role model

Michael Williams-Stark

“I would either have
to find the courage to
do what I wanted or
live a life of frustration
and misery.”

MICHAEL WILLIAMS-STARK HAS VIVID MEMORIES OF THE KIDS WHO USED TO CALL OUT TO

Williams-Stark was born with a severe cleft lip
and palate. “I remember my mom holding me up in
front of the mirror and pointing to my face and explaining how I was different from
other people.” While growing up in New Westminster,
BC, he went through several
operations, including major
reconstruction at age 14.
“But I’ve never stopped seeing through the eyes of that
kid. Surgeries have made me
presentable, but I can never
walk out into the world and
take it for granted.”
Williams-Stark jokes that
he must have been a masochist to pursue a career in
improv comedy and as a
voiceover actor — hardly
what one would expect
from someone with a facial
difference that affected his
speech. “I realized that I
would either have to find the courage to do what
I wanted or live a life of frustration and misery. I
realized that my passion could overwhelm my
fear.” He moved to Toronto, and eventually landed
a gig doing several voices for the television show
Noddy, as well as leading an improv group that
performed every Monday night at a local club.
A light switched on for Williams-Stark one day
while watching a documentary on people with facial
differences. To that point, he had worked hard to
bury his painful past. “But that made me think I
should be doing something.” He quickly realized

that improv and acting were the ideal tools for helping kids who faced the same struggles he had. So he
founded Making Faces,
which works with AboutFace
(an organization for people
with facial difference), hospitals, schools and local
health units. Using techniques he honed onstage,
Williams-Stark teaches kids
to make eye contact and to
speak with confidence. One
of his favourite activities is
the “30-second lecture,”
where each child is asked to
do an impromptu talk for
half a minute, usually on a
ridiculous subject. “I remember one girl who came to the
class with a scarf over her
face. By the end she was giving a 30-second lecture about
horses made of cheese.”
Williams-Stark begins his
classes by showing the kids
a photo of himself as a child, and they immediately
understand the common bond. “People tell these
kids, ‘You’re just like any other little boy or girl.’
But they’re not just like anyone else. I don’t blow
smoke: I tell them to go out and have fun, but I
explain that they will face more challenges than
other kids.” At the same time, he stresses that their
facial difference can help them develop empathy,
creativity and insight. Williams-Stark should know:
“If it weren’t for my facial difference I wouldn’t have
found my happiness. I can’t help but think that I
owe these kids a lot.”
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him and follow him around when he was three or four years old. He’s just not sure when he realized that
they were making fun of him.
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