Youth Activism Makes a Quantum Leap

An Innovative company uses the power of Web video to help children and youth fight social and environmental injustice in their own communities—and around the world.


Last year, Ryan Hoye was a 17-year old who wanted to make a difference. He was your average teenager: dealing with ordinary things like school exams, a part-time job and the pressures of day-to-day life. And like the rest of us, he was perhaps a little daunted by a world filled with challenges ranging from global warming to war, poverty and homelessness.

Still, Ryan decided to do something about it. Inspired by a teacher at his high school who had initiated a science project on environmental sustainability, he joined a team of students who raised $40,000 dollars and built a series of solar panels on the roof of their school gym. The solar array now provides a clean source of energy for their gym score clock, decreasing the school’s reliance on fossil-fuel power sources. And for Ryan, the project was a profound lesson on putting ideas into action on behalf of himself and others.

Sarah [try to get a real first name] is seven and she doesn’t yet fully understand terms like social justice and sustainability. But like any child, she understands compassion and the desire to help others. So, with the help of her classmates and teachers, she helped create a CD of Swahili songs sung by an orphan choir in a needy African village. They’re using the money from sales of the CD to build an orphanage there.

These stories highlight the ability of kids to effect change, and the inspirational examples they can set. And yet these small tales of human triumph are often missed amid the spectacle of the evening news and our 500-channel universe. 

One company is seeking to change all of that. This fall, Quantum Shift Media Inc. launches its $200,000 “Be the Change! Share the Story!” School Video contest. By harnessing the energies of students, educators and advocacy groups, and using the reach and power of the Internet and new technologies like Web video, they believe they can take these individual stories and create a storm of united action. Quantum Shift’s ideas are already making waves: groups like UNICEF, the Sierra Club and Care have signed on as partners, and individuals ranging from bestselling author and environmentalist Paul Hawken to pro-skateboarder Bob Burnquist to Nigerian women’s rights activist Hafsat Abiola are throwing their support behind the company’s initiatives.

The YouTube Democracy
To understand Quantum’s Web-video approach, think: YouTube with a conscience. By now, if you use email and the Web at all, someone has probably sent you a YouTube link. In which case you’ll know that following the link will take you to a Web video—usually a short digital clip of anything and everything, from archival footage of Edith Piaf singing in a 1950s New York revue club, to your next-door-neighbor’s kid taping his latest BMX stunt of a high-flying leap over a parked car. 

YouTube is the latest major Internet phenomenon—it is a Web site that shows all manner of videos, ranging from the grotesque to the hilarious, the clever to the sublime. What these videos all have in common is that they were uploaded by ordinary people: anyone with a digital movie camera (which these days can be anything from a $400 DV camera to the movie-record setting on your camera-enabled cell phone), plus access to a computer, can participate in the Web video revolution.

YouTube is one of the first Internettechnologies to fully realize the promise of the Web as a democratic meeting ground—a place where a child in a Philadelphia suburb has as much opportunity for input and interaction as the CEO of a major corporation. 

And its power is clear. Last June, YouTube served 2.5 billion videos to over 20 million unique users. A single YouTube video clip of Paul Potts’ operatic performance of “Nessun Dorma” on the show Britain’s Got Talent received over 10 million views in just two months—turning an obscure British carphone salesman into an international sensation.

With the opportunity to rate and comment on videos, email links to friends, and search for videos by topic, anybody with a story and a video clip to match can now reach a vast audience. The question then becomes: is this technology usable for something other than showing music videos and Beyonce’s latest wardrobe malfunction? What if the power of this medium could be shifted to informing and motivating individuals to address the important environmental and social issues of the day?

Changing the Paradigm

Enter Hugo Bonjean and Quantum Shift Media Inc.  Four years ago, Bonjean was a successful 38-year-old business executive working for the Marriott International in Latin America. There, he dealt with some of the richest people in South America, while at the same time observing firsthand some of the poorest living conditions in the world. “What I saw rekindled the humanitarian values of my teens,” says Bonjean, “I decided to commit the rest of my life to the integration of ethics into the economic fabric of society.”

Bonjean proceeded to write a novel called In the Eyes of Anahita—An adventure in search of humanity. The novel, which became a bestseller in Canada, told the story of an executive’s struggle to integrate humanistic ethics into his role in global trade. For Bonjean, the process of writing the book and its success afterwards revealed two things. First, there was an incredible thirst among the public for examples of how to make a contribution to society. “The most common question I got at book signings was, ‘I want to make a difference, but I just don’t know how,’” notes Bonjean. 

The second thing Bonjean discovered was the power of storytelling. He received floods of emails from readers who found themselves transformed, inspired by reading about how someone else had dealt with the struggle making positive change in a complex world. As a result, Bonjean thought to himself: What would happen if we could bring to the people thousands of stories like this one? In that moment, Quantum Shift Media was born.

According to Bonjean, the timing was right. As made clear by the YouTube experience, streaming Web video and related technologies were finally at the point where people could easily share their videos on the Web. And for Bonjean, videos are a powerful storytelling mechanism—perfect for stories about people making a difference. So in January, 2007, he launched www.quantumshift.tv, a Web TV site broadcasting user-supplied programming: positive, solutions-oriented stories of men, women and children finding ways to meet the environmental and social challenges of the world.

A Contest for the Kids

Though QuantumShift.tv launched with content for all age groups, Bonjean and his team quickly recognized that one of their key target groups would be kids. They are among the early adopters and driving force of new Web technologies—like Facebook, MySpace and YouTube. Plus, notes Bonjean, when it comes to environmental and social issues: “They just get it. They realize that they’re the ones who will be stuck with the problems we leave behind.”  

So this fall, Quantum Shift launches a major contest initiative called the “Be the Change! Share the Story!” School Video Contest. It’s designed to mobilize kids across North America into both performing projects of environmental and social good, and sharing the stories of their efforts with the world. The contest invites students from grades one to twelve to come up with a project of their choice, and working in teams and with teachers, they are to document their progress in two short videos to be uploaded to QuantumShift.tv. 

In addition to the benefit of making a difference in the world, the contest gives students the opportunity to win $50,000 in prizes for their school. Projects can range from volunteering at a local homeless shelter, measuring a school’s carbon footprint or building a school in a developing country—anything that addresses an environmental or social concern in a positive, solution-oriented way. 

To provide ideas and resources for both students and teachers, Quantum Shift has enlisted a range of high-profile partners, including organizations like UNICEF, Free the Children, Room to Read, TransFair, CARE, NAAEE, TakingITGlobal, The Pembina Institute, New Global Citizens,  the Sierra Youth Coalition and Rainforest Action Network. 

Education Meets Web

James Aitchison, a teacher of 24 years and now the Director of Learning Technologies, Foothills division in Alberta sees “Be the Change! Share the Story!” as a powerful project-based tool for teachers and educational professionals looking to teach students about social and environmental issues within their curricula.

“As a teacher, you’re always looking for ways to incorporate learning that is authentic and engaging into your curriculum,” says Aitchison. By marrying new Web technologies, which youth tend to be well-versed in and engaged by, and humanitarian values that have a real impact on young people’s lives, he sees “Be the Change” as the perfect tool for fulfilling curriculum needs while “extending learning to a much deeper and more meaningful level.”

Moreover, the learning goes far beyond an individual team’s project. The contest structure and strategic use of Web technologies ensure that students will gain perspectives on a world far beyond their local school or community. For example, the ranking of videos based on things like number of views and viewer ratings will inspire kids to make sure family and friends everywhere are firmly engaged by and aware of their work. As well, the contest incorporates a video puzzle game, where teams gain extra points by watching the videos of other teams and answering questions about them. Beyond “checking out the competition,” this entertaining and educational game component is designed to spur the crosspollination of ideas and social networking among students.

Quantum Mechanics

In May 2008, the 25 top-ranked videos in three age categories (grades 1-6, 7-9, 10 and up), will be reviewed by a panel of celebrity judges, including bestselling author and environmentalist Paul Hawken, writer and magazine publisher Eric Utne, actress Pleasant Wayne, and pro-skateboarder Bob Burnquist. This jury will select the top three videos from each group, and the public will be invited to choose the winners.

Bonjean hopes that the contest and its finale will be the good-news story of the year. More importantly, he hopes that the act of helping others will become a lifelong habit among the thousands of students, parents and teachers who will participate. “I don’t think I know anyone who, once they started out on the path of helping others, just stopped,” observes Bonjean.

Ryan Hoye would agree. Now 18, he has graduated from high school and has finished his part in his high school’s ongoing environmental sustainability project. He’s happy that the story of his group’s project is available on a site like QuantumShift.tv—available to inspire others like him looking for a place to start. Just as important, Ryan is still jazzed by the idea of helping others. He’s exploring his options for the future, but is determined to do something about the environmental and social problems of the world. “My generation is the one that these issues will make the most difference to,” says Ryan, “So it’s our job to push the limit on everything. We need to get people to start paying attention.”

Find out more

To find out how you can participate in the “Be the Change! Share the Story!” School Video Contest, visit www.quantumshift.tv/schools. Also visit to learn more about Ryan Hoye and the Cochrane High School Sustainable Development Project, as well as “Letters from Litein,” the story of a small group of elementary students and teachers reaching out to a needy village in Africa.

