
Film Studies
Fall 2018

Mr. Purcell

Welcome to Film Studies!  In this class, we will learn to "read" narrative films in the same way 
that we read books in English class: critically, paying close attention to how the language 
works to develop key themes, moods, and conflicts in the story.  But unlike books, film is 
primarily a visual medium. The dialogue in a film is important, of course, but equally important 
(if not more important) is what we see on the screen. The first half of the course focuses on 
analyzing the visual language of cinema, while in the the second half we will put our knowledge 
to more practical use by creating our own short films.

The Films 
We will watch approximately five feature-length films in their entirety in class, plus several short 
films and clips.  The following is a list of films that I have used in previous versions of the 
course as well as films that may be featured this quarter. We will not watch all of these, and I 
may select one or two that are not on this list.

Citizen Kane
Psycho

No Country for Old Men*
Pan's Labyrinth*
Double Indemnity

Shane

High Noon
Memento*

The Dark Knight
Singin' in the Rain

Once
28 Days Later*

Spirited Away
Gravity

Inception
Arrival 

(* = rated R) 
 

Required Materials 
• laptop or Chromebook

• headphones

• access to a video camera (the camera on your smartphone--if you have one--should suffice)

• subscription to an online video streaming service (e.g., Netflix, amazon Prime, Hulu, etc.) or 

an extensive video collection*

• notebook & writing instruments

• folder


*You are required to view and analyze at least one film that we do not watch in class. 

Assignments 
The work for this course will consist of a variety of writing and filming projects, as well as 
smaller assignments that will be done in class or as homework.  

 




Major projects

• Pictorial narrative:  Your first major assignment is to create a very short story (with a 

protagonist, conflict, and plot) using a series of visual images (drawings or photographs) 
and no text. 

• Language of film glossary:  Using photos and brief videos, you will create a visual 
glossary of the film terms we learn in class. 

• Voice-over scene analysis:  This assignment will require you to analyze a two- or 
three-minute clip from one of our first three films (or a film of your choice). You will 
record yourself reciting your analysis over the clip. 
 


• Film analysis essay:  For this assignment you will watch a film of your choosing and 
write a 2-3 page essay analyzing how the film uses two or three different visual 
techniques (e.g., camera angle, lighting, editing, etc.) to develop a key idea in the story. 
 You are also required to include several screen capture images with your essay.  

• Film director group presentation:  Working with one or two of your classmates, you 
will choose three films by a major director and give a presentation to the class about 
that director’s style. You will analyze at least one brief clip from each film (plus additional 
screen shots if necessary) as you develop your argument about what defines that 
director’s style.  

• Final project:  Each student will create and produce a short silent film.  This project will 
be completed in stages, including story boards for each shot and a written self-
evaluation. 


Course Blog/Digital Portfolio 
All of the major assignments above will be published on a website that you design in the first 
week of the course. The website will constitute a portfolio of your work in the course. 

 

Grading 
• 5% = Pictorial narrative

• 7.5% = Language of film glossary

• 12.5% = Voice-over scene analysis

• 15% = Film director group presentation

• 20% = Film analysis essay

• 30% = Final project

• 10% = Quizzes, homework, in-class activities


What grades mean 
Specific grading criteria will vary from one assignment to the next.  There are, however, some 
general definitions of grades in this class.




• A grade of A means that the  assessment exceeds ALL of the standards being 
measured.  For an essay, that means it is practically flawless in all categories (ideas, 
organization, use of evidence, mechanics, and so on).  


• A grade of B means that it exceeds some of the standards and meets the rest.

• A grade of C means that it meets all or most of the standards.

• A grade of D means that it is struggling to meet many of the standards.

• A grade of F means that the work is incomplete, missing, or falsified.  


 

Late Work
If you think you will not be able to complete an assignment by the deadline, you may request 
an extension no later than the day before the assignment is due.  I usually grant such requests, 
unless other students are dependent on your work (group projects, etc.).  I will not grant an 
extension if you ask me the day the assignment is due.

Without an approved extension, late work will be penalized as follows:

• Homework and in-class assignments: -50% if completed within 24 hours 

• Long term assignments (essays, projects, etc.): -20% per day 

Analyzing Films 
Although we watch movies here, this is still a challenging class. You may not like all of the films 
we watch. You may even feel uncomfortable watching them (this tends to happen when we 
study horror films, for instance).  Studying film is fun, but it involves learning, and learning is 
work. Also, at first some people have a hard time at first analyzing film--they think the point of 
movies is entertainment, so why are we spending all this energy "reading into" them? The first 
couple weeks of the course is designed to show you just how intentional filmmakers are in 
creating this form of entertainment and how much work often goes into creating a single shot 
of a film. You do not have to analyze films this rigorously to enjoy them, but to study them you 
will.


If analyzing films is new for you, you might feel nervous about talking about them in class. You 
might also worry about being "wrong" when working on your projects. Fear like this can 
prevent us from taking risks, which in turn can prevent us from learning and discovering. I will 
do my best to cultivate a classroom where all ideas are welcome and where "being wrong" is 
celebrated as the first step to "being right." I ask that you, in turn, venture out of your comfort 
zone a little and take some risks.

 

Cell Phones & Devices
Each student is required to bring either a laptop or Chromebook to class daily.  If a student is 
unable to bring one, he or she may check out a Chromebook from the classroom for the period 
(first come, first served).  



Cell phones must be surrendered upon entering the classroom and picked up only at the end 
of class. Students may not retrieve their phones during a restroom break. (This is a school-wide 
policy that is intended to reduce distraction and increase focus.)

Email Etiquette
Students are expected to follow some basic guidelines when emailing me:

• Open with a complete greeting (e.g., “Dear Mr. Purcell,” or “Hi Mr. Purcell,” or even just 
“Mr. Purcell,”) 

• Use complete sentences and proper capitalization and end punctuation in the body of 
the message 

• End with a closing (e.g., “Thanks,” or “Sincerely,”) & a signature  

• Ask, don’t demand 

If a student sends an email that does not follow one or more of these guidelines, I will not 
respond to it.


Google Classroom and Calendar
Students should check the daily agenda on Google Classroom before coming to class and 
before returning to class after an absence. In-class activities, assignments, and links will be 
posted there.  Also, parents and students are encouraged to use the English 11 Calendar on 
Google to see upcoming due dates.  


The Learning Environment 
To help make this space as conducive to everyone’s learning as possible, we need to abide by 
a few simple principles :1

• Respect each other. Nobody learns in a vacuum; whether we are practicing grammar, 
workshopping an essay, or analyzing a text, we all benefit from listening carefully and open-
mindedly to the ideas of others--your classmates as well as your teacher. This classroom 
must be a place where each student feels safe making mistakes and growing. Here are some 
ways we can help make this happen: 

• Show gratitude for someone else’s participation.  Speaking in class is hard for a lot of 
people. It takes courage.  

• Respect yourself enough to speak up. Your thinking and writing improve when you 
share it with others.  

• Listen. When someone speaks, pay attention to what they’re saying; you might learn 
something. When someone disagrees with you, it doesn’t necessarily mean you’re wrong, 

 Unless the majority of students are struggling to follow these guidelines, I will deal with disrespect on a case-by-1

case basis, starting with an office-hours conversation with individual students. If problems persist I may ask parents 
and/or administration as needed to support the student.



but real learners are willing to entertain that possibility for a moment to stretch their own 
thinking. 

• Understand that noise can make it hard to learn. For many people (myself included), it 
can be difficult to learn and focus when there is a lot of noise in the room (talking, music, 
etc.). When I ask the class to keep the volume down, it is to make sure that the acoustic 
environment is conducive to everyone’s learning.  

• Respect the work we do.  For your own part, you should be able to take pride in every effort 
you make in the class (and any class, for that matter). Again, your work may not be perfect, 
but it should represent your greatest effort and ability at the time. When responding to the 
work of others, follow the previous principle and treat their work as an extension of the 
person.  

• Respect the space we work in.  The way we treat the classroom reflects what we think of 
the work, each other, and ourselves. As a group we must strive to keep the classroom neat, 
clean, and organized.  To that end, please  

• Avoid eating meals in the room during class. Snacks are fine, but when you’re here, we 
need you mentally engaged in the task at hand, which eating tends to prevent.  

• Clean up after yourself and help clean up after others.  

• Don’t abuse the furniture or walls. Only one person per chair/stool. Avoid sitting on 
tables.  

• Return Chromebooks and other classroom resources to their proper location when 
finished. 

Tardy Policy
Arriving to class on time is one way to show respect for the work we do here.  Chronic 
tardiness sends the message that you don’t really care enough to make the class a priority. 
 Whether or not that is true, it is what I tend to assume, and that impacts my respect for you 
and--perhaps more importantly--my willingness to grant you the benefit of the doubt in other 
areas such as granting extensions and eating in the classroom.  

The following policy applies to consecutive or chronic tardies:

• 1st Tardy:  teacher-student conference

• 2nd Tardy:  conference with student and phone call to parent

• 3rd Tardy:  parent & student notified, followed by Friday school

• 4th Tardy:  referral to office

• 5th Tardy:  parent, student and admin meeting at school 

Departmental Mission Statement
The mission of the Jefferson Academy English Department is to help students reason and 
communicate clearly, logically, and powerfully.




Academic Integrity 
Honesty is not just a virtue, it is a necessary condition for learning. If you copy someone else's 
work, whether it is another student's assignment or a website, you are misrepresenting your 
true knowledge to me.  It is my job to help you learn and grow, but I cannot do my job if I do 
not know exactly where you are.


Cheating or plagiarism of any kind will not be tolerated and will be dealt with in a manner 
befitting the severity of the infraction. For starters you will be required to redo the assignment. 


