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John VanDuzer Children’s Film Collection Synopses  

 

The Toronto International Film Festival Group is proud to announce the John VanDuzer 

Children’s Film Collection. This initiative springs from our core mandate as a not-for-

profit charity. It reflects our continuing commitment to educating and inspiring youth with 

the transformative powers of the moving image. Named in memory of John VanDuzer, a 

renowned family court judge and tireless advocate for children’s rights, the endowed 

collection was generously founded by the Harbinger Foundation, and further supported 

by philanthropic gifts from the W. Garfield Weston Foundation and the K.M. Hunter 

Charitable Foundation. 

 

The following is a list of current films in the John VanDuzer Children’s Film Collection.  

More films will be added to the collection in 2009. 

 

JAMBO KENYA 

Language:  English 

Grade Recommendation:  7 to 10 

Runtime:  58 minutes 

 

Jambo Kenya explores the experiences of eleven Toronto teenagers who travel to 

Kenya to take part in a Free the Children programme designed to empower young 

people through education. Over the course of two and a half weeks, the youth spend 

their time volunteer teaching at the dilapidated Emorijoi school and building a new 

school nearby for its students. 

 

The documentary traces the physical and emotional journey taken by the Toronto 

students as they travel from the comfort of their suburban homes to the hardship of 



living in a poor African village with few resources. While building a school from the 

ground up tests the teens’ endurance, the physical demands prove to be less of a 

challenge than having to reconcile their own privileged lives with the poverty and 

deprivation with which they are confronted. When it is time for the youth to say goodbye, 

it is clear that their lives have been transformed by the relationships they forged with the 

local Masai children as well as with each other. 

 

Students will undoubtedly be inspired by the stories of these eleven teenagers, and 

teachers can use the film to motivate students to tackle their own social-action project 

within their community. 

 

Themes:  Civics, self and others, personal and social responsibilities, social challenges, 

cultural diversity 

 

U  

Language:  French (with English subtitles) 

Grade Recommendation: 6 to 12 

Runtime:  80 minutes  

 

 
 

Mona’s home is a ruined castle by the sea. She is a princess but lives a life of misery, 

mistreated by an odious pair of rats. But one day, an adorable little unicorn named U 

appears and declares that she is there to help Mona through life and assure her 

happiness. The two become inseparable. One day, U brings home a charming and 

funny Lizard, Lazare. Scandalized by this intrusion into their home, the rats demand that 



the newcomer leave. In the surrounding woods, Mona and U meet Lazare’s group, the 

Wewes, a family of musicians living in a tree. Here life couldn’t be more different than in 

the castle, full of pleasure, music and merrymaking. Mona discovers two new things: the 

wonder of music and a blossoming attraction to the young guitarist Kulka. However, if 

Mona finds happiness, which is the sole reason for U’s existence, what role, if any, will 

U play in her life?   

 

Themes:  Friendship, mentorship, coming of age, innocence, sexuality, symbolism, 

animation 

 

 

 

THE PLANET  

Language: English (with some subtitles) 

Grade Recommendation:  7 to 12 

Runtime:  82 minutes 

 

 
 

We only have one planet earth and it has its limits...  

 

Originally a three-part series made for Swedish television, The Planet is a feature 

film version distilling the essential features of the programme into an 82-minute 

documentary on the devastating consequences of climate change. Over the course of 

two years, the filmmakers visit more than twenty-five countries. They interview 

numerous experts who testify to the damage that human activity is having on the 

environment and warn us that, at our current rate of consumption, it would take five 

planets to maintain our resource use. Blending anecdotal and scientific evidence, The 



Planet explores the impact of climate change on the environment, the economy and the 

global political landscape. The filmmakers present information in a visually arresting 

manner, alternating the “talking heads” with footage illustrating the points raised by the 

experts. The combination of images, ideas and original music creates an absorbing 

multimedia experience that confronts the viewer with a powerful message about the 

state of the environment. 

 

Themes:  Environment, politics, economics, geography, psychology, civics 

 

LOTTE PRIMABALLERINA  

Language: German (with English subtitles) 

Grade Recommendation:  5 to 8 

Runtime:  25 minutes 

 

 
 

After seeing a production of Swan Lake on a school trip, Lotte decides that, more than 

anything, she wants to become a ballerina. Unfortunately, there are more than a few 

obstacles in the way of her realizing her dream: she’s tall and overweight, her parents 

cannot afford ballet classes and the dance studios don’t have any leotards that fit her. 

However, none of these difficulties will stop Lotte.  

After telling a lie to the ballet teacher at a local dance academy, Lotte is admitted to a 

beginners’ ballet class where she makes an unlikely friend who helps her to pursue her 

dream. 

Themes:  Overcoming adversity, friendship, believing in yourself, exceeding 

expectations 



THE FLYING CLASSROOM  

Language: German (with English subtitles) 

Grade Recommendation: 5 to 8 

Runtime:  110 minutes 

 

 

Despite being only twelve, Jonathan is already on his sixth boarding school after being 

expelled from the previous five. As a last resort, Jonathan’s adoptive father, “The 

Captain,” is sending him to Leipzig’s St. Thomas School, home of a world-renowned 

boys’ choir. Jonathan immediately befriends his four roommates, Martin, Matz, Uli and 

Sebastian, as well as the rebellious Mona (a day student who belongs to a rival gang). 

Jonathan’s new roommates take him to their secret hideaway – an abandoned train car 

– where they meet the mysterious stranger, Bob, and find an exciting script called “The 

Flying Classroom,” which they decide to perform at their school’s Christmas concert. 

The boys come to realize the significance of the play when Justus, their favourite 

teacher, walks in on one of their dress rehearsals and immediately forbids them to 

perform it. In attempting to understand his strong reaction to “The Flying Classroom,” 

the boys uncover a fascinating story involving Germany’s politics during the Cold War 

and a friendship that was torn apart by civil injustice. 

 

Themes:   Family, social class, bullying  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ADNA IN SARAJEVO  

Language: Bosnian (with English subtitles) 

Grade Recommendation: 5 to 8 

Runtime:  10 minutes 

 

Adna in Sarajevo is the story of one child’s life during the war in Bosnia, told with 

warmth and sincerity from her own perspective. Eleven-year-old Adna lived near the 

front lines during the siege of Sarajevo. She relates her experiences of attending 

temporary schools and staying in makeshift homes, somehow retaining her sense of 

playfulness and wonder throughout these troubled times. 

 

Themes :  War, childhood, poetry, family 

 

 

EMIL AND THE DETECTIVES  

Language: German (with English subtitles) 

Grade Recommendation: 4 to 7 

Runtime:  111 minutes 

 

 
Based on the 1929 novel Emil und die Detektive by Erich Kästner, the film is a classic 

story with contemporary twists that chronicles the adventures of Emil Tischbein as he 

tries to track down and capture the thief who stole his savings from him.  

 

When a car accident lands Emil’s father in hospital, he decides to send Emil to Berlin to 

stay with a friend while he recovers. Wanting to help his dad, whose driver licence was 

taken away due to the accident, Emil decides he will procure a fake licence for his father 

using the money set aside for his university studies.  En route to Berlin, Emil meets Max 



Grundeis, who notices money sticking out of Emil's pocket. Grundeis learns of Emil's 

problem, and promising him that he knows someone who can forge a licence for his 

father, hands Emil a drink to toast the deal. Emil takes one sip from the flask and 

immediately falls asleep. When he wakes up, his money is gone and Max has fled. 

 

A country boy encountering the big city for the first time, Emil is frightened and unsure 

of how to handle himself. Fortunately, help comes in the form of Pony, a street-smart 

young girl with a band of detectives ready to help Emil catch the thief and bring him to 

justice. Through teamwork and technology, they outsmart the adults around them to 

capture Max and reclaim the stolen money. 

 

Themes:  Coming of age, trust,  justice 

 

 

 

 


