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SYNOPSIS

STEP is the true-life story of a girls’ high-school step team
set against the background of the heart of Baltimore. These
young women learn to laugh, love and thrive – on and off
the stage – even when the world seems to work against
them.

Empowered

by

their

teachers,

teammates,

counselors, coaches and families, they chase their ultimate
dreams: to win a step championship and to be accepted
into college.
This all female school is reshaping the futures of its
students’ lives by making it their goal to have every member
of their senior class accepted to and graduate from college,
many of whom will be the first in their family to do so.
Deeply insightful and emotionally inspiring, STEP embodies
the true meaning of sisterhood through a story of
courageous young women worth cheering for.
The film features the Lethal Ladies of BLSYW (Baltimore
Leadership School for Young Women) Step Team - Lakira
Anderson, Shanice Barkley, Yakema Barkley, Trachya Biles,
Tamar Dennis, Brooke Dixon, Blessin Giraldo, Cori Grainger,
Domonique Hall, Diamond Hill, Lakiya Jackson, Najia
Johnson, Amanda Leonard, Naysa Reames, Kaila Rice,

Jabria Shade, Tayla Solomon, Tyrina Sneed, Adajah White
and Nush Zweh. It also features key faculty and staff from
BLYSW including Director of College Counseling Paula
Dofat and Step Team Coach Gari “Coach G” McIntyre.
STEP is directed by Amanda Lipitz (Broadway’s “Dirty
Rotten Scoundrels,” “Legally Blonde the Musical: The
Search for Elle Woods,” Tony Award-winning “The View from
the Bridge”) and produced by Lipitz and Steven Cantor
(UNRAVELED, CHASING TYSON, DANCER). The filmmaking
team includes executive producers Dan Cogan, Geralyn
Dreyfous, Jenny Raskin, Scott Rudin, Paul G. Allen, Carole
Tomko, Micheal Flaherty, Valerie McGowan, Phillip Glasser,
Barbara Dobkin, Regina K. Scully, Debra Mcleod and Jay
Sears and Ann & Andrew Tisch, director of photography
Casey Regan, film editor Penelope Falk, co-producer Jamie
Schutz and music by Laura Karpman and Raphael Saadiq
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STEP IS LIFE
In the film STEP, a story of true life challenge and triumph, a group of young women take the stage with a fierceness—with
each move it seems that they are putting everything on the line, because they are. They are teenagers on the verge of
womanhood, by turns graceful, goofy, joyous, determined, elegant, insecure, hopeful but always passionate. These are the Lethal
Ladies of The Baltimore Leadership School for Young Women (BLSYW), and they are not only a competitive step team headed for a
multi-state showdown but also aiming to break barriers as the first graduates of their school, whose mission is to send every single
one of its students to college.
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STEP is the story of their senior year:
unfolding in the shadow of unrest across
Baltimore after the death of Freddie Gray
—a high-energy, multi-faceted plunge
into the themes of coming-of-age in 2017
America. As it traverses through a high
school landscape of athletic teamwork,
self-expression, family drama, race and
class in Baltimore, fear of failure and
struggles to defy expectations, the film
also twines with the classic cinematic
traditions of the musical and of
underdogs smashing the odds. And at
the core of it all are girls from a
community where stories often get lost
—presenting themselves fiercely and
proudly.

idea that for them all, the future is just
around the corner and they are vying to
be as ready for it as they prepare for the
greatest competition of their lives.

The idea that anything is possible
manifested in the strength, grit and
sisterhood of the entire step team. The
film’s three main characters: Blessin
Giraldo, the talented team leader who
soars on stage but feels stuck at school
and at home; Cori Grainger, a straight-A
student aiming at a long-shot scholarship
to her dream college; and Tayla Solomon,
whose correctional officer single mother
takes on the step team’s success as her
tenacious mission. Each embodies the

Says Lipitz: “When we set out to make
this film, we wanted to highlight a small
pocket of great work. We wanted to
showcase a school in the middle of
Baltimore doing amazing things, so that
people would see some hope. But it
became an even bigger story that shows
that you don’t have to let what’s
happening in the moment impact your
outlook on the future. If you keep going,
anything’s possible.”

Winner of the Sundance Film Festival
Special Jury Award for Inspirational
Filmmaking, STEP is the first major
feature
from
Tony
Award-winning
Broadway producer Amanda Lipitz. Lipitz
began filming the girls of STEP at age 11
when they first entered BLSYW as the
inaugural class and formed a step team
to bolster one another. She could not
know at the time just how layered and
resonant, or for that matter just how
rapturous, their journey would become.

FIRST STEPS
“When they started stepping it’s exactly what happens in any great musical on Broadway—when the feelings are so overwhelming that instead of
speaking, the characters show you all their fears, their hopes and their dreams through music and movement.”
— Amanda Lipitz, Director
STEP’s origins began in 2008, long before the school or its high-flying
step team even existed. That’s when director Amanda Lipitz was among
scores of volunteers who helped found the brand new Baltimore
Leadership School for Young Women. A Baltimore native herself, Lipitz
grew up in love with musical theater and entertainment and nurtured her
passion at the Tisch School of the Arts at NYU before becoming the
producer of Broadway’s “Dirty Rotten Scoundrels” at age 24.
It was through NYU that Lipitz met philanthropist Ann Tisch, who
invited her to join the Young Women’s Leadership Network, which
supports life-changing programs that empower students to break the
cycle of poverty through education. The hope in Baltimore was to open
the doors to the city’s first ever all-female public charter, one that would
bring a premiere educational experience to neighborhoods where
opportunities for college preparatory programs, especially for girls, have
long been thwarted – and raise up a new generation to take on the future
with passion, power and purpose.
Seizing on an opportunity to give back to her hometown, Lipitz turned
to her mother, longtime women’s issues advocate Brenda Brown Rever.
Rever was herself a product of Baltimore city schools and knew how
many lives could be impacted by creating a Baltimore school that
championed young women. Together with about 30 local volunteers,
Rever led the movement to open the doors to BLSYW and in 2009 the
school offered 120 spots by lottery to the initial class. The school’s motto:
transforming Baltimore one young woman at a time.
The school began its first year crammed into the third floor of an
established Baltimore high school, but by its second year had grown
enough to move into its own building, a lovingly renovated YMCA on West
Franklin Street in historic Mt. Vernon, just north of downtown. Seven
years later, in June of 2016, 60 members of the entering class became
the school’s maiden graduates. Through the leadership of an amazing
faculty and staff—some of whom are featured in STEP—they had together
achieved a 100% college acceptance rate, earned more than $800,000
in scholarships and more than half were about to become the very first
member of their families to attend college.
In 2009, when the school was still in fledgling stages and the future
dreams of its first students were being realized, filming began. At first, the
idea was to make a short film to raise awareness of BLSYW’s mission. In
addition to her award-winning career on Broadway, Lipitz is also an
accomplished documentarian who has made more than 30 short films for
non-profit organizations.
But the plan for a short film enlarged into a broader vision abruptly
one day when two BLSYW girls spontaneously erupted into a rhythmic
hand-clapping drill. That’s when Lipitz found out that the 6th graders had
just started a step team, a group who would become known as the Lethal
Ladies of Baltimore (LLOB). They told her, “You have to see us step … and
bring your camera.”
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Crew in tow, Lipitz attended her first of hundreds of LLOB practices,
where she remembers being flat-out mesmerized as she watched the
young women she thought she knew transform before her eyes. As they
stepped with thrilling abandon, they expressed themselves in a way that
was raw and fierce, yet also beautiful, and it knocked her out. They were
teenage amateurs for sure, but they were tapping into a dead-on instinct
for how to combine music, words, dance and emotion into powerful
entertainment.
The film depicts a bigger, broader, more visceral cinematic story, not just
about the adult-driven mission of an inner city school but about how these
teens were, with their own tenacious spirits, carving out their place in the
world. The film depicts a larger than life story, drawing on sisterhood,
resilience, discipline, creativity and the urgent call to tell the story of the
students’ lives and their community.
When producer and documentary veteran Steven Cantor saw a few
minutes of footage, he sensed instantly he was witnessing something
special. “Amanda showed me a bit of a trailer on her phone at a party
saying she wanted to make a documentary,” he recalls. “Immediately I
said ‘wow, let’s do this together.’ I’m a tough person to pitch a “topic” to,
but when I see compelling characters who, as in this case, leap off the
screen, I get excited quickly.”
Cantor notes that while schools as devoted to their students as BLSYW
can seem like “miracle factories,” the tougher reality is that many
students in economically underprivileged areas don’t get such
opportunities, which makes the window STEP provides into often invisible
lives that much more essential. “When you visit BLSYW, you almost can’t
believe a place like that exists,” describes Cantor. “There’s such an
exciting, caring yet demanding academic atmosphere. Ann Tisch and her
Young Women’s Leadership Network have started a number of these
schools and the success stories they regularly engender almost boggle
the mind. But even at BLSYW, things were touch and go for a while for
some of the students, especially Blessin. You see how easily any of these
kids could fall through the cracks. ”
Attracting a team of high-powered executive producers and financiers,
the film kept going. Cantor especially credits Tisch, without whom BLSYW
wouldn’t exist at all, and philanthropist and documentary legend, Geralyn
Dreyfous, (BORN INTO BROTHELS, THE SQUARE, MONEY MONSTER) of
Impact Partners for their early and steadfast commitment to the film.
“They were lock-step alongside Amanda and me in our early efforts to
get the film made and there was a palpable sense that they would make
sure we got to the finish line one way or another,” says Cantor.
Another early supporter was Scott Rudin, who also responded
favorably to early footage and throughout the process provided Amanda
and Steven with sage guidance and helpful creative notes.

TEAMWORK
“I want you to imagine yourself the most elegant woman on earth. But she steps hard and with confidence.”
Stepping became a part of the BLSYW landscape early on its young history. It was Blessin Giraldo who, on a whim, sparked the
creation of the team early in that first 6th grade year. “I’d seen a few people stepping, and thought, okay, what is that?” she
remembers. “So I looked up some step routines on my computer and found I could pick up things just by watching videos. It felt
good to do it, so I asked Chevonne Hall if we could start a school team. A lot of the girls were interested. The school was brand new
then and we didn’t really have a lot of fun electives.”

That interest, no more than tentative
curiosity for many of the girls at first,
turned into a fervor that would unite
them. Step team became an outlet from
their daily struggles like no other in their
lives, giving them their own space to
laugh, cry and thrive together.
As the Lethal Ladies grew in number,
they drew in all types of students—high
achievers and underachievers, born
leaders and quiet powerhouses, popular
girls and loners. Yet for each member,
the step team seemed to affirm that no
matter who you came to stepping as, you
could only succeed by being exuberantly
yourself. There was no hiding on the step
team, and no need to hide.
“When you see a girl step, you see a lot
about who she is on the inside of her
soul, in her guts—and that’s true even of
somebody who might be shy and
reserved,” observes Lipitz. “Suddenly
when they step this whole other person
comes out.”
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The girls’ willingness to share every
facet of themselves –from anxiety and
anger to love and aspirations – on the
step floor seemed to tighten their
connections to each other. Despite each
coming from very unique situations, they
were binding together not only as
teammates but also as much-needed
friends, the kind of friends who serve to
prove, no matter what you’re going
through, that you’re not alone.
The team was further buoyed by
making a connection to something
bigger than themselves: to the long and
empowering cultural tradition of step,
which has since the turn of the 20th
Century been a significant part of the
African American college experience and
of African American storytelling.
“I believe they were making a very
powerful statement about their dreams,”
says Lipitz.

A HEALING CITY

“I want them to understand that this is way bigger than step.
It’s about not making excuses, making sacrifices, having a positive attitude.
I know it get’s tough.”
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Filming as the girls changed day-byday, growing up, and as the school also
evolved and expanded, in April of 2015,
tragedy rocked the city of Baltimore.
Late in the girls’ Junior year, 25 year-old
resident Freddie Gray died from
grievous wounds sustained while in
police custody, one of a series of
contentious
deaths
of
AfricanAmericans at the hands of law
enforcement around the nation. Soon
after, initially peaceful protests in the
heart of Baltimore morphed into
violence and fires that were splashed
across news headlines.

Now, just as the girls were entering
their Senior year—while nervously filling
out college applications and wrestling
with the high stakes of their next moves
—they also had to confront all that
Freddie Gray’s death meant to them,
their city and the world they would soon
be joining as adults. They had an
unusual chance to navigate their
reactions to these events not only in
school discussions, but in physical form,
as they crafted their competitive step
routine around honoring Gray’s loss and
their wish to have their own voices
valued.

“The country watched Baltimore burn
on television,” says Lipitz. “People were
calling me from New York saying,
‘Baltimore is so dangerous. It’s the most
dangerous city in America.’ I began to
feel a kind of protective instinct for my
hometown. There is so much good that
is happening here. It became more
important than ever to tell the world a
different kind of story about Baltimore
and about all the other schools I had
visited that are inspiring hope and
determination on a daily basis.”

As they aimed to take that routine to
Baltimore’s most competitive high
school step competition, Bowie State, in
top form, something compelling began
to happen. The step team was finding
their power and the process was being
captured on film. “It was becoming
about the unbreakable spirits of these
young women, and what they have to
say to the world,” says Lipitz.

THE LETHAL LADIES
The grounding strength of the team is not only their parents
but also mentors in the form of teachers and BLSYW staff. Two
of STEP’s intriguing characters are tenacious BLSYW college
counselor Paula Dofat and the step team’s demanding Coach
G (Gari McIntyre). The school now has some 50 teachers and
support staff, 80% of whom are women. They have been an
essential force in growing the school to more than 500 students,
98% of whom are African American and 80% of whom go on to
enroll in a 2 or 4-year college program.
Having learned to step in her college sorority, Coach G
joined the faculty of BLSYW in 2015 after several coaches had
come and gone. She came in like a whirlwind ready to take no
prisoners, demanding the absolute best effort from her team,
setting the highest standards for the things she has come to
believe lie behind success—integrity, sisterhood and respect
both for others and oneself—as well as for the physical and
theatrical demands of putting on a dazzling step show.
As the events of 2015 unfolded, Coach G became an anchor
in a storm, a steady source of straight-up, unvarnished honesty
and inspiration when it was most needed.
“Coach G is someone who in her own life had a difficult track
record as a student who dropped out of school and then came
back to succeed. She was one of these girls just a few years
ago and she really understands what they’re going through,”
observes Amanda Lipitz.
She was spurred to design the Lethal Ladies’ competitive
step routine as an ode to Freddie Gray’s legacy. She saw it as a
way not only to help the girls integrate a potentially dispiriting
moment into their lives, but also to give deeper consideration
to their voices as young black women who, as she points out
in the film, can be at a double disadvantage in a society where
both African Americans and women have historically had to
battle to be heard.
McIntyre elaborates: “People think oh, they’re just stomping
and clapping, big deal. Or they think stepping is just a sport.

9

But it’s also way to express your frustrations, to bond with
others. It’s about women coming together, making sounds and
rhythms that move people, whether to stand up or to cry. I
always try to give an empowering message with my routines,
so that is why I think step is life.”
For all of step’s benefits, Coach G also heard loud and clear
that the girls wanted more than anything to take home a big
win as their final mark on BLSYW. “Step can get ridiculously
competitive in this local setting,” Coach G admits. “In
Baltimore you have every school wanting to say we’re the best
and the other schools saying, we’ll see, we’ll see you at the
step show.”
Coach G says win or lose her students have raised her spirits
at least as much as she has raised theirs. “I feel like I have 45
step daughters,” she laughs. “They have really taught me how
to nurture. They have taught me how to be beyond empathetic
and how to be patient, even when there’s not an ounce of
patience left in me. They’ve taught me discipline because
they have an expectation for me to be on point and for us to
win and for the coach to come through. They’ve held me to
everything I’ve said to them. And, in a way, they’ve taught me
to attain all the things that I once felt I lacked.”
One thing Coach G likes to emphasize is that there is no single
path to adult success—and that early failure need not set the
tone for your life. “I was someone who dropped out, failed, then
came back—and look where I am now,” she points out. “Getting
into college is an amazing accomplishment, but it’s also not the
only way. None of the parents you see in the film went to college,
but they raised these phenomenal young women.”
“At this point, Amanda’s like my big sister and I love her to
death, but when I first met her I was like, what is she trying
to do? This is my step practice, and I set the rules,” Coach
G laughs. “But I soon realized this film could be an amazing
thing, so we said let’s see what we can do together. As we
collaborated and bounced off each other, magic happened.”

PAULA DOFAT

Paula Dofat:

“ I was a first generation student who received very little guidance or support from my
guidance counselor because I wasn’t in the top of my graduating class. My parents could
not help me; they did not know what to do because they had never been to college.”

Dofat has a particularly critical job
at a school that aims to find every
student find a college that will be the
right fit —socially, academically and
even financially—for her. A strongwilled yet truly caring figure, Dofat
came to Baltimore ready to achieve
big things, having previously worked
at a Young Women’s Leadership
Network School in the Bronx. In the
film she is seen guiding students
through the enervating application
process and speaking to them
honestly about what is realistic and
where they need to push.
“I was a first generation student
who received very little guidance or
support from my guidance counselor
because I wasn’t in the top of my
graduating class. My parents could
not help me; they did not know what
to do because they had never been to
college. As a result, I ended up being
a ‘serial’ transfer student, racked up
enormous student debt, dropped out
of college, and then finished my
bachelor and master degrees in my
40’s,” says Dofat. “Realizing all this
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could have been avoided with the
right support system, it became my
mission to make sure as many
students as possible did not
experience what I went through.”
Dofat does whatever is necessary
for families to know and understand
the college application, financial aid,
and college acceptance process.
This includes home visits, meeting as
early as 6:45am at school, staying
late, and making sure parents and
students have her cell phone number
and text to reach out mornings, nights,
and even weekends. She takes pride
in the fact that the school guarantees
100% college acceptance, all juniors
are enrolled in a pre-college
residential summer program, the top
seniors have the option to visit their
first out of state college choice paid
for by the school. The school also
partners with local college Financial
Aid Counselors to insure that all of the
graduating seniors complete the
FAFSA, and an Alumni Support
Coordinator visit every graduate on
her campus no matter how close or

far and follows/supports them through
the next four years.
The beating heart of STEP is the
determined trio of steppers who,
though thoroughly unique in their
personalities, pursuits and dreams,
are knit together in a united aim to
both win the Bowie State step
competition and get accepted into
college: Blessin Giraldo, Cori Grainger
and Tayla Solomon.
“I didn’t consciously decide to focus
on Tayla, Cori, and Blessin as the
central characters of STEP,” notes
Amanda Lipitz. “I always say that if I
wanted to I could go and pick out
three other girls and make a whole
other movie that would be equally
engaging. No matter who I chose, it
would touch people because every
single girl on this team has a story
that is worth telling.”
Nevertheless, as Lipitz and her crew
followed the step team, these three
young women and their families came
to the fore, ready to share their private
worlds candidly with the camera.

BLESSIN

Blessin:

“ Step is a complete get-away for me, like a complete erase from home.
My community is pretty poisonous, I’m not even going to lie. It feels
good to know you and your teammates are all on the same page and
that you’re just moving as one.”

Blessin is the Lethal Ladies’
charismatic if erratic founder and
captain, for whom stepping is an
unalloyed joy in the middle of a
complicated life. While Blessin excels
at stepping, she battles to keep up
her grades and find peace in her
home life, where she worries about
her mother and tries to provide for her
little brother, even as her own needs
aren’t always met.
But with her
magnetic personality and striking
appearance, she lights up the stage
whenever she performs.
It is Blessin who gives STEP some
of the film’s most moving moments,
and also the one who says, “Step is
life.” She stands by that still. “Step is
definitely life to me because it was
something that taught me a lot about
myself, about how to work with
others, about what I’m capable of
doing,” Giraldo elaborates. “Step is
always going to be a part of my life
because it’s something that I
genuinely love. It got me this far, you
know? Step taught me a lot of about
myself and it’s who I am.”
Serving as captain of the step team
was an education unto itself. Blessin
notes that the biggest thing she took
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away was a deep sense of
responsibility to others, and faith in
her ability to impact people positively
when she gave her all. “Having been
given the position of captain, I knew
whatever decisions we’ve made, I had
to think of others,” she explains.
Giraldo is now in college through
the bridge program, although she
wasn’t always sure she would get
there, especially when her grades
slipped perilously just prior to
graduation. “I fought so hard to get
into college,” she says, “and it’s really
amazing now. I have incredible
roommates from across the world and
I get to learn things from them and
they get to learn things from me,” she
summarizes. “Even though I still
struggle academically, to have gotten
this far, I feel like I can do anything.”
As for her role in the film, Giraldo
credits Lipitz with encouraging the
Lethal Ladies to tell their stories in
their own ways. “I feel like God put
Amanda in my life for a reason,” she
says. “For her to find my story
interesting meant so much to me
because without BLSYW I don’t know
where I would be. BLSYW was my
support when I had no support, so to

have somebody like Amanda come
into my life and show me you are
worth it and you can do it meant a lot.”
In STEP, Giraldo expresses herself
not only via dance, but also with her
ever-changing makeup, clothing and
hairstyles, another canvas for endless
self-expression. “Changing your look
definitely helps,” she advises. “You
can feel like a new person.”
There is a hope within Giraldo that
by watching her pilot her way through
major trials and triumphs without
losing herself will give other girls in
similar situations a boost.
“Most people who know me today
would never assume that this is the life
that I lived,” she says of what audiences
will see in the film. “So I want them to
learn about that and see that you can
go to college no matter where you
come from. Many people don’t get the
support we had at BLSYW, so I hope
maybe this film will inspire those who
don’t have that to talk to their guidance
counselors and go for those college
applications. I’d like to impact not only
the urban community but girls all over
the world. I want everybody to know
that you can do it.”

CORI

Cori:

“I’m kind of an introvert. I’m everything step is not.
I’m not dramatic, but all those parts come out of me when I step.”
Cori Grainger is BLSYW’s introverted but driven
valedictorian, who has so excelled academically that
admission to her number one school, Johns Hopkins
University, seems within reach—but can she afford to
dream about a school that costs $50,000 a year? The
eldest of six children in a blended family, Cori takes her
position seriously, trying to set an example for her siblings.
But when she is stepping she gets to feel like a freer person
for a brief but vital moment—and it becomes a sustaining
release for her.
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There was no hesitation on Cori’s part about letting her
life—both highs and lows—be seen on screen. “I don’t think
any of us held anything back in the film,” she says. “We
lived our lives the way we normally would. Nobody’s story
is picture perfect, you know? We all have struggles. But we
all go through them, so why not share them with others?”

Lipitz says the same competitive spirit that drives Cori
in the classroom infuses her stepping. “There’s this fire
inside Cori that you see academically but it also manifests
itself when she is stepping — it transforms her. She also
loves being part of a team and I think she needed that in
her life.”

As a self-described “bookworm kid,” Grainger’s instant
love for stepping admittedly took her by surprise. She was
stunned to find an ebullient, emotive part of herself she
didn’t know was waiting to be discovered. “In my everyday
life, I hate being the center of attention. I don’t like it when
all eyes are on me. So step truly seemed to be all that
I’m not. But what I found is that it could be fueled by big
emotions,” Cori reflects. “For instance, just being in the
midst of what was happening in Baltimore during the Black
Lives Matter protests fueled me, and it fueled a lot of us.”

Grainger’s mom, Triana, was 16 when Cori was born, and
Cori seems to strive as much for her mother as for herself.
“My mom is like a magic wand in human form,” she says in
the film. “I never had to worry about where my next meal
would come from or where we would be staying. At one
point we were homeless and I actually didn’t know it.”

Now majoring in Computer Science at Johns Hopkins,
Grainger continues to take on big challenges. “The
academics here are way different from BLSYW,” she laughs.
“At times, I’ve doubted myself. I’ve wondered, am I really fit
for this? Do I really belong here? Is computer science really
for me? But decided I have to believe in myself.”

TAYLA AND MAISHA:

Tayla and Maisha:

“It has become a daily routine that is in my schedule:
work, step, home.”
Tayla Solomon is the team’s deadpan wit, who quips that
she is just “a notch down from Beyoncé” in her skills. She is
also the only child of a single mother, Maisha Graves, who is
dead-set on the idea that her daughter will have opportunities
she never had. After completing her graveyard shift as a
corrections officer, Maisha rushes directly from work to
every step practice, boisterously cheering not just Tayla but
every girl on the team. Anything but laid-back, Graves
sometimes is too much for Tayla, but everyone on the team
can see where her heart is at.
Their resilient mother-daughter bond —at times tense, but
always full of love and pride—becomes another hinge of the
movie. “Your mother is so very important in who you are and
who you turn out to be,” observes Amanda Lipitz. “At BLSYW,
there are always moms around. They take desk jobs in the
school or become involved in whatever way they can. They
find a way to be there.”
From the first time she attended a practice, Graves felt
drawn to reinvent herself as the den mother for the entire
BLSYW step team. “I wanted a lot of children I wasn’t able to
have,” she says. “Instead, I was blessed with 19 girls on a
step team and I love each and every one of them like family.”
She could see right away the impact step was having on
the girls’ confidence at a vital juncture in their lives. “I saw
each and every one of them, in their own unique way, being
able to express everything that they’re going through and
just let everything out,” Graves observes.
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When Lipitz began joining the team practices with her film
crew, Graves welcomed her, too. “From the beginning, I felt
Amanda’s vision of the girls was genuine. I could feel her link
to them. She treated all the girls the same, and she treated
the parents the same way. And me, I read through people.
I’m straightforward, and we just connected from day one.”
That connection meant everything to Graves because she
believes in creating family wherever you find like-minded
people—or people who need it. “People think family is just
blood and it’s not. It’s about love and care, the morals and
values that you have in common,” she says.
Graves carries a deep gratitude for what BLSYW opened
up for Tayla. “It was the best investment I ever made, to
allow my daughter to go here,” she reflects. “With the family
atmosphere, and the way everyone helps each other, they
instilled in her early the idea that she could go to college.
They offered her courses that truly prepare you. They didn’t
offer that in any schools when I was coming up. And then
Tayla was willing to take the next step and further her
education.”
Today, Tayla is attending Alabama A&M on a scholarship.
“I’m very proud of her,” concludes her mother.
The Lethal Ladies from the class of ’16 and ’17 are now
attending a wide range of schools such as John Hopkins
University, University of Maryland, Bethune-Cookman
University, Alabama A&M University and Bowie State University.

BUILDING TRUST

“This is not it for me.”
Life on display is nothing new for
Millennials in the social network era, but
for the Lethal Ladies, being followed
by cameras for a feature film was
something different, exposing them in
ways they couldn’t always anticipate.
Cori Grainger recalls that it didn’t
take long for Lipitz to feel like one of
the team. “At BLSYW we really are
a family, so we already have a lot of
trust,” she says. “It was kind of strange
when Amanda first said ‘I want to
make a documentary about you guys.’
I thought, I don’t have that interesting a
life. But she had such an amazing vision
and to see it come to fruition has been
awesome.”
Producer Steven Cantor observes
that Lipitz made amplifying the girls’
own individual voices while protecting
them in this most vulnerable time in
their lives equal priorities. “Amanda
was always—and is still to this day—
extremely sensitive to what the girls
were going through and she was
acutely aware of how filming might
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impact them. So she spent a lot of time
with their families, many of whom she
already knew, and really solidified those
bonds. They trusted her completely and
that is what opened up all the doors,
emotional and personal. She not only
got to know all 19 members of the step
team, but she knew their families and
their friends by name.”
She also remained open as the girls
hit obstacles, battled frustration as
teenagers do, and ultimately chose
their personal paths. “When you’re
making a film like this, you’re going to
have days when nothing interesting
happens,” points out Cantor, “but
Amanda had the patience it takes and
never tried to force anything. We all
really wanted all of the girls to succeed,
but we were waiting along with them
as their college letters came in, not
knowing the outcome.”
Just as a strong stepping routine
could never come to life without closeknit teamwork, the same was true of the
film, says Lipitz. “From the beginning,

STEP had to be a group project. It’s
not about three girls; it’s about a team.
They learned that if they wanted to
succeed as a step team, they had to do
it together. And if they were going to
graduate and go to college, they also
all had to do it together. Later when
the film went to Sundance, I got each
girl on the team a necklace that said
LLOB and we all wore them because
we made this thing together and we are
still all tied together.”
For Coach G, Lipitz’s collaborative,
open approach allowed everyone
involved to feel they had a stake in the
film. “I have to praise Amanda on the
authenticity she brought to making
this film. For me, I felt I was able to
be myself, raw cut. The school, the
girls and myself all believed she was
not going to embarrass us or make us
something we’re not. We trusted that
she wasn’t going to show anything but
the brilliance and potential of these
young women.”

STEPPING: THE ORIGINS

“We make music with our bodies. That’s some slick stuff.”
Stepping is a dynamic performance
tradition that uses the body itself as both
a percussive and expressive instrument.
Footsteps, handclaps, call-and-response,
songs, chants and propulsive musical
rhythms all combine to become a
distinctively corporeal form of storytelling.
Shaped by African-American history,
the roots of stepping go back to African
tribal dance, but in the U.S. its beginnings
can be traced to the slave trade, when
call-and-response folk songs allowed
slaves to communicate with another and
to spread vital news, including about the
Underground Railroad. By the early 20th
century, as African American veterans of
World War I began enrolling in colleges,
students started combining regimented,
drill-like marching with call-and-response
chants and African foot dances into
fraternity and sorority performances.
By the 1960s, stepping was flourishing
in African American fraternities and
sororities,
going
through
another
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metamorphosis to become an intense,
competitive sport. As stepping grew,
further elements of acrobatics, tap dance,
hip-hop and bold stunts were braided
into the form, continuing a process of
constant evolution.
For decades, stepping was largely
known only to African American
fraternal groups. It was Spike Lee’s 1988
film SCHOOL DAZE, based on Lee’s
experiences at Morehouse College, that
brought it into the popular culture and
within just a few years, stepping was seen
at President Bill Clinton’s inauguration and
in the Atlanta Summer Olympics opening
ceremonies. Now practiced worldwide, it
has become a staple of music videos and
youth-oriented movies.
“I wanted the film’s step scenes to
function as they would in a musical – to
reveal character and hone in on emotions
that go beyond words,” she explains.
“I wanted every step practice and step

routine to be part of pushing the story
forward. I also wanted the step sequences
to emphasize that this IS a team.”
Lipitz has always adored the ineffable
enchantment of crafting a new show from
the ground up, and she saw the LLOB
team’s preparations as a microcosm of
what happens on Broadway.
“When you make a musical, you get to
witness the process of how the music,
lyrics, dancing, singing, costumes and
performances all mesh together to create
something greater than the parts. I really
wanted to bring audiences inside that
kind of process with these students,
where you see what they’re aiming to
do in the beginning and then you get to
experience how it transforms into that
one moment where it is fully realized on
stage.”

FIERCE COMPETITION
Like a drill routine, STEP takes off
at a brisk-pace with a fly-on-the-wall
style camera that drops the audience
directly into the worlds of its young
heroines. Lipitz worked closely with
cinematographer Casey Regan and their
small, tight-knit film crew to create a
style of following the girls that would be
immersive without ever being intrusive.
“We always wanted the film to be as
much verité, capturing these raw lives,
as possible, and then along the way we
added in interviews with the step team
members and their families to connect
the scenes into a stronger narrative,”
explains Cantor.
The camera captures the girls’
everyday lives in a verité way as they
buckle down to graduate, apply for
colleges and await anxiously to find
out if they got into their top choices.
But then the film becomes a dynamic
performance, as the camera sets off
with the girls to the Bowie State step
competition, where high school teams
from Maryland, Delaware and Virginia
face off.
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fairy dust over them,” she remembers.
“Something had changed in them. Win or
lose, they felt like winners in that moment
because you could see they felt so good
about themselves. All of the teamwork,
the coaching, the having people who
care about you look you in the eye and
tell you how it is, led to this moment.”
With the shooting wrapped and the
girls’ heading off for their last summer
break before their college careers would
begin, Lipitz headed for the editing
room with associate editor Arielle
Davis and editor Penelope Falk (JOAN
RIVERS: A PIECE OF WORK, BRIGHT
LIGHTS: STARRING CARRIE FISHER AND
DEBBIE REYNOLDS, MAIDENTRIP) who
is renown for her structural finesse with
verité stories.
“The editing was one of the biggest
challenges,” notes Cantor. “We really
wanted to balance these different
individual stories with the story of the
team and that’s a tough thing to pull
off, so it took some time to figure out
exactly how to interweave it all into the
final structure.”

As they took the stage at Bowie State
for the competition, Lipitz crouched in the
wings watching. There would only ever be
this singular moment and she couldn’t be
sure of what would actually happen.

More final touches were put on the
film with a soulful score from the team
of Emmy-nominated composer Laura
Karpman and R&B star Raphael Saadiq,
who was deeply moved by the film.

“When they were performing at Bowie
State, it was like somebody sprinkled

In cutting the film, Lipitz aimed for
a fast-paced entertaining through-line,

but the bottom line was inspiration.
“Maybe mothers and fathers and firstgeneration students who think that
college is not possible for them will
see this and realize they have options,”
she says. “Maybe they’ll realize they
can go to a college counselor and set
up a meeting and take advantage of
whatever kind of help is available for
them. If that happens, to me that is the
ultimate form of success.”
Cantor believes the film will resonate
not just with other teens but also with
audiences of all kinds. “I think this is
a story that can draw not only young
people but audiences from all walks
of lives and anyone who love good,
relevant storytelling.”
The step team members say they
hope that when the film hits theatres
it will impact the lives of kids in any
situation where they feel they might not
make it.
Sums up Blessin Giraldo: “I want to
show the world it doesn’t matter where
you come from—be it girls in urban
areas, the suburbs or the country,
you can be whatever you want to be.
But you have to be willing to go after
it. Nobody else can tell you who you
are. So my main message to the world
would be: don’t let anybody dim your
light. Be genuine and true to yourself
at all times.”

“What is in your life’s blueprint? This is a most important and crucial period in your lives, for what
you do now and what you decide now at this age may well determine which way your lives shall
go. … and so I would urge you to study hard, to burn the midnight oil; I would say to you, don’t
drop out of school. I understand all the sociological reasons, but I urge you that in spite of your
economic plight, in spite of the situation that you’re forced to live in — stay in school.”
-Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

Press.foxsearchlight.com
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ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS

AMANDA LIPITZ

(Director/Produced By) is a Tony Award-

STEVEN CANTOR (Produced By) is the founder of New York City-

winning Broadway producer and documentary filmmaker.

based Stick Figure Studios. Cantor directed DANCER for

She served as executive producer and creator of MTV’s

BBC Film and IFC/Sundance, a documentary that explores

groundbreaking series Legally Blonde the Musical: The

the tumultuous life and career of ballet phenom Sergei

Search for Elle Woods. Lipitz also associate-produced “A

Polunin, whose bad-boy reputation undercuts his dazzling

Broadway Celebration” for PBS as part of the White House

artistry. After a successful U.S. theatrical run which earned

music series. She is currently working on several projects

a 2017 Producers Guild of America nomination for Best

including the original musical Brooklynite (The Vineyard, Off

Documentary, the film is currently in release in over 40

Broadway), with music and lyrics by Peter Lerman.

countries. Cantor received an Academy Award nomination

Known nationally for her short films highlighting
philanthropic organizations and their impact, Lipitz has
made more than 30 documentaries for organizations
such as Young Women’s Leadership Network, Citymeals
on Wheels, College Bound Initiative, The Tory Burch
Foundation, Barnard College, Turnaround for Children, The

for his first documentary, BLOOD TIES: THE LIFE AND WORK
OF SALLY MANN, about the notorious photographer. He
was nominated for two Emmy Awards® for the HBO/BBC
co-production of “What Remains,” which revisited Sally
Mann for the creation of her follow-up body of work on the
nature of decay. Both films premiered at Sundance.

Gateway School and many more. In 2008 Lipitz was named

In 2016 Cantor won two Emmys, one for directing the film

by Jewish Women International as one of their “10 Women

“Clyde’s New York” about basketball legend Walt Frazier,

to Watch.”

and one for his series “The Mask: With Henrik Lundqvist.”

Lipitz’s first foray into Broadway producing was at the
age of 24 with “Dirty Rotten Scoundrels starring John

He also won an Emmy for his PBS “American Masters” film
“Willie Nelson: Still is Still Moving.”

Lithgow. Her other producing credits include Legally

In 2015 Cantor was nominated for an Emmy for producing

Blonde the Musical, also on Broadway; Modern Orthodox,

and directing the ESPN short film “Cutthroat,” about

starring Jason Biggs and Molly Ringwald; The Performers,

injured NHL goalie Clint Malarchuk. His other short, “The

starring Cheyenne Jackson, Henry Winkler and Alicia

Collectors: Beekeeper” premiered at Sundance before its

Silverstone; and A View From the Bridge, a Tony Award-

ESPN/fivethirtyeight release.

winning production. Lipitz is represented on Broadway this
season by the critically acclaimed Tony Award winner (Best
Play) The Humans, which was also a Pulitzer Prize finalist.

Cantor produced and directed the hit Sundance Channel
film “loudQUIETloud,” about the reunion of the rock band
Pixies, which premiered at the SXSW Film Festival and

Lipitz graduated with a BFA in theater from New York

won numerous awards on the festival circuit. It was named

University’s Tisch School of the Arts and now serves on the

by Rolling Stone magazine as one of the 10 best rock

board of the school. She also recently became a trustee of

documentaries of all time.

NYU and serves on PONY (Playwrights of New York).

Cantor also directed the acclaimed HBO film “No One

In addition to producing, Lipitz is responsible for some of

Dies in Lily Dale,” about a town of psychic mediums in

the most innovative sponsorships on Broadway, including

upstate New York, as well as last year’s award-winning

partnerships with Tiffany & Co., PBTeen, Maybelline and

ESPN “30 for 30” documentary “Chasing Tyson,” which

Apple. She currently lives in New York City with her husband

has garnered over 1.5 million views on Netflix. He produced

and two daughters.

“Reporter,” an HBO film about journalist Nicholas Kristof,
which premiered at Sundance and garnered three Emmy
nominations. Other producing credits include the HBO
films “Devil’s Playground” and “I Am an Animal” and the
Showtime film “Unraveled”.
Cantor has also executive produced numerous other
films and TV series under his Stick Figure banner.
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ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS

CASEY REGAN

(Director of Photography) began his career

as an assistant editor at the New York-based Stick Figure
Productions. When given the opportunity to hone his skills
as a camera operator, Regan made his way into the field. His
time at Stick Figure provided for a Director of Photography’s
trial by fire, allowing him to shoot television pilots, episodic
documentary series, and short films. An episode of MSG
Networks’ The Mask on which he worked earned a 2016
New York Emmy Award.

Emerson College. As a writer and director, Regan has
produced award-winning short films that have been featured
in festivals across the world. His genre horror comedy
MEAT ME IN PLAINVILLE was nominated for the Grand Prize
for Short Films at the 2012 Puchon International Fantastic
Film Festival. Regan’s online work in sketch comedy and
music videos has garnered over 1 million views.
STEP is Regan’s first feature film.
(Film Editor) is best known for her work on

JOAN RIVERS: A PIECE OF WORK, for which she won an
Excellence in Editing award at the Sundance Film Festival.
Other film credits include the HBO documentary feature
“Bright Lights: Starring Carrie Fisher & Debbie Reynolds,”
which premiered at the 2016 Cannes Film Festival and will
aired on HBO; MAIDENTRIP, winner of the SXSW Audience
Award; THE NEW PUBLIC, winner of the Golden Cine Award;
SMILE ’TIL IT HURTS: THE UP WITH PEOPLE STORY; TOOTS
and STAGEDOOR and BOMBSHELL: THE HEDY LAMARR
STORY which premiered at the 2017 Tribeca Film Festival”
TV credits include: “Marvin Hamlisch: What He Did
For Love” (American Experience), “Election Day” (POV),
“Unfinished Country” (Wide Angle) and “Afghan Stories”
(Sundance Channel).
Four-time Emmy winning composer and composer of the
Grammy-winning album
ASK YOUR MAMA,

LAURA KARPMAN

nominations. She contributed to Sophia Coppola’s 2017
THE BEGUILED.
Commissioned by Carnegie Hall, she collaborated with
soprano Jessye Norman and The Roots on ASK YOUR
MAMA, a multimedia opera on a text by Langston Hughes,
which received its sold-out premiere at Carnegie Hall in
Bowl and was revived at the Apollo Theater in Harlem. Laura
has been commissioned by the Glimmerglass Festival and
is developing an opera BALLS, a collaboration with NY Times
columnist Gail Collins, with Yuval Sharon’s The Industry.
Laura has received two GANG awards and an additional
nomination for her videogame music which has been
performed by orchestras internationally, as well as an
Annie Feature nomination. She serves as an advisor for the
Sundance Film Scoring Labs and is on the faculty of the
USC Film Scoring Program. Laura is the founding President
of the Alliance for Women Film Composers and is proud to
serve as a governor of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts
and Sciences.

RAPHAEL SAADIQ

(Music By) is a constantly busy Grammy

Award-winning artist and producer. He executive produced
and co-wrote most of Solange’s critically lauded album A
Seat at the Table. Saadiq also produced and appears on
Rick Ross’ recent single “Apple of My Eye.” You can also
find him as the composer for HBO’s hit series “Insecure,”
WGN’s “Underground” and BET’s “Rebel.”
Saadiq has also released critically acclaimed solo albums
including his five time Grammy-nominated debut album
Instant Vintage and Ray Ray. For the last two decades
Saadiq has also worked behind the scenes as a celebrated
producer and collaborator for major artists including
D’Angelo (co-wrote, produced and won a Grammy for “How
Does It Feel”), John Legend, Miguel, The Roots, A Tribe

(Music by) maintains a

vibrant career in film, television, videogame and concert
music. Her distinguished credits include the series
UNDERGROUND, in collaboration with Raphael Saadiq
and John Legend, STEP, a Sundance 2017 favorite, Eleanor
Coppola’s PARIS CAN WAIT starring Diane Lane and Alec
Baldwin, Kasi Lemmons’ BLACK NATIVITY starring Jennifer
Hudson and Forest Whitaker, Steven Spielberg’s miniseries
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OF SCIENCE FICTION for which she received Emmy

March 2009, and its West Coast premiere at The Hollywood

Regan graduated with a BFA in Film Production from

PENELOPE FALK

TAKEN, the Showtime series ODYSSEY 5, and MASTERS

Called Quest, Stevie Wonder, Mary J. Blige, Joss Stone,
the Bee Gees, The Isley Brothers, TLC, Whitney Houston,
Snoop Dogg, Earth, Wind and Fire and the list goes on. His
first foray into the international music scene came as a
teenager when he performed as part of Sheila E.’s backing
band and toured with Prince.
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The Baltimore Leadership School for Young Women Founding Class of 2016
Baltimore Museum of Industry
Baltimore Polytechnic
Barber Transportation
Bay Island Crab House
BLSYW Pride Cheerleaders
Bluford Drew Jemison Stem Academy West
Bowie High School/Bowie Center for the Performing Arts
BridgeEdu
Chick-fil-A
City Neighbors High School
Collegebound Initiative
Coppin State University
Corbin Salon
CS Potomac Associates
Dem Raider Boyz Step Team (Eleanor Roosevelt High School)
Double Exposure Hair Salon
Enoch Pratt Free Library
FiReFilms
Goldman Sachs
Harmonia Hopkins LLC
Harper’s Choice Middle School
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House of Ruth Maryland
Johns Hopkins University
HSM Specialties
Kim Day Spa
Kimball Art Center
Kobe Japanese Steak and Seafood House
Make Me Ova Salon
Maryland Institute College of Art
Members of the The National Pan-Hellenic Council
Paul Mitchell The School Jessup
Sherrell Alicia Beauty
Sol’s Image Beauty Supply
Stadium School
Synchronicity Boutique
Tepanayki Grill
Tio Pepe Restaurant
Trinacria Cafe
University of Maryland, Baltimore County
Varsity on Biddle
Western High School
Young Women’s Leadership Network
Special Thanks to Baltimore City
Insurance
AON Risk Solutions
Payroll
Entertainment Partners, Inc.
Legal Services Provided By
Adam B. Kagan, Esq.
Linda Lichter, Esq.
Hamish Berry, Esq.
Nancy Wolff, Esq.
Clearances Provided By
Clearance Unlimited
CINETIC MARKETING
Ryan Werner
Courtney Ott
Bingham Bryant
For Impact Partners
Amy Augustino, Vice President of Operations
Rachelle Broida, Assistant to Dan Cogan
Kelsey Koenig, Director of Development
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FORMATION
Written by Khalif Brown, Jordan Frost, Asheton Hogan, Michael Len Williams II and Beyoncé Knowles
Performed by Beyoncé
From Beyoncé’s album “Lemonade” on Parkwood Entertainment/Columbia Records
VICTORY
Written by Tye Tribbett
WORTH IT
Written by Brian Collins, Mikkel Storleer Eriksen, Priscilla Renea Hamilton,
Tor Erik Hermansen, Ori Kaplan
Published by Sony/ATV Allegro, EMI Blackwood Music Inc., EMI Music
Publishing LTD, Songs Music Publishing, LLC o/b/o Bluma Music (ASCAP), Songs
of SMP (ASCAP), and Warner Chappell
Performed by Fifth Harmony
Courtesy of Sony Music Entertainment
I GOT THE MUSIC IN ME
Written by Tobias Boshell
Published by EMI Songs LTD and Universal Music Publishing Group - MGB Songs
on behalf of Rocket Music Ltd. (ASCAP)
Performed by Thelma Houston
Courtesy of Sheffield Lab
HOW GREAT IS OUR GOD
Written by Ed Cash, Chris Tomlin & Jesse Reeves © 2004
Published by Wondrously Made Songs (BMI) (a div. of Wondrous Worship & Llano
Music, LLC) (admin. by Music Services) / Worshiptogether.com Songs (ASCAP) /
Six Steps Music (ASCAP) (both admin. by Capitol CMG Publishing).
All Rights Reserved. Used By Permission.
Performed by Mt. Rubidoux SDA Church Choir
Courtesy of Mt. Rubidoux SDA Church
REMEMBER THE TIME
Written by Teddy Riley, Michael Jackson and Bernard Belle
Performed by Michael Jackson
From the Michael Jackson album “Dangerous” on Epic Records
Music Video directed by John Singleton
BANK ROLLS
Written by Tate Kobang
Produced by Rod Lee
Published by D1 Entertainment Publishing Company
Performed by Tate Kobang
Courtesy of 300 Entertainment / D1 Entertainment, LLC
JUMP
Written by Raphael Saadiq, Taura Stinson, & Laura Karpman
Performed by Cynthia Erivo
Produced by Raphael Saadiq
Courtesy Ugmoe/Kobalt Music Publishing and Soulfinga Muzik/Notting Hill and
Music by Stick Figure Studios Publishing (BMI)
All Rights Reserved. Used By Permission.
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AMANDA LIPITZ PRODUCTIONS LOGO
BLOOMBERG PHILANTHROPIES LOGO
BALTIMORE RAVENS LOGO
CANDESCENT FILMS LOGO
GOLDSEKER FOUNDATION LOGO
+IMPACTPARTNERS LOGO
EPIPHANY STORY LAB
UTAH FILM CENTER LOGO
VULCAN PRODUCTIONS LOGO
WME LOGO
MPAA NO. 50960 Logo
© 2017 Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation.
SF Animated Logo
©2017 TWENTIETH CENTURY FOX FILM CORPORATION. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. PROPERTY OF
FOX. PERMISSION IS GRANTED TO NEWSPAPERS AND PERIODICALS TO REPRODUCE THIS TEXT IN
ARTICLES PUBLICIZING THE DISTRIBUTION OF THE MOTION PICTURE. ALL OTHER USE IS STRICTLY
PROHIBITED, INCLUDING SALE, DUPLICATION, OR OTHER TRANSFER OF THIS MATERIAL. THIS
PRESS KIT, IN WHOLE OR IN PART, MUST NOT BE LEASED, SOLD, OR GIVEN AWAY.
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