeles, but they
face distressingly similar obstacles to surviving without health
insurance. It is through their eyes and words that we are taken
through the gaping holes in the health care system, in which
care is often delayed or denied. Ultimately, the unforgettable
subjects of Critical Condition discover that being uninsured can
cost them their jobs, health, homes and savings, even their
lives.

By putting a human face on this complex policy failure, Critical
Condition lays out the human consequences of an increasingly
expensive and inaccessible system. As an outreach tool, the film
provides a moving opportunity to examine the national debates
over how to extend health insurance coverage to all Americans.

Key Issues

Critical Condition is an excellent tool for outreach and will be of
special interest to people interested in the topics below:

Economic/financial security

Health insurance

Heath care/health care reform

Human rights

Labor policy

Poverty

Public policy

Social justice

Event Ideas

Use a screening of Critical Condition to:

e Start a public “speak out” for people who are uninsured
or underinsured to tell their stories.

Invite elected officials and candidates to discuss
proposed health care initiatives and pending legislation
related to health care reform. Ask for specifics about
how each initiative would help the people featured in the
film and others like them. Provide ways for the public to
share their concerns with their representatives.

Publicize community organizations that are working to
promote the availability of health care for everyone.




Using this Guide

This guide is designed to help you use Critical Condition as
the centerpiece of a community event. It contains
suggestions for organizing an event as well as ideas for how
to help participants think more deeply about the issues in the
film. The discussion questions are designed for a very wide
range of audiences. Rather than attempting to address them
all, choose one or two that best meet the needs and interests
of your group.

Planning an Event

Not only do screenings of P.0.V. films showcase documentary
film as an art form, but they can also be used to present
information, get people interested in taking action on an issue,
provide opportunities for people from different groups or
perspectives to exchange views, and create space for reflection.
Use the following questions as a planning checklist to help you
create a high-quality, high-impact event.

o Have you defined your goals? Set realistic goals with your
partners—what do you want to happen as a result of your
event? Are you hoping to increase awareness or
knowledge? Change attitudes or behavior? Help people
network in ways that spark energy and ongoing
connection? Keep in mind that some goals are easier to
accomplish than others: Adding to a person’s knowledge
base is easier than changing beliefs and behaviors, for
example. Being clear about your goals will make it easier
to decide how to structure the event (whether as a single
meeting or an ongoing project, for example], target
publicity and evaluate results.

° Does the way you are planning to structure the event fit
your goals? Do you need an outside facilitator, translator
or sign language interpreter? If your goal is to share
information, are there local experts on the topic who
should be present? How large an audience do you want?
(Large groups are appropriate for information exchanges.
Small groups allow for more intensive dialogue.)
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Have you arranged to involve all stakeholders? It is
especially important that people be allowed to speak for

themselves. If your group is planning to take action that
affects people other than those present, how will you give
voice to those not in the room?

Is the event being held in a space where all participants
will feel comfortable? Is it wheelchair accessible? Is it in
a part of town that's easy to reach by various kinds of
transportation? If you are bringing together different
constituencies, is it neutral territory? Does the physical
configuration allow for the kind of discussion you hope to
have?

Will the way that the room is set up help you meet your
goals? [s it comfortable? If you intend to have a discussion,
will people be able to see one another? Are there spaces
to use for small breakout groups? Will everyone be able to
easily see the screen and hear the film?

Have you scheduled time to plan for action? Planning
next steps can help people leave the room feeling
energized and optimistic, even if the discussion has been
difficult. Action steps are especially important for people
who already have a good deal of experience talking about
the issues on the table. For those who are new to the
issues, just engaging in public discussion serves as an
action step.
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Facilitating a Discussion

Finding a Facilitator

Controversial topics often make for excellent discussions. But
by their nature, those same topics can also give rise to deep
emotions and strongly held beliefs. As a facilitator, you can
create an atmosphere in which people feel safe, encouraged
and respected, making it more likely that they will be willing to
share their ideas openly and honestly. Here’s how:

Preparing Yourself

Identify your own hot-button issues. View the film before your
event and give yourself time to reflect so you aren’t dealing with
raw emotions at the same time that you are trying to facilitate a
discussion.

Be knowledgeable. You don't need to be an expert on health
care issues, but knowing the basics can help you keep a
discussion on track and gently correct misstatements of fact. In
addition to reviewing the “Background Information” section in
this guide, you may want to take a look at the websites and
books suggested in the "Resources” section.

Be clear about your role. You may find yourself taking on
several roles for an event, including host, organizer, even
projectionist. If you are also planning to serve as facilitator, be
sure that you can focus on that responsibility and avoid
distractions during the discussion. Keep in mind that being a
facilitator is not the same as being a teacher. A teacher’s job is
to convey specific information. In contrast, a facilitator remains
neutral, helping to move the discussion along without imposing
his or her views on the dialogue.

Know your group. Issues can play out very differently for
different groups of people. Is your group new to the issue, or
have they dealt with it before? Factors like geography, age, race,
religion and socioeconomic class can all have an impact on
comfort levels, speaking styles and prior knowledge. Take care
not to assume that all members of a particular group share the
same point of view. If you are bringing together different
segments of your community, we strongly recommend hiring an
experienced facilitator.

Preparing the Group

Consider how well group members know one another. If you
are bringing together people who have never met, you may want
to devote some time to introductions at the beginning of the
event.

Agree to ground rules regarding language. Involve the group
in establishing some basic rules to ensure respect and aid
clarity. Typically, such rules include prohibiting yelling and the

Who Should Facilitate?

You may or may not be the best person to facilitate, especially if you have
multiple responsibilities for your event. Also, if you are particularly invested in
a topic, it might be wise to ask someone more neutral to guide the dialogue.

If you need to find someone else to facilitate, some university professors,
human resource professionals, clergy and youth leaders may be specially
trained in facilitation skills. In addition to these local resources, groups such
as the National Conference for Community and Justice and the National
Association for Community Mediation may be able to provide or help you locate

skilled facilitators. Be sure that your facilitator receives a copy of this guide
well in advance of your event.

use of slurs as well as asking participants to speak in the first
person ("I think ..") rather than generalizing for others
("Everyone knows that ...").

Try to give everyone an opportunity to be heard. Be clear
about how people will take turns or indicate that they want to
speak. Plan a strategy for preventing one or two people from
dominating the discussion. If the group is large, are there plans
to break into small groups or partners? Or should attendance be
limited?

Talk about the difference between dialogue and debate. In a
debate, participants try to convince others that they are right. In
a dialogue, participants try to understand one another and
expand their thinking by sharing viewpoints and listening
actively. Remind people that they are engaged in a dialogue. This
will be especially important in preventing a discussion from
dissolving into a repetitive, rhetorical, political or religious
debate.

Encourage active listening. Ask the group to think of the event
as being about listening as well as discussing. Participants can
be encouraged to listen for things that challenge as well as
reinforce their own ideas. You may also consider asking people
to practice formal “active listening,” where participants listen
without interrupting the speaker, then rephrase what was said
to make sure they have heard it correctly.

Remind participants that everyone sees through the lens of
their own experience. Who we are influences how we interpret
what we see. Everyone in the group may have a different view
about the content and meaning of the film they have just seen,
and each of them may be accurate. It can help people
understand one another’s perspectives if speakers identify the
evidence on which they base their opinions as well as sharing
their views.

Take care of yourself and group members. If the intensity level
rises, pause to let everyone take a deep breath. You might also
consider providing a safe space for participants to “vent,”
perhaps with a partner or in a small group of familiar faces. If
you anticipate that your topic may upset people, be prepared to
refer them to local support agencies or have local professionals
present. Think carefully about what you ask people to share
publicly, and explain things like confidentiality and whether or
not press will be present.
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