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Lane44 brings the excitement of hollywood 
to south side youth

Last summer, a television film crew 
spread out in Englewood and elsewhere 
across the city’s South Side to craft a new 
narrative about Chicago — one rooted in 
hopeful, human stories about the people 
who call those streets home.

As Sultan A. Salahuddin, a South Side 
native and writer and actor, continued 
production on his new show for Com-
edy Central titled “South Side,” which 
is scheduled to premiere on July 24, he 
couldn’t help but notice the crowds of kids 
that were drawn to the set with curiosity 
and enthusiasm. Most often, their conver-
sations would lead to young people look-
ing for a way to get involved in some way. 

Salahuddin internalized these experi-
ences and set out to create a way to make 
opportunities in entertainment more 
readily available to those who are interest-
ed. Salahuddin eventually teamed up with 
Debbie Holstein, who has experience 
both the entertainment industry and non-
profit management, to create Lane44, a 
non-profit that provides the Youth of 
Chicago’s South Side (YCSS) with expe-
riences in feature film and television pro-
duction on local projects. 

Chicago is the second largest film and 
television market in the country so Hol-
stein and Salahuddin immediately saw a 

need to uplift local voices to further foster 
an authentic depiction of the city itself.

"It's just really important that as the in-
dustry in Chicago continues to grow, we 
want [the community] to be fairly repre-
sented in front and behind the camera," 
Holstein said. “We feel like in terms of 
Chicago, there are parts of town that are 
not reflected and when they are, they are 
shown in one light. And that is something 
that we want to change.”

Youth involved in Lane44 will join the 
crew as production assistants in any of the 
various departments involved in making a 
film or television show that is filming lo-
cally. For all Lane44 productions, as much 
filming is done on-location on the South 
Side as is possible — both to ensure the 
story on screen looks and feels true to the 
community and to further reinvest in the 
neighborhood and people they’re high-
lighting. 

“We want to tell stories about regular 
people, not violence and guns and gangs,” 
she said. “There's definitely a place for that 
but it's out there enough and we want to 
make sure that we're balancing the reper-
toire of material and providing additional 
content.”

Holstein describes this as a business 
model unique to Lane44. The local pro-

ductions spur job creation and economic 
stimulus by infusing the community with 
money and opportunities that they oth-
erwise would not have. As a result, the 
neighborhood experiences a boost in the 
economy, an increased sense of communi-
ty pride amongst the YCSS and an even-
tual decrease in crime. 

“There are a lot of byproducts of bring-
ing something so positive to an area,” she 
said.

On set, youth involved will gain hands-
on experience and mentorship from 
working professionals for credit that can 
then help them earn union membership if 
they choose to further pursue that career. 

"The biggest mission of Lane44 is to 
expose these kids to all of these many op-
portunities,” she said. “And all of these 
skills, whether they work in construc-
tion, greenery, transportation, wardrobe, 
or anything else, the skills that they take 
away will be transferable into other areas 
of life if they don't decide to stay in enter-
tainment."

Still in its first six months of operation, 
Lane44 is currently accepting applica-
tions. Anyone who is interested in joining 
Lane44 can start the application process at 
Lane44.org. 

Our Mission

To empower the 
entrepreneurial 
spirit through the 
dignity of 
self-employment by 
providing 
Chicagoans facing 
homelessness with 
a combination of 
supportive social 
services, workforce 
development 
resources and 
immediate access 
to gainful 
employment.

Orientation
Participants complete 
a monthlong 
orientation, focusing 
on customer service 
skills, financial 
literacy and time 
management to 
become a badged 
vendor.

Finacial Literacy
Vendors buy 
StreetWise for $0.90, 
and sell it for $2. The 
profit of $1.10 goes 
directly to the 
licensed vendor for 
them to earn a living.

Supportive 
Services
StreetWise 
provides 
referrals, 
advocacy and 
other support 
to assist 
participants in 
meeting their 
basic needs 
and getting 
out of crisis.

S.T.E.P.  Program
StreetWise’s S.T.E.P. Program provides job readiness 
training and ongoing direct service support to ensure 
participants’ success in entering the traditional workforce.

How StreetWise Works

by Lacey Latch
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LEFT: Sultan Salahuddin 
(left) and Kareme Young 
play workers at a Chicago 
rent-to-own store on “South 
Side.” Comedy Central 
photo. ABOVE: Debbie 
Holstein provided photo.


