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L O G L I N E  

Chronicling the journey of four American teenagers, who study abroad in countries that dramatically 

outperform the United States in education, THE SMARTEST KIDS IN THE WORLD gives voice to 

students, hearing first-hand their discoveries and insight about how to reform U.S. high school education. 

Based on Amanda Ripley's New York Times Bestseller.  

http://www.amandaripley.com/books/the-smartest-kids-in-the-world. 

S Y N O P S I S  

In many ways, THE SMARTEST KIDS IN THE WORLD is a classic coming-of-age, road-trip film – wide-
eyed U.S. high school kids, recognizably American in their bravado, setting out to discover the world.  

What each of them knows at the beginning of their journey as a foreign exchange student is that 
something is missing in their public high school in the United States. They are not getting what they need 
and want. They are in various ways stuck, or bored, or unchallenged, and they long for something more.  

The film acknowledges that the students’ teachers are also not getting what they need and want, and that 
the students’ parents feel frustrated and powerless in the face of the system.  Much has been written 
about the challenges and failures of education in America.  But this film is not about parents or teachers 
or educational theory; it is about students.  Our students.  Our children. 

What do they think about their education?  What is their experience and their insight?  What do we have 
to learn by listening to them?  Every walk to school, evening study session, and classroom moment is from 
the students’ point-of-view. By going with them as they experience high school outside the U.S., we see 
their openness to adventure and possibility, their discovery, and their wisdom.   

Over the course of a year, each of them discovers, in differing ways, that schools outside the United 
States are simply harder; students elsewhere are asked to do more and they do it.  In South Korea, 
students revere education. There is a camaraderie and a sense of peer support. Students collect 
everyone’s cell phone at the beginning of each day, they clean their own classrooms, and they cheer each 
other on at the big test at the end of the year.  In European countries, students have more autonomy and 
free time than in the United States. They have a degree of responsibility for their own education and they 
achieve remarkable results.   

Based on Amanda Ripley’s important book, this film tells the personal stories of four American exchange 
students whose world-view shifted as they experienced new cultures and classrooms, and how their 
journeys impacted their expectations of themselves and their futures.
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D I R E C T O R ’ S  S T A T E M E N T  

In making this film, my life has changed.  I have become keenly aware of the inequality of educational 
opportunity in the United States, and what is at stake as a result.  I am inspired to work for change -- in my 
home, in my daughters’ schools, and in my community.   

I hope audiences will be similarly moved. Perhaps, seeing school through these kids’ eyes, in the 
classrooms of countries that take risks and embrace change and the expectation of students is high, 
American audiences can begin to imagine the possibilities here at home. Audiences will not have to 
imagine what is possible; they will see it for themselves. And perhaps seeing it will inspire hope, and, as in 
every great social movement, this hope will lead to change.  As one Finnish father told our camera, “In 
America, your patriotism is one of your greatest strengths, but also your greatest weakness.  There IS 
civilized life elsewhere.  There are countries that are doing things even better.”  Especially when it comes 
to education. 

— Tracy Droz Tragos 
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A U T H O R ’ S  S T A T E M E N T  

I wrote the book upon which this film is based because of an enduring global mystery: There are now a 
dozen countries that are reliably teaching virtually all their kids to think for themselves—in ways we can 
see and measure. What are these countries doing? What is it like to be a kid there? Like America, these 
are complicated places with immigration, poverty and spending cuts. So what is happening there to 
consistently get kids to higher levels of fluency in math, reading and science by age 15? 

We now have better data on kids and schools than we have ever had before. But there are places the 
data cannot go, questions it cannot answer. To light up these blind spots, we need real-life students who 
can infiltrate schools and neighborhoods and tell us what they know. 

That’s why the book and now this film rely on American teenagers to be fixers and amateur 
anthropologists. They take us with them to their exchange countries and host families. They spend all day, 
every day, thinking about the differences between their American schools and homes and their schools 
and homes abroad. They don’t know everything, but they know this comparison really well, and they tell it 
like it is. 

Of course, the film does something the book cannot: it literally transports us, alongside the students. We 
get to see these remarkable American kids boarding their planes in Wyoming and Florida, finding their 
way on the Seoul subway and revealing their hopes and fears to other kids in their borrowed countries. 
We discover what they miss about America—and what they don’t. It is a dazzling, mind-opening ride, and 
you emerge with a new imagination for what is possible. 
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It turns out that most of the things we spend time worrying about in education debates have little impact 
on the learning and life chances of actual kids. As Americans, we already spend more money than most 
countries in the world per student. We already have more classroom technology, and our kids already do 
more homework than kids in many other places. So what is missing? The world’s education superpowers 
do fewer things better, and the lessons are practical, inspiring and specific. 

Sometimes you need to leave your home in order to understand it. At a time when many countries are 
closing inward, hunkering down in response to change and fear, this is a film about young Americans 
doing the opposite. They are charging out into the world, convinced that there must be ways to adapt to 
a changing world and to learn from one another, rather than turning on each other. 

— Amanda Ripley, Atlantic Journalist and Author of The Smartest Kids in the World 
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T H E  S T U D E N T S  
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BRITTANY, 16 
Florida to Finland (Ranked #8 in Math) 
Brittany in Finland (“Utopia”) – The ambitious skeptic 
who believes in hard work over free-time, at first. 

JAXON, 16 
Wyoming to Netherlands  (Ranked #7 in Math) 
Jaxon in USA (“Worksheets and Wrestling”) – The 
athlete who longs for something more, but struggles 
with a fear of the unknown and the limits of his U.S. 
school.

SADIE, 16 
Maine to Switzerland (Ranked #4 in Math) 
Sadie in Switzerland (“Metros and Opportunity”) – The 
rebel who doesn’t feel she fits into any educational 
system but discovers that for Swiss students there are 
options she wishes she had in the U.S.

SIMONE, 17 
Bronx to South Korea (Ranked #3 in Math) 
Simone in Korea (“The Pressure Cooker”) – The 
introvert who deeply longs for a better education - 
and along the way, questions the big picture. 



S T Y L I S T I C  A N D  V I S U A L  A P P R O A C H  

Our story starts off in the U.S. – where we are constantly told that education is the key to success, but not 
every student gets the same opportunities. A zip code can determine fate. We will take a look at 
communities with struggling classrooms where testing, attendance or sports matter more than learning. 
In these communities, we will also look closely: although U.S. schools may be starved for opportunity, they 
are rich in potential. Our main characters will come from diverse American schools – and for each, we’ll 
experience the atmosphere, colors and textures that make it unique, bringing these communities to life in 
a way that shows the reality of the struggle while focusing on their potential.  

And then, with our students, we embark. A journey to a far-off land invites cinematic photography, a 
poetic visual style, and a study in contrasts. Each country receives a different, but equally rich treatment – 
place is its own character, vibrant and complex. The cinematography is meant to be intimate and richly 
impressionistic, with beautiful images that draw us deeply into the stories and the adventure of world 
travel. 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T H E  B O O K  

New York Times bestseller The Smartest Kids was selected by The Economist, The Washington Post, The 
New York Times and Amazon.com as one of the most notable books of 2013.  

In a handful of nations, virtually all children are learning to make complex arguments and solve problems 
they’ve never seen before. They are learning to think, in other words. What is it like to be a child in 
these new education superpowers? 

In a global quest to find answers for our own children, author and Time journalist Amanda Ripley follows 
three Americans embedded in these countries for one year. Kim, 15, raises $10,000 so she can move from 
Oklahoma to Finland; Eric, 18, exchanges an upscale Minnesota suburb for a booming South Korean city; 
and Tom, 17, leaves a historic Pennsylvania village for a gritty city in Poland. 

Their stories, along with groundbreaking research into what works worldwide, reveal a pattern of 
startling transformation: none of these places had many “smart” kids a few decades ago. They had 
changed. Teaching had become more serious; parents had focused on what mattered; and children had 
bought into the promise of education. A reporting tour de force, The Smartest Kids is a book about 
building resilience in a new world—as told by young Americans with the most at stake. 
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T H E  F I L M M A K E R S  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TRACY DROZ TRAGOS 
DIRECTOR 

Tracy Droz Tragos is an award-winning documentary 
filmmaker whose credits include the Emmy-nominated 
HBO film “Abortion: Stories Women Tell,” about 
personal stories of unplanned pregnancies, which 
premiered at the 2016 Tribeca Film Festival, and "Rich 
Hill," about at-risk teenagers living in her father's 
hometown in rural Missouri, which won the Grand Jury 
Prize for U.S. Documentary at the 2014 Sundance Film 
Festival.   
  
Tragos’ first film, "Be Good, Smile Pretty," won the Emmy 
Award for Best Documentary in 2004 and was lauded for 
its honest exploration of the profound and complicated 
feelings of loss caused by the deaths of American men in 
the Vietnam War, some 35 years later. 

SHANNON E. RIGGS 
PRODUCER 

Shannon Riggs is a producer whose career spans 
multiple formats, genres and scales. She has worked on 
big budget studio films, produced independently 
financed documentaries, and everything in between. 
Shannon was recently a Sundance Fellow and 
participant in their Female Filmmaker Initiative. Her 
most recent credits include the feature THE DUST 
STORM, the award winning documentary GLEASON 
and a Netflix docu-series.  She is currently working on a 
tv pilot and 2 feature documentaries.
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AMANDA RIPLEY 
CONSULTING PRODUCER 

Amanda Ripley is an author and a contributing writer at 
the Atlantic Magazine. Her last book, The Smartest 
Kids in the World—and How They Got That Way, was a 
New York Times bestseller. Her first book, The 
Unthinkable, was published in 15 countries and turned 
into a PBS documentary. Amanda's work has also 
appeared in the New York Times, Slate, Politico, the 
Wall Street Journal and the Times of London. Her work 
has helped Time Magazine win two National Magazine 
Awards. To discuss her writing, Amanda has appeared 
on ABC, NBC, CNN, FOX News and NPR and spoken 
at the Pentagon, the U.S. Senate, the State 
Department and the Department of Homeland 
Security. Amanda lives in Washington, DC, where she is 
a Senior Fellow at the Emerson Collective.

EMERSON COLLECTIVE 
EXECUTIVE PRODUCERS 

Emerson Collective is a social change organization that 
uses a broad range of tools to create the greatest good 
for the greatest number of people. Established and led 
by Laurene Powell Jobs, Emerson Collective uses 
philanthropy, impact investing, advocacy and 
community activation in order to remove barriers to 
justice for individuals, families and communities across 
the country and around the globe. 

“The Smartest Kids In The World  proves that it is 
possible to deliver an excellent education to every 
student in America. The film shows how we can 
examine the best educational practices the world has 
to offer to make our own schools the best in the world.  
America is at its best when we are open to learning 
from, and innovating on, solutions from all corners. We 
can strive to be the best by learning from the best.”  

—Laurene Powell Jobs, President and Founder of 
Emerson Collective

https://www.theatlantic.com/author/amanda-ripley/
http://www.amandaripley.com/books/the-smartest-kids-in-the-world
http://www.amandaripley.com/books/the-smartest-kids-in-the-world
https://www.theatlantic.com/author/amanda-ripley/
http://www.amandaripley.com/books/the-smartest-kids-in-the-world
http://www.amandaripley.com/books/the-smartest-kids-in-the-world
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NATHAN HALPERN 
COMPOSER 

Nathan Halpern is an Emmy-nominated composer, 
named one of Indiewire's ‘Composers to Watch.’ Recent 
film scores include Cannes winner THE RIDER (Sony 
Pictures Classics), which was praised for it's "lovely 
score" (LA Times), "beautiful score" (ScreenAnarchy), 
and "moving score" (ScreenDaily). Other notable scores 
include Sundance Grand Jury Prize winner RICH HILL 
("one of the best non-fiction scores we've heard in 
years" - Indiewire), Sundance winner MINDING THE 
GAP (w/ co-composer Chris Ruggiero, Hulu Originals), 
the Emmy and Peabody Award-winning MARINA 
ABRAMOVIC: THE ARTIST IS PRESENT (HBO Films), the 
2017 Oscar-shortlisted films HOOLIGAN SPARROW and 
THE WITNESS, and the Emmy-nominated films 
ABORTION: STORIES WOMEN TELL (Dir: Tracy Droz 
Tragos / HBO Films), and JOAN DIDION: THE CENTER 
WILL NOT HOLD (NETFLIX). 

DAN DURAN 
CO-PRODUCER 

Dan Duran is a documentary filmmaker based in Los 
Angeles, CA. Multifaceted in documentary production, 
Dan has shot, produced, and edited various 
documentaries nationally and internationally, including 
countries such as Singapore, Malaysia, Ghana, London, 
Italy, and Tanzania. Dan’s documentaries have been 
nominated for IDA and ASC awards, featured on Vimeo 
Staff Picks, broadcasted on PBS, and premiered at films 
festivals across the country including SXSW, Tribeca, 
and Full Frame. Dan currently produces and edits 
feature documentaries and has worked with production 
companies that include Participant Media, National 
Geographic WILD, and HBO Documentary Films. 
ABORTION: STORIES WOMEN TELL is his latest feature 
collaboration with award winning director Tracy Droz 
Tragos, which premiered at the 2016 Tribeca Film 
Festival. 
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CHRIS RUGGIERO 
COMPOSER 

Chris Ruggiero is an Emmy-nominated composer and 
music producer. Recent film scores include MINDING 
THE GAP (Sundance Film Festival 2018, now in 
theaters), I AM ANOTHER YOU (SXSW Film Festival 
2017), TRIBAL JUSTICE (Santa Barbara International Film 
Festival 2017, PBS premiere late 2017), HOOLIGAN 
SPARROW (Sundance Film Festival 2016, currently 
available on Netflix), and INDIAN POINT (Tribeca Film 
Festival 2015, currently airing on AXS TV). His original 
compositions currently appear in over 160 television 
series including The Voice, Pawn Stars, and American 
Pickers. Commercial credits include music for brands 
such as Taco Bell, Coke, HSN, Imodium, Dewars, 
Coppola Winery, and Liberty Mutual. As a music 
producer Ruggiero works with bands and artists across 
genres.

JESSE OVERMAN 
EDITOR 

Jesse Overman is a documentary and commercial editor. 
He has cut on all 6 seasons of Chef's Table and has cut 
with Alex Gibney's company on Netflix's Dirty Money. 
He's worked on the award winning ad campaign Nature 
is Speaking with TBWA\Chiat\Day and Conservation 
International. When he isn't traveling, he resides in LA.
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EILEEN MEYER 
EDITOR 

Eileen Meyer is a documentary film editor in Los 
Angeles, CA. In 2016, she was awarded the Karen 
Schmeer Editing Fellowship and was nominated for the 
Cinema Eye Honors "Outstanding Achievement in 
Editing" Award for her latest film, Best of Enemies, a 
2015 Sundance Film Festival Grand Jury Prize nominee 
and 2016 Academy Award short l ist for Best 
Documentary. She received her BA in Film from 
Hampshire College in 2004, then began her career in 
film and television in New York City. She was the 
Associate Producer and Assistant Editor on numerous 
projects including Rehearsing a Dream (Oscar 
Nominated 2007, Best Documentary Short), Locks of 
Love: The Kindest Cut (HBO), Coming Out Stories 
(LOGO) and The First 48 (A&E). Since 2008, she has 
focused her career on editing, including an Emmy 
Award-winning documentary web series for MTV ($5 
Cover Amplified), and a narrative short,The Thing that 
premiered at the Sundance Film Festival in 2012.

BEN MULLINKOSSON 
DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY 

Ben Mullinkosson is a DP and director based in Los 
Angeles often on the road making documentaries and 
commercial work. He has worked with brands such as 
Samsung, Yelp, HBO, and Home Depot. His most 
notable films have been NYT Op-Doc’s, Vimeo Staff 
Picks as well as shown at Tribeca, Slamdance and over 
fifty other film festivals.

http://www.karenschmeer.com/
http://www.karenschmeer.com/
http://bestofenemiesfilm.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rehearsing_a_Dream
http://eileeneditor.com/
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http://eileeneditor.com/


 

WORLD PREMIERE

SUNDAY, November 11, 2018
4:30 pm

IFC Center
323 6th Ave, New York, NY 10014

ENCORE SCREENING

TUESDAY, November 13, 2018
2:30 

IFC Center
323 6th Ave, New York, NY 10014 

PURCHASE TICKETS 

WWW.DOCNYC.NET/FILM/THE-SMARTEST-KIDS-IN-THE-WORLD/ 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