Course Title

Learning Ethics Through the Film Medium

Instructor

Wilson Cusano

NJCCCS

WORK.9-12.9.2.12 D.1 - Analyze how character influences work performance.
WORK.9-12.9.2.12 D.2 - Identify and research privileges and duties of citizens in a
democratic society.

WORK.9-12.9.2.12 C.1 - Model interpersonal and effective conflict resolution skills.
WORK.9-12.9.2.12 C.2 - Communicate effectively in a variety of settings with a diverse
group of people.

WORK.9-12.9.1.12 B.1 - Assess personal qualities that are needed to obtain and retain a
job related to career clusters.

WORK.9-12.9.1.12 B.4.e - Decision making

WORK.9-12.9.1.12 B.4.f - Goal setting

WORK.9-12.1 - Participate in a structured learning experience that demonstrates
interpersonal communication, teamwork, and leadership skills.

WORK.9-12.9.2.12 A - Critical Thinking

WORK.9-12.9.2.12 A.1 - Apply communications and data analysis to the problem-
solving and decision making processes in a variety of life situations.

WORK.9-12.9.2.12 A.2 - Describe and apply constructive responses to criticism.
WORK.9-12.9.2.12 A.4 - Recognize bias, vested interest, stereotyping, and the
manipulation and misuse of information while formulating solutions to problems that
interfere with attaining goals.



Instructional Strategies and Assessment

Select the questions that will work best with your students and promote your educational

goals.

Questions to Stimulate Student Interest
Questions Concerning Characterization
Questions Focusing on Plot

Questions About Themes, Messages & Ideas
Questions About Other Literary Elements
Questions on Theatrical Devices and Effects
Questions on Cinematic Devices and Effects

L.
II.
I1I.
IV.
V.
VL

VIL

Most of the questions in Sections II - V relate to any work of fiction: written, presented
on stage, or filmed.

I. General Questions to Stimulate Student Interest -- Get them Talking and Thinking

Did you learn anything from this movie? If you did, what was it?

What is the message of this movie? Do you agree or disagree with it?

Was there something you didn't understand about the film? What was that?
What did you like best about the movie? Why?

What did you like least about the film? Why?

Who was your favorite character in the movie? Why?

Who was your least favorite character in the film? Why?

Did anything that happened in this movie remind you of something that has
occurred in your own life or that you have seen occur to others?

What were you thinking as you finished watching the film?

Would you recommend this movie to a friend? Explain your reasons.

What part of the story told by the movie was the most powerful? Why?

If you had a chance to ask a character in this movie a question, what would it be?
If you had a chance to ask the screenwriter a question, what would it be?

If you were writing the screenplay for this movie, would you have changed the
ending? Explain your answer.

What feelings did you share with any of the characters in the movie?

Did any of the characters in this movie make you angry? Tell us why.

Did you come to respect any of the characters in this movie? Who was it and why
did you come to respect that character?



« If a psychologist were to look at the actions of [select a character] what do you
think the psychologist would say about that character? Describe specific
statements or actions that you think the psychologist would be interested in and
the conclusions that you think the psychologist would draw from those statements
or actions.

» If a priest, minister or rabbi were to look at the actions of [select a character] what
do you think the priest, minister, or rabbi would say about them? Describe
specific statements or actions that you think the priest, minister or rabbi would be
interested in and the conclusions that you think he or she would draw from those
statements or actions.

*  What comment is the author trying to make about the culture of the characters in
this story?

II. Questions Concerning Characterization

Note: In some of the questions we have used the term "major characters". Before asking
the questions, have the class identify the major characters. In addition, these questions
can also be limited to one or more characters.

Characterization is delineated through: (1) the character's thoughts, words, speech
patterns, and actions; (2) the narrator's description; and (3) the thoughts, words, and
actions of other characters. When students analyze character, they should be reminded to
have these three sources in mind. Adapted from California English-L anguage Arts Content Standards -
Grade 7, Reading 3.3

1. How are the major characters introduced? What does this tell us about what will
happen in the story?

2. [Select an action performed by one of the characters. Then ask.] Explain Why [name of character] took
[describe the action]. What motivated him or her? /You can then ask:) What did this motivation
have to do with the theme of the film?

3. The characters must be credible; how they act and what they say must make sense.
What aspects of the personalities of the major characters in this story affect their
credibility?

4. Is there consistency in the characters throughout the story? Do their actions follow
their natures and ring true?

5. What motivates the major characters? Are their motivations or wants explained
outright or revealed over time?



6. Subconscious motives are often the most powerful causes of human behavior. Are
there any major characters who act on motives of which they are not aware? Describe any
unconscious motives of the major characters and explain how these motives affect the
actions of those characters.

7. Are there any relationships between various characters, be they friends, lovers, co-
workers, or family members, that are important to the story? If so, describe the
relationships that you believe contribute to the story and how those relationships advance
the action of the story.

8. What motivates the protagonist in his or her struggle against the antagonist?

9. How does the protagonist work against the antagonist? Recount one specific episode in
this struggle.

10. What motivates the antagonist to resist or struggle against the protagonist?

11. How does the antagonist resist or struggle against the protagonist? Recount one
specific episode in this struggle.

12. In what ways are the character's actions driven by the values endorsed or criticized in
the story or by ideas presented by the story?

13. What role does the back-story play in explaining the actions of the major characters?
Explain your reasoning.

14. Is there any information known to the audience that is being held back from any of
the characters? If there is a hesitation in revealing information to characters, describe it
and explain how things change once this information becomes known to those characters.

15. Are there any transformations or changes that occur over the course of the story in
any of the major characters? For each transformation or change, describe how it comes
about and how it relates to the story's themes or ideas.

16. When you compare and contrast the protagonist and the antagonist, do you find any
similarities between them? Describe these similarities and how they relate to the plot and
to the values and ideas presented in the story.

17. When you compare and contrast the protagonist and the antagonist, do you find any
important differences between them? Describe these differences and how they relate to



the plot and to the values and ideas presented in the story.

18. Are there any reversals of roles played by characters or sudden important changes of
circumstances through the course of the story? If there are, how do these reversals
illuminate character or lead to changes in character?

19. Which aspects of the protagonist's personality lead to the resolution of the conflict in
the story? Describe them and their effect on the resolution.

20. As the story progresses toward a conclusion, internal as well as external conflicts
suffered by the major characters are resolved. Select one of the major characters and
describe his or her internal and external conflicts. In addition, tell us how the character's
choices lead to a resolution of these conflicts?

This question can be modified by naming the character which is the subject of the question.

III. Questions Focusing on Plot

1. The middle of the story presents ascending difficulties, referred to as complications,
which increase the tension and the need for a resolution. Describe one of the story's
complications and show how it serves to push the characters toward more intense action.

2. One way to examine plot is to determine what type of conflict it entails. The classic
divisions are: (1) person vs. person; (2) person vs. society, (3) person vs. nature, and (4)
person vs. self. Often, more than one of these types of conflict occurs in a story. Using
this analysis, briefly describe the conflicts in this story and classify it according to the
categories set out above.

3. In terms of rising action, climax, and falling action, describe the structure of the plot,
stating when the action stops rising and reaches a climax and begins to fall.

4. Often the central problem in a story transcends the characters; these persons are simply
the tools used to resolve the problem. In this story, is there a problem that transcends
character and how is it manifested?

5. What instability is there early in the story that is resolved and becomes stable by the
end?

6. The action in the story must be believable. Detail a particular event or action that
causes another event or has an important effect on a character or a relationship between
characters. Describe how this event or action moves the story forward.



7. Is there a back-story and if there is, how does it advance the main plot?

8. What is the key moment in the story, the scene which brings illumination or an "ah-ha"
moment?

9. Although incidents in the story usually return to the main conflict, they often reveal a
pattern related to the ideas in the story. This pattern causes the viewers to focus sharply
on the story itself. What pattern can be seen in the story?

10. How does the progress of the pattern identified in the story reveal change or growth
in the characters?

11. What is the moment of climax, the moment of highest tension, when the solution to
the problem is now in sight?

12. The film's denouement establishes a sense of stability. What happens is this section of
the story?

IV. Questions About Themes, Messages, and Ideas

1. The significance of the story is determined by the power of its comment on the human
condition. What comment is being made in this movie about what it is to be human?

2. The theme of a story is the general idea or insight about life expressed by the author.
Theme is a universal and meaningful concept that emerges from the characters' actions
and from the outcomes of conflicts described in the story. Theme is often thought of as
the lesson that the author is trying to teach the reader or audience. More than one theme
can be included in a work of fiction; however, there is usually one primary theme that ties
together all of the elements of a story. Usually, a theme can be expressed in one sentence.
What is the primary or central theme of this story? Use one sentence to describe it.

3. Describe any other themes that you see in this story.

[This question is designed to be asked after question #2.]

4. What themes emerge from the back-story and how do they relate to the theme of the
main story?

5. Many stories explore important social or political issues. Describe any specific social
or political issues that affect the story. How do these issues impact characters and
influence theme?



6. What life lessons can be learned from the choices made by the characters in this story?
[This question can be limited to one particular character.|

7. The conclusion of the story suggests a solution to the conflict that can be applied to the
human condition in general. What values or principles that inform the actions of the
characters can help people resolve their own life's conflicts?

8. How does the changing consciousness, the developing awareness of the major
characters, affect the story and help the audience discover theme? Explain these shifts in
thinking.

[Try modifying the question by naming the character or a group of characters.|

9. Although often considered an artistic flaw, a story can be didactic in that it teaches the
viewers how to achieve an end presented as worthy. Explain the use of didacticism in this
story and evaluate its success in illuminating an important idea.

10. What are the most dramatic issues relevant to our time that have been presented in
this story? Describe the presentation of one such issue and show how it relates to the

times in which we now live.

11. Stories can be persuasive. Show how the movie attempts to persuade viewers to
accept the particular values or principles that the writers intended to promote.

V. Questions About Other Literary Elements
1. What is the tone or mood of the story?

2. How does the tone help guide the viewers into an empathic reaction to the story?
Explain and give examples of both the tone and the empathy felt by the audience.

3. Evaluate the pacing in the story and how it affects other elements of the story such as
theme.

4. What elements of irony exist in the story? How do they serve to move the story
forward and how do they assist in illuminating the story's theme?

5. Stories can be told from the following points of view: first person, third person
objective, third person limited, and third person omniscient. From whose point of view is

the story told? Explain how the chosen point of view affects the way the story is told.

6. Is the point of view from which the story is told the best choice that the storyteller



could have made? Argue your point.

7. A symbol in a story is an object, an animal, a person, an action, or an event that stands
not only for itself, but also for something else. Symbols are of two types. Conventional
symbols have a widely accepted meaning outside of the story. Examples are a nation's
flag, a crucifix, a Star of David, or a nation's flag. Other conventional symbols reinforce
meaning by reference to a culturally shared conception of the object, animal, action or
event. For example, rain is often a symbol of life or fertility. The fact that a story is set in
the spring can serve as a symbol for renewed life or purpose. Other symbols have
meaning only within the story. These are called contextual symbols. They usually have
no special meaning except within the context of the story. Symbols keep their meaning as
an object, animal, person or event, but within the story, they also suggest something else.
Describe the symbols used in this story, both those that have meaning outside of the story
and those which have meaning only within the story. What does each stand for?

[This question can be modified by naming one or several symbols as the subject for analysis.|

8. Evaluate the story's use of coincidence, if any. Was the audience prepared for the
coincidence or was it off the wall and therefore considered a flaw in the story?

9. The conflict in this film is resolved when one of the characters unexpectedly gets very
lucky. Did this sudden event ring true or did it make the story seem less credible?

10. The conflict in this film is resolved when one of the characters unexpectedly suffers

some very bad luck. Did this sudden event ring true or did it make the story seem less
credible?

11. Explain how the use of flashback in the story provides significant information and
served to move the action forward.

12. Find examples of both foreshadowing and echoing in the story and indicate how the
use of these devices lead to increased coherence.

13. Does the story include elements of allegory? Explain why you think it is an allegory.
14. Is this story a parable? If so, explain why you think it is a parable.

15. The setting of a story includes the time at which the action of the story occurs and the
physical location or locations where it occurs. Settings must be recognizable and have a
relationship to the meaning of the story. What is the setting of this story and what are the
ways in which the setting contributes to the story being told? Could this story be told in
any other time or place?



16. When does the expository phase in this story end? By the end of the expository phase,
what have we learned about the characters and the conflict?

17. An allusion is a reference to something outside of the story about which the audience
will be familiar. Stories often include allusions to historical, scientific or cultural points
of interest. Describe an allusion that you noticed in the story and explain its relationship
to the story as a whole.

If'the story is rich in allusions, increase the number of allusions that the student must discuss. An alternative
question would be to briefly describe an allusion from the story and ask students to explain its meaning and

relationship to the story as a whole.

18. Did the film resort to the use of gratuitous violence, explicit portrayals of sexual
encounters, or excessive profanity? If it did, how did these scenes affect the story told by
the movie?

19. Did the film strain to achieve an emotional pitch? Did it exhibit sentimentality for
which there was little or no justification? Which scenes? How could this flaw have been
remedied?

20. The action in some movies disturbs the unity of the story or confuses the viewers as
to the intentions of the filmmakers. Very often these scenes are left on the cutting room
floor but sometimes they remain in the film. Have you noticed such a scene in this
movie? Is so, describe the scene and explain why you think it disturbs the unity of the
story or confuses the viewers.

Topics for Formal or Persuasive Essays with Research Outside the
Confines of the Story

Historical Accuracy: Students can research and evaluate the historical accuracy of
the film or of a scene in the film and, where inaccuracies are found, students can
theorize about the filmmakers' reasons for making the change from the facts.

Historical, Cultural or Literary Allusions: In many films, historical, cultural or
literary allusions are important in conveying ideas. Students can be assigned to
investigate one or more of these references.

Differences Between the Book and the Movie: When a movie is based on a book,
students can be asked to describe those differences, ascertain whether the movie is
true to the story told by the book, and make a judgment about whether the



changes made by the movie improved the story.

Themes and Messages. Students can be asked to identify and evaluate, using
research from sources other than the film, the wisdom of any theme or message
which the filmmakers are trying to convey.

Issues of Interest Relating to the Subject Matter of the Story: All films present
issues of interest to the audience aside from the story itself. For example, the
concept of attachment disorder is important in the film "Good Will Hunting" even
though the film can be appreciated without knowing much about the disorder.
However, the film may motivate students to research and write an essay about
attachment disorder. The movie "October Sky" refers to the U.S. and Russian
space programs. Students who have seen this movie can be assigned to write an
essay about what has occurred in space exploration in the last twenty years and
how it differs from what occurred in the 1960s and 1970s.

Topics for Essays Based on an Analysis of the Film

Literary Elements and Devices in the Story Presented by the Film: These include
plot, subplot, theme, irony, foreshadowing, flash-forward, flashback,
characterization, and symbol. Students should be required to describe the use of
one element or device and its contribution to the overall message of the film.
TWM offers a Film Study Worksheet to assist students in organizing their
thoughts for this assignment.

Cinematic Elements in the Film: Cinematic elements include: shot (framing,
angle, and camera movement), sound (including music), lighting, and editing.
Students can be asked to identify and discuss the cinematic elements in an entire
film or to focus their analysis on a particular scene. The analysis can be limited to
the use of one cinematic element or it can include several. Students should be
required to describe the use of the cinematic element as well as its contribution to
the overall message and artistic presentation of the movie or the scene. See the
TWM student handout: Introducing Cinematic and Theatrical Elements in Film.
TWM also offers a worksheet to help students identify theatrical elements in a
film. See TWM's worksheet entitled Cinematic and Theatrical Elements and Their
Effects.

Theatrical Elements in the Film: Theatrical elements include: costumes, props, set
design, and acting choice. Students can be asked to identify and discuss the
theatrical elements in an entire film or to focus their analysis on a particular

scene. The analysis can be limited to the use of one theatrical element or it can
include several. Students should be required to describe the use of the theatrical



element as well as its contribution to the overall message and artistic presentation
of the movie or the scene. See the TWM student handout: Introducing Cinematic
and Theatrical Elements in Film. TWM also offers a worksheet to help students
identify theatrical elements in a film. See TWM's worksheet entitled Cinematic
and Theatrical Elements and Their Effects.

Other Assignments, Projects and Activities

Mock Interviews. Students can work together in groups of two to write and
perform a mock interview in which one plays a character in the film and the other
takes on the role of the interviewer. The answers should reveal the values of the
character.

Debates: Many films offer controversial social or political ideas which can easily
become the topic of vigorous debate. Students can be divided into teams to
support or oppose an idea presented by the film.

Creative Projects: Students can be given the opportunity to compose poetry,
music, song or dance relating to an idea in a film. They can also produce a film or
create a painting or a poster.

Resources Films (Subject to Change)
Teachwithmovies.com 1. Pursuit of Happyness
Netflix.com 2. Breaking Away
Smart Board Technology 3. Good Will Hunting
Edhelper.com 4. Hoosiers
5. 12 Angry Men
6. October Sky
7. Tootsie
8. Searching for Bobby Fisher






