
 
 

THE BOY INSIDE 
 

 Q & A with Filmmaker Marianne Kaplan 
 
Q: Why did you decide to make The Boy Inside, which deals with your son, your family 
and yourself, instead of making a film on some other subject? 
 
MK: As a documentary filmmaker I have always felt some discomfort at sticking a 
camera in a subject’s face and submitting them to the kind of intrusion that goes with 
making a film. After producing a number of research-heavy films on a range of subjects 
outside myself, like Songololo: Voices of Change and Deconstructing Supper, I thought 
it would be interesting as an artist to turn the camera on myself and make a film about my 
life. My life is pretty much consumed with raising my 13 year-old son Adam, who has 
Asperger Syndrome, a form of high-functioning autism, so I decided to make a film about 
that. In the beginning, my idea was to give Adam a camera so that he could keep a video 
diary and to have our two stories run concurrently. But we didn’t get very far into the 
process when it became clear that Adam, because of his age, didn’t have the attention-
span and focus to keep a video diary. So the film changed, but the idea of giving Adam a 
voice was a strong motivation right through the filmmaking process.  
 
Q: When was The Boy Inside filmed? 
 
MK: The Boy Inside is a process documentary shot over the course of Adam’s final year 
of elementary school. Our first day of shooting was the first day of Grade 7, and our last 
day of shooting was the final day of Grade 7, a nine month period. And it turned out that 
it was a hellish year, which, in a way, was good for the film, but terrible for our family.  
 
 
Q: What challenges were involved in making a personal documentary about your own 
family? 
 
MK: In this kind of film there is always the conflict between how much to reveal and 
how much to keep private. As a family we have always been very open about Adam’s 
disability but, still, I was always grappling with the tension between making something 
that was revelatory and respecting our family’s privacy. There were also the practical 
details of making arrangements to shoot at the school, prepping Adam, and then, when 
the crew was all ready to go, having him decide that he didn’t feel like being filmed that 
day. And then there was the post-production period, when I was logging or editing 
material about the difficulties my son was having at school, and simultaneously getting 
calls on my cell phone from the school about Adam’s latest crisis of the day. It was a 
bizarre and surreal situation my editor and I were constantly shaking our heads about. 
Every time my cell phone rang we both froze, because it was invariably the school, or 
Adam in tears. I could never figure out whether it was life imitating art or art imitating 
life. 



Q: In The Boy Inside you deal with the whole issue of bullying, but a lot of Adam’s 
problems we see in the film seem to do with his being excluded or shunned, as opposed 
to the more traditional definition of bullying as ‘in your face’ aggression, or ganging up 
on him. Do you consider the act of exclusion as a kind of bullying, or is it something 
different, though no less hurtful for Adam?    
 
MK:  I most definitely think that exclusion is a form of bullying. In fact, at all of the 
elementary schools that my children attended, bullying was discussed in class time with 
the students and student were taught that exclusion from the group is one of the behaviors 
that constitute bullying along with the other more obvious forms like physical and verbal 
abuse, spreading rumours, name calling, making fun of, etc.   
 
Q: Do you regret in any way opening your own life to the public in The Boy Inside? 
 
MK: It’s too soon to say because, at this point, The Boy Inside has not been seen by 
anyone outside my crew. I have to admit that I am very nervous about how it will be 
received because it is such an intimate look inside our family dynamic. Even though deep 
down I have a strong feeling that what I made has integrity and value, I am still very 
anxious about it’s impact and how it will be received. More so than any other film I have 
made because it’s my family and me up there on the screen.  
 
 
Q: Did you confront issues of self-censorship in this kind of film, because it was your 
own family’s personal feelings, including your own as a wife and a mother, you were 
filming? 
 
MK: That was and still is an ongoing issue for me. I am very aware that I am not just 
choosing to put myself out there, but also my husband and my kids. My husband chose 
not to see the film before it was completed. But Adam saw it and was okay with it and so 
did my daughter, although they both commented that it was terribly depressing and that 
things weren’t as bad as the film depicts. I had to remind them that for me it was that bad. 
 
 
Q: What's happened to Adam and you family since you wrapped filming of The Boy 
Inside?  
 
MK: Adam got accepted into the Vancouver high school of his choice. We had a lot of 
reasons why we chose that particular high school: a small student population; a 
curriculum focusing on information technology and computer-based learning; a diverse 
socio-economic and cultural demographic that we figured would be more accepting of 
differences. Anyway, our thinking turned out to be correct. The school is a very good fit 
for him, and whilst it is not perfect, he has settled in quite nicely and has a small group of 
at-school friends. Other changes for Adam are that his obsession with baseball turned into 
an obsession with World Wrestling Entertainment and the TV series The Family Guy and 
there’s nothing I can do about it except watch with him, watch him and my husband 
wrestle, and participate in Family Guy skits. He can do all the characters and knows 



whole scripts by heart. Another huge thing is that these days I hardly ever get calls from 
school. But I hate saying that because it means I’ll probably get one in the next 10 
minutes….. 
 
 
Q: What would you like people to learn or take away from seeing The Boy Inside? 
 
MK: I want people to get a real sense of what it’s like raising a special needs child, how 
incredibly challenging and demanding it is. I would like the parents of kids that bully to 
get their kids to smarten up and get empathic. I would like us, as parents, to go easier on 
ourselves - we all do the best we can, none of us parents are perfect, we mess up, we 
apologize to our kids, we move on. I would like school administrators and teachers to see 
this film and realize that they have to take bullying seriously, and in particular the kind of 
bullying, often subtle, that gets directed at special needs kids. And that they make a 
serious commitment to make our schools bully free. I’d like educators to realize that there 
has to be more education around interacting with people with differences. When you read 
the statistics on how more and more kids are being diagnosed with autism, Aspergers, 
ADHD etc. and you consider that one day in the future your schoolmates will be your co-
workers, we need to recognize difference and teach tolerance. Anyway, as Temple 
Grandin says in the film:  “If you got rid of all the genes that made autism and Aspergers, 
we’d have a very boring world. It’s like a little bit of abnormality is needed.” 
 
Q:  In fact, your story seems to have two threads. One is that schools administrators and 
teachers, students and parents need to educate and be educated to be more tolerant of AS 
kids and, in a larger sense, any and all differences. And the flip side of that is that, like 
the parent of any child, you want to train your own children to survive and flourish when 
they leave the family nest. In the film that latter issue seemed to be a big concern for you 
and your husband Peter. Do you feel more confident about Adam’s future as an adult now 
than you did at the beginning of the filmmaking? 
 
MK: Peter and I still disagree on that one. I’m optimistic and he’s pessimistic. You do 
your best to prepare your kids, but even with the most socialized, well-adjusted kid, you 
have NO IDEA how things will turn out. To believe otherwise is to delude oneself. We 
continue to do everything we can to help him and he continues to resist our help. Dealing 
with adolescent kids is often rough going for parents but, beyond that, being oppositional, 
rude and defiant is especially typical of many Asperger Syndrome kids. Our behavioral 
consultant says she has NEVER met an AS kid quite as oppositional, rude and defiant as 
Adam. But as Adam recently reminded me, after another huge fight: “Think how far I’ve 
come, mom, since I was first diagnosed”. And he’s right. But, as I told him, there is still a 
long way for all of us to go, so I continue to be cautiously optimistic about his future. 
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