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1. Welcome!
Welcome to the Film Studies course! This is an exciting and really interesting 
course which will develop your creative, analytical and critical-thinking skills.  
You will learn about:

● The history of filmmaking and film production 
● How meaning is created through narrative and elements of film form
● What it means to be an auteur
● The relationship between the audience and the film (spectatorship)
● How film explores society, culture, history, politics and the important 

ideologies which arise 
● How to write a screenplay and create your own short film

You will explore a range of films enabling you to consider important themes and 
ideas linked to the human experience. The course is designed so that you 
develop an appreciation of spectatorship, narrative and auteurship.

Alongside this, you will hone your writing skills by developing your own 
screenplay and will have the opportunity to use what you have learnt to create 
your own short film.
For more information about the course, visit: 
https://www.wjec.co.uk/qualifications/film-studies-as-a-level#tab_overview

Shaun of the Dead
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Exam 1
Hollywood 1930-1990 
• Some Like It Hot (Wilder, 1959)
•  One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest 
(Forman, 1975)
Focus on: Auteur theory 

American Film Since 2005 
• Winter’s Bone (Granik, 2010) 
• No Country For Old Men (Coen Bros. 
2007) 
• Inception (Nolan, 2010)
Focus on: Spectatorship and Ideology 

British Film Since 1995 
• We Need to Talk about Kevin (Ramsay, 
2011)
• Shaun of the Dead (Wright, 2004)
Focus on: Narrative and Ideology

Course outline
So what will you study? 

Across the two years of study, you will explore a range of different films to 
prepare for the two exams (70%)  and the coursework (30%).  

Each exam will test your knowledge of films with focus on a combination of 
the following: Auteur theory, Spectatorship, Ideology,  Film debate, Narrative 
or Core elements. Each question will require an essay style answer. 

Note the films listed are 
examples and are subject to 

change.

Inception

We need to talk about 
Kevin

You will answer one question from each section (3 extended answers in 

total). Hollywood 1930-1990 will require a comparison essay. The exam is 

2 and a half hours in length and is worth 35%. 
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Exam 2
Global Film 
• Pan’s Labyrinth (Del Toro, 2006) 
• City of God (Mereilles, 2002) 
Focus on: Core Areas 

Documentary Film 
• Stories We Tell (Polley, 2012) 
• Amy (Kapadia, UK, 2015), 15.
• Focus on: Digital vs Film 
Debate/Filmmaker’s Theory
 
Silent Film 
• One Week/The Scarecrow/The High 
Sign/Cops (Keaton, 1920-22) 
• Focus on: Realism vs Expressionism 
Debate & American silent comedy. 

Experimental Film 
• Fallen Angels (Wong, 1995) 
• Focus on: Auteur and Narrative 

Fallen Angels

You will answer one question 

from each section (4 extended 

answers in total). The exam is 2 

and a half hours in length and 

is worth 35%. 

The Short Film or
 Screenplay coursework (30%)

Throughout the duration of the course, we will study 
a range of short films in addition to the main texts. 
These short films will then form the inspiration for the 
short films or screenplay that you will make. You will 
make a short film, between 4-5 minutes in length or a 
screenplay.
You will also write an evaluative analysis (1600 - 1800 
words).

Amy
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2. Getting started

During this course, we will investigate how elements of film form are used to create 
meaning. Some of the core elements of film form are listed below. Tasks:
Research and define each term. 
Mise en scene
Cinematography
Non-diegetic sound
Diegetic sound)
Narrative (film narrative)
Editing 
Read the guide overleaf titled ‘An introduction to elements of film form’. Complete the 
tasks to help understand key terms needed for the course. 

Notes:
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An introduction to core elements of film form
In order to analyse a film, we need to understand the key film components that are used to 
create meaning.

Visual design consists of what we see on screen/inside the frame, a very broad category of 
components. All of these visual components are sometimes referred to as mise- ‐en- ‐scène 
(pronounced as mee- ‐zan- ‐ sen, French for “put on stage”).

This includes:
● Performance - the actor’s mannerisms, expressions, and movement.
● Blocking -  the arrangement of actors and props before the camera. Blocking also 

includes how the actors move around the set during the scene. 
● Lighting - the amount of light, shadows used and the specific areas that are 

illuminated. We will look at the quality of light as in soft or harsh. The use of light is 
very important to contribute to perception, meaning and mood. 

● Hair and makeup - adds to the storytelling. This also includes special effects makeup 
like wounds or blood

● Costume (similar to makeup in terms of adding to storytelling and representation) 
● Set design - consisting of how the room or space is set up including furniture and 

props.
● Colour - an important factor in lighting, costume, and set design. 

Tasks: 

Heath Ledger’s performance was critically acclaimed. Watch and make notes on his 
expressions, the mannerisms, and the inflection (pitch) he brings to the scene. 
The Dark Knight http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u8PxG5zvgOM

Annotate the screenshot from 
The Matrix (1999) . How does 
the costume designer and 
director help establish the 
sci-fi genre? What can you 
suggest about these 
characters by examining 
costume, colour, set design?

How does the costume for 
Edward Scissorhands (1990) 
help establish the concept of 
‘an outsider’? Consider the 
contrast between costumes.  
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Cinematography deals with the choices that are made for the camera – the placement 
of the camera, the camera angle toward the subject, the lens choice, and the camera 
movement. Each of these choices help create meaning by warping how we the audience 
views a person, object or place.

In this frame, from a shot in The Hurt
Locker (2008), the cinematographer 
used a wide angle lens for the shot.  
The wide angle lens focuses on the 
cereal aisle. This lens  choice 
accentuates the main character’s 
abrupt transition from a war zone with 
life and death decisions  to civilian life 
with a multitude of trivial decisions. 

Tasks: Watch the scene from Slumdog Millionaire (2008). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=khuQib9FYao
The cinematographer uses a handheld camera and steadicam to introduce us to the 
main character’s home. What are the key features emphasised? What is it like to live in 
this slum?

Research different types of camera shots and make a list with definition. See some 
examples:

Sound design 

Sound design deals with the sound 
components - what we hear in the film. 
Dialogue editing, sound  effects, and 
music contribute to the story. Mood, 
environment, character, time and 
place are just a few of the story 
aspects that can be established or
emphasised with sound.  There are two 
main types of sound that you need to 
be familiar with: non-diegetic and 
diegetic sound. 

Task:
http://soundworkscollection.com/vide
os/hobbit
Watch this short. It describes many of  
the aspects that went into the 
creation of the soundtrack for The 
Hobbit. Notice how the creative 
process is collaborative and
involves a variety of sound specialists.

❏ Close up - a shot close to the subject
❏ Long shot - shot at a considerable 

distance
❏ Tracking shot 
❏ Mid shot
❏ Establishing shot
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Editing is the sequencing of shots in the film. Editors 
decide on the order and the duration of shots, the visual 
transitions from scene  to scene, and visual effects.

The editors have two major contributions to the story:

The first is the sequencing of shots in terms of how the 
audience “reads” the  film. Cutting from an actor delivering a 
line of dialogue to another actor reacting to what was said. 

The second is the pacing of the film which helps establish the 
overall feeling or mood. For example, fast cuts from one
shot to another create excitement or tension. Longer 
duration shots allow the audience to take in more of the 
visual detail. 

Tasks:
Watch the analysis of Battleship Potempkin https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hESDxUnZ1fo

This is a clip from Sergi Eisenstien’s 1925 film Battleship Potempkin is referred to as the 
Odessa Steps  sequence. Eisenstein was an early Russian filmmaker most famous for his 
montage theory of editing.

This approach suggests that the “collision” between different shots is an illustration of the 
idea of thesis  and antithesis. In other words showing the contrast between two opposing 
views.

Watch the clip from Slumdog Millionaire (2008) again. The director Danny Boyle aimed to 
challenge traditional documentaries portraying slums in India as lifeless and hopeless. 
Using your knowledge of sound, editing, and visual design, answer the questions below:

How does non-diegetic sound help create a sense of energy in this scene?

What is the effect of the fast cuts from one shot to another?

Pick out one aspect of mise-en-scene and explain the effect. Consider: what are the key 
themes established in this scene?
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3. Next steps

To prepare for each aspect of the course, it is important to develop an appreciation 
of a wide range of films, from mainstream, award winning, global and independent. 

Task: To develop your experience as a spectator, watch a range of films from the lists 
below.  Use https://www.justwatch.com/uk to identify streaming services that you can use 
to access these films. You should aim to watch as many films as you can from the lists 
below. Keep a record of the films you have watched so that you can share your thoughts 
with the class in September.

You could use https://letterboxd.com/welcome/ to record the films you have watched. 
Create a free account, click ‘start a diary’ and record your thoughts on each film. Or you 
could create your own diary on paper. Aim to include consideration of:

● An aspect of film form that you think was effective (cinematography, editing, sound, 
mise en scene)

● As a spectator, how did the film make you feel? 
● The key themes and ideas explored 
● What it suggests about society/history/ culture/ politics

To support your exploration, why not watch these films and discuss your thoughts with a 
member of your family? Watching film is a social experience! This will also help you 
prepare for the regular discussions we will have as a class.

Old Hollywood
Singin' in the Rain (1952) 
Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953)
Rebel without a Cause (1955) 
The Seven Year Itch (1955)
Psycho (1960)

Hollywood - New Wave
China Town (1974)
Taxi Driver (1976)
The Star Wars Series (starting in 1977)
Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981)
Jaws (1981)
E.T the Extra Terrestrial (1982)
Ferris Bueller's Day Off (1986)
The Breakfast Club (1985)

Global films 
Roma (2018)
Parasite (2019 Oscar Winner)
Tsotsi (2006)
Spirited Away (2001)

British and Independent Films 
Skyfall (2012)
The Kings Speech (2010)
The Imitation Game (2014)
The Danish Girl (2015)
Hackshaw Ridge (2016)
Hurt Locker (2008)
Brooklyn (2015)

Other oscar nominated/ winning films 
1917  (2019)
12 Years a Slave (2012)
Whiplash (2014)
Inception (2010)
Avatar (2009)
Slumdog Millionaire (2008)
The Pianist (2002) 
Room (2015)
The SIxth Sense (1999)
Titanic (1997)
Schindler’s List (1993)
Shawshank Redemption (1994)
Saving Private Ryan (1998)
Forrest Gump (1994)
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4. Building skills
Short films On pages 12-13, you will see lists of short films recommended by the 
exam board to help prepare you for creating your own short film or screenplay. 
I have put links to each - all are available on Youtube.  There are a variety of genres 
–  including some genres that will challenge you. Don’t be put off by the surreal films: 
embrace their wacky weirdness!
Watch the films in any order, record your first impressions in the notes sections, and 
do some research to improve your understanding. 
Be ready in September to discuss. We will explore these films and many others 
together - write down any questions you have about these films to discuss in class.

Theories 

Here are a number of theories that you 
have to come to grips with during the 
A-Level course. For each one of these 
theories, in order to prepare for the 
course, you should try looking up any 
introductory guides and trying to write 
down your understanding of what the 
theory means.

Auteur
 This is the film theory, the one most associated 
with Film Studies. This is the theory of the director 
as the author. It is an incredibly popular theory 
and has given rise to the cult of the director. 
Your Preparation:  Watch some films from the 
same director. What are the similarities?  Look out 
for: Bigelow, Fincher, John Hughes, Spielberg, 
Nolan, Hitchcock, Wes Anderson, Tarantino, and 
Scorsese. Consider: how would you describe their 
style?

Spectatorship 
The theory of the audience and their relationship 
with the film. Exploring how messages/meanings 
are received. 
Your Preparation: research Active and Passive 
readings. How do they work? 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zg24frd/revision/3

The Narrative Theory 
A film’s creation of the story/narrative can be 
explored through these theories. 
Your Preparation: 
Explore the narrative theories from: 
Todorov
Propp

Explain each theory in our own words. Try to 
include examples of films.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zgydhv4/revisio
n/1
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zqdhrdm/revisio
n/3
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5. A Level Ready
Complete a case study on a film that has made an impact on you. Submit your case study 
by the 3rd of July on Google Classroom. Please use the boxes on pages 10 and 11 to guide 
your analysis. You should use full sentences to answer each question.. 

Facts
Title:

Director:

Genre:

Production company:

Budget:

Box Office Gross:

Awards (if applicable):

Stars:

Other films from the director:

Brief synopsis 

Why did you choose this film? Consider the impact it had on you. How can you apply the theory of 
spectatorship to your viewing? Were you active or passive?

How was the film received by audiences? 
Did audiences enjoy the film (consider: critic reviews, rotten tomatoes, Mark Kermode)? Why? Why 
not? Did it win any awards? If so, what for and why?
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Choose one scene from the film and explore its significance. 
Consider:

● Why is this scene important?
● Does the scene help explore an important idea about society, culture, politics, or history? E.g. 

representation of women, poverty, love, loneliness etc
● As a spectator, how does it make you feel?
● What aspects of film form are used for effect? Why?

How would you describe the director’s style?
Consider:
Have you watched any other films or trailers of films from the same director?
Are there any similarities in terms of visual choices, themes, or choice of actors?
Would this director be considered an auteur?
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Short Film:
Meshes in the Afternoon 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ihQurg4xGcI Director: Maya Deren

Country: US Year: 1943 Minutes: 14 Genre:
Surreal / 
Experiment
al

Summary
A key example of a “trance film”, this short is seriously trippy!  Basically a film about an afternoon nap, the camera portrays 
the subjective world of the protagonist and it’s difficult to know what is ‘real’ and what is ‘dream’.  The director wanted to 
portray, not reality, but rather the way someone feels about and perceives reality.
Although Deren was an ‘amateur’ when she made the film, Meshes of the Afternoon is one of the most influential works in 
American experimental cinema. Starring the director herself, Meshes established the avant-garde movement in film in the US, 
known as the New American Cinema.

Your Notes
Your Response

How did the film make you feel?  
What did it make you think 

about?  What did you like about 
it? What do you think the story is 

really about?

Your Evaluation
What did you like about the 

camera shots / angles . 
movements?  What did you like 
about the editing?  The setting 

/props / colours? The sound? 
The acting performance? 

Your Research
What do critics say about the 

film?  What is interesting about 
Deren as a person and/or a 

filmmaker?  What is the New 
American Cinema? Is there 

anything interesting about the 
making of the film?  Fab review here 

Short Film:

About a Girl

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JV1_TXm0XHs
Director: Brian Percival

Country: UK Year: 2001 Minutes: 9 Genre: Drama
Summary

Forget Eastenders: this is a real drama - with a shocking twist that really packs a punch.  The girl of the title walks by a 
canal in Manchester, delivering a fast-talking monologue about her life and hopes for the future.  Intercut are various 
documentary-style scenes from her life, which helps us build the narrative.  At the end of the film, we finally see her 
shocking reason for being beside the canal…  Among other awards, About A Girl won the BAFTA for Best Short in 2001. 
Percival has made several feature films (The Book Thief) alongside his TV work (Downtown Abbey).

Your Notes

Your Response
How did the film make you feel?  

What did it make you think about?  
What did you like about it? What do 
you think the story is really about?

Your Evaluation
What did you like about the camera 
shots / angles . movements?  What 
did you like about the editing?  The 

setting /props / colours? The sound? 
The acting performance?

Your Research
What do critics say about the film?  

What is interesting about Percival as 
a person and a filmmaker?  Is there 

anything interesting about the 
making of the film?  

Start here: 

Notes:
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Short Film: Connect
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SpOSIYHxAaE Director: Samuel Abrahams

Country: UK Year: 2010 Minutes: 5 Group: Social 
Realist

Summary

If I told you that this film is about someone who deliberately touches a stranger on a bus, you might get the wrong idea… 
OK, so illicit touching is technically what happens in the film, but it’s really about the isolating experience of modern life, and 
the transformational potential of the human imagination.  Connect is a pure gem: so simple, yet so evocative, with moments 
of black humour and joyful magic.  You won’t regret spending 5 minutes of your time on it!  If you love this, see also: 
Abrahams’ second short, 'Offline Dating' which was a huge viral hit and was nominated for a Webby for best online film.

Your Notes

Your Response
How did the film make you 
feel?  What did it make you 
think about?  What did you 
like about it? What do you 

think the story is really 
about?

Your Evaluation
What did you like about the 

camera shots / angles . 
movements?  What did you 
like about the editing?  The 

setting /props / colours? The 
sound? The acting 

performance?

Your Research
What do critics say about the 

film?  What is interesting 
about Abrahams as a person 

and/or a filmmaker?  Is there 
anything interesting about 

the making of the film?  A brief starting point: 

Short Film:

High Maintenance

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-vGtTnYVtyE Director: Phillip Van

Country: Germany Year: 2006 Minutes: 9 Genre
:

Science 
Fiction

Summary
Take one mind-blowing twist, a softly-lit, Film Noir aesthetic, a lot of dark humour, and yet another mind-blowing twist and you 
get…. High Maintenance: a student film that won its director a $12000 scholarship - not bad for just over a week’s work, eh?*  It’s 
hard to describe without spoilers, but it’s ostensibly a film that depicts the future of internet dating.  It’s super-cool, super-slick 
and super-disturbing, super-SciFi!

*Disclaimer: filming and editing took place over the course of one week, as per the rules of the competition the film was made for.  
But the research and planning had to be amazingly meticulous to make that schedule work…

Your Notes
Your Response

How did the film make you feel?  What did 
it make you think about?  What did you 

like about it? What do you think the story 
is really about?

Your Evaluation
What did you like about the camera shots 
/ angles . movements?  What did you like 

about the editing?  The setting /props / 
colours? The sound? The acting 

performance?

Your Research
What do critics say about the film?  What 

is interesting about Van as a person 
and/or a filmmaker?  Is there anything 

interesting about the making of the film?  
Great source of info here: 

Notes:
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6. Extension tasks - 
What else can I do to prepare? 

Note: these tasks are optional
Watch as many films as possible! Keep up your record on 
https://letterboxd.com/welcome/.

Watch something out of your comfort zone: world cinema, European 
cinema or other.  For inspiration, visit: 
http://www.bbc.com/culture/gallery/20181026-the-25-greatest-foreign-lang
uage-films

Create your own film short 1-3 minute film using your phone. You can 
download iMovie on your phone for free. Experiment with camera shots, 
and angles.

Complete some recommended reading/watching (see below).

Recommendations

An Introduction to Film Studies, Jill Nelmes (older editions of this book can be purchased 
used for 0.01p from Amazon)

The Good, The Bad and the Multiplex, Mark Kermode, 2012 ISBN: 978 0 099 54349 7

Watch SECRETS OF CINEMA: SUPERHEROES on BBC IPlayer

Read and start subscribing to Mark Kermode’s twitter/ Guardian webpage on film and his 
podcasts

Read some quality film criticism. Read articles from Sight and Sound: 
https://www.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/sight-sound-magazine

Websites
http://www.guardian.co.uk/film  http://www.bfi.org.uk

http://www.bbfc.co.uk http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbcfilms/ http://www.film4.com/ 
http://www.totalfilm.com

 http://www.empireonline.com http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment_and_arts/  
http://www.filmsite.org/ 

http://www.screenonline.org.uk https://www.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/sight-sound-magazine
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Film Studies 
______________________________
Any questions?
________________________________________________________________________

Contact Miss Donachie on donachiej@jhn.herts.sch.uk

City of God
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