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Director’s Statement: Katie Galloway 

I grew up in 1970s Oakland in racially diverse public schools until high school. This is 
when white flight was rampant and only four white kids attended our local high school. 
I noted the obvious departure of resources with those white students, and how options 
and prospects seemed to wither on the vine for the kids left behind at the “bad 
school” (which I also attended). I saw my friend murdered in the hallway by another kid 
and was called to testify. I started skipping school and soon dropped out completely, 
eventually migrating with my parents from Oakland to Berkeley. There I was tracked 
into the “stupid classes”, as they were called, simply based on the profile of the school 
I came from, and spent the bulk of my freshman and sophomore years out of school 
and dealing / doing drugs.  

One night I stumbled onto a talk given by the Center for Investigative Reporting. Here 
was another way to subvert the dominant paradigm. I caught fire that night and began 
what is now a 30 year career in print, radio, and film, covering criminal justice almost 
exclusively. 

I started with a Pacifica radio documentary on Pelican Bay's SHU (Special or Security 
Housing Unit) and allegations of abuse by correctional officers when I was a 19-year-old 
reporter for KPFA. For two 9-hour days every 15 mins, a SHU prisoner told me their 
story. My path was set. 

Since then I've made eight nationally broadcast feature documentaries and roughly a 
dozen short films focused on issues connected to American mass incarceration and 
criminal justice. My subjects have ranged from draconian sentencing and an 
unprecedented reform: Prop 36 in CA which led to release of thousands of lifers (THE 
RETURN, 2016); the US roots of the international drug war (EL POETA, 2015); the 
post-9-11 apparatus and use of informants / surveillance (the feature doc BETTER THIS 
WORLD, 2011, and short film ERIC AND ANNA, 2015); the short film, HOT CHICKEN, 
which profiles a business that hires 70% formerly incarcerated or people with records 
and tells a refreshing asset versus deficit story about fair chance hiring; to the impact of 
the prison building boom on the cultural fabric of rural America and, correspondingly, 
the displacement of hundreds of thousands of people into rural outposts far from home 
(PRISON TOWN, USA, 2007). 
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While at PBS Frontline in the 1990s my trio of films included subject matter from the 
governments use of informants, abuses of prosecutorial power, race / class inequities 
and draconian sentencing primarily through the lens of the drug war. These films are 
SNITCH, THE CASE FOR INNOCENCE, and REQUIEM FOR FRANK LEE SMITH - a trio 
of Frontline PBS films I made with Ofra Bikel. My student films included a bait and 
switch story set in Brownsville, Brooklyn, where a site the city promised would house a 
school instead became the home of a new youth detention center. 

These stories are personal for me. Two of my three brothers have been incarcerated. 
The other is a federal defender. My “professional” work for the past 30 years could not 
be more personal - many of my nearest and dearest are formerly incarcerated and 
living with that wisdom and difficult legacy. My post-9-11 reporting on entrapment 
cases / prosecutorial and law enforcement overreach and misconduct - and work with 
Laura Poitras on the post 911 apparatus - has landed me on Interpol's watch list. I have 
been detained repeatedly, including being held over night, and criminalized in overt 
and demoralizing ways. Detention and expulsion are now facts of life that make my 
work even more personal. 

These decades of work have meant covering a lot of bad, depressing news. About five 
years ago I decided I wanted to tell a story that had some good news -- some hope.  
Around that time I learned about a young sociologist named Victor Rios - a former 
gang member and school “drop out” deeply caught up in the criminal justice system 
as a teenager. Yet by his early 20s he was already doing remarkable work to challenge 
the school to prison pipeline. I knew it was a story I wanted to tell, and this story 
became THE PUSHOUTS. 
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Co-Director’s Statement: Dawn Valadez 

THE PUSHOUTS is a film created by a team of women deeply committed to 
educational equity, the decriminalization of youth of color, and to social justice 
generally. 

I’m a Chicana raised by poor working class parents in Los Angeles, both of whom were 
“pushed out” before ever attending high school. I experienced first hand the 
criminalization of many of my loved ones, friends, and classmates, including my brother 
who was brutally beaten by police on more than one occasion. As a filmmaker and 
social worker, my work has for decades revolved around youth of color in my family, in 
my local community, and in America - from my direct service experience working with 
young mothers, homeless youth, training AmeriCorps members, and raising millions of 
dollars for youth and family programs. I’ve also had the privilege to be on the teams to 
produce / direct the award-winning feature documentary GOING ON 13 (Kristy 
Guevara-Flanagan, CoDirector/CoProducer) and now THE PUSHOUTS. 

I am currently directing the film TEACHER LIKE ME (Katherine Saviskas, CoDirector/
CoProducer), about teachers of color looking to serve public school students in the 
communities in which they were raised. All of my work is about supporting our 
communities of color to gain access to the resources we need to thrive in the world 
with dignity and justice. 
  
As a social worker and filmmaker I’ve had the privilege of working with hundreds of 
young people of color. These youth are often given negative labels, yet the truth is that 
they are strong and resilient. When I learned of the project about two years ago I 
understood that it reflected their stories, as well as my own. I had mentors and teachers 
who helped carve a path to completing not just high school, but also college and 
graduate school. Every young person deserves such opportunities, and teachers and 
mentors who believe in them. And every young person deserves a great public 
education. 
  
With THE PUSHOUTS we’ve created a film that moves beyond the daily deluge of 
stories of tragedy and victimization. The film illuminates the unique potential of each 
young person, the importance of community solutions and care, the impact of strong 
teachers and mentors, and the power of a quality education on the lives of the most 
vulnerable - yet often most resilient - young people. I am grateful for the opportunity to 
join the team and be part of creating and sharing this powerful film and impact 
campaign. 
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