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INTRODUCTION

Purpose

This project has two main purposes. The first is to examine the

struggles and barriers that Thai adults have as they attempt to present their

own values and culture by passing them on to their Thai-American

children. Second, this production has been done to demonstrate the

influences of American culture absorbed by Thai American children in the

light of their personalities. The specific plan was to produce a VHS color

video documentary about the activities sponsored by Thai parents and the

Thai government in supporting Thai culture at Wat Thai, a Thai temple in

Dallas, Texas. The length of the completed video is twenty-three minutes.

The goal of the documentary is to represent visually another angle of

subculture issues in the United States. This production report

complements and supplements the video.

Background

The idea of subculture in the United States is connected to a long

history of immigration issues. Admittedly, this country is one of the most

flourishing and powerful countries in the world, and, as a result, it is a

preferred destination for immigrants. Edward Corsi stated in his Paths to

The New World: American Immigration Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow

that, both legally and illegally, "people from different countries around the
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world have migrated to the United States for decades, and with them they

bring their own languages and cultures."' He also pointed out that "the

strongest factors in the decision to emigrate from his or her own country

are poverty, unemployment, over-- population, human rights abuses,

political corruption, and a pervasive spirit of hopelessness."2

In a report Thai Culture Studies by a group of sociologists,

named Bostonchinatown, scholars provided useful information in two

areas: the history of Thai immigration and the Thai sociological structure.

According to the report, "The history of Thai immigration started around

the early 1960s when U.S. armed forces began arriving in Thailand during

the Vietnam War." 3 Scholars also indicated that Thais, communicating

with U.S citizens, realized that it was, still, is possible to immigrate to the

United States by means of marrying a U.S. citizen. "By the 1970s, there

were approximately 5,000 Thais emigrated to this country, at a ratio of

three women to every man. During the 1980s, more or less 6,500 Thais

emigrated to the United States each year."4 The report revealed that

higher wages and job opportunities are the main attraction.

Thai communities generally tend to integrate into their own

community and also to imitate the traditional Thai social networks.

According to the report, the data revealed that as of 1990, there were about

91,274 Thai people living in the United States. California has greatest
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number of Thais is 32,064. A majority of these people are clustered in the

Los Angeles area. There are also many Thais of people whose temporary

visas have expired and who are believed to be in this area, suggesting that

these official figures are low. The Thai immigrants occupations during the

late 1970s and 1980s included young professionals, particularly doctors,

nurses, and white-collar workers; students and spouses of U.S. military

personnel; and unskilled workers, many of whom were women employed in

garment factories with low pay and substandard working conditions.

"Nearly half of the Thais living in the United States in 1990 (46.8 percent)

had settled in the West, followed by the South (26 percent), the Midwest

(14.2 percent), and the Northeast (12.9 percent)." 5

Based on interviews, I conducted with several Thai-Americans in the

Dallas community, many consider themselves to be so journers. Most hope

to return to Thailand. Briggs has described these people as "birds of

passage," people who come for awhile before migrating back to their

homeland. Others who had originally intended to stay in the United

States have left because they could not adjust to the new society or

because they became disenchanted with the harshness of life, especially in

the large cities.6

With the passage of time, new generations of Thai people have been

born and raised in the United States. These groups of young Thai children
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have become more Americanized, and many parent fear that their children

are losing ties their heritage.7 Aware of this concern, the Thai government

has supported the efforts of Thai people to construct Buddhist temples in

the United States in order to preserve their culture. Currently, there are

approximately 71 temples in urban areas of the United States.8

According to information gained in an interview with Pramaha

Panom Ruttawano, the waots, temples, in Dallas generally have the same

basic structure of organization as those in Thailand. Most wats, both in

Thailand and in the United States, have cells for resident monks and at

lease one school buildings. In the past, in Thailand, priests took

responsibility for the education of the children. Although the Thai

government now directs a national education program, some wats still

maintain classrooms.

For this video documentary, I chose the Buddhist Center of Dallas to

represent active Thai community centers in the United States. It has been

known as the Thai Temple in Dallas or Wat Thai in Dallas. The Buddhist

Center of Dallas was started in 1983 with the full support and faith of Thai

Buddhists. 9 At that time, there were many Thai people were interested in

providing one of the most important aspects of Thai culture to their

children, the Thai language. In 1984, a group of Chulalongkorn University

teachers visited the temple in order to determine the possibility of
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founding a school. 10 The goal became a reality for the Buddhist Center of

Dallas in 1991 with the cooperation of three organizations: Chulalongkorn

University, the Buddhist Center of Dallas, and the Thai Ministry of

Education. With the aid of these organizations and the support of Thai

parents, the Buddhist Center of Dallas Thai school was formed.

The actual purposes of the foundation are (a) to make Thai children

in the Dallas area aware of Thai culture; (b) to instill respect for Thai

institutions which are country, religion, and king of Thailand; (c) to bring

the Thai community together and make the Wat Thai itself a community

center; (d) to establish a religious center following Buddhist tenets; (e) to

present positive images of Thai culture; (f) to provide the Thai community

with public activities; and (g) to teach children the ways of Buddhism.''

The core curriculum provided in classes involves the communication skills

of listening, speaking, reading, and writing in Thai. Besides these skills,

Thai teachers also teach Thai children about Buddhism and Thai traditions.

Furthermore, a teacher may teach children aspects of Thai traditional arts;

for example, for special religious events, the teachers will teach the

children to perform Thai classical dances.

This documentary is a view of the operation and progress of this

cultural development project. The video presents a record of the

atmosphere and the activities in which Thai children participate at the Thai
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temple in Dallas, as well as the interactions involving the children and the

new Thai volunteer teachers who came to the United States on July 13,

1997.

Methodology

Because the purpose of this documentary was to chronicle the progress of the

cultural development project, I conducted several interviews in order to acquire

background information, with descriptions of activities and goals and the feelings of the

participants about the temple's project. I interviewed a school founder, teachers, Thai

American students, and their parents. I spent the first six Sundays of the production

process shooting both introductory and advanced classes, as well as the interview

sections. During the following months, I returned to shoot the same classes on three

Sundays in order to compare the interaction of students and teachers. During the four

Sundays without shooting, I went to the temple to be around the children in order to

become more acquainted with them. Also, this was an attempt to make the children more

comfortable in front of the camera.

Budget

The budget for Primarily Thai is as follows: a) four 120-mins S-VHS tapes, at

$43; b) twelve of 30-mins S-VHS tapes, at $117; c) twenty of 60-mins S-VHS tapes, at

$220; d) gasoline, at $180; e) long-distance calls, at $80. Therefore, the total cost is

$633.
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Review of Literature

During preparation for production, I devoted most of my time to

conducting research on both Thai immigration and documentary film

styles. Because few information sources for Thais immigration exist in

print, I relied mostly on Internet sources as references.

The following research focuses primarily on the documentary film

style and the methods that theorists use to help understand the origin of

the style. However, the research was not only historical but also examined

current stylistic trends applicable to this documentary.

Richard Barsam's Nonfiction Film provided a great deal of the

historical context for documentary film. In the first chapter, he explained

the birth of the genre and the varied definitions of documentary film. The

meaning of the word documentary depends on the personal filming

approach;' 2 for example, John Grierson, a British documentary theorist,

defined documentary film as "a creative treatment of actuality."13 His

perception of documentary making was to create drama from the raw

footage. Noted documentarain Robert Flaherty agreed with this position.

However, Flaherty's treatment for the actuality was a result shooting

technique."

However, The significance of documentary has gone beyond the

mere recording of reality. A. W. Bluem suggested that "documentary
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is more than an idea. It is an undeniable form of public communication,

functioning with certain ascertainable conditions....There must be a social

purpose in its conception and the use of technology which permits a

significant impact in its disemination." 1 5 Bluem very much agreed with

Grierson's idea of the significance of the documentary. Besides being a

historical examination, the documentary can be utilized as an academic

information resource in a variety of manners and even as a political

weapon.

Logistical Difficulties

In the course of this project, I had to deal with four major problems,

especially during the pre-production and production phases. The initial

problem was conceptual: how to represent the Thais' struggle through the

video medium. The pre-production research stage provided a clearer

picture of the Dallas Buddhist school. With assistance from a Thai monk,

Pramaha Panom Ruttawano, I was able to contact and pre-interview the

pioneers who founded the Thai-language-school project. These pre-

interviews provided information on the history and goals of the project,

including information about other involved persons and organizations.

Because this school has a long history and was founded through the

cooperation of several parties (American-Thais, monks, and volunteer

teachers from Chulalongkorn University), I decided to use interviews with
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these people to help generate vital information for the video project.

Despite the possible inconvenience that would be caused by the production

process, I obtained permission and cooperation from every potential

subject. I began shooting as soon as the new teachers arrived at the

airport. This meant that, during the pre-production process, some of the

potential subjects were not in the United States. In these situations, the

filmmaker obtained the subjects' permission through international

telephone calls.

The second difficulty involved limitations on access to the primary

location. Generally, Thai people behave differently when they come to a

Buddhist temple. They are extremely concerned with tradition and

etiquette. Because the temple is regarded as a sacred place, and the

Dallas Buddhist Center and Dallas Buddhist school are set in the same

location, I had difficulty bringing crews to help on the production process.

In addition, some parents did not understand the purpose of this video

project. As a result, I sought more flexible location access from the

principal, also a resident monk, Pramaha Pranom Ruttawano. At the same

time, I asked the school committee to provide assistance with official

permissions and also to provide a description of the project to parents.

Another scheduling problem I encountered was class changes in

preparation for the new students. Initially, I planned to shoot both the
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beginning classes and the advanced classes. After the schedule had been

changed, I preferred to concentrate on the introductory classes and focus

on the children as they began learning how to read and write in Thai.

In addition, I had to deal with technical problems affecting the

quality of the sound recording. With myself as the only crew member, the

cordless microphone was used to record the teacher sound; however, in

some situations, I also needed to record students' conversations or their

reactions, such as their answers to questions and their in-class banter.

Therefore, I also used a short-gun microphone taped to the camera. The

results were generally satisfactory, but there were some problems at times

with sound level and sound quality in these situations.

PRE-PRODUCTION

The purpose of this documentary is to support the objective of the

Buddhist Center of Dallas, which is to promote the value of Thai culture

and heritage. The pre-production period of this project extended from

June 8, 1997, to July 12, 1997, the day before the shooting started. I had

only one month to work on the pre-production stage. Fortunately, because

of the assistance from Poramit Prechayangkun and other Thai friends, I

was introduced to Pramaha Panom Ruttawano and had the opportunity to

pre-interview him. Pramaha Panom Ruttawano, who is the principal of the

Thai language school, gave permission to shoot at the temple and also
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provided useful information about the background of the temple and

school. However, I had to ask for oral permission from volunteer teachers

so as to be able to shoot the documentary. Three teachers were involved:

Chansil Suwanjun, Passara Chirapathama, and Weena Sertpunya. During

the pre-production period, these teachers were still in Thailand, but I had

already contacted them and asked for permission to videotape them. They

said that they would cooperate.

The primary location of the documentary is the Buddhist Center of

Dallas, at 8484 Stults Road, Dallas, Texas. The Telephone number is

(214) 340-6187. The principal is Pramaha Panom Ruttawano.

Ninety-eight percent of the children attending this school were born

in the United States. Ninety-six percent of their parents are Thai

(statistics were provided during interviews with the principal). Several

levels and subjects are taught, similar to a structured curriculum at

ordinary schools. However, the level at which students begin the program

is established through aptitude tests. The aptitude tests are conducted in

Thai; the Thai Ministry of Education standardizes the tests. The tests give

the students a valid diploma for the grade tested for, contingent upon

passing the tests, which is similar to the advanced placement provided

today. In order to pass the tests, students must perfect the level of
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language of the particular grade as well as master the inherited culture.

The tests were given on August 8, 1997.

Each group of the teaching volunteers has a one-year assignment.

Classes were originally scheduled for Sundays only, but the schedule was

expanded because of the demand for classes. First-through, third-grade

classes were held on Saturday, and others were taught on Sundays.

During location scouting, I found that the Buddhist Center of Dallas

has only one religious ceremony room and three small classrooms.

Compared to the temples in Thailand, the Buddhist Center of Dallas has a

very different physical structure. Pramaha Panom Ruttanatawo

acknowledged that in Thailand, every wat has a bot, a temple hall for

meditation. This is ordinarily a rectangular building. The bot has a steep

roof built in multiple tiers and covered with glazed tiles. Traditional Thai

wats also have a viharn, which is a temple hall where people worship. The

bot and viharn are architecturally similar, but the former may be

recognized by the fact that the viharn is always surrounded by eight

symbolic boundary stones. Temple halls are usually enclosed by a

rectangle of galleries with elaborate gateways.

A third typical religious building is the chedi. The chedi was

originally the most hallowed of structures because it enshrined relics of



13

the Buddha. The chedi consists of a fanciful base supporting a bell-shaped

dome. 16

The Buddhist Center of Dallas has one bot, the structure of which is

influenced by Western architecture, built next to the main building. Seen

from the outside, the main building appears to be simply an American

house. However, inside the main building, there are three classrooms and

a small worship room.

Treatment

In this documentary, I decided to divide the video content into main

three parts; the introduction, the struggles of the school founders and the

volunteer teachers, and the attitude of Thai American students. The

introduction includes the historical background of the temple and school.

The introduction starts by conveying to the viewer the setting in

which the events happen. The images include views of the city of Dallas

presented through shots of buildings, traffic, and people. Intercut with

these images are shots of the Buddhist Center of Dallas in order to create a

contrast between the speed and noise of Dallas and the peace in a small

place such as the Buddhist Center. The introduction concludes with a shot

of a passenger jet landing at Dallas-Fort Worth International Airport by

means of introducing the main characters, the volunteer teachers arriving

from Thailand.
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In the next section, I employ interviews with the volunteer teachers

concerning their impression of the temple and their responsibilities.

Some historical background is covered here as well, using few archive

pictures showing the architecture of traditional temples in Thailand. To

describe the birth of the Buddhist Center of Dallas, Pramaha Panom tells

the viewer the significance of the Thai temple as the community center.

Pramaha Panom also explores the traditional relationship between religion

and education within Thai culture. The information provided in this

section suggests to the viewer that Thai temples have served as sources of

knowledge for the community

For the last section, although the major purpose of this video is to

represent the good will of a small group of people, I also would like to

investigate the feelings and attitudes of American-born Thai children

about the meaning of the word Thai. In their regular schools, these young

children call themselves American. In the Thai language school at the

Buddhist Center of Dallas, they call themselves Thai. The video partly

reveals how they classify themselves either as American or Thai.

PRODUCTION

The production stage began on July 8, 1997, and ended on November

4, 1997. The process mainly took place mainly in Dallas, Texas. The

majority of the production phase involved videotaping the activities of
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teachers and students inside and outside classrooms at the Buddhist Center

of Dallas.

At an adviser's suggestion, on the first day of shooting, I brought

both a still camera and the Panasonic AG 450 S-VHS video camera, which

contains an automatic white balance function for use in different color

temperature situations. The still camera was a hedge against unexpected

problems that might arise at the airport; for example, airport security may

have refused permission to shoot video in the terminal. However, the

problem that arose on that day was not caused by airport security, but by a

camcorder viewfinder, which broke off after I had been shooting for a

short while. Occasionally I also took some still pictures. However, the

camcorder was still operational.

Initially an observational documentary style was proposed for the

project. However, I soon realized that interviews were necessary

effectively to convey some background information and explanations of

activities.

Most of the footage shot at the temple in the early stage of the

production showed exposure problems caused by having no additional crew

and by the physical peculiarity of the location. The classrooms have large,

wide windows. These initial images were unacceptable. I returned with a

higher end camera (the Panasonic AG-DP800H, 3-CCD SVHS Camcorder),
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and reshot the initial classroom material. This camera worked better than

the AG-450 SVHS because the Panasonic AG-DP800H contains a digital

control circuit that expands the dynamic range of highlighted areas and

prevents halation. This camera can be used successfully even against

bright back light or daylight. Besides the shooting in classrooms, the

outdoor activities were also important. In these situations, I needed to use

filters (3200*K, 5600*K, and sometimes 5600*K+1/8ND). For most

interview sections, I did not use a light kit because the production took

place under daylight conditions.

POST-PRODUCTION

A total of twenty-six hours of footage was accumulated from the

principal shooting phase. It took approximately forty more hours to finish

logging footage. The advantages I gained from logging tapes were that,

first, I could evaluate the quality of the footage. Second, I could save time

for locating a particular segment from those tapes. Along with gaining

familiarity with the footage, the other advantage was that I was able to

reconsider the possibility of the initial strategy, the employment of a direct

cinema style, a purely observational documentary style. After the style

was changed, the documentary contained five different sections: the

introduction suggesting the location, the background of the project, the
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teachers' responsibilities, the different personalities between Thai and

Thai-American students, and teaching efforts.

As the process of logging was completely finished, potential

structural problems for editing occurred. With time constraints, I did not

get useful footage that effectively explored the issues of the Dallas

Buddhist School history and the struggle that the Thai people had in

creating the school. Much unacceptable footage forced me to go back and

reshoot. I realized that the documentary form very much depends on the

raw footage. During reshooting, interviews with key subjects were taped.

These interviews provided information on the history of the temple and the

efforts of the participants. In addition, since the subjects in this

documentary speak Thai most of the time. I provided both subtitles and

narration to summarize the conversations.

During the editing of the first version, I found several problems. As

a documentary that explores a subculture, a crafted opening seemed

intrinsically needed to convey a sense of location context. The hardest

question was the notion of how to introduce the sense of the location and

theme of the documentary at the same time and how to make this

introduction appealing to the audience. I decided to use the shots of street

signs, school signs, mailboxes, and temple signs juxtaposed with general

description. The description addressed the arrival of the volunteer
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teachers and the reasons why they caine to the Buddhist Center of Dallas.

For the next part of the introduction, the video was intercut between the

atmosphere in the airport and the atmosphere of the Buddhist Center of

Dallas. At this point, the documentary exhibits the destination of the

teachers. In addition, to support the theme of the documentary, I also

asked permission to use a Thai song, named in English "Dallas Buddhist

School." The lyrics of this song tell what the children learn in this school.

While editing the interview along with the other segments, I found

two problems. One was that the key subjects did not firmly address the

question, and the other problem was the quality of the footage itself. The

first rough edit took approximately fifty editing hours and was twenty-four

minutes in length. A rough edit viewing took place in late February. The

project's supervising professor, Dr. Steve Fore, and Professor Melinda

Levin suggested that I may need to re-edit, shortening the incidents

already included in the rough edit. In addition, the filmmaker needed to

focus on the placement of the different segments within the documentary.

The second version was completed on March 24, 1998, and it was 25

minutes in length. Later, on March 27, 1998, a formal committee meeting

took place.
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CONCLUSION

The Primarily Thai is the third video documentary I have done while

studying at the University of North Texas, after 'Pig Park' in spring 1997

and 'I'm on My Own' in summer 1997. Although I learned much from the

production workshops, I realized that problems could recur at any point in

the production processes: pre-production, production, or post-production.

During the entire production, there were several important learning

processes. The first thing I learned was the importance of pre-production

research and preparation. The more the filmmaker researches before

starting to shoot, the stronger a foundation the project will have.

However, in the beginning of the pre-production phase, the filmaker

should ask himself or herself the following questions: How much is the

subject interested you?; How well you know about the subject the

filmmaker propose to do?; Does it have any significance?; Is it feasible?

If the filmmaker gives good answers to these questions, she or he

probably knows what she or he is doing. However, many times the final

cut of the documentary does not follow the pre-production plan. This was

the case with Primarily Thai. According to my initial plan, a purely

observational style would be employed for Primarily Thai to present the

visuals of the interaction and social adjustment between a new Thai

teacher and second-generation Thai-American children. Therefore, I spent
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the first four weeks visually documenting the atmosphere in a class taught

by Chansil Suwannajun.

However, during the second weekend of shooting, I found that

Chansil's class schedule would be changed because of the increasing

number of new students. That altered both Chansil's teaching plan my

shooting schedule. Chansil had to revise his own schedule; therefore,

some of the students were moved to other teachers' classes.

After spending time shooting and logging for a certain amount of

time, I decided that I needed to change the direction since the footage did

not adequately present the interaction or social adjustment between

Chansil and his students. If I had been more flexible in my plans, I might

not have needed to rely on interviews to support the observational footage.

After changing the style during the production phase, I had to shoot

other classes and interviews with several people. With no crew, I

simultaneously had to deal with both video and audio. Therefore, a lot of

footage I shot would have audio problems. However, this challenged me

to learn how to eliminate the audio problems. The wireless microphone

was useful for this kind of this situation, allowing me to record the

teacher's voice on one audio channel and the children's voices on the

other. Sometimes it was possible to put the shot-gun microphone on the
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floor or tape it to something such as a chair or table when the teacher was

teaching.

During the post-production phase, I learned how to organize the

documentary structure from the footage I already had. When I was

selecting footage, I questioned myself all the time as to whether or not the

footage presented a clear and concise message. However, when the rough

cut was done, the next problem was its loose structure and slow editing

pace. Editing the final cut, I decided to shorten some shots and put in

more footage. Eventually, I was able to edit the second version to twenty-

three minutes.

I faced many dilemmas during production of Primarily Thai.

However, all of the problems provided an opportunity to exercise the

essential skills needed for working in a professional atmosphere. I hope

that this documentary project helps the viewer to understand more about

Thais and Thai culture.
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