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Introduction   (Back to Top)
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Teaching documentary film provides a creative and engaging method of exploring expository and persuasive texts.  It allows students to learn about purpose, point of view and bias in media and the ways that a director (or author or artist) uses the available designs of the medium to construct a particular “story” about the subject at hand.  Teaching documentary film also provides an excellent opportunity for interdisciplinary study as documentaries often explore intriguing topics in history, science, mathematics, language, art, communication, psychology, and other subjects.  Students can engage in hands-on learning experiences through documentary research and creation of their own individual or class documentary films.
Why Teach Media?

The 21st century teacher has a unique opportunity to use modern technology to teach students explicitly about various forms of media, the designs available within those forms for communication and expression, and the similarities and differences between one type of media and another.  By teaching transmedia concepts
, or elements that apply across many different types of media texts, teachers can help students develop an understanding of genre, narrative, characterization, symbolism, point of view, imagery, and more that will enhance their critical awareness of literature, film, television, visual arts, performing arts, magazines, newspapers, and any other kind of media they might encounter.  American students in the 21st century are exposed to an almost constant stream of media information from the internet, television, video games, cell phones, radio, and magazines.  Teachers can help students be active, critical consumers of media and can teach them to make connections between their personal media experiences and their school curricula.  The opportunities to improve literacy through media education are varied and numerous.
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Overview of the Medium  (Back to Top)
Documentary film is a specific genre of film that attempts to “document” a person, issue or event in a non-fiction presentation.  Documentary film contains many sub-genres, such as historical, biographical, nature & wildlife, science, travel, political, and more.

Documentarian John Grierson first applied the term “documentary” to this kind of film in 1926, and he defined documentary as “creative treatment of actuality.”  Grierson posited that through documentary film, “cinema's potential for observing life could be exploited in a new art form; that the ‘original’ actor and ‘original’ scene are better guides than their fiction counterparts to interpreting the modern world.”

Documentary film has gone through many distinct periods of style and popularity, most recently as a popular film genre widely released for the general public.  Modern documentaries have placed greater interpretive control in the hands of the director and have raised questions about whether these films can truly be considered “documentary,” though some manipulation of subjects may be inherent in all documentary films.

Special Designs in the Documentary Film Medium

Consider these specific elements available to the documentary filmmaker and the effect they have on the viewer’s perception of the “story”:
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Text and visual graphics on screen - maps, subtitles, animation, statistics, graphs.  the “update” given at end of film: text telling the viewer the current status or historical outcome of people, events or issues presented in the film.
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Narrator – is narrator on camera?  does narrator talk to camera? does cameraman talk?  Voiceover - what does the narrator say?  what kind of voice (male, female, foreign, young, old)? 
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Interviews - who is interviewed? how is the subject lit? how is their name and title presented? in what environment is the interview set? what is visible in the background? what portion of the interview is shown?  what camera angles are used?
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Still photo shots - how are still photos inserted into the narrative, if at all?  what does the narrator say while the photo is shown?  is there text with the photo?  what purpose does the photo serve in the narrative? 
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Expository information - what information is being delivered by the film?  what is the “thesis” of the film?  what is the supporting evidence?

Here are some other elements to consider, common to film in general
:
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Sound - what kind of music is used for the soundtrack (non-diegetic - only heard by the audience)?  how does the music shape the viewer’s perception? what other non-diegetic sound effects are used?  is there any diegetic use of sound (sound the participants in the film can hear)?  to what effect?
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Narrative - what is the “story” being told by the film?  what is the plot?  who is the main character(s)?  who are the supporting characters?
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Editing - what is shown on camera and how are the shots sequenced?  are there rapid, frequent cuts?  do the shots dissolve or fade in and out?
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Lighting - how are the various scenes and people in the film lit? high-key & bright? low-key and dark?
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Focus - is the focus soft or sharp?  neutral or deep? 
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Camera angles - is the subject being presented with neutral, low, or high camera angles and what is the effect?


Links for Teachers  (Back to Top)
Resources for Finding & Viewing Documentaries
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The DocsOnline Foundation – A community project to produce the most comprehensive documentary collection on the internet (some films are free)
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joiningthedots.tv Broadband documentary channel – independent films available for download for a small fee.  “…a haven away from ‘big media’, where views are not processed and homogenised before they can be heard.”
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AOL True Stories: Watch documentaries for free on-line and discuss them
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Docurama - video label devoted entirely to documentary film
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Documentary Films.Net – contains directory of almost 300 documentary films
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Docuseek - Search site for independent documentary, social issue, and educational videos
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Folkstreams.net – Free online archive of folklore documentaries
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Insight News TV (online documentary films) – free streaming video of news documentaries.
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Media Rights: Media that Matters – extensive directory of social-issue documentaries and shorts.
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Doc-Film-Net – free online documentaries with link & instructions for making your own “filmation”


Links for Teaching Documentary & Media
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BFI Books Teaching Film and TV Documentary 
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Resources for Teaching Documentary Film – List of films with summaries, notes & exercises
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Example Unit Plan for Documentary Film When We Were Kings – on the topic of “heroes”
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Documentary Film: A Primer (paperback)
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A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies: Designing Social Futures - The New London Group presents an overview of the evolving social environment surrounding students and teachers and a new concept they call “multiliteracies,” which encourages a broader view of literacy than traditionally recognized in order to account for expanding means of communication and the evolving languages of work, community and culture in today’s world.
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Media Teacher: Resources and Reflections on Teaching Media - Created by Dr. Barbara Pace of the University of Florida College of Education, this website is intended to help educators consider the importance of studying media and its role in society, to examine ways that media education can improve literacy and to provide a space for teachers to share reflections and resources.

Teaching Example (Back to Top)

(Please Note: The original version of  Super Size Me, released in 2004, is rated PG-13 for language, sex and drug references, and a graphic medical procedure.  Should you choose to show the film in its entirety in your classroom, we recommend that you purchase the Educationally Enhanced version of the film, released in 2005.  This version is rated PG and contains an edited version of the full film, as well as educational DVD extras, printable worksheets, an instructor’s manual, and other useful resources.)

There are many documentaries that exemplify the characteristics of the genre and support literacy in the classroom.  One such example is Super Size Me, directed by and starring Morgan Spurlock in 2004.  In this documentary, Spurlock aims to educate Americans about the growing obesity epidemic in our country, and points the finger of blame at the fast food industry for promoting unhealthy eating habits.  To illustrate his accusations, Spurlock goes on a “McDiet” in which he eats nothing but food served by McDonald’s for 30 days.  As a result of the experiment, Spurlock experiences severe weight gain and liver damage, as well as depression, fatigue, and other physical ailments. 


In addition to Spurlock’s experiment and its surprising results, Spurlock shows interviews with politicians, nutritional experts, physicians, people on the street, and a variety of other individuals to paint a picture of the unhealthy diet choices that are presented to Americans on a daily basis.  Among the health topics addressed in the movie are nutritional school lunches, gastric bypass surgeries, and advertising campaigns of major snack food producers.  

This movie is a great resource to be used as part of a unit on media literacy because of the wide variety of possibilities for critical thinking, cross-content connections, and literacy development that are afforded by its subject matter and presentation.  Super Size Me  also deals with a subject matter that nearly all students will have prior experience with: fast food.  The high-interest subject matter coupled with rigorous, relevant connections to learning make this movie an excellent choice for inclusion in a media literacy unit.  

Some of the benefits to using Super Size Me in the classroom:
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Fast food is a part of nearly every student’s life and is a relevant, engaging topic to discuss at all grade levels.
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Students receive a strong message about the importance of good nutritional choices.
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There are numerous possibilities for cross-content applications and skill transfer.
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The movie is filmed with an obvious motivation and is strongly situated in the cultural period in which it is filmed.  Examining the movie through this lens is an opportunity for critical thinking and literacy building.
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There is a strong movement of opposition to this movie.  Pairing this movie with various rebuttal movies that have been produced, dissenting reviews, and other articles provide an opportunity for debate and consideration of multiple viewpoints.
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In general, documentary films are an excellent resource for exploring the strengths of expository texts with students.  Main ideas, supporting details, argument, persuasion, etc. can all be studied within the context of film, and then transferred to the study of reading and writing.  Super Size Me is no exception.

Suggested Language Arts Classroom Use

1. First, find out what your students already know about documentary films.  Make an idea web about the characteristics of the genre and think of examples that students are already familiar with.  

2. Instruct students in the available designs of the documentary media (outlined previously).  Use clips and still shots from Super Size Me and other documentary films to give examples of the ways each design can be used.  Teaching this vocabulary will give your students a common metalanguage with which to discuss the film once you watch it in its entirety.   It also provides a framework for a critical analysis of the film’s effectiveness.

3. Watch the educational version of the film together in class.  Provide students with a viewing guide asking them to find examples of the design uses, or to list stated facts and opinions that they agree or disagree with.  

4. Select a few short clips that develop one idea that furthers Spurlock’s agenda.  Have students in groups write out each clip’s main idea and list its supporting details.  Choose clips that highlight examples of design uses and discuss their effectiveness as a class.  

5. Survey with students the body of articles and movies that either support or criticize Spurlock’s work.  Conduct a debate about the validity of either side.  Hold a mock trial in which your students try the CEO of McDonald’s Corp. 

6. Assess students’ comprehension of the ideas presented in class in a way that requires them to give their opinion about the movie and support their opinions using valid examples from the documentary and other related texts used in class.

For more ideas that you can use to design a unit that supports literacy and critical thinking skills using Super Size Me, please see the detailed discussion questions and assignments that follow.

Supporting Literacy  (Back to Top)

A Case for Using Documentaries to Enhance Students’ Literacy

There are many key concepts in literature that teachers can embrace and use to develop classroom instruction involving various forms of media.  Documentaries are no exception as a form of media to use for teaching these key concepts of literature.  Although documentaries have often been considered “non-fiction” and can therefore be viewed as rather bland to explore in the classroom or disengaging for students, there are many aspects that directly relate to the overall literacy of your students.  

For instance, as teachers we know how important it is for students to become active readers of texts so that they are able to develop healthy habits of meaning construction, not simply meaning matching (Pace, 16, 18, 19).  In other words, a big idea in literature is for readers (our students) to interact with texts in such a way that allows them to challenge and question the text and to be aware of the constructs embedded in the text.  Students’ attention should be given to the discovery and often deconstruction of the agenda of every author, as no text is created without a specific purpose and particular point of view.  This process often involves becoming familiar with the background information of an author and/or the text.  In order for students to be aware of possible misinformation or the manipulation of information and persuasion techniques, they need to be equipped with the necessary tools that aide them in both viewing media and reading text.  

Connections Between Documentaries and Key Concepts of Literature

One such way to incorporate documentaries in the teaching of deconstructing texts would be to overtly teach the structure of an expository text, stressing the importance of providing supporting evidence/details for the statement, and to then have students view a film documentary.  Students could look for the expository structure in the documentary and then follow with a discussion about the ways in which the information was presented and who they think was the intended audience.  The students can ask and answer questions like, “What choices did the producer make in presenting the supporting details?  Did these choices involve bias, a particular perspective?  Were editing techniques or camera angles used to present the information in a specific way?  What kind of audience do you think is most likely to be interested in this documentary?”  Once students have been able to view the structure of an expository text and discuss the different tactics available in persuading an audience to see a particular angle of the topic, they can try writing their own expository texts.  Students can work individually or in pairs to create expository texts: one that manipulates information and one that is straightforward.

Another way to incorporate documentaries in the teaching of deconstructing texts would be to discuss the texts that accompany most documentaries.  Due to the inherent nature of documentaries, there is generally ample literature that was either researched in the process of developing them or that surfaces afterwards in rebut or critique of the documentaries.  Reading these critical reviews, research articles, and various commentaries can be a great way for students to practice reading and interacting with non-fiction text.  Students’ interest in the topic will have been triggered from the film documentary and they will be motivated to search for valid support of the information presented in the documentary within these texts.  Students can use their understanding of Louise Rosenblatt’s idea of a valid reading as they read the supporting texts to determine whether the film documentary accurately portrayed the pertinent information.  Not only will students see that they are capable of reading seemingly irrelevant or difficult texts, but they will also gain an understanding of the integral part background information can play in the perception of text in both literature and media.  Students will be encouraged to look for related literature on other topics that they encounter in the future, both in the classroom and on their own.  

Specific Texts Regarding Super Size Me  

Spurlock discusses several text items in the documentary that would be interesting for students to look into: the lawsuit material from the original case of the two girls suing McDonalds, various articles from several featured speakers throughout the film like the former Surgeon General, the lawyer who sued the tobacco company, the Natural Ovens Bakery that improves school cafeteria food, etc.  Critical reviews of the film are great starting points to get students involved in lively discussion about the documentary where they can take positions on statements from reviews like, “The point Spurlock makes is evident even before seeing the film. But there's a grain of deception and a whole lot of sensationalism added to his message.”
  We have provided some links and several articles in our assignment section.  

Furthering Literacy

We believe that it is important to always make explicit the connection between literature (literacy) and media (media literacy) in order to cultivate pedagogy of multiliteracies.  Making the effort to transfer any critical viewing skills back to close reading skills, and so on, can sharpen students’ abilities to read a text carefully and become wise consumers of text.  Other ways in which documentaries can be used to support the literacy of your students:  
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Develop their understanding of point of view by considering the narrator of information in the documentary and how the narrator affects their perceptions of the information.
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Have students look at the structure of narrative in documentaries using narrative models like Todorov’s Narrative Theory (Pace, 37) or Freytag’s Triangle
 (if applicable).  Evaluating documentaries with these models in mind will allow students to see how the portrayal of information in a story format may affect their perception of the information.
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Determine strategies of characterization within documentaries and determine how the portrayal of such characters affects their viewing of the documentary.
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Practice prediction making with headlines and/or reviews before viewing documentary.
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Discuss genre with respect to documentaries.
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Relate any other key concepts of literature to documentaries.

Discussion Tactics  (Back to Top)
Working with documentaries can generate lively discussion in your classroom.  Since the nature of most documentaries is to report on a topic, students can exercise valid reading by making a statement about the topic and supporting it with evidence from the film.  Students can form teams on a particular perspective of a topic and participate in a debate, which can be as intricate as developing a case by finding supporting text from outside the documentary itself.  One way to encourage students to discuss the documentary being watched is to have them take notes as they watch the documentary.  Providing students with a chart denoting specific areas to watch for can be very helpful.  Consider using a “viewing guide” while showing the film in class :

By providing students with specific categories to think about as they view the film, teachers students will have intersecting points for discussion in order to compare and contrast their ideas.  It will also provide a structured framework for those students that do not know what to focus on as they watch film or have a hard time remembering what they viewed.  You may wish to substitute the categories in order to accommodate certain films or to align with previous lesson/discussions in your classroom.

Here are some sample questions for the categories shown on the viewing guide:

Framing 
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How did the framing of particular characters affect your opinion of them?
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How did the director’s choice of framing affect your perception of the setting?
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How did the framing affect the portrayal of time throughout the film? Was time “collapsed”?
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Were any particular camera shots used more than others? If so, why do you think so?

Narrative Structure 
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Is the film presented as a story? If so, what kind of narrative structure does it resemble?
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How does the presentation of the information as a narrative influence your opinions of the topic?
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What is the “climax”? The onset of disequilibrium in the film?

[image: image47.png]



What is the falling action or how is equilibrium restored?

Editing Features 
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What editing techniques were used most often in the film?
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Were any editing techniques used in order to manipulate or misrepresent information? If yes, how so?
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How was your opinion of the film affected by the editing features used?

Point of View 
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What is the point of view of this film?
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Is there one character narrating the information? If yes, how does this person affect your perception of the topic?
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Is there any evidence that the point of view presented has an alternate motive/agenda than simply presenting the facts? If yes, support your answer with evidence from the film.

Intended Audience 
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What audience do you think the writer/director had in mind when making this film? Why?
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How does the intended audience affect the portrayal of information in the film?
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How do you think an alternative audience would receive this film?
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If this film were shown on television, what kind of commercials do you think would be aired during the breaks?

Language Arts Possibilities  (Back to Top)

Film Study
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Study the movie poster, what does it say about the film?  How does it shape your perception?  Have students analyze the poster and discuss what their expectations/ predictions for the film will be.  
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After explicitly teaching film techniques, critic the film.  How did the director edit the film to try and shape your opinion?
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Create a class documentary. Choose a subject.  What light do you want to present this subject in?  Discuss choices in editing and angles/lighting etc. that will support how you frame your position.
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How was the main character of the movie framed?  What choices in editing created this sense?  Have students use a two column graphic organizer.  One side will list the techniques used to frame the character, the other will list the implications of these techniques.

Critical Thinking
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Debate:  Should it be illegal for McDonalds to sell unhealthy food?  
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What do you think of the following comment, “Actually, Mr. Spurlock is simply following an old Hollywood tradition -- gaining weight to suit a movie role. Robert DeNiro did it for "Raging Bull," as did Rene Zellweger for "Bridget Jones' Diary," and most recently, Charlize Theron for "Monster." (http://www.prnewswire.com/mnr/tcs/12210/docs/editorial-kava.pdf)
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 Have students examine the following webpage published by John Banzhaf, a trial lawyer in support of establishing joint liability between the food industry and consumers.  Ask students to write an essay defending or disagreeing with the following statements about Banzhaf, he is “the man who wants to sue America" and a “Legal Terrorist.” http://banzhaf.net/obesitylinks
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What genre does this documentary fall into?  Satire?  Comedy?  Neither? (source: http://www.prnewswire.com/broadcast/12216/press.shtml)
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Have students read the following three editorials against Super Size Me found at the following link.  Have students list the arguments that either side makes and determine the strengths and weaknesses.  http://www.prnewswire.com/mnr/tcs/12210/
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Have students examine the case of Soso Whaley, a woman who also ate McDonald’s for 30 days.  Examine the article discussing her experience.  How does it change your opinion of Spurlock’s experience?  http://www.techcentralstation.com/090804G.html
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We have examined how Spurlock chose to frame himself and his story to portray a particular perspective.  How does this press release use language to frame its argument?  http://www.prnewswire.com/mnr/tcs/12210/docs/FACT_SHEET.doc
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How do you feel about this statement: “This film should be kept out of the public school system. Not only does it not reflect the typical person's consumption of fast food or provide a rational discussion of nutrition and personal food choices, but more alarming, it encourages unhealthy behavior: the demeaning and disrespect of overweight classmates. Morgan Spurlock was a 30-day victim of his own bad choices, not a hero or a mentor for students. All that Mr. Spurlock has documented is his own poor behavior and personal bias, none of which belong in the classroom or on the Academy stage.” (http://www.cchconline.org/pr/pr022505.php)
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Does the good outweigh the bad?  Examine the impact of the Ronald McDonald House on Communities.  How does this change your perspective of McDonalds? http://www.rmhc.org/rmhc/index.html 

Interdisciplinary Possibilities  (Back to Top)

Social Studies:
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Make a connection between these two American icons:  Henry Ford and McDonalds.  
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Study the law regarding the responsibility of the food industry to their patrons.  
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Have students examine the position of lawyers such as John Banzhaf, who believe that the joint liability established between smokers and tobacco companies should apply to the fast food industry as well.  Also have students examine congress’ response, the Personal Responsibility in Food Consumption Act, also known as the Cheeseburger Bill.  What could possible motivations be for each party’s position?  Who financially supports each party?
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Examine changes that occurred in the fast food industry due to the influence of the movie (posting nutrition facts, healthier menu, etc.) Use the following page as a resource: http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=McDonald's
[image: image75.png]



Do a comparative study of the history of the tobacco industry and the fast food industry.  
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Read the following website which examines three influential groups who have spoken out against Super Size Me.  Do you feel that there is any truth the site’s claims as to why these groups spoke out?  Do you think it is right that companies are allowed to financially support organizations that are meant to protect and inform the consumer?  http://movies.ign.com/articles/512/512414p1.html
Economics:
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Study of impact of McDonald’s on the American economy.  Note fact that 1 in 8 workers in the U.S. has at some point been employed by McDonalds.  McDonalds is also the largest purchaser of beef, pork, potatoes, and apples. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/McDonald's#Arguments_in_defense_of_McDonald.27s
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How do you believe the fast food industry affects the American workforce?  Do you believe that “McJobs,” the countries leading provider of minimum wage labor, are destructive or helpful to the economy?  Use the following page as a source: http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=McDonald's
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How does the fast food industry compare to major retailers such as Wal-Mart.  What are possible influences the introduction of both sellers into communities?

Science:
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Conduct an experiment to determine the caloric content of different food samples.
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Study the impact on rainforest caused by cattle raising.  

[image: image82.png]



Study the impact of methane gases on the ozone layer.
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Study of the different types of fat, and how they affect the body.  

Math:
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Explicitly teach the equations needed to determine weight gain as affected by physical activity and caloric intake.  Determine how many calories Spurlock needed to consume each day to gain the weight he did during the film.  How many calories per meal?  
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Examine the calculations made in the press release, “The Numbers Don’t Jive.”  Do your figures match these?  http://www.prnewswire.com/mnr/tcs/12210/docs/SSM_MATH_SHEET.doc
Health/Physical Education:
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Study of exercises/ calories burned.  Compare how much physical activity it would require to burn off various foods consumed at fast food restaurants (use chart found here: http://banzhaf.net/docs/ffchart.html).  Play a game where students receive a card with a picture of what they will “consume” and have to match it with a card marked with the corresponding degree of “activity.”  
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Study of anatomy and how excess weight affects bone structure/ promotes injury
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Have students keep a journal of the food that they consume for one week.  Examine their diets and choices of activity.  


Back to Discussion Tactics
Back to Top
Menu
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Viewing Guide





Title of Film:_______________________________	Director:__________________________





Please jot down anything you come across as you watch the film that can fit into the following six categories.


                                       


�





Personal Response to film: _______________________________________________________


________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________





Questions regarding film: ________________________________________________________


________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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