SCRAPPERS
(2010)
Dir. Brian Ashby / Ben Kolak / Courtney Prokopas
93 minutes
http://www.scrappersmovie.com


Set in Chicago’s labyrinth of alleys, Scrappers is a portrait of Oscar and Otis, two metal scavengers who search for a living with brains, brawn and battered pickup trucks. The 2008 financial collapse and crackdowns on undocumented immigrants jeopardize their means of providing for their families.

***One of Roger Ebert’s Best Documentaries of 2010***

Full description:

Scrappers follows two Chicago families who make ends meet using brains, brawn, and battered pickup trucks. Shot in vérité style, the film focuses on work: finding metals; raising children; understanding the city. The film questions popular notions of poverty, race relations, and recycling and examines dreams of personal self-sufficiency and urban sustainability.

Arriving from Honduras, Oscar found scrapping more enriching than other occupations open to undocumented immigrants. He searches alleys 14 hours a day to support his undocumented wife and American-born son. Yet without a driver’s license or insurance, Oscar’s trucks break down or disappear to the impound lot. Police run-ins leave him conflicted over which might be the lesser of two evils, deportation or remaining trapped in the land of opportunity.

Otis, age 73 and proud father of 12, learned scrapping over 40 years ago. With help from his third wife and her son, he searches out metal from appliances and garages, enabling them to escape a decrepit public housing project. Even in the face of slumlords and brain surgery, Otis’ wisdom and hustle light the way towards stability. But when the financial collapse causes metal prices to plummet, he faces near insurmountable obstacles to starting over.

Seasoned metal trader Mike explains the work of informal scrap laborers in a global context.

Scrappers tackles the geography of a still-segregated city, the hidden lives of undocumented immigrants, and the complex economics of recycling through an examination of daily life. The story is propelled by Chicago musician Frank Rosaly’s percussive score.

Potential discussion/lesson topics:

Recycling – How and why do these scrappers operate in Chicago?  Should the city allow, encourage or punish private scrapping of recyclable materials?  On the one hand, scrappers require no tax money, charge no fees, and work on their own incentives.  On the other hand, some are thieves or public safety hazards.  Who do you want to clean up your neighborhood?

Economics – Who was affected by the 2008 financial crisis, and how?  How and why do we ship our recyclable metals to China and other countries?  How do local scrappers perform an important role in the global economy?

Immigration – How do these characters compare to preconceived ideas about undocumented immigrants?  How does their experience in America compare to the ideas they had before immigrating here?  Which parts of the Chicago economy support them and how?  How should or shouldn’t immigration law be changed?

Civics / social studies / sociology – How do we decide what work and what workers are valuable?  What is entrepreneurship?  Who are entrepreneurs, and where do you expect to find them?  Is the work these scrappers do legal?  (No, as they do not junk peddling licenses from the city of Chicago)  Have these characters gotten fair opportunities in life?  Why or why not?  


Feedback from other CPS teachers:

“Evokes compassion and sparks interest, being that most of my students have seen scrap metal collectors.  Great topic to connect the greater picture with things that affect them directly.”

“The stories bring a humanistic aspect to the global economy discussion.”

“Very practical, real-life possibilities for connecting kids’ lives to the world economy.”

“Could be used in a variety of content areas that are taught – incorporating geography, sociology, and environment.”

“Brought up quite a few very important and open-ended questions to consider when talking about recycling.”

“This material can be used in the classroom by asking critical thinking questions.”

“Many of my students’ parents are engaged in some form of recycling of scrap metal – from copper pipes and aluminum siding, to bicycles, beds, refrigerators, and stoves.”

Contact the filmmakers:

scrapmovie@gmail.com
Brian Ashby: 773-930-9447

Co-Directors Brian Ashby, Ben Kolak, and Courtney Prokopas live in Chicago, and are available to speak or lead Q&A/discussions at your school, for a modest fee.



Related lesson plan:

Life-Cycle of a Cell Phone
-Who Loves their Cell Phone?
-Identifying the Parts of a Cell Phone
-Valuable Metals and Materials / Periodic Table of the Elements
-Global Citizenship
-Where Do We Get the Materials to Make Cell Phones?

Produced by Co-Director Brian Ashby, with a group of K-8 CPS science teachers, at the 2009 University of Chicago Center for International Studies’ Summer Teacher Institute.

Available online at:

http://cis.uchicago.edu/outreach/summerinstitute/2009/lessons.shtml
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