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Love Letters to Docs for Change 

The Multilingual Community Interpreter Service (MCIS) and the DOC Institute have come together to form 
Docs for Change, a unique initiative aimed at harnessing the power of documentary film to encourage 

community dialogue, inspire civic engagement and combat isolation in newcomer communities across the 
GTA. The project is generously funded by the Ontario Trillium Foundation. 

 
From: Thulasi Sahajananthan  
To: Lalita Krishna  
Sent: Thursday, April 16, 2015 9:43 AM 
Subject: I have a little Sugar - Second Screening 
 

Dear Lalita, 
I heard excellent news about you. Please accept my 
heartiest congratulations on being selected for the 
outstanding Canadian Feature Award for producing 
the documentary "Listen to Me". I am very happy 
to hear this great news, and I am eagerly waiting to 
watch it in OMNI tomorrow.  
I am excited to let you know that your 
documentary "I have a little sugar" is well received 
by many communities and they are requesting 
special screenings. I will be screening the Tamil 
version of 'I Have a Little Sugar' in Scarborough 
on April 22nd for the Scarborough Centre for 
Healthy Communities at the request by Judit 
Langhammer, Health Promotion and Disease 
Prevention Manager. They have their own diabetes 
educators, and they have organized a panel to 
discuss and answer questions.  The screening will 
be done in a community housing building where 
many clients of SCHC live.  
Here are the details of the screening event (flyer 
attached): 
When:  Wednesday April 22, 2015 
Time:   2.00 - 4.00 pm 
Where: 65 Greencrest Circuit, Scarborough 
 

In May, we are planning another screening of 
the English version at South Asian Women's 
Centre. The date is yet to be confirmed.  Again in 
June, our 4th screening for the members of Arya 
Samaj in Mahakham is also scheduled. I will keep 
you posted of the dates and times.  
 

Thank you, 
Thulasi 
 

From: Thulasi Sahajananthan   
To: Lalita Krishna  
Sent: Thursday, April 23, 2015 7:20 AM 
Subject: Re: I have a little Sugar - Second Screening 
 

Dear Lalita, 
Good morning. 
Thank you for finding time to be with us yesterday 
(April 22) afternoon. It certainly made a positive 
influence in the mood of the audiences. You would 
have judged this from the level of participation of 
the audience during the discussion. We at the DOC 
for change are honored and were pleased with 
your presence.  
 

I am sure you too enjoyed watching your own film 
after a long time, and this must have brought 
back loads of flashback and fond memories. At the 
end of the session many participants came to us 
and thanked us for the screening event, and we 
were very happy. 
Look forward to your future participation in many 
of our future events. 
 

With best regards 
Thulasi   
 

From: Lalita Krishna  
Sent: Thursday, April 23, 2015 8:11 AM 
To: Thulasi Sahajananthan 
Cc: Latha Sukumar; Adam Shamoon; Eliana 
Subject: Re: I have a little Sugar - Second Screening 
 

Hi Thulasi: 
I was very inspired by the screening. It was 
gratifying at many levels. As a filmmaker we live for 
experiences like this one where the results of many 
years of work is screened, discussed and moves an 
audience to make a positive change in their 
thinking or in their habits. You obviously did a lot of 

http://mcislanguages.com/
http://docinstitute.com/


2 | P a g e  
 

research to come up with the right partners for this 
project. The large crowd was attentive and 
disciplined and clearly knowledgeable. The 
Facilitator was brilliant- she reinforced the learning 
and made the audience speak about the film as 
well as the education around diabetes.  
 

As one of the group of people who conceived of 
the Docs for Change program, it was rewarding to 
see the program come to life. The original proposal 
imagined an outcome like this three years ago! And 
you and the other Fellows have taken it to a level 
beyond anything we could have imagined.  
 

The other outcome which was not predicted in the 
proposal but which I also saw working yesterday is 
the camaraderie between the Fellows. It was so 
wonderful to see Souleiman working together- and 
to have Eliana there was a bonus. Neither 
understood the language yet graciously and 
generously offered to support and make the 
program run so smoothly. That's dedication and 
commitment.  
 

We work in a genre that is challenged by funding 
shortfalls and we often have to justify what we do 
to decision makers to politicians and to policy 
advisors. The screening yesterday has renewed my 

commitment to documentary films which I plan to 
share with colleagues and friends.  
Nothing can equal the power of communicating a 
non-fiction story to a live audience.  
I want to thank you for your passion and quiet but 
detailed execution.  
 

Lalita Krishna 
 
 
From: Sree Nallamothu  
To: Thulasi Sahajananthan 
Date: Friday, Apr 24, 2015 at 9:41 AM 
Subject: Re: I have a little Sugar - Second Screening 
 
Thank you for sharing this note, Thulasi.  
I am happy to know Lalita recognizes and 
appreciates your extraordinary skills and 
commitment. You are incredibly gracious and 
humble but I hope you (and your colleagues at 
DFC) know you have made this idea come alive and 
taken it much further than what filmmakers are 
able to do on their own.  
 
Why I love working with you so much is that you 
are driven by your heart.

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

From: Eliana Trinaistic 
To: Latha Sukumar  
Sent: Sunday, April 26, 2015 8:02 PM 
Subject: Re: I have a little Sugar - Second Screening 
(My blog entry) 
 

Tamil is not my first language. Or even my second 
language. In fact, before today, I never knew Tamil 
is so incredibly alive and it could be spoken so fast, 
rolling over tongues and lips quickly with cascading, 
delightful stream of nasals and retroflex 
consonants.  
 

 “Today, it is estimated that in Canada alone more 
than three million people are possibly affected by 
the onset of diabetes which is considered the 4th 
leading cause of death. Today, we will watch a 
documentary on diabetes followed by a 
discussion.” No small claim from Thulasi 
Sahajananthan, one of the Docs for Change Fellows 

who is completing her two-year grant program 
funded by the Ontario Trillium Foundation (OTF).  
In 2012 a small group of visionaries from MCIS 
Language Services and the Doc Institute Toronto 
explored for the possibility of using non-fiction 
story telling (documentaries) in front of a live 
audience and proposed the development of a 
program that would pilot the initiative. The 
following year the OTF recognized the need and 
rationale for investing into the program intended 
not only to popularize Canadian documentary 
movies but also to enable easy access to 
documentaries and connect newcomers and 
immigrant communities across the GTA with the 
art of storytelling. What we did not know, 
however, was how the pilot we envisioned would 
actually turn out.  
 

But, the pilot was tried, tested, and not only true 
but gathered a much bigger response than we 
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could’ve imagined. What we also found was that 
regardless of the language spoken (or not) the 
audience is able to get the essence of a story if the 
story is told by the proper story telling tools.  
 

Now, what are proper story telling tools?  With so 
much digital and visual material out there, it often 
appears as if we have countless tools at our 
disposal and everybody knows how to use them.  
Yet in fact, they don’t. The proper means it must be 
confirmed through and through in all of these four 
categories, it must be: 1) properly researched, fair 
and unbiased; 2) properly made so it will not 
offend my senses, visual or auditory receptors; 3) 
respectful towards its subject, live or inanimate, 
and respectful towards the viewers so as not to 
offend by shortcuts and simplification; and 4) 
maintain an open-ended curiosity that will ignite a 
question, a small intellectual fire leading to a 
lasting transformation.  In other words, not just any 
short YouTube video, but well-made, well-thought 
out documentaries are such a tool, a proper tool, 
for engaging with diverse audiences.  
 

We are at 65 Greencrest Circuit at our second 
community screening of Lalita Krishna’s I have a 
Little Sugar (the 7th screening of the Docs for 
Change program), a documentary that features 
four people exploring their unique and complicated 
relationship with diabetes. The screening, 
organized in partnership with the Scarborough 
Centre for Healthy Communities and coordinator 
for the Tamil Seniors Programs, Dharshana 
Jayapathy, introduces us to lovely and energetic 
Suboshana Saravanapavanandan, Scarborough 
Centre for Healthy Communities’ Diabetes Nurse, 
with tons of experience and indisputable passion 
for engaging seniors.  
 

The audience arrives on time, the director, Lalita 
Krishna, who graciously gifted us with her presence 
once again, arrives ahead of time, but we are still 
running late. A few tenants from the building want 
to join us and inquire to see if we feel like they 
would be intruding. Of course not! The room, 
rather the ballroom for at least 250, will be 
witnessing our new bold audio “statement”.   
 

MCIS is in the process of developing a fully 
equipped mobile theatre that we plan to make 
available to communities (inclusive of lending 
library, collection policy, speakers, projector, 
microphones, movie licenses, engagement and 
discussion guides) and just last week we invested in 
a couple of used but powerful professional 
speakers.  Our tech –Souleiman- is happy with our 
great new sound, and we are hoping to be loud 
enough to mobilize the entire building to join us.  
We are still waiting. It appears that food and 
drinks, a significant part of our “appeal”, almost a 
“signature” that helped us open the doors to 
various places, are not in yet.  Thulasi is filling the 
air with melodic Tamil providing excuses until we 
are stocked and back to business. 
 

I Have a Little Sugar speaks about the so called 
“silent killer” of the 21st century.  In India, diabetes 
has reached the level of a potential epidemic with 
more than 62 million diabetic individuals currently 
diagnosed with the disease. The Canadian Diabetes 
Association’s 2013 Clinical Practice Guidelines 
explicitly states that “people of South Asian 
descent are one of the populations at a higher risk 
of developing type 2 diabetes.”  Irrespective of 
geography and genetic factors, the major causes of 
diabetes are environmental, such as obesity 
(associated with rising living standards), urban 
living and a sedentary lifestyle.  Community health 
centres are reaching out to the population to 
educate for prevention, yet it is difficult to visualize 
if the stories we share are sufficiently impactful 
and, especially, if they are told in languages we do 
not understand. 
 

Here I am in the room with 50+ Tamil speaking 
seniors, one of only two people who do not speak 
Tamil. The movie is dubbed in Tamil and, although 
here and there I can hear some traces of English (I 
find myself conspicuously leaning forward 
whenever it happens because my body thinks more 
of it is coming), it lasts only for a few seconds. Yet I 
do respond to the images and the logic of the 
story. I see the man with the amputated leg who 
takes away the braces for his skin to breathe. I see 
the young First Nations man who is obviously 
suffering, shown in the kitchen, so I trust he has 

http://www.schcontario.ca/
http://www.schcontario.ca/
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made some constructive dietary changes.  I see 
people providing testimonies, people learning how 
to cook, people talking to community nurses, and I 
see glucose monitors. I see the audience quietly 
watching, focused and observant. Even the people 
in the back (your usual talkative culprits) are 
immersed and silent. 
 

And I wonder. Is this what it feels like to be -- a 
person excluded from the dominant language, and 
with a health worry that is addressed only by a 
pamphlet or a brochure or by an external authority 
(a health practitioner, or a doctor) in an isolated 
room? If we do not have an access to a rich, 
comprehensive narrative (an equivalent of a 
traditional story teller) to make us aware what will 
motivate us to change? 
 

Yet when we are in the room with many others,  
immersed in the cultural landscape of known 
language, equipped with an opportunity to be 
given time to stay quiet and be reflective recipient 
of a truthful story, of somebody’s attempts,  
struggles and small victories, we become touched 
and engaged.  I am this person on the screen.  This 
is my struggle. I am the same. And when you also 
have somebody like Suboshana who, equipped 
with a most beautiful smile and in the fastest Tamil 
ever, able to, right after the screening, share a 
story after story about the importance of 
behavioral changes (sometimes in both languages 
to mercifully include me), and you hear the 
audience laughing, approving and vigorously raising 
hands and voices you can see how a simple 
transactional engagement has just created a 
transformation.  If I would happen to be a public 
health official contemplating my diabetes 
communication strategy in this lively room right 
now I would probably feel as if I’ve just won the 
lottery!  
 

Certainly, the process to get to this point for us, 
Docs for Change participants, is difficult. We still 
struggle with a lot of communication and 
miscommunication, some realized but many 
missed links and opportunities, a lot of overtime 
work on top of our regular jobs that must be done 
after hours. Yet, when screenings start, it is all 
forgotten. And when they finish none of us is able 

to leave the room. Post community screening 
discussions are notoriously lengthy.   
 
What I have also seen happening here is a unique 
but very powerful way of disseminating public 
messages - an outstanding and rather 
nonconventional model that could be replicated 
across the city.  
 

Just imagine: we want to disseminate a message 
and instead of writing and printing we source a 
really good, relevant Canadian documentary. We 
translate and subtitle into as many languages as 
needed. We organize public screenings, big and 
small, focusing on a one single message first to see 
if our metric is right.  We keep in mind that in 
communities we also want to find people who 
could emerge as leaders that will be trained in 
principles of community engagement. Canadian 
documentaries have a story for everyone because 
they are universal: Tamil seniors, Mandarin first 
time parents, Filipino teenagers, Afghani slow 
cooking aficionados. 
 

As “tax-payers” (don’t you also hate this phrase for 
excluding our rich civic lives), we need to demand 
much larger investment into the art of 
documentary storytelling so we can harvest real 
engagement, real communication, real reduced 
solation that will manifest as lowered stress, better 
health, and generally, a much happier, inter-
generationally connected society.  
 

This means sustainability, and it starts right here. 
Let’s not lose the momentum. 
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Thulasi Sahajananthan is MCIS Language 
Services interpreter. For the past five years 
Thulasi has been interpreting for Sri 
Lankan Tamil community.  Her experiences 
with interpretations and community 

engagement made her keenly aware of issues arising 
from cultural shock and adjustments to new country, 
including issues with immigrant health often arising 
from ethnic tensions experienced in native Sri Lanka. 
Thulasi believes that documenting these cases and 
providing opportunities for broader research may help 
the governments and social organizations to find 
solutions locally and internationally. The main focus of 
her work with Docs for Change program is Tamil senior 
community and diabetic awareness campaigns.  
 
  

 Lalita Krishna is a Toronto based 
filmmaker whose work has been 
broadcast nationally on all major 
networks, and featured at film festivals 
around the world. She specializes in 

documentaries about children and teens making a 
difference in the world.   Lalita's films span a broad 
spectrum of subjects, from the "extraordinary" (like 
Ryan Hreljac, a 6 year-old boy determined to raise 
money to build a well in Uganda in Ryan's Well) to the 
"extreme" (a portrait of pro-wrestler Tiger Jeet Singh 
who is a cult figure in Japan).  Lalita's films have won 
many awards and are used extensively in schools. She 
has been awarded the DreamCatcher Award for using 
her craft to better humanity. Lalita is the Co-chair of  
DOC Toronto and sits on the Board of Hot Docs, North 
America's premier documentary festival. Lalita is the 
recipient of the Reel World 2010 Trailblazer award. 

 
 

Sree Nallamothu is a media arts educator, 
filmmaker and producer who believes 
media is a powerful tool for promoting 
positive social change in our communities. 
She has spent the past two decades 
working collaboratively with marginalized 

communities to nurture their artistic vision, explore 
their diverse narratives and maximize their opportunity 
for self-expression and self-advocacy using the film and 
video art form. Sree is the Docs for Change program 
manager. She also works as the supervising producer 
for the Cell & Systems Biology Dept.'s POP Media Team 
at the University of Toronto, a project she designed that 
puts cameras in the hands of students in Life Sciences. 
In addition, she collaborates with the Toronto 
Neighbourhood Centres to produce community-
directed media that support community development 
initiatives. 
 
 

Eliana Trinaistic is MCIS Language Services’ 
Social Impact Manager involved with 
Documentaries for Change since its 
inception in 2013. Eliana’s background is in 
adult, sustainability and media education, 

communication, public relations, event planning, 
stakeholder’s engagement and community capacity 
building.  
Her current interests include the role arts play in 
transformation of communal and civic life, the ways we 
create, achieve and measure collective impacts and 
issues related to developing social enterprises in 
transitional economies. 

  eTrinaistic 
 

 
 
 
 

We want to extend our sincere thanks to directors of two partnering organizations, Latha Sukumar (MCIS Language 
Services) and Adam Shamoon (DOC Institute), and all of our incredible Fellows and directors who helped us over the past 

two years. Stay tuned and find the schedule of upcoming events here. 

http://insyncmedia.ca/project-ryans.html
http://insyncmedia.ca/project-tiger.html

