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Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about sudden shifts in the lives of individuals as
well as rapid and monumental social change globally. With distancing becoming a necessary
practice, the manner in which we communicate with one another - as individuals and as
communities - has evolved quite dramatically. The organizers on this special theme within the
history of the International Cellphilm Festival (the 8th in our series) invited people to submit
short cellphilms on the theme Well-being in the Time of Distancing.
As we proposed in the call for submissions: “Here is a chance to tell a story, give an
original twist on distancing and isolation or explore new ideas of connectedness during the
pandemic. While a great many of us rely on our cellphones to stay connected – now, more than
ever -- this is an opportunity to use your cellphone (or other devices) in a creative way. We are
inviting submissions that explore how individuals, groups, families and/or communities have
been experiencing distancing. How has this changed your daily life? What coping strategies have
been useful? What new things have you learned about yourself? How are you connecting with
the world?”
This year’s Cellphilm Festival was the first to be conducted online as an entirely virtual
event. This presented novel challenges for the festival organizers, judges, and producers as the
festival planning had to be readily adapted to the technology and platforms available while
maintaining safe social distancing practices. Because the festival was unable to take place inperson, the virtual livestream of the event, which took place on June 12th, 2020, was recorded for
later viewings. The online recording of the festival can be found at this link.

Festival Overview
In total, the 8th International Cellphilm Festival received 42 submissions. Submissions
represented widespread international engagement with this year’s theme, with cellphilms coming
from all across Canada (Montreal, Toronto, Vancouver, Nunavut, etc.) and around the world
(U.S., U.K., South Africa, etc.). The diversity of voices, as well as the depth and clarity of
submissions, made selecting finalists a difficult but enriching endeavor. In addition to
showcasing the winning cellphilms, this year’s festival also featured presentations from a
distinguished panel of judges and contributors. The festival opened with a presentation by Scott
Walter, CEO of CODE, on the organization’s mission and the partnership between CODE and
the Institute of Human Development and Well-being at McGill University, forged through a
shared focus on the empowerment of women through provision of educational opportunities.
The judging panel was composed of experts in filmmaking, education, youth and
Indigenous activism, and the medium of cellphilming, with six judges in total. The panel of
judges included Katie MacEntee (Post-Doctoral Fellow at the University of Toronto, co-founder
of the International Cellphilm Festival, and co-author of the book “What’s a Cellphilm?:
Integrating Mobile Phone Technology into Participatory Visual Research and Activism”, eds.
MacEntee, Katie; Burkholder, Casey; Schwab-Cartas, Joshua), Casey Burkholder (Assistant
Professor at the University of New Brunswick focusing on participatory visual research), Emily
Ridlington Prashad (Communications Manager at CODE), Layla Zia (Content Manager for
Storybolt Film Festival), Marjorie Beaucage (Métis activist and filmmaker), and Gabby Daniels
(Representative of the Young Indigenous Women’s Utopia, focused on “bringing to light
systematic racism, sexism, and gender-based violence and the situations that girls from

Saskatoon and Saskatchewan experience.”). Judges began by individually choosing their finalist
selections before convening to collectively decide on the winning cellphilms.
The Prize Winners
The first place cellphilm prize was awarded to Kevin Ah-Sen and Alexa Ahooja for their
cellphilm “IMPERI(a)L” which explored the racism inherent to the COVID-19 pandemic – both
in the coding of medicine, as well as the justification of the oppression and violence against
Asian people due to their association with COVID-19. The cellphilm is a spoken word piece
highlighting the perspective of an Asian man in Montreal and the absorption of anti-Asian
sentiments. The judges deeply resonated with this powerful commentary, as well as the excellent
visual and audial choices made by the producers. Marjorie Beaucage noted how the winning film
was a “poetic acknowledgement of difference…and how that critical analysis is so important in
this world. We are not alright all together, because we are not together, those are statements that
we are getting in the mainstream media, but the fact is not so…for everyone. I really appreciated
the honesty of this work.”

The festival also hosted one of “IMPERI(a)L”’s producers, Kevin Ah-Sen, to speak about
the thought process behind his film. “The whole opportunity to create something was excellent

for us…specifically to express my own worries and fears. Living in a predominantly
multicultural city has made me feel quite safe in general…although on a daily basis I experience
blatant racism, micro-aggressions – and more so during this time. Upon reflection, in creating
this piece, a lot of worries and fears and anxieties have resurged, especially during the time of
COVID. [We wanted] to not only bring attention or draw attention to this partiality…but also to
just kind of open the floor to more conversations about other types of discrimination,
inequalities, and inequities.”

The winning second-place cellphilm, “Circa Diem (About a Day)”, by Emily and Sunny
Liang, presented a unique visual and audial representation of how the enforced quarantine has
affected our perception of time. The cellphilm depicted the monotony of one’s daily routine
during the lockdown, and highlights how previous conceptualizations of time were dependent on
the stability of the pre-COVID world, and have now become difficult to mentally visualize. The
judging panel thought the cellphilm was very successful in demonstrating the power of the
cellphone medium, as well as the emotions conveyed in the post-production of the film. Marjorie
Beaucage expressed how “it really captures without words the use of silence, the sounds and the
beeping has a sense of being isolated and alone…it is one of those that stood out rather than

explaining anything.” Katie MacEntee identified the film as a “masterful piece of editing” and
how “the use of silence alone with the close-ups of sound made it so striking.”

The winning third-place film was “Our Experiences During the Lockdown” produced by
Young Girls Leading Change in South Africa. The film touched on the struggles of remote
learning and global inequality in access to educational resources, a thematic focus which the
judges found to highlight both the universality of the lockdown, as well as the uniqueness of the
South African experience. Katie MacEntee noted how “they picked up on themes that resonated
across borders, as well as were able to show the sort of experience that may take place in a South
African context.” Layla Zia commented on the video’s impressive integration of multiple topics,
“the fact that they could put all their struggles, their life, social life, the distance, struggles at
home, and the boredom…in the ninety seconds and in that context and geography.”

The ‘14 and Under’ category was won by Kendra Ley for her cellphilm “Changing
Perspectives”. Her film focused on the youth perspective of COVID-19 in Canada, and the
importance of family in staying connected despite social distancing, as well as to maintain a
positive outlook on life post-coronavirus. Kendra shared that “it is hard for a lot of people right
now. I wasn’t able to see my dad for nine weeks. I really wanted to focus on the positive
things…and keep a positive message out there so that everyone knows it’s not easy for any of us.
It’s only a small part of our lives compared to the rest of our lives, and even though it’s hard, we
can all do it together.” The judges felt that Kendra’s video featured a strong youth presence and a
personalized representation of a child’s experience of the pandemic.

‘Honorable Mention’ went to Salima Punjani for her cellphilm “Full Spectrum”. Though
the video exceeded the ninety second limit for the festival submission, the judges felt there was
an honesty in the radical acceptance of a new, socially distant reality in the video that deserved
special mention. The video featured an exploration of the rainbows hung in windows around
Montreal to inspire connection and resilience among Montrealers during the quarantine, along
with a diversity of voices commenting on the realization that things might not be okay. The
judges appreciated the honesty of the cellphilm and the necessity of confronting the role the
media and capitalism play in shaping our perceptions of the crisis.
The ‘People’s Choice Award’ category was won by Darshan Daryanani for his film
“What do I do NOW??”. His cellphilm explored the story of an alcoholic in quarantine under
pressure from the economic downsizing associated with COVID-19. The video depicted the
protagonist’s decision to choose a healthier pathway for himself and highlighted a way to use
quarantine to positively improve one’s lifestyle, both physically and mentally.
Judges’ Reflections
The reflections of the judges on the festival highlighted the value of the cellphone
medium as a tool for social activism, connection, and research generation. Gabby Daniels noted
how cellphilming has been beneficial in amplifying voices in her organization, the Young
Indigenous Women’s Utopia. “It is a really great way for us to get the message out and
communicate, not a lot of people talk, or like [to] speak in a talking group…so we always make
cellphilms to make our message loud and clear.” Layla Zia noted the power of storytelling using
cellphilms. “Visual storytelling activates a way for us to show all emotion in the brain and
enable[s] us to empathize and be curious with what we are watching and hearing. I think
cellphilms are a great medium to share this with experiences, and talking about shared

experiences gets us close to each other and helps us increase our inclusion and sense of
belonging.”
Katie MacEntee also spoke to the usefulness of cellphilms in the context of the Black
Lives Matter movement, beginning in 2016 with the publication of her book “What’s a
Cellphilm?”. “I am reflecting back on how in our introductory chapter we wrote about Black
Lives Matter and how that movement had started to use cellphones and cellphone videos to
document the injustice that black people were experiencing and anti-black racism by police, and
how cellphones’ method was inspired by the re-conceptualizing of the handheld device. I really
want to think about, listen, and learn from young people and leaders like Gabby, as well as other
black and Indigenous people of color who are using cellphilms to speak out against injustice.
These are huge changes…in the world and I think we have a lot of inspiration and tools out
there—probably sitting within reach of us right now—to speak about.”
Social Media Campaign
The 8th International Cellphilm Festival was largely advertised via the International
Cellphilm Festival’s social media pages on Facebook and Twitter. Joy Hannam, in collaboration
with Nesa Bandarchian Rashti, provided graphic design and communications support throughout
the weeks prior to the festival streaming on June 12th. The communications strategy included
dissemination of instructional cellphilm videos made by Colette Anton, as well as informational
infographics produced by Joy providing festival details, calls for submissions, and post-festival
announcements. Joy and Colette also collaborated on a long-term communications strategy to
identify target groups to invite to submit cellphilms, and target groups to include in the
organization and execution of future cellphilm festivals.

Follow-Up
We conducted a follow-up interview with Siya, one of the producers of “Our experiences
during the lockdown”, to hear about their winning cellphilm and YGLC’s experience during the
pandemic. Siya spoke to the challenges of communication and self-motivation faced with the
new dynamic of remote learning shown in the group’s submission. “At school, we always have
the teacher available when no one understands to explain, but it is challenging to do over the
phone. Most of the time, we didn’t have data, or many people are talking at once, so the teacher
might not be able to answer everyone’s questions. Also, I have more freedom at home…it led me
to postponing my studying for days, and days turned into weeks.”

Following from the difficulties of learning online, Siya also offered potential solutions to
combatting the educational inequalities that COVID-19 has made visible. “There will always be
a gap…I was hoping that maybe in the library we could have access to WiFi, and maybe enough
computers at school to allow access to everyone. Most people here have phones, but not data
because it is expensive. Everything costs money that we don’t have – we should give WiFi and
data to universities.” Siya finally spoke to the group’s desire for expansion with the inclusion of

more LGBTQ+ community members in their projects and cellphilms in the future to “highlight
their struggles in…how the world sees them, and create a safe place for them with us.”
The International Cellphilm Festival team also composed a comprehensive thematic
analysis on the 42 submissions received for this year’s festival. Each cellphilm was analyzed on
its relatedness to the festival’s theme: Well-being in the Time of Social Distancing. Within this
general framework, submissions focused in on more definitive aspects of the experiential reality
of COVID-19. Many submissions dealt with the concept of ‘separate, but together’, examining
how people living in forced isolation (due to social distancing restrictions) maintained individual
perspectives on the crisis, but also were intrinsically connected through the universality of the
global pandemic. Additionally, submissions focused on how the pandemic has led to a reevaluation of perspectives, with COVID-19 highlighting many of the systemically-derived social
inequalities in society, prompting widespread recognition of both privilege and disadvantage.
Many cellphilms also discussed the evolution / devolution of society with the increased
industrialization, development, and globalization that have led to our current circumstances, and
brought into question what really constitutes human progress– how advanced can we claim to be
if we have propagated the very suffering we are now enduring? Other submissions also focused
in on the cellphone as a medium, analyzing the ways we are able to stay socially connected
through social media platforms in spite of social distancing. Cellphones have been used both as a
means to convey stories, as well as an essential tool for information and connection throughout
COVID-19. Finally, multiple cellphilms have identified the quarantine as a positive potential
opportunity for self-growth and self-empowerment, advertising healthier and more productive
ways to live despite the unprecedented situations we all currently find ourselves in.

All submissions can be found on the ICF website: https://internationalcellphilmfestival.com/.

Appendix - Agenda for Festival Event
The following schedule shows the approximate times and suggested topics to be discussed
during the Festival that will allow for a 1 hour duration.
5:30 [Duration 5 minutes]
Marjorie’s Blessing and Claudia’s Introduction
•
•
•

Land acknowledgment.
What is going on in the next hour.
Introduce Colette and roles.

5:35 [Duration 3 minutes]
Words from Scott Walter
5:38 [Duration 2 minutes]
Show Third place video
5:40 [Duration 3 minutes]
Dialogue Marjorie/Katie/Layla/Gabby about the film
Talk about the relevance of the video and what makes it great.
Talk about what they enjoyed.
5:43 [Duration 5 minutes]
Katie MacEntee
Suggestions: Her thesis / how cellphilming has worked then and now
Suggestions: Where she hopes the medium will expand?
Suggestions: “What’s a Cellphilm?”
5:48 [Duration 2 minutes]
Show Second Place Video
5:50 [Duration 3 minutes]
Dialogue Marjorie/Katie/Layla/Gabby about the film
Talk about the relevance of the video and what makes it great.
Talk about what they enjoyed.
5:53 [Duration 2 minutes]
Show First Place Video
5:55 [Duration 5 minutes]
Dialogue between Video producers [Alexa Ahooja, Kevin Ah-Sen] and
Marjorie/Katie/Layla/Gabby
Talk about the relevance of the video and what makes it great.
Talk about what they enjoyed.
6:00 [Duration 5 minutes]
A word from Gabby on her participation in the Young Indigenous Women’s Utopia and
youth and film activism.
6:05 [Duration 3 minutes]
Show 14 and Under Category Video
6:08 [Duration 5 minutes]
Dialogue between Video producers [Kendra Ley] and Marjorie/Katie/Layla/Gabby
Talk about the relevance of the video and what makes it great.
Talk about what they enjoyed.
6:13 [Duration 5 minutes]

Layla Zia to Speak about StoryBolt and our collaboration, where we want to grow
together, and the opportunities for cellphilming as a medium.
6:18 [Duration 3 minute]
Show Honourable mention
6:20 [Duration 3 minute]
Dialogue Marjorie/Katie/Layla/Gabby about the film
Talk about the relevance of the video and what makes it great.
Talk about what they enjoyed
6:23 [Duration 2 minute]
Show People’s Choice Award.
6:25 [Duration 5 minutes]
Claudia: Goodbyes and what to checkout next.

