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Listen 

Synopsis 

There’s an old saying that goes “Nothing about us without us is for us” and, in the 
case of education, it’s absolutely true. Education is supposed to be for students 
and yet we are never given a seat at the table. After becoming increasingly 
frustrated with school Ankur Singh took the second semester of his freshman year 
in college off to tell the stories of students, teachers, and parents who through 
standardized testing students have become dehumanized into just numbers and 
statistics.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

The stories 

The Bishop family -  Levi and Aubrey Bishop are students in Colorado Springs, 
Colorado. Both of them have learning disabilities which makes testing and school very 
difficult for them. 

Louise Schmitz - Louise is a college student in Florida who is studying mathematics. In 
high school she dropped out her sophomore year and got her GED because of the 
overemphasis on testing. 

Gage Park High School students - The students at GPHS come from a violent 
neighborhood in Chicago and share how their school values their test scores more than 
their safety. 

Salvador Bustamante - Salvador is a high school student in Texas. He moved to the 
United States from Mexico last year and speaks very little English, as a result school is 
very challenging for him. 

Robin Kautz - Robin was a public school teacher for over 20 years, but due to recent 
federal education policy she has quit her job and now homeschools her five year old 
daughter. 

And more….  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Q & A with Director Ankur Singh 

What was your inspiration for the film? 

The film grew out of my frustrations with school and the realization that even 
though us students are the primary stakeholders we are never given a voice in what we 
want from our own education. My frustrations started in high school when I took tons of 
Advanced Placement classes expecting them to be challenging college level courses that 
would push me to become a more critical thinker, but what I got instead was constant test 
preparation and mindless memorization of information. Soon after I started doing my 
own research on the AP system out of curiosity and discovered that it was making 
millions of dollars for the CollegeBoard at the expense of others by reducing critical 
thinking and creativity in students, and forcing teachers to teach a curriculum they didn’t 
create. I just felt very alone. All around me were students studying diligently, stressing 
out about their grades, homework, the ACT, college essays, AP tests. And here I was not 
really caring about any of those things. Were there really no students in this school who 
wanted anything more than just a college degree and a job? Is that really the purpose of 
education? 
 
 

In AP French is where I lost it. One day instead of giving her usual lesson my 
teacher handed us a pilot exam of the College Board’s new AP test. I didn’t do it. Instead 
I wrote a very angry letter to the College Board in the margin of the answer sheet 
expressing my frustration with the way they have interfered with my education. The next 
day at school I got called down to the counselor’s office. I never get called down to the 
counselor’s office. I was freaking out, and was freaking out even more when I walked in 
to see my French teacher sitting in the room as well. I was going to get in so much 
trouble. I was about to get a stern talking to and would be too embarrassed to show my 
face in French class ever again. Thankfully, this was not the case. 
 
 

I’ve had my French teacher for three years of high school. She knows me very 
well and knows that I’ve done well in her previous classes. She said she’s been concerned 
about me all year that my grades have suddenly dropped. We talked for a long time. I told 
her my frustrations with all the testing. I told her why I was doing poorly in her class. I 
told her I felt defeated and how I feel like school is holding me back from reaching my 
true potential. And then she shared her own frustrations with testing. Of course! How 
could I be so arrogant to think that I was the only one who suffered from testing too? She 
told me how she doesn’t like teaching the test either. She told me how she’d rather have 
us watch French films or travel to a French bakery than to sit and do test prep. I asked 
them why there’s so much testing. My counselor said it’s very political. I understand. I 
know. And then my French teacher said something that I won’t forget for a long time, 



“Maybe if the students themselves spoke out against it, it could all change.” So that’s 
what I did. 
 
 

How long did it take you to make the film and how did you do it? 

I started preparing in October 2012 and officially began filming on January 5th, 2013. I 
finished filming at the end of April after traveling to Colorado, Minnesota, Florida, 

Cincinnati, Washington DC, Philadelphia, New York City, Chicago, and Texas and then 
spent the rest of the summer editing. I got in contact with all the interviewees using social 

media and the internet and already had most of the equipment which my parents had 
bought me over the course of ten years making short films with my friends and 
successfully raised about 2500 dollars for travel expenses through a Kickstarter 

campaign. 

How many schools did you film in? 

I filmed at a public high school in Texas, a Montessori high school, a progressive school 
in Philadelphia called The Philadelphia School, and the Tallgrass Sudbury School in 

Chicago. 

How did the general population of school kids react to your presence? 

In the Montessori high school and the school in Texas a lot of the kids thought I was a 
new student, but once they found out I was a filmmaker they kind of ignored me. I’m just 
not a very interesting person. At the Philadelphia School I was filming the 8th grade class 

and they thought I was a new student teacher at first. At Tallgrass I was just some kid 
hanging around with a video camera. 

What were some of the challenges while making the film? 

Finding a public school to film in was really difficult. I had found that list of school 
districts in Texas who had signed resolutions against high-stakes testing and contacted 

about 300 of them asking if I could film in their schools. They all said no. Then, one day 
I was reading an article in the New York Times and there saw a quote by a 

superintendent named Kellie Moulton in Texas talking about how frustrated she was with 
testing and was contemplating about not sending her district’s scores in. I emailed her as 
soon as possible and she said yes almost immediately. Not only that but logistical things 

and having to be flexible with my schedule was really stressful. Last minute cancellations 
suck especially when flights are already booked.  



What are you trying to accomplish with the documentary? What do you want 
audiences to take away? 

On the news it’s always a bunch of adults arguing over each other about what needs to be 
done about education, but they never ask us students what we want from our own 

education and since we are the primary stakeholders that is not okay. So I tried to give 
voices to students. I also wanted to show the human side of the debate. Nothing is more 
bureaucratic than education and with the emphasis on test scores it’s easy to forget the 

human impact that education policies have so that’s what the film focuses on. By telling 
the stories of how testing has directly affected students, teachers, and parents those 
removed from the education sphere are given a window into the realities of what’s 
happening in classrooms all over the country and students struggling in school feel 
connected to each other and empowered to use their voices to change the education 

system. 

How can people see the film and/or learn more about it? 

You can organize a screening of the film in your community by emailing us at 
listenthefilm@gmail.com! We’re also on Facebook at www.facebook.com/listenthefilm 
and you can follow us on twitter @listenthefilm. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Filmmaker/Director Biography  

Ankur Singh grew up in Bloomington-Normal Illinois and is a student at the 
University of Missouri-Columbia. Listen is his first feature-length documentary 
film which he made after taking his second semester of his freshman year off.  He 
has been featured in Washington Post, Businessweek, Bloomberg, Yahoo News, 
CBS Chicago, GOOD, EducationNews.org, and MOVE Magazine. He is also the 
University of Missouri chapter leader of Students United for Public Education. 
His interests range from education to environmental activism, film, collecting 
pamphlets; and he really wants to drop a watermelon off his porch but his 
roommates won’t let him. 
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Parents, faculty, and students of the Hereford Independent School District 
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Lois West 
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Alex Stewart 
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All of the social studies teachers at NCHS 
My incredible English teacher Mr. Patten 

My incredible French teacher Madame Litwiller 
Mom and Dad 

 
 

Media Coordinator 
Kelsey Wingo 

 
 

Paint spin art by: 
Dena Springer 
Chris Thankan 
Ryan Mckenna 
Derek Carter 

Tom Thompson 
Ankur Singh 

 
 

Additional footage by: 
Xian Barrett 

Providence Student Union 
Chicago Student Union 

Chris Thankan 
HuffPost Live 

CNN 
MSNBC 

Al-Jazeera 
Newark Student Union 

Xuan Nguyen 
 
 

Music: 
“Flight of El Gazali” 

Written by Vicki Brown 
Performed by Vicki Brown 
Courtesy of Vicki Brown 



 
 

“Bouncy Guitar Song” 
by Anna Robinson 

 
 

“Valatari” 
Written by Jón Þór "Jónsi" Birgisson, Georg "Goggi" Hólm, Kjartan "Kjarri" 

Sveinsson and Orri Páll Dýrason 
Perfromed by Sigur Ros, from the album “Valtari” 2012 

 
 

“Svefn-g-englar” 
Written by Jón Þór "Jónsi" Birgisson, Georg "Goggi" Hólm, Kjartan "Kjarri" 

Sveinsson and Orri Páll Dýrason 
Perfromed by Sigur Ros, from the album “Ágætis byrjun” 1999 

 
 

“Sigur 6 (Untitled)” 
Written by Jón Þór "Jónsi" Birgisson, Georg "Goggi" Hólm, Kjartan "Kjarri" 

Sveinsson and Orri Páll Dýrason 
Perfromed by Sigur Ros, from the album “Unitled” 2002 

 
 

“Moscow is in the Telephone” 
Written by Christian Frederickson, Rachel Grimes, and Jason Noble 

Performed by Rachel’s, from the album “systems/layers” 2003 
Published by C. Frederickson BMI; R. Grimes / Mossgrove Music, BMI; Jason Noble, 

BMI 
Rachel's appear courtesy of Quarterstick Records   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  


