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VCE English/English as a Second Language
Unit 1: 2007 Support Material
	Area of study 1: Reading and responding
Example: Film study – Othello


Introduction

The key aim of this sample support material is to encourage students to develop skills in identifying and discussing the structure, features and conventions used by the authors of narrative texts to construct meaning in relation to the development of character, ideas and themes, and the strategies used by readers to make meanings. 

Set texts for Units 1 and 2 may include one film text. The film Othello, directed by Oliver Parker, has been selected for the purposes of this study. Students will identify the film’s narrative structure, and features such as point of view, the use of camera angles, symbolism, images and sound/lighting effects. Students will examine the ways in which the filmmaker positions viewers and the ways in which viewers construct meaning, drawing on their knowledge of film conventions.

Refer to page 13 of the VCE English/ESL Study Design for full details of the focus of the area of study, a description of the outcome and key knowledge and skills.

The following is not intended to outline a plan for teaching the entire area of study. Teachers may wish to select from some of the suggestions, activities and assessment tasks outlined below.  The Advice for English teachers and Advice for ESL teachers sections in the English/ESL VCE Study Design also provide examples of learning activities for this Area of study.

Timing

To complete some of the suggested activities outlined below, students will need time for:
· participation in class and group discussion and exploration of:
–
appropriate metalanguage to discuss structures and features of film texts
–
the ways the filmmaker has structured the narrative and used features and conventions to construct meaning in relation to the development of character, ideas and themes

–
the strategies used by viewers to make meaning

· research and preparation of responses
· consultation with teacher
· class presentations
Overview of a range of possible activities

Students should be provided with the opportunity to undertake a range of activities. Suggested activities outlined below include opportunities for:

· participating in small group and whole class discussion

· making notes in response to the ideas, characters and themes presented in the text

· completing appropriate research, including reading and viewing a range of texts

· constructing a response.

Suggested texts
For the achievement of Unit 1, Outcome 1 students must read and study at least one text, set by the school.

Students are encouraged to read widely to support the achievement of all outcomes.

Examples of set text/s and some additional reading:

	Set text
	Film text: Othello (1995), directed by Oliver Parker

Running time: 124 minutes. Classification: M (15+).

	Additional texts
	Selected scenes from Shakespeare’s Othello

	Additional reading

Summaries of the plot and lists of characters can be found on numerous websites. Students could be directed to the following websites:

www.pbs.org/shakespeare/
www.teachersfirst.com/shakespr.shtml
http://aspirations.english.cam.ac.uk/converse/about/sitemap.acds
www.clicknotes.com/bradley/welcome.html
http://shakespeare.palomar.edu
Information about the film can be found at

www.imdb.com/
The feature article ‘Sick with envy’, by Dr Peter O’Connor (The Age, 28/07/01) discusses the difference between jealousy and envy.


Activities

Introductory activities

Students may begin their study by discussing the ways authors of familiar texts structure their texts and use features and conventions to construct meaning in relation to the development of character, ideas and themes.

Discussion could begin with asking students to view extracts from films or episodes of film texts and noting some of the strategies and features used by filmmakers. For example, they might note the use of voice-over in Gattaca and reflect on reasons for using this feature and its impact on the viewer. The class could then list a range of ways film producers structure films, some of the features they use to develop character, ideas and themes and the impact on viewers.

	Activity – Compiling a glossary
Students should be encouraged to compile a glossary of key terms throughout their study.


	Activity
Students could contribute short video or CD segments from their own collections. These might include selections from films or television programs.

Working in groups students could select five film or television shows and identify:

Ways of structuring a film, such as:

· flashbacks

· use of split screens.

Features, such as:

· voice-over
· use of camera angles to establish point of view

· music/sound

· lighting

· symbols (such as the use of spirals in Gattaca).

Students could then compare ways of structuring a narrative and features used, and discuss their impact. For example, comparisons could be made between the use of voice-over and dialogue to develop understanding of character or plot.

The aim of this task is to draw on students’ understanding of the ways in which a viewer’s responses are shaped by filmmakers.


Reading and responding to set text
An introduction to the set text will involve providing contextual understanding of the film studied. The class could be briefly introduced to Othello’s world as a Moor from Northern Africa and a General fighting for the Venetian Empire, married to the daughter of a Venetian senator.

Othello explores relationships and the development of destructive jealousy. Before viewing the film, students might consider the idea of jealousy and how it relates to their own experiences. These questions could also help to form the basis of student discussion:

What is jealousy?

What motivates people to feel jealousy?

How does jealousy affect peoples’ behaviour?

	Activity

Write a description of a time when you felt jealous.

Your account should be in the form of a short story or word sketch. You may choose to write from a first or third person perspective.
The aim of the task is to explain the nature of jealousy and to bring to life the various emotions associated with jealousy.


	Activity

Viewing the film

It is recommended that students view the film at least twice. The first viewing should give students a general idea of the plot, characters and themes. During the second viewing, the film could be paused at appropriate points, in order for students to identify and discuss how elements such as symbolism, camera angles, lighting and sound contribute to the viewers’ understanding of plot, characters and themes, following the guide questions below. Students may wish to view selected scenes one more time before completing the assessment task.


	Activity
Identify other themes in the film, for example:

· betrayal and trust

· gender relationships

· reputation.


	Activity

Comparison with the play

Teachers may wish to introduce selected scenes from Shakespeare’s play in order to focus on the language of the text, how the film’s images add meaning to Shakespeare’s words, and how the film maker’s interpretation of the play enhances our understanding of themes and characters. Suggested scenes include:

any of Iago’s soliloquies

excerpts from the ‘temptation scene’ (Act III Scene 3)

Desdemona and Emilia’s conversation in Act IV Scene 3

Othello’s final speech (Act V Scene 2).


	Activity

View extracts of the film again, identify selected features and discuss the ways they impact on the viewer. For example, focus on the use of camera angles. Students could be provided with guiding questions for this first activity. For example:

Camera angles

a. Why does the filmmaker have Iago look directly into the camera? At what times in the film does this occur? What effect might this have on viewers?

b. What movement does the camera make when Iago tells us: ‘I hate the Moor’?

c. Notice times when the camera has a close focus on characters’ mouths and ears. Why?

d. What film techniques does Oliver Parker use to suggest that Othello is dreaming about his wife and Cassio?

Comment on the camera angles chosen for the shots of Desdemona as she lies in bed talking to Emilia towards the end of the film. Explain how these shots position the viewers to feel sympathy for Desdemona.

	Students could then work in groups of three to five to focus on different features of the film and then report their findings to the class.

Features could include: 
· sound and lighting effects

· symbolism

· characterisation.
Feature

When used

How is feature used to develop understanding of character, ideas and themes

For example, in analysing the way music is used, students might comment on:

· times in the film when music is used to create a particular atmosphere, for example, the music at the start of the film when Desdemona is running

· impact of music in the following scenes

· when Iago tells Othello: ‘Look to your wife’? Why do you think the director made this decision?

· when Othello has an epileptic fit (note: in Elizabethan times it was thought that an excess of emotion could cause an epileptic fit)

· when Desdemona sings a song about willow towards the end of the film.


Students could similarly analyse the film in terms of the use of lighting.  Students might note, for example, that the director chooses warm lighting tones in the scene when Desdemona and Emilia have a conversation as Desdemona is preparing for bed. They could then reflect on what this suggests about the relationship between the two women. A comparison might be made with the exterior, night time shots of Othello walking and contemplating what he must do.

	Activity
Students could create an annotated collage depicting the use of symbols in the film and indicating what they are meant to represent. The poster might include, for example:

Chess pieces: Why is Iago playing with chess pieces and what does this suggest about his character and his relationships with others?

References to black and white: Comment on the ways in which the colours black and white are used throughout the film. Consider, for example, the chess pieces, day and night time scenes, skin colour. What do we associate with the colours black and white?

Locations: When Iago begins to poison Othello’s mind with jealousy, the director chooses to set these scenes in the armoury, at the beach, in the dungeon and on the castle battlements. Comment on the symbolic nature of these settings.

Handkerchief: What does it symbolise for Othello? Does the director suggest why the handkerchief is important?


Reading and responding assessment tasks

Outcome 1

On completion of this unit the student should be able to identify and discuss key aspects of a set text.   They should also be able to use a range of strategies for preparing, constructing and supporting a response to a text in oral or written form. 

The following are examples for two assessment tasks, one in oral and one in written form, and ways students might achieve the outcome and demonstrate an understanding of the structures, features and conventions used by authors to construct meaning, as well as the strategies used by readers to make meanings. 

If an oral presentation is chosen, in some cases, an individual student may choose to take sole responsibility for a presentation OR a small group of students may choose to work together on a more complex presentation. In the latter case, each group member should have a distinct responsibility for a particular area of research, analysis, writing and production and be assessed individually.

Teachers should indicate the expected length of the task and assessment descriptors.

Sample assessment tasks
	Task 1: Oral response to text
In pairs, make an oral presentation focusing on Parker’s use of one key feature, showing how it contributes to our understanding of the ideas, characters and themes presented in Othello.

You may include a Microsoft PowerPoint presentation which includes several key scenes from the film.

Each pair should provide a handout for the class identifying the key feature explored, when, and where it is used by the filmmaker, and how its use works to communicate key ideas about plot, characters and themes.


	Task 2: Written response to text
The sample assessment task outlined below is a written, individual task. Students may need to view selected scenes again in order to complete the task.

Using the questions below as a guide, analyse a key scene from the film in a written response of approximately 600 words. Use quotations and where appropriate close reference to the structure and use of features and conventions to support the response.  Proofread carefully paying attention to the conventions of spelling, punctuation and syntax of Standard Australian English.

Respond to one of the following questions:

In Othello our understanding of Othello is gained as much from the way Parker has used features such as symbols, camera angles and sound and light as from what Othello says.

Do you agree?

Othello is a film about relationships, particularly relationships between men and women. How are relationships between men and women portrayed in the film? 

You should provide evidence from scenes in the film to support your points.
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